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PART V  

CONFRONTATION 

Mankind must put an end to war  

before war puts an end to mankind 

 John F. Kennedy
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Introduction 

In this part, I confront historical research and generally accepted opinions 
regarding war dynamics and the development of the System with results from 
this study. Until now, any meaningful regularities were not identified in the 
war dynamics and development of the System, let alone in identifying the 
underlying dynamics and mechanisms that produce such regularities. This 
study now provides a framework or theory that addresses these shortcomings. 
Finally, we are able to understand the workings of the System, predict some 
of its dynamics, and identify clues to prevent wars and mitigate their effects. 

The aims of the ‘confrontation’ are: (1) to test (as far as possible) some of 
the hypothesis and conclusions of my research, (2) to show and explain that 
historical research – unaware of the existence of a deterministic domain – 
exclusively focused on the causality of contingent and (often) unique histor-
ical events, unavoidably resulting in incomplete and incorrect conclusions, 
and (3) to provide some alternative explanations of historical events with 
help from the new insights this study provides. 

I discuss the following studies (research):
1 Coercion, Capital and European States, AD 990-1992, by Charles Tilly (70);
2 The Sovereign State and Its Competitors, by Hendrik Spruyt (66); 
3 Politics Among Nations, The Struggle for Power and Peace, by Hans Mor-

genthau (43);
4 The Sleepwalkers: How Europe Went to War in 1914, Christopher Clark (18)

Tilly and Spruyt, in particular, focus on the formation of the state and the 
conditions and mechanisms that produced these organizational arrange-
ments. Both historians emphasize the impact of war on the formation of 
the state and observe that the state, state formation, war, and war dynamics 
are closely related phenomena. Despite this study results in (in some cases) 
fundamentally different explanations, Tilly’s and Spruyt’s studies are helpful 
in understanding the mechanisms that contributed to the war dynamics (the 
singularity dynamic) of the System during the period between 1495–1945.

As I mentioned previously, the four studies that I discuss in this part (‘Con-
frontation’) share the fact that their authors were unaware of the existence of 
an underlying deterministic domain that, to a high degree, determined and 
shaped the dynamics and events in the contingent domain. In my discussion 
of these studies, I point to these shortcomings, when they are evident. With 
this ‘confrontation’, I do not intend to re-write history. The evaluations that 
I conducted are, at this stage, still too superficial; more research is required. 
My aim is to test my own theory, and point to some obvious shortcomings 
that can now be identified in the studies I discuss, as well as in historical 
research methodology that led to these shortcomings. 
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 1 Evaluating Coercion, Capital and European States, 
AD 990-1992 by Charles Tilly 

 1.1 Introduction
In the study “Coercion, Capital, and European States, AD 990 - 1992” (70), Tilly 
merged three of what he calls ‘concerns’: the history and dynamics of col-
lective action, the process of urbanization, and the formation of national 
states. Tilly argues that states, and state formation, must be seen as efforts 
to “acquire the means of war,” and that “… war and preparation for war, 
strongly affected the entire process of state formation.”

Tilly observes that “States have been the world’s largest and most pow-
erful organizations for more than five thousand years. Let us define states 
as coercion-wielding organizations that are distinct from households and 
kinship groups and exercise clear priority in some respects over all organi-
zations within substantial territories.” “Only during the last few centuries 
have national states mapped most of the world into their own mutually 
exclusive territories, including colonies.” 

“States form systems to the extent that they interact, and to the degree 
that their interactions significantly affects each party’s fate. Since states 
always grow out of competition for control of territory and population, 
they invariably appear in clusters, and usually form systems. The system of 
states that now prevails almost everywhere on earth took shape in Europe 
after AD 990, and then began extending its control far outside the (Euro-
pean) continent five centuries later. It eventually absorbed, eclipsed, or 
extinguished all its rivals…” 

“Five hundred years ago, Europeans were busy creating a pair of arrange-
ments that were the unique: first, a system of interconnected states linked 
by treaties, embassies, marriages, and extensive communication; second, 
declared wars fought by large, disciplined military forces and ended by formal 
peace settlements. They were entering a period in which the major realign-
ments of boundaries and sovereigns throughout the continent occurred at 
the ends of wars, under the terms of agreements joined by multiple states.”

“In Europe something resembling the state system we know today was 
taking shape. The participants, moreover, were increasingly not city-states, 
leagues, or empires, but national states: relatively autonomous, centralized, 
and differentiated organizations exerting close control over the population 
within several sharply bounded contiguous regions.”

“(...) We can reasonably date the establishment of regular diplomatic 
missions within Europe to the fifteenth-century practice of Italian states.” 
“With the institution of embassies came extended information-gathering, 
widened alliances, multilateral negotiations over royal marriages, greater 
investment of each individual state in the recognition of other states, and 
a generalization of war.”

Tilly observes, “So natural do the rise of national states, the growth of 
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national armies, and the long European hegemony appear, indeed, that schol-
ars rarely ask why plausible alternatives to them – such as loosely-articulated 
regional empires that thrived in Asia, Africa and the Americas well past AD 
990 – did not prevail in Europe. Surely part of the answer lies in the dialectic 
of cities and states that developed within a few hundred years after 990. 

“For the coincidence of a dense, uneven urban network with a division 
into numerous well-defined and more or less independent states eventually 
set apart Europe from the rest of the world. Behind the changing geography 
of cities and states operated the dynamics of capital (whose preferred sphere 
was cities, and can be considered centers of creativity, innovation and wealth 
creation), and of coercion (which crystallized especially in states). Inquiries 
into the interplay between cities and states rapidly become investigations 
of capital and coercion.”

Tilly introduces new insights into the process of (national) state formation 
in Europe. Contrary to other researchers and historians, Tilly “places the 
organization of coercion and preparation for war squarely in the middle of 
the analysis, arguing in its rasher moments that state structure appeared 
chiefly as a by-product of rulers’ efforts to acquire the means of war; and 
second by insisting that relations among states, especially through war and 
preparation for war, strongly affected the entire process of state formation.” 

In this paragraph, I discuss the following subjects: state formation, the 
contribution of war to state formation, a dynamic Tilly called ‘rhythms of 
war,’ the development of Europe, from a collection of loose units, into a 
tightly knit Europe, and export of the state (outside Europe) through methods 
such as colonialism. 

 1.2 State formation
According to Tilly, “three different types of state have proliferated in various 
parts of Europe during major segments of the period since 990: tribute-taking 
empires; systems of fragmented sovereignty such as city-states and urban 
federations, and national states.” Typically, “national states unite substan-
tial military, extractive, administrative, and sometimes even distributive 
and productive organizations in a relatively coordinated central structure.”

“The long survival and coexistence of all three types tells against any 
notion of European state formation as a single, linear process, or of the 
national state – which did, indeed, eventually prevail – as an inherently supe-
rior form of government.” Tilly argues that national states stand “in between 
tribute-taking empires and city-states, built around war, state making, and 
extraction like other states, but compelled by bargaining over the subject 
population’s cession of coercive means to invest heavy in protection, adju-
dication, and sometimes even production and distribution.”

Sometime after 1490, alternative opportunities were foreclosed (IP: another 
example of path dependence) and Europeans “set off decisively toward the 
creation of a system consisting almost entirely of relatively autonomous 
national states.” The same states, on the other hand, diminished in number 
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and increased in area; “over the next four centuries, many war settlements 
and a few deliberate federations drastically reduced the number of European 
states. During the nineteenth century, the number stabilized.” 

Regarding the development of the number of European states (starting 
around 1490) depends, as Tilly puts it, ‘on contestable decisions bearing on the 
very nature of the eras of states.’ Tilly observes “no plausible set of definitions 
yields fewer than 80 distinct units or more than 500.” Despite difficulties 
to accurately define ‘units,’ it was obvious that “Europe was beginning to 
consolidate into territorially distinct states organized around permanent 
military establishments, and military superiority was starting to give the 
larger states better changes of survival.” In other words, size matters in an 
anarchistic system. 

“Over the next four centuries, many war settlements and a few deliberate 
federations drastically reduced the number of European states. During the 
nineteenth century, the number stabilized.” “Major consolidations occurred 
with the formation of the German Empire and the kingdom of Italy. By the 
start of 1890, the roster of states had declined to about 30, of which nine 
were members of the German Empire. At the end of 1918, the count stood at 
around 25 separate states. Although boundaries changed significantly with 
the settlements of World Wars I and II, the number and size of European 
states did not change dramatically during the twentieth century.”

