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Deadly Decay:

Examining the Relationship Between Relative Great Power Decline & Cataclysmic War

“War does not always arise from mere wickedness or folly.  It sometimes arises from mere growth and movement.  Humanity will not stand still.”  Gilbert Murray

Introduction

International politics is a realm buffeted by great forces of change.  Cities rise, communities prosper, and international leadership is conferred; yet at the same time, economies stagnate, armies crumble, and hegemonies are ground into dust.  Diffusion is destined to follow innovation, and this inevitable erosion of economic and military advantage ensures system dominance is rarely more than fleeting.  Indeed, the mighty states of Sparta, Rome, Spain, and Great Britain, all dominant in their time, eventually fell from atop the international system—replaced as they were by vibrant new challengers, eager to claim their place in the sun.  The lesson of history, then, is that international hierarchies constantly evolve, ensuring the power of one hegemony is always superceded by that of another.  


Tragically, these movements of growth and decline often give rise to exceptionally bloody and destructive episodes of international history.
  Much has been written about the strong relationship between these dynamics, or ‘power transitions,’ and the outbreak of major war. 
  This is for good reason, as the conflagrations that emerge during periods of change—particularly amongst competing powers at the very heights of the international system—have exacted murderous tolls of successively unprecedented scales.
  Moreover, the financial burdens of these contests of hegemonic leadership are often insurmountable.  Global wars are the principal source of public debt for world powers, and these obligations have relative permanence, constraining both the winners and losers long after hostilities have been concluded.
  Thus when changes of leadership in the international system go awry—when stable peace is replaced by systemic war—untold suffering and expenditure of blood and treasure are sure to ensue.

Clearly, turbulent transitions have ramifications throughout the international system.  The questions that remain, however, are when, where, and why do these outbreaks occur?  Unfortunately, the literature has progressed little further than recognizing that power transitions are terribly important periods of international history.  Little more has been agreed upon.  In consequence, this paper addresses the relationship between economic decline—particularly by those states who enjoy a position of primacy—and the outbreak of great power war.  More specifically, this paper asks two questions: 1) is there a relationship between power parity and the outbreak of great power war, and 2) if so, are these conflicts instigated by the riser or the decliner, as measured in relative terms?  In response to these inquiries, the core thesis contends that the economic growth of rivals greatly agitates established powers, as it is through such expansion that rivals generate the potential to challenge the status quo.  As a result, great powers enduring relative decline prove themselves prone to engaging in preventative wars.  Critically, these are system-wide conflicts of unmatched ferocity and destruction.

Current Literature

Power transition arguments originate with the father of international relations, the Athenian general Thucydides.  Based on his experiences as a participant in the Peloponnesian War of 431-404 BC—the most sustained and intensive interstate conflict the Mediterranean world had ever witnessed—Thucydides posited the argument that growth differentials drive international conflict.  “What made war inevitable,” he wrote, “was the growth of Athenian power and the fear which this caused in Sparta.” 
  More precisely, Thucydides felt it was the fear engendered by relative decline, rather than causes like intense cultural antipathy, indolence, or mere capricious greed, that underlay the war which so thoroughly devastated the Hellenic world.   


More recently, the modern incarnation of power transition theory emerged with A.F.K. Organski’s World Politics.
  Coining the phrase “power transition,” Organski argued that when a rising challenger approximates the power of the dominant state, great danger ensues.  In particular, if such growth is rapid and the details of the present relative power balance are uncertain, it is easy to miscalculate the benefits of preventative or overtaking wars.  It is therefore quite likely that war will break out when such conditions occur.  Gilpin echoed this sentiment, arguing that hegemonic wars occur when the present international leader refuses to yield to a challenger, and at the same time the current challenger refuses to defer.
  It is disequilibrium—the upsetting of the established hierarchy of power—that is the root cause of systemic conflicts.  Periods of hegemonic transition should therefore be approached with serious trepidation.  


Spurred on by these pioneering works, scholars have sought to more deeply analyze the relationship between power growth and the outbreak of major war.  Unfortunately, despite the progress made in efforts to quantify and systematically observe this particular phenomenon, two problems confront the present literature.  The first of these is the debate over whether it is relative risers or decliners who instigate major war.  Do risers attack to change the order in their favour?  Or do decliners strike at rivals in order to defend the present international order, given that it was established in their favour?  Despite considerable research on the subject, little consensus has been reached.  


The first, or risers-attack school lacks not in pedigree.  Organski himself favoured an explanation that placed the responsibility for war instigation on the shoulders of rising states.  The logic of this argument is straightforward: given that there is usually a dominant power atop the international hierarchy, and that this power invariably shapes the “international order” in their favour, there is much for an aspirant to find discomforting.
  Indeed, risers undergoing rapid industrialization may become sufficiently upset with the present order and employ this growing power to affect change—even through force of arms, if necessary.  Peace is therefore extremely difficult to maintain “in the case of a challenger who wishes to destroy the existing order.”
  There is, to paraphrase Kaiser Wilhelm II, no threat greater than a rapidly expanding power willing to shunt others aside in order to ‘conquer for itself a place in the sun.’
  


