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But states should press demands for change whenever they expect to gain 
from such demands (Morrow 1988, 90-95). A system of rational actors should 
equilibrate the system over time and eliminate accumulated demands for change. 
Given that shifts in capabilities are anticipated, demands for change are granted 
as the dissatisfied rise in power. Grievances cannot accumulate to drive a ma­
jor war. 

Our argument supports this criticism of these theories. Power transitions are 
just one type of power shift. Predictable shifts in the expected outcome should 
have the same effect on demands for change whether those shifts move the rising 
state to 70%, 100% (i.e., equality), or 130% of the declining state's capabilities. 
In our model, shifts in the expected outcome do not provide a dynamic motiva­
tion for war, but the different evaluation of the changing risks of war drives our 
results. 

According to the model, power shift wars-and so power transition wars­
are more likely as the expected costs of war decrease. If large accumulated griev­
ances drive big wars, the sides should anticipate the fact and not go to war from 
the fear of its consequences. This point can be put more simply: no state initiates 
war if it expects the war to be long and bloody (Huth 1988, 7 4). Power transitions 
therefore cannot be the cause of major wars. Grievances should not accumulate 
as nations rise and fall in power. If they do, the anticipation of the long war that 
would result should suffice to deter that war. 

But then why do big wars occur? Big wars are also general wars. No state 
starts a war expecting to fight a long and bloody conflict, but reality does not 
always match expectations. The intervention of third parties unpredictably 
lengthens and intensifies wars. Blainey (1973, 196-97) points out four reasons 
why general wars tend to be long wars: ( 1) the distribution of capabilities is more 
even than in bilateral wars, increasing the likelihood of a military stalemate; 
(2) general wars produce fighting on multiple fronts, making it unlikely that one 
side will win on all fronts; (3) the members of a side may find it difficult to agree 
on a settlement acceptable to all, complicating the negotiations between the sides 
with those among the members of each coalition; and (4) general wars remove 
the possibility that a third party can bring it to an end by threatening to intervene. 
Historically, big wars have begun as small wars that expanded through the inter­
vention of major powers. The Thirty Years' War began with the Bohemian revolt 
against Austria; World War I started with Austria's declaration of war on Serbia; 
and World War II began as the German-Polish War. 

A set of issues that gives all great powers motivation to intervene is neces­
sary for a general war. Either one issue is so important that all powers see a need 
to intervene or a set of linked issues draws the powers in one by one as they see a 
chance to resolve a particular issue in their favor. The wave of liberalism carried 
by the French Revolution is an example of the former, and the set of territorial 
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disputes before World War I is an example of the latter. 20 Without such issues, 
few major powers can be drawn into a war because they see no need to intervene. 

But these wars do not start as big wars. They expand once they have begun. 
If the sides anticipated that these wars would expand into big wars with systemic 
consequences, they would not go to war in the first place. Power transitions serve 
as the sparks that start big wars. Power transitions precede big wars not because 
they cause them but rather because they cause the small wars that trigger big wars 
in the right circumstances. 21 

Alliances and the interests that motivate them also play a critical role in 
understanding big wars. Big wars require a set of linked issues that draw in all 
the major powers. Such issues also produce networks of alliances among the 
major powers. Our statistical analysis shows that support from allies must be 
included in the calculation of a nation's capabilities. These alliances complicate 
the question of judging power transitions. Because declining powers are likely to 
form alliances to bolster their capabilities, actual transitions may occur after the 
rising state has passed the declining state in internal capabilities. But the allies 
they choose are critical in determining whether a war expands to encompass all 
powers. To understand big wars, we need to understand not only the dynamics of 
relative power over time but also the interests that drive nations into conflict. 

Manuscript submitted 21 May 1991 
Final manuscript received 17 February 1992 

APPENDIX 

This appendix presents the analysis of inequality (6) to show when the rising state is willing to 
fight. The rising state is willing to fight when 

0 ;;. 2At2 + t(B - 2A) + A(I - t;"') - Bt"', + C, (A.l) 
g(rRS) 1 

where A = and B = --- - SQ'RS. 
4(rRS + 1) (rRS + 2) rRS + 1 

A > 0. B > 0 unless SQ ?: (II(rRS + 1))'"RS; the latter can occur only when rRS < 112 and SQ is 
close to 112. For now, we will assume that B > 0. Our results then do not hold for cases with risk­
averse rising states that are generally satisfied. The partial derivatives of A and B are as follows: 

20This observation parallels parts of Midlarsky's (1988, 131-47) distinction between structural 
and mobilization wars. His analysis of patterns of militarized disputes in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries (1988, 79-91) supports our notion that linked issues are necessary for big wars. 