The dynamics Tilly described (not coincidentally) coincided with the 
unfolding of the singularity dynamic in 1495–1945. Tilly describes – what 
I – call the process of crystallization of units/states in the System in fractal 
structures; as discussed: eventually the size-distribution of states could be 
best described with a power-law. I argue that these fractal structures were 
over time carved out by fractal war activities during successive systemic 
wars. According to physical laws, free energy must be put to work to create 
more order and to minimize the production of free energy. In the System, 
free energy is put to work at the critical point through systemic wars. Order 
is achieved by introducing new organizational principles, but also by intro-
ducing physical structures (fractals) that minimize the production of free 
energy, and optimizes its employment (if required). In other words, fractal 
structures best support international orders in balancing state interests and 
avoiding the creation of tensions, and in distributing destructive energy 
during systemic wars.. 

Consistent with Tilly’s observations, I also observed that the selection 
process, over time, became more limited in scope. Initially, selection was 
foremost a competition between diverse attributes of different organizational 
structures. Over time, however, competition became increasingly focused 
on specific attributes of these organizational structures, especially their 
potential to develop, produce, mobilize, and deploy destructive energy. This 
focus further fueled the singularity dynamic, and contributed to an increase 
in the level of totality in war. 



   CHAPTER 1      604 |

 1.3 The contribution of war to state formation and vice versa
According to Tilly, two factors account for the development of all European 
states in the direction of “greater concentration with respect to capital 
and coercion.” First, “the continuous, aggressive competition for trade and 
territory among changing states of unequal size, which made war a driving 
force in European history.” The second lies in “the processes by which states 
acquire and allocate the means of carrying on their major activities.” Tilly 
describes, “the crucial means were especially coercive, the means of war.” 
“Coercive means obviously played a part in war making (attacking external 
rivals), state making (attacking internal rivals), and protection (attacking the 
enemies of the state’s clients).”

“The most powerful rulers in any particular region set the terms of war 
for all: smaller rulers faced a choice between accommodating themselves 
to the demands of powerful neighbors and putting exceptional efforts into 
preparations for war. War and preparations for war involved rulers in 
extracting the means of war from others who held the essential resource, 
such as men, arms, supplies, or money to buy them, and who were reluctant 
to surrender them without strong pressure or compensation. Within limits 
set by the demands and rewards of other states, extraction and struggle over 
the means of war created the central organizational structures of states.”

Tilly explains why and how war further contributed to the selection of the 
state, as the preferred organizational structure of ‘units:’ “… the increasing 
scale of war and the knitting together of the European state system through 
commercial, military, and diplomatic interactions eventually gave the war 
making advantage to those states that could field great standing armies; states 
having access to a combination of large rural populations, capitalists, and 
relatively commercialized economies won out. They set the terms of war, 
and their form of state became the predominant one in Europe. Eventually 
European states converged on that form: the national state.” 

“Coupled with the continued buildup of the state’s armed force, the dis-
armament of civilians enormously increased the ratio of coercive means in 
state hands to those at the disposal of domestic rivals or opponents of those 
currently holding state power.”

“A ruler’s creation of armed force generated durable state structure.” 
“From AD 990 onward, major mobilizations for war provided the chief 
occasions on which states expanded, consolidated, and increased new forms 
of political organization.”

“Why did wars occur at all? The central, tragic fact is simple: coercion 
works; those who apply substantial force to their fellows get compliance, 
and from that compliance draw the multiple advantages of money, goods, 
deference, access to pleasures denied to less powerful people. Europeans fol-
lowed a standard war-provoking logic: everyone who controlled substantial 
coercive means tried to maintain a secure area within which he could enjoy 
the returns from coercion, plus a fortified buffer zone, possibly run at a loss, 
to protect the secure area.” 
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“Police or their equivalent deployed force in the secure area, while armies 
patrolled the buffer zone and ventured outside it (…). When the operation 
succeeded for a while, the buffer zone turned into a secure area, which encour-
aged the wielder of coercion to acquire a new buffer zone surrounding the 
old. So long as adjacent powers were pursuing the same logic, war resulted.”

Tilly also analyzes war data and observes, “over the long run, European 
wars became more lethal and less frequent.” This statement is however not 
correct as this study shows; it is essential to distinguish between systemic 
and non-systemic wars. As I argue in this study, non-systemic wars became, 
on average, smaller in size and less frequent while, at the same time, systemic 
wars emerged at an accelerating frequency and with an accelerating strength 
(intensity). The System became more robust and fragile at the same time. 

Typically, historians, like Tilly in this study, but also Levy (38), analyze 
war data on a ‘century-by-century basis’ (1600–1700, 1700–1800, etc.). As 
I explained this approach/perspective is fundamentally wrong for two rea-
sons. First, because a finite-time singularity accompanied by four accelerating 
cycles shaped the war dynamics of the System during the period between 
1495–1945, making a ‘cycle’ the appropriate unit of analysis. The second 
reason that Tilly et al.’s perspective is not correct is that these historians are 
unaware of the fundamental distinction between systemic and non-systemic 
wars. Systemic wars are not just scaled-up versions of non-systemic wars, 
but rather form a fundamentally different category in their own right, with a 
fundamentally different function (to design and implement upgraded orders). 

Tilly also points to “...the heavy involvement of European states (which, 
from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century constituted almost all the 
world’s great powers) in warfare, century after century.” He also suggests 
that “preparation for war, paying for it, and mending its damage preoccupied 
rulers throughout the five centuries under scrutiny.” “In the five centuries 
before 1500, furthermore, European states concentrated even more exclu-
sively on the making of war. Over the millennium as a whole, war has been 
the dominant activity of European states.” 

“If war drove states, it did not exhaust their activity. On the contrary: 
as a by-product of preparations for war, rulers willy-nilly started activities 
and organizations that eventually took lives of their own: courts, trea-
sures, systems of taxation, regional administrations, public assemblies, 
and much more.”

“The tasks of fitting out armies and navies were not the only ones which 
resulted in an expanding governmental structure. No monarch could make 
war without securing the acquiescence of nearly all his subject population, 
and the active cooperation of at least a crucial few. Over and over, rulers 
sent troops to enforce the collection of tribute, taxes, and levies of men and 
materials.”

Despite their intense war fighting activities before 1500, as Tilly describes, 
Europe at that stage did not constitute a coherent system. Tilly argues that, 
around 1500, a number of important transitions took place. As I explained, 



   CHAPTER 1      606 |

and consistent with assumptions made by Tilly et al., around 1500, Europe 
reached a certain degree of connectivity, became a system, and started pro-
ducing a finite-time singularity. 

Tilly argued that “… not long after 1495, Europeans had so far extended 
their military control that their system had become the great power system 
of the entire world”. “By the end of the fifteenth century, then, the European 
state system had acquired a clear structure and membership. It was on its 
way, furthermore, to dominating the world.” 

From around 1500 onwards, “War wove the European network of national 
states, and preparation for war created the internal structures of the states 
within it. The years around 1500 were crucial.” Warfare became more spe-
cialized and costlier, and “especially France and the Habsburg Empire, had 
the scale to absorb the increased costs, and took advantage of it.” “The rivalry 
of France and Spain began to reverberate through European politics.” “On 
a European scale, then, the late fifteenth century marked an important 
transition: as the large military states began to feel the stimulus of capitalist 
expansion, the advantages of the small mercantile states began to disappear.” 

Tilly also identifies some developments around 1500 that resulted in a 
change in the interactions and dynamics in the system that had emerged. 
These developments further strengthened the nation state as the most viable 
structure. 

Italy in the 1490’s shows the transitions taking place in Europe around 
that time. “They differed in bringing not just ambassadors, princes, and 
imperial forces, but large armies from the waxing national states across the 
Alps, into city-state Italy.” “The French invasion of 1494 (of Italy) made the 
peninsula Europe’s battleground, ended the round of small-scale wars among 
autonomous city-states... .” In fact, by competing for hegemony in Italy, the 
Northern states, forcibly integrated Italy into a larger system spanning much 
of Europe. “As the northern states generalized their wars and drew Italy into 
their struggles, war on land became more important, and the ability to field 
large armies more critical to a state’s success.”