This view boasts many adherents.  Kugler and Organski, for example, contend that the dominant power “has little incentive” to alter the status quo.  “After all, the prevailing international order is controlled by and designed for the benefit of the dominant power.”
  Gilpin concurs, arguing these conflicts are the result of political actors’ attempts “to change the international system in order to advance their own interests.”
  Flush with ever-increasing power, a rising state may determine that the costs of rearranging the contemporary order to one more amenable to its interests are outweighed by the potential benefits.  This potential net gain provides risers with ample incentive to attack.  As Most and Starr succinctly argue, the condition of approaching power parity provides the “opportunity” for war, while dissatisfaction with the status quo provides the “willingness” to violently engage with the dominant state.
  In this view, risers are the central culprits of great power conflict.


In stark contrast, however, stand those who argue it is in fact decliners who have a far stronger motivation to adopt violence.  These proponents of what Copeland terms the ‘dynamic differentials’ thesis
 go beyond the traditional power transition argument and assign blame for the instigation of great power war on an international system’s relative decliners.
  As Howard notes, 

“in general men have fought during the past two hundred years neither because they are aggressive nor because they are acquisitive animals, but because they are reasoning ones: because they discern, or believe that they can discern, dangers before they become immediate, the possibility of threats before they are made.”
  

War is here therefore a clear matter of rational calculation, a choice made for defensive purposes.  Why would a riser attack if the system was seemingly already in its favour?  In contrast, a power in relative decline is much more likely to feel the need to staunch the erosion of their security position.  Even Bismarck, a man who once noted that engaging in preventative war was akin to “committing suicide from fear of death,” nevertheless argued that “no government, if it regards war as inevitable even if it does not want it, would be so foolish as to leave the enemy the choice of time and occasion and to wait for the moment which is most convenient for the enemy.”

 
The logic behind this thinking is straightforward.  In anarchy, the relative deterioration of a state’s power position imperils that country’s security.  Worse, when challengers threaten the established order, they endanger a status quo that typically favours entrenched leaders.  This prospect of having to hand over the benefits that system leadership brings is often sufficient to spur relative decliners into action.  In fact, there exists deep within humanity’s psychological makeup a constant preoccupation with relative loss.  Potential gains are important, but it is the prospect for loss that really holds our attention.  As Levy identifies, considerable experimental evidence indicates that individuals overweight losses and respond more strongly to deprivation.
  As such, relative decline provides motivation and incentive powerful enough to prompt urgent action.  The hegemon cannot tolerate the challenger narrowing the power gap too greatly, for then it risks losing everything it was worked so hard to amass.


Empirically, dynamic differentials theory has assembled formidable evidence.  Thompson and Vescera note that the “rise of a new technology leader and the decline of its predecessor have been structurally disruptive processes that made global war more probable.”
  More recently, Copeland describes how in 5 of the 6 major wars that began in multipolarity between 1600 and 1945, violence was brought on by the state with a marked military superiority.
  Indeed, “in both multipolarity and bipolarity, it is the dominant and declining state that initiates war.”
  Overall, Copeland examined 13 major wars or crises across 10 historical periods and found that every conflict was initiated by a state fearing decline.
  Decline, these records indicate, offers a consistent motivation for war—a conclusion proponents of the traditional power transitions school clearly reject.  Discord therefore remains a key feature of present realist thinking on political economy and the outbreak of wars.


The second issue that bedevils our current understanding is the methodology of the program itself.  Unfortunately, both schools approach their empirical analysis in a flawed manner.  Indeed, these research efforts are hamstrung by two chief inadequacies: investigations by those in favour of riser-attacks explanations lack historical breadth, while those in favour of declinist arguments fail to apply a systematic, coherent examination of power dynamics across time.  


In terms of the first failing, many of these studies sorely lack an examination of cases extending beyond the modern era.  For example, in the first statistical analysis of the power transitions argument, Organski and Kugler constrain their examination to “test periods” no earlier than 1860.
  Similarly, Kugler and Domke soon followed this seminal work with a study that goes no further into the past than1904-5’s Russo-Japanese War.
  Unfortunately, such restriction represents a serious failing and deeply undercuts the applicability of power transitions’ insights across time and space.  So narrow a set of case studies suggests other, historically-contingent, factors may be at play.  What if, for example, the Industrial Revolution exerts a decidedly unique force on the decisions behind hegemonic war?  Moreover, given that systemic war can be observed as far back as antiquity, it is disconcerting that our causal explanations do not.


As for the second concern, even research that goes beyond the immediate past—be it from the schools of either rise or decline—does so in a haphazard and unsystematic fashion.  For example, while Gilpin’s argument pays close attention to the key historical developments and dynamics of the last two millennia,
 the work is primarily a deductive model and accordingly makes no concerted attempt to match its findings (that risers attack when disequilibrium is reached) with the empirical record.  Another illustration of this weakness comes from Copeland.  True, his Origins of Major War takes a decidedly more empirical focus.  Yet even here breadth is obtained only by sacrificing rigour.  Although conflicts as distant as the Punic Wars are included in his analysis, there is no systematic quantification of national power over time.
  No measurement is offered to track the dynamics leading up to the outbreak of great power war.  It is therefore impossible to empirically test the underlying hypothesis of decliner instigation.  Thus while Copeland’s qualitative case studies are sufficient to illustrate an interesting deductive argument, ‘national power’ must now be operationalized and the declinist claim put to the empirical test before any causal relationship can be conclusively proven.


