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 scientific analyses of the causes of war of the last two decades. The War 
Puzzle Revisited updates and extends his groundbreaking work,  reviewing 
recent research on the onset and expansion of war and the  conditions of 
peace. Vasquez describes systematically those factors associated with 
wars to see if there is a pattern that suggests why war occurs, and how it 
might be avoided, delineating the typical path by which  relatively equal 
states have become embroiled in wars in the  modern global system. The 
book uses the large number of empirical findings generated in the last 
twenty-five years as the basis of its theorizing, and integrates these research 
findings so as to advance the scientific knowledge of war and peace.

John A. Vasquez is Thomas B. Mackie Scholar in International Relations 
at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.

T H E  WA R  P U Z Z L E  R E V I S I T E D

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-88179-1 - The War Puzzle Revisited
John A. Vasquez
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521881791
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Ca mbr idge Stu dies  in Inter nationa l R el ations:   

T H E WA R PUZ Z L E R EV ISITE D
Editors

Christian Reus-Smit
Nicholas J. Wheeler

Editorial Board
James Der Derian, Martha Finnemore, Lene Hansen, 

 Robert Keohane, Rachel Kerr, Colin McInnes,  
Jan Aart Scholte, Peter Vale, Kees Van Der Pijl, Jutta Weldes, 

Jennifer Welsh, William Wohlforth

Cambridge Studies in International Relations is a joint initiative of 
Cambridge University Press and the British International Studies 
Association (BISA). The series will include a wide range of material, from 
undergraduate textbooks and surveys to research-based monographs 
and collaborative volumes. The aim of the series is to publish the best new 
scholarship in International Studies from Europe, North America and 
the rest of the world.

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-88179-1 - The War Puzzle Revisited
John A. Vasquez
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521881791
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Ca mbr idge Stu dies  in Inter nationa l R el ations

 109 Rodney Bruce Hall
Central banking as global governance
Constructing financial credibility

 108 Milja Kurki
Causation in international relations
Reclaiming causal analysis

 107 Richard M. Price
Moral limit and possibility in world politics

 106 Emma Haddad
The refugee in international society
Between sovereigns

 105 Ken Booth
Theory of world security

 104 Benjamin Miller
States, nations and the great powers
The sources of regional war and peace

 103 Beate Jahn (ed.)
Classical theory in international relations

 102 Andrew Linklater and Hidemi Suganami
The English School of international relations
A contemporary reassessment

 101 Colin Wight
Agents, structures and international relations
Politics as ontology

 100 Michael C. Williams
The realist tradition and the limits  
of international relations

 99 Ivan Arreguín-Toft
How the weak win wars
A theory of asymmetric conflict

 98 Michael Barnett and Raymond Duvall
Power in global governance

 97 Yale H. Ferguson and Richard W. Mansbach
Remapping global politics
History’s revenge and future shock

 96 Christian Reus-Smit
The politics of international law

Series list continued after index

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-88179-1 - The War Puzzle Revisited
John A. Vasquez
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521881791
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


T H E  WA R  P U Z Z L E 
R E V I S I T E D

J O H N  A .  VA S Q U E Z

Thomas B. Mackie Scholar in International Relations  
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-88179-1 - The War Puzzle Revisited
John A. Vasquez
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521881791
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


C A M B R I D G E  U N I V E R S I T Y  P R E S S
Cambridge, New York, Melbourne, Madrid, Cape Town, Singapore, São Paulo, Delhi

Cambridge University Press
The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge CB2 8RU, UK

Published in the United States of America by Cambridge University Press, New York

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9780521708234

© John A. Vasquez 2009

This book succeeds and replaces The War Puzzle © Cambridge University Press 1993

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception  
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,  

no reproduction of any part may take place without  
the written permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2009

Printed in the United Kingdom at the University Press, Cambridge

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloguing in Publication data
Vasquez, John A., 1945–

 The war puzzle revisited / John A. Vasquez.
p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-0-521-88179-1 (hardback) – ISBN 978-0-521-70823-4 (pbk.)   