Another transition concerns the organization and recruitment of armies: 
“From the fifteenth to seventeenth centuries – the critical period for European 
state formation – armies deployed through much of Europe consisted largely 
of mercenaries recruited by great lords and military entrepreneurs.” Now a 
process was set in motion, in which these mercenary armies were gradually 
replaced by national armies. “The wars of the French Revolution and Empire 
capped the trend, and ended the dominance of mercenary armies,” “by rais-
ing huge, effective armies chiefly from France’s own expanding territory.” 
“With a nation in arms, a state’s extractive power rose enormously, as did 
the claims of citizens on their state.” 

The developments that Tilly describes are consistent with my own obser-
vations that over time, war became more total in the sense that states 
developed, mobilized, and deployed an increasing variety and increasing 
numbers of resources. Furthermore, the state had become the superior 
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standard as competition increasingly focused on producing and mobilizing 
destructive power. However, states also had to balance the use and distribu-
tion of resources: “Whether they borrowed heavily or not, all rulers faced 
the problem of paying for their wars without destroying the ability of their 
sources to pay again in the future.” Tilly points to what I define as the need 
for states to maintain a certain balance regarding the fulfillment of their 
basic requirements. War is not an end in itself, but just another means to 
fulfill basic requirements that are perceived to be, in certain respects, at risk 
or under threat. War itself is a risky endeavor. Its effectiveness is difficult to 
predict, and war efforts force states to temporarily divert scarce resources 
to these efforts at the cost of neglecting other vital requirements and losing 
internal balance.

For a long time, European states concentrated on war, leaving most 
activities to other organizations “just so long as those organizations yielded 
tribute at appropriate intervals.” However, “as time went on, states took on 
activities, powers and commitments whose very support constrained them.” 
This development further contributed to the ‘totalizing’ of war, by dedicating 
ever more resources to potential war. 

“According to Tilly states developed the following activities initially: (1) 
state making (“attacking and checking competitors and challengers within 
the territory claimed by the state”), (2) war making (“attacking rivals outside 
the territory already claimed by the state”), and (3) protection (“attacking and 
checking rivals of the rulers’ principal allies, whether inside or outside the 
state’s claimed territory”).“No state lasts long, however, that neglects a crucial 
fourth activity” (4) extraction (“drawing from its subject population the means 
of state making, war making, and protection”). Tilly further explains: “At the 
minimum, tribute-making states stayed close to this indispensable set of four 
activities, intervening in the lives of their nominal subjects chiefly to impose 
ruling-class power and to extract revenues. Beyond a certain scale, however, 
all states found themselves venturing into three other risky terrains”: (1) 
adjudication (“authoritative settlement of disputes among members of the 
subject population”), (2);

distribution (“intervention in the allocation of goods among members 
of the subject population”) and (3) production (“control of the creation and 
transformation of goods and services by members of the subject population”).

“War making and state making reinforced each other, indeed remained 
practically indistinguishable until states began to form secure, recognized 
boundaries around substantial contiguous territories.”

“As rulers drew more and more resources for war and other coercive 
enterprises from their local economies, the major classes within those econ-
omies successfully demanded more and more state intervention outside the 
realm of coercion and war.” “Thus national standing armies, national states, 
and direct rule caused each other.” 

Increasingly states (also) provided identity’ to its populations: “In one of 
their more self-conscious attempts to engineer state power, rulers frequently 
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sought to homogenize their populations in the course of installing direct 
rule.” “European states began forcing the choice between local and national 
loyalties during the eighteenth century.” “War itself became a homogenizing 
experience, as soldiers and sailors represented the entire nation and the 
civilian population endured common privations and responsibilities.”

“Struggle over the means of war produced state structures that no one 
had planned to create, or even particularly desired” … “organizations them-
selves developed interests, rights, perquisites, needs, and demands requiring 
attention on their own.” “In similar ways, bureaucracies developed their 
own interests and power bases throughout Europe.” “The state-transform-
ing processes we have surveyed produced a surprising result: civilization 
of government.”

 1.4 ‘Rhythms of war’
Tilly observes that around 1500, “the increasingly connected European state 
system shifted to the rhythm of major wars.” In the discussion that follows, 
Tilly “arbitrarily takes all wars in Levy’s list during which great powers suf-
fered at least 100.000 battle deaths.” Because of their great impact on the 
System, Tilly specifically discusses the four wars that I defined as systemic: 
“The cruel Thirty Years’ War locked the European state system in place.” “(…) 
the end of the Thirty Years’ War consolidated the European system of national 
states” (IP: by introducing the sovereignty principle, defining a key-property of 
units of the system. This is part of a process of self-selection, as discussed). “The 
Congress of Vienna (1815), ending the Napoleonic Wars, brought together 
representatives of all Europe’s powers, not to mention many of its would-be 
powers.” “In that settlement (IP: Congress of Vienna) and in the negotiations 
following World War I, the great powers came as close as they ever have to 
the deliberate collective mapping of the entire state system, right down to the 
boundaries, rulers, and constituents of individual states.” “The settlements 
of World War I brought the last more or less general, simultaneous, and 
consensual redrawing of Europe’s map.” 

Tilly’s observations are consistent with my own regarding the develop-
ment of the singularity dynamic and its impact on the structural stability of 
the System. During the time frame that Tilly examines – during the unfold-
ing of the finite-time singularity dynamic (1495-1945) – Great Power status 
dynamics in Europe came eventually to a halt because Great Powers could 
‘permanently’ embed their positions (‘status’) in the System; while at the 
same time the System reached and ‘settled’ into optimal (fractal) structures. 
Both these developments are closely related. This process of crystallization 
contributed to the (increasing) structural stability of the System, and its 
increasing robustness and fragility. The process of crystallization, as I denote 
it, was complete shortly before the collapse of the anarchistic System in 1939. 

Tilly argues that this ‘catalog’ (i.e., the selection of wars with more than 
100.000 battle deaths that I just mentioned) “gives an idea of the enlarging 
scale of war, and the increasing generality of peace settlements up to World 
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War I.” It also suggests, according to Tilly, “... that with World War II the inter-
nationalization of conflicts burst the four-hundred-year-old system of peace 
settlements by general congresses.” “Since that time, the standoff between 
the Soviet Union and the USA has greatly complicated the completion of 
any general peace settlement.” (This study was published in 1990).

A couple of additional comments are useful here, based on the theory 
I developed in this study. Until now, the singularity dynamic and, as a con-
sequence, various regularities in war dynamics were not identified. This 
explains why Tilly et al. analyzed war data on a century-by-century basis 
and did not recognize the fundamental differences between systemic and 
non-systemic wars. Tilly speaks of a ‘rhythm of wars,’ referring to a series 
of large-scale wars and peace settlements, without specifying this rhythm. 

Tilly also observes that the Second World War (1939-1945), without recog-
nizing that this fourth systemic war caused a dual phase transition, marks 
some fundamental changes in the System. Tilly observes that the Second 
World War caused an ‘internationalization of conflicts’ structurally involving 
non-European Great Powers and the fact that the ‘system’ of peace settlements 
had come to an end following the Second World War. The ‘internationaliza-
tion of conflicts’ in the Second World War, I defined as the ‘globalization of 
the System,’ which is the moment other non-European Great Powers became 
an integral part of a global system. 

As I explained the Second World War (the fourth systemic war, 1939-
1945) in fact constituted a ‘dual’ phase transition: this dual phase transition 
resulted in the simultaneous implementation of two dedicated hierarchies 
in Europe – the core of the System – and first global order at a (now) global 
scale of the System. This dual phase transition was the outcome of the finite-
time singularity dynamic accompanied by four accelerating cycles during 
the 1495-1945 period; the finite-time singularity developed on two ‘lines’ 
(dimensions): integration in Europe, the core of the System and expansion 
outside Europe.

In this respect, Tilly also observes, “From World War I onward, indeed, 
it becomes increasingly difficult to separate the European system from the 
world system of states that was forming rapidly.” A number of observations 
that I present in this study are not new and were also recognized by histo-
rians. However, historians and social scientists were not able to place these 
observations in perspective and identify their relationships. This is now 
possible with the framework that I present in this study. It also has become 
evident that, contrary to what historians and social scientists believed, the 
System is a highly deterministic system.

The change in ‘peace-settlement-dynamics,’ Tilly mentions, also points to 
a fundamental change in dynamics of the System as they relate to the phase 
transition the System experienced. Tilly attributed this change (interruption) 
to the standoff between the Soviet Union and the United States. Tilly implicitly 
recognized, in my terminology, that the intense rivalry between these two 
‘super powers’ contributed to a distortion in war dynamics. The question is, 
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if such a ‘peace-settlement-dynamic,’ as was in place during the singularity 
dynamic (1495-1945), will resume now the current System has resumed 
chaotic non-systemic war dynamics, war dynamics that could well be an 
integral part of a next singularity dynamic that is now gaining momentum.