It is clear that much research remains to be done.  For realism’s political economy models to progress further, it will be necessary to more firmly establish whether or not these conflicts are instigated by rising challengers or by status quo decliners.  In addition, it will also be necessary to bring greater historical breadth and economic precision to analyses of hegemonic transition.  Too much of the existing research work has remained fixated on the modern era—even if only because of the scarcity of economic data prior to the 19th century.  Thankfully, though, with the recent work of Maddison we now have the luxury of comprehensive economic data traveling back a half millennium. 
  Consequently, this paper will hereafter endeavour to exploit this research and help fill in these gaps in the literature. 

Data

The data gathered for this paper comes from two primary sources.  Firstly, the selection of the most salient great power wars of the last half millennium is derived from Ferguson, who compiled a list of the world’s costliest and most intensive conflicts of the Western and global eras.
  Secondly, all economic data, recorded in Gross Domestic Product (GDP) figures (quantified as millions of 1990 International Geary-Khamis dollars), came from the electronic version of Maddison’s 2007 compilation.
  This source provides the most comprehensive and systematic source for historical GDP trends available, offering a historical breadth well suited to this project.


Underlying this paper is, of course, the assumption that economic size can be used as a proxy for a state’s level of ‘power.’
  Clearly, power can mean different things to different authors.
  However, for the purposes of this argument the traditional relational definition will be accepted.  According to Spykman, this school views power as the ability to move an individual or human collectivity in some desired fashion through “persuasion, purchase, barter, and coercion.”
  More succinctly, Deutsch informs us that power is “the ability to prevail in conflict and overcome obstacles.”
  Power is therefore about the means of obtaining a desired set of ends.


With this definition in place, the utility of an economic metric becomes self-evident.  Indeed, using economic size as a proxy for power contains several distinct advantages.  Firstly, from an empirical standpoint, folk wisdom tends to remain true: God is, in fact, ‘on the side of the big battalions.’  According to Biddle, the relationship between material preponderance and military success runs at about 60% predictive success.
  Doran concurs, arguing that the growth of GNP is the single largest determinant of the shape of the power cycle over long periods of time.
  No state can escape the fact that economic might is both a necessary and sufficient condition for ensuring outcomes in their favour.  As an example, German military prowess certainly amplified that nation’s strategic capabilities,
 yet without the tremendous industrial growth the country enjoyed in the latter 1800s and early 1900s, all the gifts of the Great General Staff would have been moot.  Similarly, without Hitler’s economic stimulus and rearmament programmes of the mid-late 1930s, the Fall Gelb and Barbarossa invasion plans of World War II would have been utterly foolish to even contemplate.

A series of methodological reasons lends credence to the selection of economic size as a proxy for power.  Firstly, it is a variable useful in highlighting both actual and latent power.  Even if present military strength is minimal, stocks of economic wealth can foster the creation of truly coercive power.  An early example of such a shift is the city-state of Venice, which used its entrepôt status to become a great banking centre, and thereafter constructed an impressive navy with the proceeds—a force sufficiently strong enough to establish a colonial empire of considerable size.
  More recently, Great Britain demonstrated during the First World War that affluence could be transformed into physical power as well.  Given time (and a well-armed French ally), London enjoyed the means to grow the tiny British Expeditionary Force into one of the largest and most potent armies the world had ever seen.  Clearly, economic measures go beyond a focus on front-line, peacetime formations, and therefore far more accurately gauge a nation’s true power potential.


A second methodological rationale for the adoption of an economic metric is that, following Organski,
 national income can be used to encapsulate both population size and economic development in a single measurement.  “Estimates of gross national product closely reflect the movement of underlying variables crucial to the generation of national resources—the fraction of the population of working and fighting ages, and the level of productivity.”
  Keeping true to the principle of parsimony and its commitment to the “economy of exposition,”
 from this one metric a comprehension of many details can be obtained.
  Moreover, adherence to a single—albeit explanatorily powerful—variable prevents a descent into endless debates over which measures should be included, and those discarded.


Finally, the use of economic size as a proxy for national strength offers the prospect of historical continuity—that is, the ability to detail national strength far back into history.  Indeed, given that recent economic research offers a relatively detailed and lengthy estimation of previous wealth levels, no longer is there need to constrict research to the data-rich modern era. The chief virtue of using GDP, then, is that not only does it provide a consistent, non-contingent measure—enabling like comparisons across historical periods—but that it also extends the time horizons of these periods far back into the past.

Methodology

The project’s methodology is straightforward.  Ferguson’s list of the greatest Western and global wars was contrasted against the slope of Maddison’s GDP estimates for at least three generations (or roughly 75 years) prior to the outbreak of the conflict.
  Parsimony guided the enterprise, and thus only the principal actors—the biggest, strongest, most involved powers—were included in analysis.  At the same time, primary participants are limited to those who were instrumental to the outbreak of the struggle.  For example, while America’s participation in World War I was key to providing the manpower necessary to pursue the exhausted Germans following the failed Kaiserschlacht offensives, the country nonetheless was far removed from considerations surrounding the war’s 1914 onset.  As such, concerns over power parity for that time period have been restricted to the European continent.  