1. War–Causes. I. Title.
U21.2.V378 2009

355.02 7–dc22
2009016994

ISBN 978-0-521-88179-1 hardback
ISBN 978-0-521-70823-4 paperback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or  
accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to  

in this publication, and does not guarantee that any content on such  
websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-88179-1 - The War Puzzle Revisited
John A. Vasquez
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521881791
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


To Elyse
peace of my heart

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-88179-1 - The War Puzzle Revisited
John A. Vasquez
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521881791
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


ix

List of Figures  xii
List of Tables  xiii
Preface  xv
Preface to the Original Text  xix

Part I  Preliminaries  1

  Introduction  3

 1 Conceptualizing War  14
Definition  14
Definition of war  21
The concept of war  30
Theoretical assumptions about war  42

 2 Types of War  52
Is there a need for a typology of war?  53
A typology of war  61
Conceptualizing rivalry  78
The domain of the analysis  87

 3 Power Politics and War  90
Foreign policy and war  94
Power-based explanations of war  98
The role of capability in the onset of war  117

  Retrospective Commentary on Part I  128

Part II  The Onset and Expansion of  
Wars of Rivalry  133

 4 Territorial Contiguity as a Source of Conflict  
Leading to War  135
Sources of conflict leading to war  137

C O N T E N T S

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-88179-1 - The War Puzzle Revisited
John A. Vasquez
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521881791
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


x con ten ts

Interstate war and neighbors: an overlooked  
relationship  146
A territorial explanation of interstate war  153
Territory, politics, and violence  160
Conclusion  165

 5 The Realist Road to War  167
Explaining war as a series of steps  169
The rise of security issues  172
Responding to security issues: alliances  173
Differences between the nineteenth and the twentieth  
century: alliances and arms races  185
Responding to security issues: arms races  193
Crisis escalation  200
Conclusion  213

 6 The Domestic Prerequisites of Wars of Rivalry  216
Classifying domestic political actors  218
Determining the initial balance between hard-liners  
and accommodationists  225
Domestic reactions to the steps to war  229
War initiation  236
Domestic constraints on war  240
Conclusion  244

 7 Explaining World War: Its Scope,  
Severity, and Duration  245
What are world wars?  247
Factors promoting the expansion of war  250
The necessary conditions of world war  269
Duration  280
Conclusion  283

 8 Peace  285
The nature of peace  286
Characteristics of peaceful periods  291
The relationship of peace to war  304

 9 Conclusion: Solving the Puzzle of War  315
The onset of war  316
The expansion of war  324

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-88179-1 - The War Puzzle Revisited
John A. Vasquez
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521881791
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


xicon ten ts

Peace research and cumulation 
of scientific knowledge  327

  Retrospective Commentary on Part II  333

Part III  Findings on the Steps to War, 1994–2008  339

 10 Research Findings on Territory, War, Peace  341
Territory and War  343
Territory and Peace  362
Conclusion  371

 11 Research Findings on Power Politics and War  377
Alliances and War  377
Rivalry and War  383
Arms Races and War  390
Combining the Steps  393
Conclusion  400

Appendix I: A Propositional Summary  405
Appendix II: Major Findings on the Steps to War  423
References  430
Index  463

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-88179-1 - The War Puzzle Revisited
John A. Vasquez
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521881791
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


xii

Figure 2.1  Classifying individual war efforts  72
Figure 2.2  Typology of war  75
Figure 2.3  The role of issue variables and dimensions  

of cooperation and conflict  85
Figure 6.1  Classification of domestic political environment  227   

F I G U R E S

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-88179-1 - The War Puzzle Revisited
John A. Vasquez
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521881791
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


xiii

Table 2.1 Types of proposals for disposing of stakes  83
Table 3.1 Houweling and Siccama’s findings on the power transition  107
Table 4.1 Frequency of wars involving a particular issue  143
Table 4.2a Interstate wars 1816–1980  148
Table 4.2b Major wars 1648–1814  148
Table 4.2c Rivalries 1816–1986  148
Table 5.1 Ranking of major states by alliance and severity  

and amount of war  184
Table 7.1 Wayman’s power polarization data  272
Table 7.2 Wayman’s alliance polarization data  276

T A B L E S

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-88179-1 - The War Puzzle Revisited
John A. Vasquez
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521881791
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


xv

Over the years I have been asked by colleagues and students if I was going 
to do a second edition of The War Puzzle or an update. I was hesitant to 
do so, because at a certain point the text of a book takes on a life of its 
own. This was particularly the case with this book, because its larger pur-
pose was to construct an explanation of why war occurs on the basis of 
an inductive review of existing findings. Once that inductive explanation 
was constructed, the more important task was to test that explanation 
deductively rather than tinker with it by looking at new findings. In the 
last fifteen years, I have spent most of my time conducting such deduc-
tively oriented empirical tests, including several co-authored  studies, 
particularly with the late Paul D. Senese.

It was always my intention, once that research reached a critical mass, 
to revisit the war puzzle to see what the new findings would tell us about 
the explanation set forth in the original book. The book before you is the 
fulfillment of that long-term goal. It is not so much a second edition as it 
is a book that keeps the original text intact, but supplements it with two 
new chapters whose purpose is not to augment the original explanation 
of war but appraise its scientific adequacy in light of the quantitative 
research conducted since 1993 that is relevant to the steps to war.