Tilly observes that, “The cracks in World War I’s settlements, indeed, 
forecast the fissures that opened up at the end of World War II. By that 
time the world-wide reach of the formerly European state system, and the 
emergence of such geographically and politically eccentric powers as Japan 
and the United States put great stress on a set of relations that had worked 
more or less well for four centuries.” This observation can now be put into 
perspective as well. These developments are closely related to the process of 
expansion – the second dimension – of the finite-time singularity dynamic 
(1495-1945). 

 1.5 Toward a ‘tightly knit’ Europe
Tilly shows that, with the help of two diagrams (one concerning joint involve-
ment of European states in Great Power wars during 1496–1514, the other for 
the period between 1656–1674), that the “European state system had become 
more tightly knit” over time, and that the system “had shifted decisively 
northward, and had thereby lost its Italian focus.” “Although the relative 
power and centrality of the participants altered considerably during the 
next two centuries, the map for the later seventeenth century shows us 
something like the structure that prevailed into our own time.” 

I consider Tilly’s observations further ‘proof’ for the increasing perma-
nence of the organizational (status hierarchy) and physical structures (state 
structures) during the unfolding of the finite-time singularity dynamic 
(1495-1945). This study shows that the consolidation of the network of ‘joint 
involvement of European states in Great Powers wars’ over time, as observed 
by Tilly, and the simultaneous decrease in Great Power status dynamics, and 
the crystallizing of geopolitical structures (states) in Europe toward fractal 
structures, constitute mutually reinforcing and coevolving processes. 

 1.6 Exporting the state, the state becomes the standard
Tilly observes, “During the last five hundred years, then, three striking things 
have occurred. First, almost all of Europe has formed into national states 
with well-defined boundaries and mutual relations. Second, the European 
system has spread to virtually the entire world. Third, other states, acting 
in concert, have exerted a growing influence over the organization and ter-
ritory of new states. The three changes link closely, since Europe’s leading 
states actively spread the system by colonization, conquest, and penetration 
of non-European states. The creation first of the League of Nations, then of 
the United Nations, simply ratified and rationalized the organization of all 
earth’s people into a single state system.”

“Note the meaning of these changes. On the average state formation moved 
from relatively ‘internal’ to a strongly ‘external’ process. War has weighed 
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heavily on the formation of states throughout the history we have been 
surveying; to that extent the process has always been external. Nonetheless 
the further we go back in time the more we see rulers and would-be rulers 
struggle to tame the populations within the territories they nominally con-
trol, fight off armed rivals within those territories, conquer adjacent lands 
and peoples, and build up their own monopolies of force. Thus we see them 
inadvertently constructing states whose structures bear the marks of the 
struggles and bargains that brought them into being. Conversely, as we move 
forward in time we witness the increasing salience of concerts among states 
for the fate of any particular state - at least until World War II.” 

“Over the last three centuries, compacts of powerful states have increas-
ingly narrowed the limits within which any national struggle for power 
occurred. They have done so through imposition of international war set-
tlements, organization of colonies, diffusion of standard models for armies, 
bureaucracies and other elements of the state apparatus, creation of inter-
national organizations charged with tending the state system, collective 
guarantee of national borders, and intervention to maintain domestic order. 
That narrowing restricted the alternative paths of state formation. Through-
out the world state formation converged on the more or less deliberate 
construction of national states – not empires, not city-states, not federations, 
but national states – according to models offered, subsidized, and enforced 
by the great powers.” “Once the national state dominated Europe and parts 
of the world settled chiefly by Europeans, it served as the template for state 
formation everywhere.” “National states won out in the world as a whole 
because they first won out in Europe, whose states then acted to reproduce 
themselves.” According to Tilly, “European states held political control over 
about 7 percent of the earth’s land in 1500, 35 percent in 1800, and 84 percent 
in 1914. That expansion in itself facilitated the multiplication of national 
states throughout the world.”

Tilly’s observation that “on the average state formation moved from 
relatively ‘internal’ to a strongly ‘external’ process” also seems the case for 
the core of the System (Europe) as such: initially the finite-time singularity 
dynamic (1495-1945) was one-dimensional in nature, in the sense that it 
only constituted a process of integration (in Europe), at a later stage, the 
singularity dynamic increasingly developed a second dimension: expansion 
of European states outside Europe. 
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 2 Evaluating “The Sovereign State and Its Competitors” by 
Hendrik Spruyt   

 2.1 Introduction
Spruyt describes the aim of his book “… to explain how the elements that 
constitute the international system change over time” (66) Spruyt further 
sought “to demonstrate how international relations are influenced by the 
character of the system’s constitutive elements.” It is useful to challenge my 
theory with historical studies (including Tilly’s and Spruyt’s) as this forces 
me to address certain questions and research issues. On the other hand, 
these ‘confrontations’, which are still superficial, also make it possible to 
start identifying shortcomings in historical research and social research 
methodology. In this paragraph, I discuss some of Spruyt’s observations 
with a focus on Spruyt’s ‘model of change’ and the ‘levels of change’ he 
distinguishes. 

 2.2 The state and the System 
The following observations give an impression of Spruyt’s line of thought. In 
the next two paragraphs, I discuss the model of change that Spruyt developed 
and the mechanisms of change that Spruyt distinguishes. 

Tilly explains: “The question of the origins of the state needs both a 
domestic and international explanation.” “The evolution of the state and the 
development of a state system were mutually reinforcing processes.” “On the 
one hand, the emergence of sovereign states had direct consequences for the 
other types of institutional arrangements in the system. The system selected 
out those types of units that were, competitively speaking, less efficient. In 
other words, the competitive nature of the system determined the nature of 
the constitutive units. At the same time, sovereign states preferred similar 
modes of organization in their environment. Actors intentionally created a 
system of sovereign, territorial states. They preferred a system that divided 
the sphere of cultural and economic interaction into territorial parcels with 
clear hierarchical authorities.”

“The entire process can thus be seen in micro-macro or agent-structural 
terms. In the first place the variety of units form the elements of a system. 
Because of competitive pressure between these dislike units, and through 
mutual empowerment as well as individuals’ choices, the system is gradu-
ally transformed into a network of similar actors. At that point the system 
imposes structural limits on the type of units that are possible and will 
be recognized by the other actors as legitimate forms of organization in 
international politics. With that in mind, we might sensibly speculate on 
the development of the state in the future.”

In relation to the ‘ability to wage war’ of units in the System, Spruyt argues, 
“I have advanced the argument that the ability to wage war was a function 
of institutional arrangements. Organizational types that were fraught with 
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freeriding and factionalism, that had problems rationalizing their economies 
and reducing transaction costs –  in short, those that could not make the 
transition to consolidated national economies – were less effective and less 
efficient in mobilizing resources than sovereign states.” “Sovereign authority 
proved to be more adept at preventing freeriding, standardizing weights and 
coinage, and establishing uniform adjudication. Equally important were 
the abilities of sovereign actors to coordinate their interactions with one 
another… States thus increasingly only recognized similar units (IP: process 
of self-selection) as legitimate actors in international relations.” 

“The ability to wage war operated as an intermediate cause of selection 
but was ultimately propelled by the consequences of particular institutional 
logics.” “Selection was thus partially driven by competitive efficiency. It also 
advanced, however, by the process of mutual empowerment. Sovereign 
actors only recognized particular types of actors as legitimate players in 
the international system.”

 2.3 Spruyt’s change model
In this paragraph, I discuss some elements of Spruyt’s ‘model of change.’

Spruyt distinguishes between three levels of change in international 
relations, namely (1) interaction change, (2) rank order change, and (3) 
change in the constitutive units. Spruyt explained that ‘interaction change,’ 
the change of diplomatic practices, is the most susceptible to individual 
decision making. Such practices are influenced by the presence of particular 
decision makers and by specific strategic choices. Spruyt’s second level of 
change concerns ‘shifts in the distribution of capabilities. ’Spruyt observes 
that “this type of change occurs less frequently. Changes in relative powers, 
occur, by some accounts, every century or century and a half. Such changes 
might correspond with periodic cycles in the economy.” 