In a similar effort to maintain clarity and focus, four of the conflicts outlined by Ferguson were broken down into their regional components.  As a consequence, World War II contains separate alliance dyads for the European and Asian theatres, while the War of the Spanish succession is divided between France’s struggles with Marlborough in Germany and the Low Countries, and with Austria in Italy.  The Seven Years War was likewise separated into its overseas (the colonial contest between France and the United Kingdom) and European mainland components.  Finally, the Thirty Years War was similarly broken into the early Swedish-Holy Roman Empire conflict and the later intervention of, and conflict between, France and Spain.


Despite the controversy over the importance of who actually instigates a particular the conflict,
 the role of ‘instigator’ was taken to mean the nation who was dissatisfied with the status quo sufficiently enough to fire the first shot.  This is done for reasons of both clarity and practicality; surely the buck stops with the state that moved first.  Indeed, the Russian mobilization of 1914 may have made it seem to the German leadership that their outnumbered country could only escape its two-front security predicament by recourse to war, yet the Kaiser’s divisions were the first to march, and therefore the first to transform what was merely a diplomatic crisis into a live conflict.  The responsibility for instigation thereby falls on their shoulders. 


Some may argue this contention places too much emphasis on state agency, and ignores the pressures of system structure.  Nevertheless, while structural conditions may have forced the Germans into a position of great fear and uncertainty, violence was not the only option available.  As witnessed during the previous ‘Tangier’ (1905) and ‘Algiers’ (1911) Moroccan crises, and the 1st (1912) and 2nd (1913) Balkan Wars, international crisis do not make continent-wide war inevitable.  In theses cases, structure alone was insufficient to bring about war.  In fact, the international dynamics during these early years—domestic tensions, regional security concerns, and arms racing—were little different than those of 1914.  For decades, an aging France faced a growing Germany, which in turn was itself a geographically-isolated nation in danger of being outpaced by a rapidly growing Russia.  Yet war only came during that fateful August of 1914, not before.  This distinction between the previous diplomatic resolutions and the calamity of the Schlieffen Plan’s execution therefore demonstrates that while structure is an incredibly powerful force, actor agency remains the final arbiter in international politics.

Analysis

Again, this paper asks two questions: 1) is there a relationship between power parity and the outbreak of great power war? and, 2) if so, are these conflicts instigated by the riser or the decliner, as measured in relative terms?  By contrasting Ferguson’s conflict data regarding the leading great power struggles of the last 400 years against Maddison’s similarly-timed economic data (figures which serve as a proxy for latent and actual power), the following results were obtained:

I. Summary Statistics
	Total Great Power Conflicts
	
	16

	
	Parity Condition
	5

	
	Non-parity Condition
	11

	Risers Attack?
	5

	Decliners Attack?
	11

	Leader Attacks?
	5 (3 by risers, 2 by decliners)


	Totals

	Power Parity?
	Risers Attack?
	Decliners Attack?
	Leader Attacks?

	Yes

	5 cases
	1
	4
	0

	No

	11 cases
	4
	7
	5 (3 as riser, 2 as decliner)



Put more clearly, three novel results emerge.  Firstly, the data indicates that power parity is not as critical as Organski and Kugler suggest.
  In fact, out of 16 conflicts, great power war broke out during the condition of parity only five times (or 31.3% of the time).  In contrast, a majority of cases (11) took place under the condition of clear power dominance (68.8%).  Parity was therefore neither a necessary nor critical condition for the outbreak of cataclysmic great power war in the cases studied.  This is a serious blow to Hegemonic Stability theorists, 
 as the findings here suggest unipolar orders are nowhere near as tranquil as these authors contend.


Secondly, the results indicate that leaders only attack when they enjoy a clearly dominant position.  In contrast, leaders under conditions of rough power parity do not make aggressive moves.  In fact, of the five cases where leaders instigated great power war, each occurred when the leader held a position of clear primacy (100%).  Furthermore, these five instigations were split almost evenly between conditions where the leader was undergoing relative rise and where the leader was undergoing relative decline (3:2).  As such, it is the state’s hegemonic position that appears more determinative, rather than the present trajectory of relative power growth.  Both rise and fall appear equally conducive to the predations of a hegemonic power.  Indeed, hegemons have the luxury of attacking whenever they view aggression to be in their interest—regardless if their relative position is improving or deteriorating.


Thirdly, the hypothesis regarding the importance of relative power decline and its relationship to the outbreak of great power war has been strongly confirmed.  In all, 11 of 16 cases (68.8%) witnessed conflict instigation by a power undergoing relative decline.  This relationship holds particularly strong during periods of power parity.  Of the five cases relevant to this condition, conflict was instigated four times by decliners, or some 80% of the time.  Military gambles thus appear more easily welcomed when there is no preponderant hegemon to thwart a challenger’s hostile ambitions.  Even so, relative decline also matters in conditions of outright system dominance by one particular state.  In these cases, it was the decliner who attacked 63.6% of the time (that is, in 7 of 11 cases).  From this it can be concluded that regardless of international polarity or structure, nations undergoing relative decline consider war as a viable alternative to enduring continued losses.  This gives real reason to be extremely wary of any state undergoing relative decline.  There is a good chance it may strike.