21 We accept the position of Bueno de Mesquita (1990) that all wars probably can be and should 
be explained by one theory, and we reject the position of Midlarsky (1990) that separate theories of 
big and small wars are necessary. Further, we contend that the rational choice approach to interna­
tional conflict is such a unifying theory. This paper explains how power shifts can lead to the small 
wars that trigger big wars, and other papers (Altfeld and Bueno de Mesquita 1979; C. H. Kim 1991) 
explain why some small wars expand into big wars. 
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a A g(2 - rRS') 
rRS > yfJ. >0 unless 

ilrRS 4(rRS + I )2 (rRS + 2)2 

a A rRS 
>0 

ag 4(rRS + I) (rRS + 2) 

aB -I 

ilrRS 
= - (lnSQ)SQ'RS 

(rRS + 1)2 

as = -(rRS)SQ'RS-I < 0. -
asQ 

The term iiB/ilrRS is positive for some values and negative for others. 
Equation (A.2) specifies the two roots of the right-hand side of (A. I), henceforth abbreviated 

asRHS. 

B I 
t = 112 - - ± -yB' - 4AB(l - 2t ) - 4A2(1 - 2f2 ) - 8AC. 4A 4A em crrt 

(A.2) 

The RS is willing to go to war whenever both of these roots are real and less than t"',. First, the roots 
are real when 

B' - 4AB(l - 2t",) - 4A'(l - 2t;,,) - 8AC ::. 0. 

The partials of this determinant are as follows: 

iiDet M = -4B(l - 2t",) - 8A(l - 2t~,) - 8C 

iiDet as = 2B - 4A(l - 21",) 

aDet 
- = -8A < 0. ac 

(A.3) 

The expressions iiDetlilg and aDet/ilrRS cannot be signed because iiDet/iiA and iiDet/iiB cannot be 
signed in general. Numerical calculations of the determinant over reasonable ranges of the variables 
(.5 < rRS < 1.85, -.2 < t"" < .9, .5 < g <1.5, .15 < SQ < .45, and .01 < C < .I) reveal 
that the determinant is more likely to be positive as rRS and t"" increase and as g, SQ, and C decrease. 

Second, the roots must be less than t"" for war to be possible. The RHS is a parabola that opens 
upward. When t = t""' RHS > 0. Then t"" cannot fall in the interval between the roots and must be 
larger than the two roots for RS to be willing to go to war. This also implies that aRHS/atl,=,"" > 0 as 
RHS(t) is an upward parabola with t"" greater than the two real roots. Calculating this inequality, we 
have the following: 

aRHsl 
-- _ = 4At,"' + B - 2A > 0 at t-tcrlt 

t"" > 1/2 - B/4A. 

The partials of the right-hand side of (A.4), abbreviated 4HS, are as follows: 

MHS 

ag 

MHS 
--= 
asQ 

(4~2)(~;) > 0 

(- _!_)(j!!___) < 0 
4A asQ 

MHS ( I )( aB ) ( B )( aA ) 
ilrRS = - 4A ilrRS + 4A2 ilrRS 

(A.4) 
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- - In S S 'RS + · I [ 2 - 2SQ'RS + r'SQ'RS l 
- 4A ( Q) Q rRS(rRS + I) (rRS + 2) 

The expression a4HS!iJrRS cannot be signed in general; the first part is negative, and the second, 
positive. Numerical calculations of its value for typical ranges of the variables (.5 < rRS < 1.6 and 
.l < SQ < .45) reveal that iJ4HS/iJrRS < 0 except when SQ is less than .2. This threshold of dissat­
isfaction where the sign reverses increases with rRS. 

Collecting the two parts of the argument, (A.l) is more likely to be true as rRS increases, SQ 
decreases, C decreases, and g decreases. These results hold across typical values of the variable. They 
do not hold when SQ > (! l(rRS + 1))1"' or SQ < .2. 
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