The third and final level of change that Spruyt introduces concerns ‘unit 
change.’ Unit change, for example, describes the change from city-states to 
empires or from empires to feudal organizations and occurs least often. 
According to Spruyt, “When a particular type of unit comes to dominate 
the international system, it transforms the deep structure of the system.” 
Spruyt argues “that a change in the constitutive units of the system (IP: ‘third 
level change’) is only likely to occur after a broad exogenous change, or an 
environmental shock.” “Such an exogenous change will lead to political and 
social realignments,” and typically, “… actors choose to create institutions 
that meet their material interests and ideological perspectives.” “A change in 
the constitutive elements of the system means a change in the structure of 
the system.” However, Spruyt also explains that “the subsequent viability of 
institutions is constrained by their relative competitiveness.” Spruyt argues 
“that broad-based external change has a variety of internal repercussions. In 
response to such an external change, new political coalitions will form based 
on material interests and shared conceptual frameworks. The expansion of 
trade was the critical external change that set this process in motion during 
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the High Middle Ages.” “An external change, a change in the overall milieu 
in which that society is placed, will lead to a shift in the relative power of 
social and political actors.” “Actors will seek to capitalize on their improved 
relative position and change the existing political institutions.”

Spruyt argues “that the economic transformation of the Late Middle Ages 
inspired individuals to create new forms of organization in Western Europe.” 
“… all cued in to the new market opportunities created by the transition 
from local in-kind trade to long-distance monetized commerce.” “Univer-
salist empire, Roman theocracy, and feudalism gave way to the sovereign, 
territorial state, the city-league, and the city-state. These new institutional 
forms differed from each other in their degree of internal hierarchy and in 
whether or not their authority was demarcated by territorial parameters.” 

Spruyt argues that ‘unit type’ (also) influences international relations. 
“Historically, the establishment of a state system led to a re-categorization 
of who was entitled to exercise the means of violence.” “The state system 
has led to a specific categorization of what is to count as internal or external 
violence and who may exercise such violence. The state claims a domestic 
and external monopoly of force. As a consequence, non-state actors are 
stripped of coercive means…”

 “My discussion ends at about the time the Peace of Westphalia (1648) 
which formally acknowledged a system of sovereign states. This is not to say 
that the process of eliminating alternatives to states had been completed by 
then. But it did indicate that the variety in the types of units that existed in 
the Late Middle Ages was gradually being reduced, until later only a system 
of states remained.”

Spruyt explains, “… it was the concept of sovereignty that altered the 
structure of the international system by basing political authority on the 
principle of territorial exclusivity. The modern state is based on these two 
key elements, internal hierarchy and external autonomy, which emerged 
for the first time in the Late Middle Ages.”

This study shows that Spruyt’s ‘model of change’ and the categorization 
he introduces are not correct or even relevant. The changes that Spruyt dis-
tinguishes mostly do not impact on the System’s dynamics and development. 
As far as there is an impact (unit change, level three), the mechanisms that 
are at play are fundamentally different, as this study shows. The very regular 
and deterministic unfolding and development of the singularity dynamic 
during the period between 1495–1945 shows that the changes Spruyt distin-
guishes do not have a significant impact on the dynamics and development 
of the System during that period. What happened ‘in’ and ‘with’ the System 
does not qualify as unit change as defined by Spruyt. 

Through the finite-time singularity dynamic accompanied by four accel-
erating cycles (1495-1945) change, (the implementation of upgraded orders) 
was forced upon the System, and states constituting the System, to ensure 
compliance of the System with the second law of thermodynamics. It is how-
ever important to point out that, on the one hand, the singularity dynamic 
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was about change while on the other hand, the singularity dynamic showed 
strong continuity of certain dynamics and processes in the System as well. 
An example of this is the consistent and highly accurate unfolding of the 
singularity dynamic during its life span (1495–1945). This consistency can 
already be observed in the early stages of the singularity dynamic even 
though at that stage, the state still had some competitors. The singular-
ity dynamic is not produced by states, but its dynamic and its consistent 
unfolding are contained in the structure of decision-making processes of 
units (that may or may not be states) that make up the System. The structure 
of these decision-making processes has not changed since the inception of 
the System and the singularity dynamic around 1495; otherwise, such a 
consistency could not be achieved. The war logic of the anarchistic System 
is contained in the structure of decision-making processes of units regarding 
war. I explained that these decision-making processes qualify as ‘binary 
decisions with externalities and thresholds,’ and are the heart and core of 
the singularity dynamic. 

This study shows that in fact the System and its dynamics and (direction 
of) development are highly deterministic in nature, now that the existence 
of a deterministic domain and its impact is revealed, it becomes evident 
that a model of change should be based on the dynamics and properties 
of the ‘underlying’ deterministic domain. The deterministic domain deter-
mines and shapes the dynamics and development of the System; contingent 
dynamics (events, changes, etc.) do not have the decisive impacts historians 
attribute to them. 

Thus, my study leads to a fundamentally different model of change, 
including what change is and what change really matters. I presented such 
a model in part II and III of this study.

I now continue discussing Spruyt’s observations. Regarding level two 
change, Spruyt mentions ‘changes of relative power’ as a factor affecting 
change and continuity. It is, however, not clear how ‘changes in relative 
power’ and their impact must be understood based on the insights that Spruyt 
provides. Spruyt’s observations and general notions regarding changes in 
capabilities do not match with my own findings discussed in this study. 
I consider ‘status dynamics of Great Powers’ (based on Levy’s dataset) as 
‘changes in relative power’ of states, as meant by Spruyt. However, Great 
Power status dynamics typically occur during relatively stable periods, and 
are ‘confirmed’ - put into effect - during systemic wars that follow when ‘new’ 
Great Powers have the opportunity to anchor their newly acquired dominant 
positions in upgraded orders that will be designed and implemented through 
these systemic wars. Spruyt’s observation, on the other hand, that “changes 
in relative powers, occur, by some accounts, every century or century and 
a half,” is not a correct and accurate observation. Apart from the fact that 
their number decreases linearly when cycles are considered as the unit of 
analysis, the lifespans of successive relatively stable periods, during which 
these status changes typically take place, shorten at an accelerating rate. 
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Furthermore, there also is no correlation between “periodic cycles in the 
economy” (Kondratieff cycles) and changes in relative power, as I showed. 

Finally, in this paragraph, I comment on Spruyt’s observation that: “… a 
change in the constitutive units of the system is only likely to occur after a 
broad exogenous change, or an environmental shock.” According to Spruyt, 
regarding the co-evolutionary development of the state and the System, “the 
expansion of trade was the critical external change that set this process in 
motion during the High Middle Ages.” Although it is to a certain extent a 
matter of definition, if a certain development or shock must be considered an 
integral part of the dynamics of a system or an external shock, ‘unit change’ 
is an integral part of the core dynamics of the System, as this study shows. 
The co-evolutionary development of the state and successive international 
orders were shaped by two closely related mechanisms (principles) intrinsic 
to the System’s dynamics, namely selection and self-organization, which 
pushed the System and states to the next levels of social integration.

 2.4 Mechanisms of change
My study confirms Spruyt’s observation that: “The cause of evolutionary 
progress in society lies in the increase in dynamic density - the total volume 
of transactions and communications.” However, Spruyt does not elaborate 
further on this assumption. Regarding ‘unit change’, the most fundamental 
level of change according to Spruyt is that such a “scheme does not explain 
why such transformations occur infrequently or how such changes might 
look when they occur. Here the punctuated equilibrium model can be of 
some use, proposed by Gould.” “In Gould’s view, change can be dramatic 
and very quick. It takes the form of ‘punctuated equilibrium’: a dramatic 
shift along several dimensions simultaneously in response to a powerful 
environmental change.” 

“Stages of relative tranquility are interrupted by sudden and dramatic 
changes. Such broad exogenous change – punctuation – will lead to a flurry 
of radically new forms. In the long run, some of these forms may die out and 
a period of relative tranquility will ensue - a period of relative equilibrium. 
Whatever forms survive are not explained by reference to the types preced-
ing the exogenous shock but by reference to the new environment and the 
now simultaneously existing forms which emerged after the shock.” Gould 
presents a two-staged nature of evolution. 

According to Spruyt, “Historical analysis indicates that institutional 
evolution proceeds in two stages… in the first stage a dramatic change in 
the overall environment leads to new political coalitions. Such coalitions 
will favor institutional arrangements that correspond to the coalitions 
ideological preferences and material interests. In the second stage the dif-
ferent types of institutions exert competitive pressure on each other, and 
particular arrangements will emerge as more effective and more efficient 
than others. Some forms of organization are also more compatible with 
others and hence become preferred systems of rule.” “The dynamic of 
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competitive advantage selected out those units that were less effective and 
less efficient than others.” 