There remain, however, exceptions to this tendency for decliners to attack.  These require explanation, for risers still account for roughly 30% of war instigation (5 of 16 cases)—a number which holds under conditions of both power parity and outright dominance.  Why might this be?  When looking at the system dominance sample, two cases, round two of the Thirty Years War and the Dutch War of Louis XIV, are straightforward, as both were instigated by the system hegemon, France.  Here, the surfeit of French power permitted the conduct of wars of predation with little need for caution.  Given that France was not just the relative riser, but also the system leader, the country enjoyed the luxury of tremendous policy freedom.  Likewise for the colonial theatre of the Seven Years War.  Although the struggle was characterized by a near-parity in domestic economic strength, in the far-flung imperial periphery it was a dramatically different tale.  Great Britain’s holdings in the Americas vastly outstripped the tiny French colony of New France.  Little surprise that fighting began here rather than in Europe, as the British enjoyed a vast advantage in local resources and mobilization potential.  Again, clear system leadership brings policy freedom.


The third and fourth cases are more complex.  In the former, the War of the Spanish Succession (Low Countries theatre), it was the riser but not the system leader who attacked.  To be more specific, during the lead-up to this struggle, France’s substantial power lead over Great Britain was being rapidly eroded by England’s much faster rate of economic expansion.  Normally, this situation of asymmetrical growth would encourage British patience.  Even so, strategic conditions nevertheless favoured a British attack.  With the Duke of Marlborough, one of the finest captains of the age, London enjoyed a fleeting military advantage, and thus could be counted on to secure gains against a vastly superior opponent.
  From this we can discern that not only are risers likely to attack if they are predominant—a condition which decreases the risk associated with the military option—but so too may it be worthy for risers to attack if they possess a significant, even if transient, military advantage.  Indeed, the logic of waiting for present trends to propel a riser past a leader can be circumvented by exploiting short-run offensive capability.  If the advantage is great enough, the appeal of using force to accelerate the current trend of overtaking established powers can be overwhelming.


The case of Germany in World War I—the only example of a riser attacking during power parity—provides the most baffling result.  It can, however, be explained as well.  At the time, continental Europe enjoyed a rough parity in power, with no nation enjoying an overwhelming advantage in economic product.  This raises the question of why Germany would accept the riskiness of war under parity when it either kept pace or outstripped the rest of Europe in terms of growth?  Why risk it all when so many rivals were of equal or near power?  Herein lies the importance of prospective growth differentials, for a rival which appears poised for takeoff can appear very dangerous indeed.  In this light, the reason for Germany’s willingness to strike, the reason for its discomfiture with the status quo, was not about relative performance over the preceding decades, but rather the enormous potential for future Russian growth.  In the years leading up to the Great War, Russia managed to keep pace with German growth utilizing just a fraction of its national resources.  As the reforms of Count Witte took hold, however, it became apparent that Russian growth might improve to a pace which the Germans could not match.  Thus while in 1914 Germany was not at immediate relative disadvantage, contemporary evidence foretold a time coming soon where this would no longer be the case.  Russia in 1914 was an industrial revolution in the making.  Had Russian rearmament and economic development been given more time before the outbreak of war, Germany’s relative decline would have been obvious enough for all to see. 

Relevance

Providing a quantitative foundation for the study of great power rise, decline, and conflict is imperative because great movements in the international power balance are once again at play.  China and India are currently increasing their shares of relative power at an extremely rapid rate, and this will continue to place tremendous strain on the global order.  In figures deflated for purchasing power, Chinese GDP has grown from a mere 25% of America’ 1980 total to nearly 70% of the 2003 figure.
  India, too, is beginning to demonstrate serious, sustained economic growth, and is therefore likely to similarly crowd the United States atop the international power hierarchy. 


As this growth accelerates and wealth convergence nears, the strains faced by the present international order will only become more acute.  Given the relentless advance of technology and institutional efficiency—the two key ingredients of any civilization’s warmaking potential—the potential repercussions of a turbulent hegemonic transition have only worsened.  Great power war in a nuclear-armed, computer-driven world offers untold danger.  Meanwhile, the evidence demonstrates that relative growth and decline matter a great deal to the course and conduct of international history.  There is nothing to suggest that this circumstance will change in the foreseeable future.

Future Research

Much work remains to be done.  While demonstrating the applicability of recent historical economic research to the study of power transitions and the outbreak of great power war, this paper offers merely a cursory glance at a much deeper and widespread phenomenon.  Indeed, for the project to achieve its full ambition, the study of relative economic growth and the outbreak of great power war must become far more systematic, comprehensive, and with greater historical reach.  