The main reason for doing this book is scientific. It is to see how the 
propositions in The War Puzzle have been tested and how the two explana-
tions embodied in the book – the territorial explanation of war (Chapter 4) and 
the steps-to-war explanation (Chapter 5) have fared. Chapter 10 reviews 
the research on territory and Chapter 11 reviews the research on power 
politics. This research has been very encouraging both in terms of failing 
to falsify the original theory and in breaking new ground. At the same 
time, as one would expect, not everything has worked out. The natural 
domain of the theory is the classic 1816–1945 era. It fits the Cold War 
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xvi Pr eface

only partially, but the post-Cold War period seems to be returning to the 
patterns found in the classic era, making the theory still relevant for the 
immediate past and the future.

From the reader’s perspective, the major difference between The War 
Puzzle and this book is that the former provided an explanation of why 
war occurs and this book complements the former by presenting a sub-
stantial amount of evidence that gives us an idea of where that explana-
tion is correct and where it is not. Nonetheless, I have added to the text 
some brief “retrospective” commentaries after Part I and Part II. These 
look back on each chapter, indicating what I think now, after fifteen years 
have passed.

Several people have been kind enough to read the new portions of this 
book. Marie  Henehan provided several critical readings and impor-
tant advice.  Sara McLaughlin Mitchell provided a close reading of 
Chapter 10 and Doug  Gibler did the same for both Chapters 10 and 11 
on short notice. My thanks also to Brandon Valeriano for suggestions 
on these two chapters and his work on types of war. More importantly, 
I thank each of them and all of the other authors cited in these chapters 
for the research they have conducted on interstate war and conflict. I 
am  particularly appreciative for the research and insights of  Michael 
Colaresi, Karen Rasler, and William Thompson on the steps to war. My 
thanks especially to  Jack Levy, who encouraged me (more than once) to 
undertake this project. I am also grateful to the several anonymous ref-
erees who provided reports to Cambridge University Press, with valu-
able suggestions. I have not always taken everyone’s advice, so I remain 
responsible for any errors and flaws.

My new colleagues at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 
especially Paul  Diehl and Colin  Flint, have provided an intellectually 
stimulating environment in which to think and write about peace and 
war. As always, it has been a great pleasure working with John Haslam 
and Cambridge University Press. My thanks also go to various doctoral 
students who have worked on the steps to war in other studies:  Choong-
Nam Kang, Chris  Leskiw, Andy  Owsiak, Karen  Petersen, Toby  Rider, 
and Susan  Sample.  In preparing the manuscript, I am grateful to the 
Thomas B. Mackie research fund at the University of Illinois for support, 
to Delinda Swanson for preparing the references and the index, and to 
Audrey Cotterell for copy-editing.

The War Puzzle was completed when my daughter was eight. I ded-
icated the book to her because I was working on it for most of her life 
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xviiPr eface

and because she provided me with a sense of peace conducive to working 
on this sort of subject. She is now twenty-three, having just finished her 
Master’s. I re-dedicate this work to her. Raising children always has more 
uncertainty about it than parents want; she has provided us with more joy 
than we anticipated and more satisfaction than we deserve.

August 11, 2008
Block Island, Rhode Island
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xix

This book treats war as a social phenomenon that recurs in human 
 experience. Instead of focusing on any particular war, I am interested in 
systematically describing those factors which are common to wars and 
to the peace that follows to see if there is a pattern that suggests why war 
recurs and how it might be avoided or mitigated. The end result will be 
an explanation of the onset and expansion of war and the conditions of a 
stable peace. This involves explaining why and how wars occur, why some 
wars expand, why some historical periods and interstate relationships are 
more peaceful than others, why some peaces last longer than others, and 
how they work to avoid war.

The task set forth in this book would be almost impossible for a sin-
gle individual to tackle were it not for an international community of 
peace researchers who have been dedicated to investigating manageable 
 portions of the problem in a rigorous way. Their efforts have made mine 
possible. They have contributed a new body of evidence and insight on war 
and peace distinct from those provided by history, traditional discourse, 
and political philosophy. In this book, I seek to integrate and explain their 
findings in a way that will move the culmination of scientific knowledge 
on war and peace forward.

My greatest debt is to those peace researchers who have painstakingly 
worked to document generalizations about war and peace. My debt to 
them is acknowledged in the text every time I discuss their work and 
cite their studies. This is particularly the case when I am critical of an 
explanation or give an alternate interpretation to a finding. Just because 
I have disagreed with something does not mean I have not found it 
valuable.