In relation to state formation, Spruyt applies this two-stage model as fol-
lows: “The interaction between internal and external spheres is a two-staged 
process. At first, changes in the external milieu lead to domestic shifts in 
relative power between social and political actors. Those actors then realign 
to form new types of institutions. The new institutions then become part of 
the external environment… So in the second stage of social evolution, the 
internal changes of units alter the external environment in which other actors 
operate.” “Institutional change will occur through a twofold process: a stage 
of institutional emergence and a subsequent stage of systemic selection.”

Spruyt also points to ‘inertia’ in institutions that hampers change. This 
‘inertia’ could explain why unit changes occur infrequently. According to 
Spruyt, “there are good reasons why actors do not redesign institutions 
unless conditions force them to do so. Transaction costs, set belief systems, 
and standard operating procedures mitigate against frequent overhaul. 
Moreover, given the fact that institutions reflect a particular distribution 
of power, such changes are unlikely to occur without fundamental shifts 
in that distribution. Once one form has established itself as dominant, rel-
ative stability in institutional types should follow. There is a certain path 
dependency in institutional design.”

According to Spruyt, “Selection in international politics occurs basically 
through three mechanisms” through selection, mutual empowerment, and 
deliberate mimicry and exit. I elaborate on the last two mechanisms. Spruyt 
observes, “Selection of particular types of units thus also proceeds by empow-
erment. International actors determine who is to count as a legitimate inter-
national participant.” Spruyt explains the effect of ‘mutual empowerment’ 
as follows, “… agents that make up the state system thus create a particular 
structure of inter-unit behavior. The very fact that some institutions are 
empowered as states, whereas others are denied that status, demonstrates 
how constraints have been placed on the subsequent choices of social actors.” 
Pointing to the mutual advantages of standardization, Spruyt explains, 
“… because of their territorial character, states were compatible with one 
another. Their respective jurisdictions could be precisely specified through 
agreement on fixed borders. So not only could sovereigns speak on behalf 
of their subjects, they could also precisely specify who their subjects were.” 

“Sovereignty also spread by mutual recognition.” “Here social selection 
differs from the unintentional biological process. Unlike what happens in 
natural selection, individuals create their own environment by preferring 
and tolerating only certain types of institutions. Sovereign, territorial actors 
had reasons to prefer similar systems of rule elsewhere.” 

I also elaborate on a third mechanism of change that Spruyt distin-
guishes. “Selection also occurs by deliberate mimicry and exit. Political 
elites copy institutional forms that they perceive as successful. At the same 
time, social groups switch their allegiance to those types of organization 
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that better meet their interests.” Spruyt explains that ‘intentionality’ during 
the first ‘variation’ phase of evolution is a critical difference between social 
and biological evolution. Biological organisms mutate at random, social 
groups may intentionally form political coalitions to deal with particular 
environmental constraints.

This study shows that Spruyt’s framework needs adjustment. My first com-
ment concerns Spruyt’s observation that institutional evolution proceeds via 
two stages. The second comment focuses on the degree of control that Spruyt 
(and other historians and social scientists) ascribe to ourselves regarding war 
the dynamics and development of the System. I do however not comment 
on Spruyt’s observations that change occurs infrequently; as is extensively 
discussed elsewhere in this study change occurs very regularly in the System.

Spruyt suggests that institutional evolution proceeds through two stages. 
In the first stage, a dramatic change in the overall environment leads to new 
political coalitions (…). In the second stage, “different types of institutions 
exert competitive pressure on each other, and particular arrangements will 
emerge as more effective and more efficient than others.” 

This study shows that the System, including states and successive inter-
national orders, do not change sequentially; it is a co-evolutionary process, 
in which cause and effect are closely intertwined. Spruyt’s observation that 
new political coalitions are produced in response to “dramatic change in the 
overall environment’ also is not correct: Change of and in the System is gen-
erated by dynamics intrinsic to the System, as I discussed previously. I argue 
that new coalitions (institutions) that are introduced immediately following 
a change (assuming this is the correct presentation of affairs) are already 
partial results of selection forces at work and also cannot be separated from 
the ‘building blocks’ (e.g., cultural elements, knowledge, and experience) that 
are preserved in the system and ‘survived’ previous change(s). These ‘building 
blocks’ - components - are remnants of previous and now partly outdated 
‘choices’ of the System. The design process of a new international order 
that typically unfolds during systemic wars show how change, specifically 
a change of order, is accomplished in the System; systemic wars consist of 
three ‘processes’ that unfold more or less simultaneously. 

The first process concerns the destruction of dysfunctional issues and 
tensions that have accumulated in the System. What exactly is considered 
dysfunctional is decided by dominant powers, that are in a position to achieve 
their destruction; power is influence. The second process concerns the design 
of the new order. A state’s contribution to the process of destruction also 
determines its position when bargains are made pertaining to what the 
arrangements of the upgraded international order will be, and to what extent 
a state can force its preferred arrangements (privileges embedded in the 
upgraded order) on other states. The third process concerns implementation. 
During the implementation process, states, especially Great Powers, ensure 
that arrangements that are agreed upon are implemented accordingly; this 
also is a matter of power and influence. 
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My second comment concerns the ‘control’ Spruyt (and other historians 
and social scientists) assume we have. Although social groups may inten-
tionally form political coalitions, as argued by Spruyt, he overestimates the 
control of so-called deliberate human decisions regarding the dynamics 
and development of the System. Indeed, institutions reflect a particular 
distribution of power, but the timing of institutional change, its direction 
of development, how the System changes, etc. is a highly deterministic 
dynamic produced by the System and enforced on so-called decision mak-
ers that do not have much to decide about. The unfolding of the singularity 
dynamic shows that we are to a high degree controlled by the self-organized 
deterministic singularity dynamic. This study shows that the singularity 
dynamic runs its own course despite all kinds of dynamics and changes 
that we think we control. As far as we control decisions or changes, they 
are often not relevant, or not more than an illusion. Often ‘decisions’ are 
only unavoidable responses to ‘choices’ the deterministic dynamics impose 
on decision-makers. 

The dominance of the singularity dynamic, in particular its accurate 
unfolding and clear direction of development, raises the fundamental ques-
tion of what our freedom of choice actually constitutes. Does freedom of 
action actually exist, and does what we define as ‘freedom of action’ actu-
ally matter? 

The accurate timing of the four systemic wars that the System pro-
duced during the period 1495–1945 shows that war decisions are until now 
‘unknowingly’ forced upon decision makers of states. Through a multitude 
of ‘micro-interactions’ (interactions between states), we unknowingly pro-
duced a self-organized macro-dynamic (the singularity dynamic) that then 
set the stage for the micro-dynamics that produced it in the first place, 
thereby increasingly determining and shaping our decisions regarding 
these micro-dynamics. 

During 1495–1945, the System qualifies as a war trap that we (until now) 
unknowingly created and maintained. Despite the deterministic nature of 
some key properties of the System and its dynamics, we still attribute causes 
and effects to deliberate choices decision makers are believed to make. 

This study should make us aware that much historical research and 
‘history’ that is presented to us, actually is not complete and/or accurate; 
it is based on fundamentally wrong assumptions. We were and are not 
‘masters’ of our own destinies, as we assumed until now and have been 
misled to believe. Our ability for collective self-illusion led us to believe that 
we controlled and shaped the System of which we are integral parts. This 
study shows that decisions we made (and still make) are more often than 
not just efforts in hindsight to justify and give meaning to ‘processes’ that 
are already set in motion and we do not control.
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 3 Evaluating “Politics Among Nations, The Struggle for 
Power and Peace” by Hans Morgenthau 

 3.1 Introduction
Morgenthau, Kissinger et al. are representatives of the so-called school of 
‘Political Realism’ (43). Political Realism does not leave much doubt about 
what international politics are about: Power. Political Realism is a highly 
prescriptive doctrine for decision makers in states, providing dogmas and 
‘instructions’ to ensure survival of states in an anarchistic system.

In this paragraph, I argue that the School of Political Realism is the prod-
uct of the anarchistic System and of the finite-time singularity which was 
accompanied by four accelerating cycles during the period of 1495–1945, and 
vice versa. During this period, the ‘Realist’ school provided and still provides 
the ‘scientific’ justification and dogmas for state decision makers to engage 
in ever increasing intense wars. 