Attaining such data will be no mean feat.  Though Chandler and Badsey each offer a comprehensive dataset of the world’s key conflicts since earliest times,
 it will be much harder to confidently extend a systematic appreciation of economic size far back into the deepest annals of history.  Indeed, in order to achieve the necessary systematic approach and historical breadth, the development of two further techniques will be necessary.  Firstly, the relatively abundant historical population data can be multiplied by productivity estimates interpolated from Maddison’s work, thereby obtaining rough total output levels for more regions than are currently available.  McEvedy and Richard Jones, for example, provide detailed population statistics leading to the very origins of civilization.
  At the same time, Maddison provides estimates of GDP per capita levels at 0, 1000, and 1500 AD.  Critically, the intervening years managed only very slow productivity growth, regardless of geographic location.  Interpolation of the economic wealth of the empires and city-states of these eras can therefore be done with relative confidence.  Innovation was relatively stagnant during these years, and consequently, combination of this data with relatively reliable population figures will likely offer reasonable approximations of economic size.


  As potentially useful as this interpolation method may be, it is not without its drawbacks.  The gaps between the data points, running as they are at 500-year intervals, bequeaths considerable uncertainty and room for error.  Another prospective avenue would therefore be to adopt geographical extent as a proxy for economic size.  Indeed, cartographic representations of state size are far more abundant than historical per capita GDP estimates.  Moreover, territorial extent would serve as an effective proxy, given that early economic growth relied on resource levels, rather than productivity improvements.  In fact, prior to the industrial revolution, the only method to increase one’s economy was to increase the number of resources under its control.  


The reason for this is straightforward: lacking property rights to protect the fruits of innovation, technology development was stagnant and productivity growth minimal. 
  As Romer notes, without patent rights, the majority of history bore witness to little invention, and therefore little sustained growth.
  The few, intermittent technological and scientific advances that occurred prior to the 1760s were attributable to individual curiosity, government rewards, or privately funded prizes.  Only when property rights became established, permitting individuals to earn returns on their capital investments, did economic growth rates begin to dramatically improve.
  As such, the only way to become wealthy was to incorporate peripheral regions into the empire.  Territorial extent, not resource productivity, was key.  Fortunately, the dimensions of history’s various city-states, empires, and nations are well known and adequately captured by various historical atlases.
   Geographic size can therefore be assigned a value and serve as a rough approximation of aggregate wealth, and hence power.  


Regardless if the necessary economic data is obtained through per capita GDP interpolation or by the measurement of a nation’s geographic extent, the next step will then be to compare these power approximations with Chandler and Badsey’s conflict data.  Only by traveling deeper into the past will a sufficiently large n sample size be obtained.  Similarly, it will be necessary to incorporate conflicts outside the cases that dominate the study of Modern and Early Modern Europe.  Examination of Asia’s great power struggles, in particular, offer substantial prospect for further illumination of the causal dynamics behind power transitions.


A further issue is the need for a metric that accurately encapsulates short-run military prowess.  This paper has operationalized potential power, but not actual military capability.  Unfortunately, as the data indicates, states often face the incentive to exploit a fleeting military advantage—whether it be the brilliance of Adolphus’ reforms, Napoleon’s strategic genius, or Japan’s naval air arm of the 1930s—even if the long-run power balance in not in their favour.  It is therefore necessary to more fully and systematically examine when and where military advantage ensures that the recourse to arms is a plausible—if not inevitable—course of action.


Finally, the preceding analysis has taken a decidedly retrospective view.  Relative rise and decline has been measured in terms of trends leading up to the outbreak of war.  In reality, however, policymakers must consider not only current and past performance, but also future potential.  Here it is worth returning to the case of fearful Germany in 1914.
  Indeed, a look at the empirical record (incomplete though it is) indicates that Germany managed to match the growth of Russia’s buoyant economy during the Great War’s preceding years.  At least in present terms, Germany and Russia were both relative risers when contrasted against France and the United Kingdom.


This curious state of affairs opens a fourth avenue for additional research: a metric to incorporate the potential for future growth.  The power balance of yesterday and today is important, but so too is that of tomorrow.  The Great German General Staff felt this pressure a great deal.
  Maddison’s data suggests that in 1913, Germany’s economy was more than doubly as productive as Russia’s.
  However, in that year the Russian Empire’s population outnumbered Germany’s by a margin of 156 million to 65 million,
 thus even slow growth in per capita GDP would entail massive aggregate Russian growth.  Put another way, the trend of GDP per capita convergence
 was a move hardly in Germany’s favour.  Even small Russian productivity gains would be magnified by the country’s tremendous bulk—hence the fear in Berlin, and the high command’s subsequent eagerness for war.  Analysis of the ramifications of per capita GDP convergence, as well as the likelihood of this industrialization, is therefore a logical and necessary next step in power transitions research.
Conclusion


Tracing their thinking back to Thucydides, realist political economists remain deeply concerned with the relationship between power dynamics and the outbreak of major war.  They hold that under conditions of international anarchy, the goal of national preservation necessitates reliance upon self-help.  Realists therefore display a healthy concern for growth differentials across nations, as such trends give policymakers good reason to fear for the future.  Despite this impressive theoretical continuity, however, there remains a deep-seated disagreement within the present scholarship over whether or not relative decliners face the strongest motivation to instigate great power conflicts.  The field is similarly plagued by a series of methodological shortcomings.  Most notably, a paucity of historical breadth and empirical systematization limits the confidence one can have in realism’s causal claims. 