I have benefited not only from the body of knowledge generated by 
peace researchers, but in many instances from the willingness of indi-
vidual scholars to read and comment on parts of the manuscript or papers 
presented from it. Since this book has taken a long time to write and since 
I have not kept a record of every instance, I know I will forget to mention 

P R E F A C E  T O  T H E  O R I G I N A L  T E X T
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xx pr eface to the or igi na l text

some who have provided a contribution. With apologies in advance, let me 
acknowledge the following who were generous with their help, time, and 
insights, and provided important feedback to me: Claudio  Cioffi-Revilla, 
Paul  Diehl, Brian  Ferguson, Gary  Goertz, Charles  Gochman, Patrick 
 James, James Turner  Johnson, Charles  Kegley, Jr., Sheldon  Levy, Richard 
 Lore, Manus  Midlarsky, T. Clifton  Morgan, Karen  Rasler, James Lee  Ray, 
Gregory  Raymond, A. Bikash  Roy, Alan  Sabrosky, Randolph  Siverson, 
William R.  Thompson, Peter  Wallensteen, and Frank  Wayman.

In addition to these people, five individuals have played a special role 
in the evolution of this work. At the very beginning, Harold  Guetzkow 
and J. David  Singer provided models of inspiration and discipline. 
Harold Guetzkow’s description of how to construct theory in his “Long 
Range Research in International Relations” provided a guiding light in 
uncharted academic ground. This, along with his personal encourage-
ment and early advice on how to spend one’s time, were of immense help. 
David  Singer has probably been the key critical influence on this work. 
Without him, there would have been no Correlates of War project, and 
without that project this book would not have been possible. David Singer 
has been generous in giving me his time and has been supportive of my 
endeavors. He read early versions of the key chapters (chapters 4 through 
7) and provided valuable criticisms. Steve  Smith, managing editor of the 
Cambridge series, is one of three people who read the entire manuscript. 
He provided suggestions that improved the overall structure of the book 
and its theoretical argument. I am grateful for his long-term commitment 
to the project and his faith in it. Jack  Levy, my new colleague at Rutgers, 
also read the entire manuscript – and parts of it more than once. His com-
ments have always been stimulating, provocative, and educational. The 
manuscript has benefited from his readings. Marie  Henehan, my partner 
and colleague, has read the manuscript more times than anyone with the 
exception of myself. Her substantive and editorial criticisms have saved 
me from more than several errors. More importantly, without her pres-
ence I do not think I would have been able to complete this study. I deeply 
appreciate her steadfast support. Even though at times I became discour-
aged about the project, she never did.

All of the above persons greatly improved the book, but they are in 
no way responsible for the omissions, errors, and misinterpretations 
that remain. Nor, since they do not all agree with each other, should they 
be seen as necessarily agreeing with the interpretations I present here. 
Nevertheless, I hope each will find this work as making a contribution to 
our common endeavor.
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xxipr eface to the or igi na l text

A book of this length requires a great deal of time and space. Block Island, 
a small community of people, gulls and beaches, provided the space where 
my ideas and thoughts could come together and eventually be expressed 
in the written word. Several agencies provided time. Rutgers University, 
in the form of the Faculty Academic Study Program and research support 
from the Dean of the Faculty of Arts and Sciences, permitted me to get 
started. A Fulbright research grant to spend a year in Beograd, Yugoslavia 
allowed me to maintain the momentum I had gathered on my  sabbatical. 
My stay provided enough time and distance from the US to gain perspec-
tive and commit key parts of the manuscript to paper. My thanks to my 
sponsor, Radoslav Stojanovic, and to Sima Avramovic for making my 
stay productive and informative. Without the sabbatical and subsequent 
Fulbright, this book could not have been written. Several groups funded a 
course reduction in my teaching load from time to time which permitted 
me to work on the book. I thank the President’s Coordinating Council (of 
Rutgers University) and the New Jersey Division of Higher Education for 
this invaluable support. My special thanks to Manus Midlarsky, Director 
of the Center for Conflict Resolution and Peace Studies, who not only pro-
vided funds for my work but has also provided an intellectual stimulus for 
serious work on conflict and peace at Rutgers. While I have felt the need to 
have a reduction in my teaching load in order to complete this study, I have 
also benefited greatly from teaching the ideas and research in this book to 
my undergraduate and graduate students. They have provided a constant 
sounding board, convincing me, as it has others, that good scholarship 
and good teaching feed off each other. Finally, let me express my appre-
ciation to Michael Holdsworth who waited patiently for this manuscript 
and to Sheila McEnery and the staff of Cambridge University Press for the 
care they take in preparing manuscripts for publication.

I started research on this book the year before my daughter,  Elyse, was 
born. She is now eight. Those have been important years. She has pro-
vided a peace for me and has helped me find my home. To her I dedicate 
this work of mid-life.

Block Island, Rhode Island
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