This study, which makes the observation that war dynamics of the System 
are in fact deterministic in nature, makes us aware of a paradox that was 
until now not identified: On the one hand, wars are deterministic in nature, 
on the other hand, wars also are the outcome of deliberate human decisions. 
The question is how these contradictory properties can be reconciled, and 
if in fact his is an accurate representation of the dynamics and interactions 
in the System. 

Wars do not just happen; armies do not just start marching without 
extensive preparation (let alone in the right direction). War-fighting requires 
the development, the production and deployment of destructive energy, and 
the mobilization of societies to achieve this. How and by what mechanisms 
does the System ensure that states make the ‘right’ war decisions at exactly 
the right time? 

I argue that the School of Political Realism provides those mechanisms. 
It provides us with the decision rules to obey and the dogmas that produced 
the finite-time singularity dynamic (1495-1945). 

Application of dogmas and ‘rules’ of the School of ‘Political Realism’ 
produce interacting self-fulfilling prophecies between states that in fact 
constitute an interface between the deterministic and contingent domain 
of the System. This mechanism (of interacting self-fulfilling prophecies) is 
closely related to the security dilemma that is inherent to anarchistic systems. 

Contrary to what we believe and want to believe, war decisions do not 
qualify as ‘free will’ and do not qualify as examples of ‘freedom of choice.’ 
War decisions can be better qualified as self-organized mass-deception that is 
accomplished through these interacting self-fulfilling prophecies. The name 
‘School of Political Realism’ could not be more appropriate since Political 
Realism provides us with a collective ability to create our own realities. By 
producing our own ‘realties’ through the application of dogmas and rules 
related to the School of Political Realism, Political Realism never disappoints.
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The consistent unfolding of the finite-time singularity dynamic shows 
that this logic already existed well before the ‘School of Political Realism’ was 
formally introduced. The Realism logic, and the mechanisms it created and 
employed, are integral and necessary components of the singularity dynamic. 
Whereas political doctrines (fascism, communism, etc.) are instrumental in 
mass mobilizations—and ‘invented’ for that reason—Political Realism is 
instrumental in providing timely war preparations and decisions, which tied 
together with political ideologies, justifies the deployment of ever increasing 
levels of destructive energy, as was required for the unfolding of the finite-
time singularity dynamic.

In this chapter, I discuss the following subjects: (1) the deterministic 
nature of war dynamics, and consistency in war decision making during 
the unfolding of the singularity dynamic in 1495–1945, (2) a number of key 
assumptions and dogmas of the School of Political Realism, and (3) mech-
anisms that ensure synchronization of the dynamics in the deterministic 
and contingent domain of the System. 

 3.2 Consistency in decision making and resulting determinism
As discussed in previous chapters, the singularity dynamic, its components 
(cycles, relatively stable periods, systemic wars) and their properties (e.g., the 
timing, duration, and intensity of systemic wars; the number of non-sys-
temic wars the International System produced during successive relatively 
stable periods) developed deterministically and highly regularly during the 
period 1495–1945. 

At the heart of the war dynamics of the System are human decisions to 
engage or not engage in war. Wars do and cannot just happen; instead, they 
require extensive planning, preparation and consideration. War decisions 
qualify as ‘binary decisions with externalities and thresholds.’ The con-
nectivity and thresholds of the network of decision makers of states (and 
their issues) determine the size and frequency of war-cascades the System 
produces. 

The accurate unfolding of the finite-time singularity dynamic accompa-
nied by four accelerating cycles shows that the nature of decision making 
and how these decisions are connected in a network, have not changed over 
time. The consistency of the unfolding of the finite-time singularity also 
shows that war decisions – how they were made and interacted, – were not 
dependent on the organizational structures of the units (e.g., states) making 
these decisions. 

 3.3 Key assumptions of the School of Political Realism
Despite the fact that Morgenthau’s book “Politics Among Nations, The Struggle 
for Power and Peace” is somewhat dated, the ideas and theories he proposes 
still dominate decision making in international politics today. In this para-
graph, I present some of the assumptions and dogmas of Political Realism. 

It was Morgenthau’s conviction that, beneath the rapid succession of 
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events, certain basic characteristics of international politics remained, that 
is essential to understanding the “ebb and flow” of contemporary interna-
tional life. 

In Politics Among Nations, The Struggle for Power and Peace, Morgenthau 
purports to present a theory of international politics. The purpose of this 
theory is according to Morgenthau “to bring order and meaning to a mass of 
phenomena that without it would remain disconnected and unintelligible.” 

The shortcomings in the Realists’ line of thought are now easy to spot. 
Realists – and all decisions makers of states show(ed) to be Realists – unknow-
ingly(?), but effectively, leveraged interacting self-fulfilling prophecies it that 
then determined their inescapable decisions.

Morgenthau explains, “The issue this theory raises concerns the nature 
of all politics. The history of modern political thought is the story of a con-
test between two schools that differ fundamentally in their conceptions 
of the nature of man, society, and politics. One believes that a rational and 
moral political order, derived from universally valid abstract principles, can 
be achieved here and now. It assumes the essential goodness and infinite 
malleability of human nature, and blames the failure of the social order 
to measure up to the rational standards on lack of knowledge and under-
standing, obsolescent social institutions, or the depravity of certain isolated 
individuals or groups. It trusts in education, reform, and the sporadic use 
of force to remedy these defects.”

“The other school believes that the world, imperfect as it is from the 
rational point of view, is the result of forces inherent in human nature. To 
improve the world one must work with those forces, not against them. This 
being inherently a world of opposing interests and of conflict among them, 
moral principles can never be fully realized but must at best be approximated 
through the ever temporary balancing of interests and the ever-precarious 
settlement of conflicts. This school, then, sees in a system of checks and bal-
ances a universal principle for all pluralist societies. It appeals to historical 
precedent rather than to abstract principles and aims at the realization of the 
lesser evil rather than of the absolute good.” “This theoretical concern with 
human nature it actually is, and with the historical processes as they actually 
take place, has earned for the theory presented here the name of ‘realism.’”

Morgenthau does not attempt to present a “systematic exposition of the 
philosophy of political realism,” but presents six fundamental principles of 
Political Realism instead. I discuss two principles that I consider relevant in 
the context of this study: (1) “Political Realism believes that politics, like soci-
ety in general, is governed by objective laws that have their roots in human 
nature.” In other words: society is a rule-based system. Morgenthau does not 
make clear what these ‘objective laws’ are, and (2) “The main signpost that 
helps political realism to find its way through the landscape of international 
politics is the concept of interest defined in terms of power.” “We assume 
that statesmen think and act in terms of interest defined as power, and the 
evidence of history bears that assumption out.” 
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Morgenthau argues, “The concept of interest defined as power imposes 
intellectual discipline upon the observer, infuses rational order into the 
subject matter of politics, and thus makes the theoretical understanding of 
politics possible.” “A realist theory of international politics then, will guard 
against two popular fallacies: the concern with motives and the concern 
with ideological preferences.” 

This so-called ‘Realist’ perspective results in rather simplistic and some-
times reprehensible conclusions. For example, Morgenthau argues, “Cham-
berlain’s politics of appeasement were, as far as we can judge, inspired by good 
motives; he was probably less motivated by considerations of personal power 
than were many other British prime ministers, and he sought to preserve 
peace and to assure the happiness of all concerned. Yet his policies helped 
to make the Second World War inevitable and to bring untold miseries to 
millions of people.” 

As I show with this study, this analysis is fundamentally wrong: The Sec-
ond World War (the fourth systemic war, 1939-1945) did not become inevitable 
because of Chamberlain and his likes. The Second World War, like other 
systemic wars, was produced by the internal dynamics of the System, and 
was necessary to rebalance the System, to allow for a new phase of growth, 
and in the case of the Second World War, a dual phase transition that was 
already in the making for centuries, since the inception of the finite-time 
singularity dynamic in 1495. 

The Second World War (the fourth systemic war) was a deterministic 
event and would have emerged anyway in whatever appearance at that par-
ticular moment in time. Through the war logic that was leveraged by Realist 
reasoning, the singularity dynamic – interacting self-fulfilling prophecies 
that powered I the singularity dynamic with sufficient free energy – would 
have assured that a situation would have been presented to decision makers 
on time that would have justified these decision makers to engage in war. 