  
Fortunately, this paper serves to help narrow these intellectual divides, and demonstrates that economic size can be used as a parsimonious, yet illuminating, approximation of a state’s aggregate power.  Even more, with this measurement in hand, data regarding the chief Western and global conflicts of the last four centuries has been analyzed and several novel observations made.  Firstly, the evidence indicates power parity is not a necessary precondition for the outbreak of violent conflict between the great powers.  Indeed, in 11 of 16 cases examined, war was instigated when the international system was characterized by one state holding clear hegemonic dominance over every other member.  This result is a serious blow to Hegemonic Stability Theory, for it argues that unipolar orders ensure international tranquility.  On the contrary, the great strength of hegemons appears neither to deter challengers, nor to rein in their own imperial ambitions.  Hegemony does not appear to dampen the rowdiness of an international hierarchy.  In fact, all five instances of war instigation by leaders occurred when that state was clearly dominant.  Unipolarity therefore offers no great prospect for international peace and stability.


Secondly, the paper’s core thesis, that decliners instigate great power war, has been broadly confirmed.  Of 16 cases studied, 11 conflicts were instigated by a power undergoing relative decline—a dynamic that held during both conditions of power parity and hegemonic dominance.  Critically, this willingness—or perhaps frantic desperation—to resort to violence is even entertained by states far weaker than the current system leader.  Provided a country enjoys a short run military advantage, those who cannot hope to match their rival’s long-run economic (and hence power) capacity will seriously consider a recourse to forceful means in order to prevent their current condition from worsening even further.


Finally, if nothing else, this paper demonstrates the frightening potential dangers associated with changes of power leadership in the international system.  Those who suggest that nothing more than tranquility greets the present trends of relative US decline and a reorientation of economic power towards its traditional Eastern centre of gravity should be sternly cautioned.  Indeed, what confidence is there that war is, in John Mueller’s famous term, truly “obsolete”?


To be sure, if the present nuclear balance were to be upset by technological developments, great power security stability would vanish.  Indeed, if technological innovation was to suddenly lead to the entertainment of freedom from second-strike retaliation, great power war would once again re-emerge as a rational, conceivable option.  The underlying possibility of great power war therefore remains, leaving it as a potential scourge to remain wary of—particularly when considering the risks involved.  States often respond to international decline in dangerous and deadly ways.  As such, until the dilemma of international anarchy has been truly reconciled, it is best to keep history in mind and approach the coming great power transition with the care and concern that it most certainly is due.  

Data Appendix

I. The Greatest Wars in History

	War
	Dates
	Duration (yrs)
	# of Major Powers Involved
	Battlefield Deaths
	Deaths per annum
	Battlefield Dead as % of world population

	Second World War
	1939-45
	6
	7
	19,131,683
	3,188,614
	0.8

	First World War
	1914-18
	4.3
	8
	9,450,000
	2,197,674
	0.54

	Thirty Years War
	1618-48
	30
	6
	2,071,000
	69,033
	0.44

	Napoleonic Wars
	1803-15
	12
	6
	1,869,000
	155,750
	0.23

	War of the Spanish Succession
	1701-13
	12
	5
	1,251,000
	104,250
	0.21

	Seven Years War
	1755-63
	8
	6
	992,000
	124,000
	0.16

	War of the League of Augsburg
	1688-97
	9
	5
	680,000
	75,556
	0.11

	French Revolutionary Wars
	1792-1802
	10
	6
	663,000
	66,300
	0.08

	Dutch War of Louis XIV
	1672-78
	6
	6
	342,000
	57,000
	0.07

	Ottoman War
	1682-99
	17
	2
	384,000
	22,588
	0.06

	War of the Austrian Succession
	1739-48
	9
	6
	359,000
	39,889
	0.06

	Korean War
	1950-53
	3.1
	4
	954,960
	308,052
	0.04


II. Results Summary
	War
	Outbreak & Conclusion
	Power Parity at Outbreak?

	Primary Participants & Alliances
	Leader
	Relative Riser
 
	Relative Decliner
	Instigator
	Victor


	Second World War (European Theatre)
	1939-45
	In continental Europe, yes
	Germany, Italy vs. France, UK, USSR, USA
	US, USSR
	US, USSR
	Germany (vs US & USSR)
	Germany
	UK, USSR, USA

	Second World War (Asian Theatre)
	1941-45
	No
	Japan vs. USA
	US
	US
	Japan
	Japan
	USA

	First World War
	1914-18
	In continental Europe, yes
	Germany, Austria vs. France, UK, Russia, USA
	US; Europe = 3-way tie
	Germany, Russia
	UK
	Germany
	France, UK, USA

	Thirty Years War (Part I)
	1618-32
 
	No
	Sweden vs Holy Roman Empire

	Holy Roman Empire
	Holy Roman Empire
	Sweden
	Sweden
	Sweden

	Thirty Years War (Part II)
	1633-48
 
	No
	France vs Spain
	France
	France
	Spain
	France
	France

	Napoleonic Wars
	1803-15
	Yes
	Russia, Austria Prussia, UK, vs France
	Russia
	Russia, UK
	France
	France
	Allies

	War of the Spanish Succession (Pt: I Marlborough/Low Countries)
	1701-13
	No
	France/Spain vs UK
	France
	UK
	France
	UK
	UK

	War of the Spanish Succession

(Pt: II South)
	1701-13
	No
	France/Spain vs Austria
	France
	France
	Austria
	Austria
	Austria (no union achieved)

	Seven Years War (Part I: Colonial)
	1754-63
	No
	UK vs France
	UK
	UK
	France
	UK
	UK

	Seven Years War (Part II: Cont Eur)
	1756-1763
	Yes
	Prussia (UK) vs France, Russia, Austria
	France -Russia tie
	Russia, UK
	France, Prussia
	Prussia
	Silesia remained status quo

	War of the League of Augsburg
	1688-97
	No
	Holland, English, Spanish vs France
	France
	UK
	France, Spain
	France
	Indecisive

	French Revolutionary Wars
	1792-1802
	Yes
	Austria, Prussia, UK vs France
	France
	UK
	France, Prussia, Austria
	Austria & Prussia
	France

	Dutch War of Louis XIV
	1672-78
	No
	France vs Holland
	France
	France
	Holland
	France
	France

	Ottoman War
	1682-99
	No
	Austria vs Ottomans
	Ottomans
	Austria
	Ottomans
	Ottomans
	Austrians

	War of the Austrian Succession
	1739-48
	No
	Prussia, France, Spain, Bavaria vs Austria, UK, Holland
	France
	UK
	Prussia
	Prussia
	Prussia

	Korean War
	1950-53
	No
	North Korea, (China), vs S. Korea, (US)
	South Korea
	South Korea
	North Korea
	North Korea
	Draw



*Data for Prussia is rather suspect, as the GDP total Maddison provides incorporates all the Germanic states.

Moreover, according to Organski, major wars are initiated by challengers prior to overtaking the dominant state.

What about decline and its connection to the outbreak of war?  Again, under conditions of clear, single power dominance, 7 of 10 wars in the dataset were instigated by decliners (70%).  The logic is clear.  Of the seven cases observed, two of the decliners were dominant system leaders.  With such a wide margin of strength, hegemons can risk thwarting their rival’s growth by resorting to violence.  This is because their tremendous size entails a measure of confidence that the hegemon’s bulk will result in battlefield victory.  At the same time, hegemons need not worry so much should their armies perform poorly, for their material cushion over rivals keeps alive the prospect of winning through attrition.  With greater resources, hegemons can better endure such bloodletting and remain confident their adversaries will be compelled to negotiate an armistice first. Meanwhile, in the five cases where relative decline was endured by a system follower, war instigation was the rational course of action even against a far more powerful system leader for reasons of either fleeting military advantage and primal necessity.  


Consider Austria’s instigation of the War of the Spanish Succession.  As dominant as France was in 1701, the prospect of a united Franco-Spanish throne would have dwarfed Austria even further, thus war became an urgent necessity.  

Fleeting military advantage similarly explains the cases of Sweden, Prussia, Japan, and North Korea.  Although outmatched in raw economic (and hence power) terms, these countries were far from frail.  In 1630, Sweden joined the Holy Roman Empire’s civil war not only to rescue Germany’s Protestant princes, but also to gain control of the south Baltic coast.
  Only with the brilliant Gustavus Adolphus and his revolutionary military formations could the country overcome its power deficit and carve out some sort of long-term, sustainable economic base similar to that which kept which kept the Holy Roman Empire in so favourable a position.  In the War of Austrian Succession, Prussia enjoyed the brilliance of Frederick I, and similarly sought to carve out a long-term economic base in Austrian-held, Polish Silesia.  

what about decline?  7 (decliners) of 11 under power dominance.  4 (decliners) of 5 under parity  (under decline under parity and attacked: Germany WWII, France & Napoleonic Wars (1803-1815)—especially Britain vs Napoleon, Prussia Seven Years and French Revolutionary Wars (1792-1802).  


The 20th century was no different.  In 1950, North Korea faced a far more prosperous South, yet could nevertheless count on long lines of Soviet tanks to make up the ever-widening disparity with their rival.  War therefore emerged as an attractive option for Pyongyang.  World War II in the Pacific witnessed as similar dynamic.  Here, Japan fully recognized both America’s economic might and its superior growth rate.  Nevertheless, with the country’s preparedness for war in 1941, as well as the Imperial Navy’s superior air arm, it was rational for Tokyo to conclude the need to take advantage of the present military advantage and strike quickly, before the promise of the East Asian Co-prosperity sphere became impossible to achieve.
  Even under conditions of unipolarity, the weak have added incentive to utilize any military advantage they might possess.  In fact, the weak must do so before such strength evaporates, lest their position become completely untenable.

how one of the key cases underpinning Copeland’s dynamic differentials theory fails in the present analysis.
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