According to Morgenthau, “International Politics, like all politics, is a 
struggle for power. “Whatever the ultimate aims of international politics, 
power is always the immediate aim.” “When we speak of power, we mean 
man’s control over the minds and actions of other men. By political power 
we refer to the mutual relations of control among the holders of public 
authority and between the latter and the people at large. Political power is a 
psychological relation between those who exercise it and those over whom 
it is exercised. It gives the former control over certain actions of the latter 
through the effect that the former has on the latter’s mind. That effect derives 
from three sources: the expectation of benefits, the fear of disadvantages, and 
the respect or love for men or institutions. It may be exerted through orders, 
threats, the authority of a man or an office, or a combination of any of these.”

“Domestic and international politics are but two different manifestations 
of the same phenomenon: the struggle for power. Its manifestations differ 
in the two different spheres because different moral, political, and social 
conditions prevail in each. Western national societies show a much greater 
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degree of social cohesion within themselves than among themselves. Cultural 
uniformity, technological unification, external pressure, and, above all, a 
hierarchic political organization combine to make the national society an 
integrated whole set apart from other national societies. In consequence 
the domestic political order, is for instance, more stable and less subject to 
violent change than is the international order.” 

“All politics, domestic and international, reveals three basic patterns; 
that is, all political phenomena can be reduced to one of three basic types. A 
political policy seeks either to keep power, to increase power, or to demon-
strate power.” “The policy of prestige has rarely been recognized in modern 
political literature for what it is: the third of the basic manifestations of the 
struggle for power on the international scene.”

“The concept of ‘equilibrium’ as a synonym for ‘balance’ is commonly 
employed in many sciences, including physics, biology, economics, sociology, 
and political science. It signifies stability within a system composed of a 
number of autonomous forces. Whenever the equilibrium is disturbed either 
by an outside force or by a change in one or the other elements composing 
the system, the system shows a tendency to re-establish either the original 
or a new equilibrium.” 

According to Morgenthau, “two assumptions are at the foundations of 
all such equilibriums: first, that the elements to be balanced are necessary 
for society or are entitled to exist and, second, that without a state of equi-
librium among them one element will gain ascendancy over the others, 
encroach upon their interests and rights, and may ultimately destroy them. 
Consequently, it is the purpose of all such equilibriums to maintain the 
stability of the system without destroying the multiplicity of the elements 
composing it. If the goal were stability alone, it could be achieved by allowing 
one element to destroy or overwhelm the others and take their place. Since 
the goal is stability plus the preservation of all elements of the system, the 
equilibrium must aim at preventing any element from gaining ascendancy 
over the others.”

“Two elements are the basis of international society: one is the multiplicity 
and the other the antagonism of its elements, the individual nations. The 
aspirations for power of the individual nations can come into conflict with 
one another – and some, if not most of them, do at any particular moment 
in history – in two different ways. In other words, the struggle for power on 
the international scene can be carried on in two typical patterns:” through 
direct opposition, or through competition. In case of ‘direct opposition’, “the 
balancing of opposing forces will go on, the increase in the power of one 
nation calling forth an at least proportionate increase in the power of the 
other, until the nations concerned change the objectives of their imperialistic 
policies – if the do not give them up altogether – or until one nation gains or 
believes it has gained a decisive advantage over the other. Then either the 
weaker yields to the stronger or war decides the issue.”

In the other pattern (competition), the mechanics of the balance of power 
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are identical, but do not – because of pragmatic reasons – result in war. Accord-
ing to Morgenthau, “the balance fulfills an additional function: aside from 
creating a precarious stability and security in the relations between certain 
states (A and B in this example), consists in safeguarding the independence 
of third state(s) (C in this example), against encroachments by A and B, and 
probably other states. In fact, the independence of this third (weaker) state 
‘C’ is mere a function of the power relations existing between other A and B. 
In other words the function of the balance of power is (also) to preserve the 
independence of weak nations, that serves a clear purpose for the preser-
vation - balancing - of the system.” Morgenthau wrote, “small nations have 
always owed their independence either to the balance of power, or to the 
preponderance of one protecting power, or to their lack of attractiveness for 
imperialistic aspirations. The ability of such small nations to maintain their 
neutrality (like The Netherlands during the First World War) has always been 
due to one or the other or all factors.” “The same factors are responsible for 
the existence of so-called buffer states - weak states located close to powerful 
ones and serving their military security.”

Especially interesting is the case of Belgium, and the reasoning Morgen-
thau provided for its existence. Morgenthau explains that, “The outstanding 
example of a buffer state owing its existence to the balance of power is 
Belgium from the beginning of its history as an independent state in 1831 
to the Second World War.” Belgium was explicitly established by the Con-
gress of Vienna to improve the balance of power in Europe. In other words, 
this state was created to prevent new destabilizing tensions from emerging 
and is a correction of and addition to the international order (of which the 
Congress of Vienna is an integral part) produced by the third systemic war 
in 1792–1815. Morgenthau explains how a strong focus on preservation 
and expansion of power by states in an anarchistic system contributes to 
a certain balance of power, of which ‘small nations’ are an integral part to 
ensure its functioning. Morgenthau’s and the Realist School’s reasoning 
show how selfish considerations of states contributed to the emergence and 
conservation of small states. 

I explain in this study that the structure of the System (i.e., the size dis-
tribution of states) over time became more fractal because fractal structures 
support the balanced fulfillment of basic requirements by uneven states in 
an anarchistic system and minimize the production of tensions. I argue that 
the addition of Belgium to the System (as a ‘new’ state) contributed to the 
degree of fractality of the System and, by doing so, improved the ability of the 
system to further optimize its balancing function. Morgenthau describes that 
“the balancing process can be carried on either by diminishing the weight of 
the heavier scale or by increasing the weight of the lighter one.” Morgenthau 
discusses various ‘instruments’ to achieve this, such as by ‘divide and rule’ 
policies, ‘armaments’, and ‘alliances.’ Alliances are considered “a necessary 
function – and its most important manifestation – of the balance of power 
operating within a multiple-state system.”



   CHAPTER 3      626 |

“Nations A and B, competing with each other, have three choices in order 
to maintain and improve their relative power positions. They can increase 
their own power, they can add to their own power the power of other nations, 
or they can withhold the power of other nations from the adversary. When 
they make the first choice, they embark on an armaments race. When they 
choose the second and third alternatives, they pursue a policy of alliances.” 
“Whether a nation shall pursue a policy of alliances is, then, a matter not of 
principle but of expediency. A nation will shun alliances if it believes that it is 
strong enough to hold its own unaided or that the burden of the commitments 
resulting from the alliance is likely to outweigh the advantages to be expected.”

 3.4 Synchronization through self-organized mass-deception
The singularity dynamic that I identified and described in this study unfolded 
regularly (‘accurately’) according to a ‘schedule’ that was already contained 
in the initial conditions of the System at its inception around 1495. In this 
paragraph, I address the question that was put forward in the introduction 
of this chapter, namely how the deterministic nature of war dynamics of 
the System is synchronized with the deliberate nature of human decisions 
regarding war. How and by what mechanisms do states make the right war 
decisions at exactly the right time? 

I argue that the logic that is contained in the ‘School of Political Realism’ 
provided the necessary mechanisms that resulted in the finite-time singu-
larity dynamic and ensured its regular unfolding. The security dilemma is 
intrinsic to anarchistic systems and is central to the Realism’s war logic. 
In an anarchistic system, states are responsible for their own security and 
survival. An anarchistic system lags a generally accepted framework that 
allows for peaceful settlement of issues that unavoidably arise in anarchistic 
systems. The security dilemma implies that one state’s security (provisions) 
constitutes another state’s insecurity. The indivisibility of security, its zero-
sum nature in anarchistic systems and its relational dimension, produces 
a self-reinforcing mechanism, leading to increasing levels of tensions and 
destructive energy, as I already explained.

An anarchistic system can only be reorganized through war; alternatives 
are not available. Because of the continuous increase in population, connec-
tivity and rivalry between states, reorganization of the System – through 
systemic wars – is just a matter of time. States continuously monitor other 
states, issues, and their intentions. Moreover, because of the anarchistic 
nature of the System, and the rising number of issues and levels of tension 
in the System, states as a matter of time find reasons and justification to 
take necessary measures to improve their security by forming alliances and/
or (preventively) deploying destructive energy. It is a matter of time before 
potential adversaries – these measures were aimed at – take similar (counter) 
measures, following the same ‘realistic’ logic. These counter measures then 
justify the initial measures that were taken. This – measures / counter-mea-
sures – dynamic is self-reinforcing.
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The security dilemma not only constitutes a self-reinforcing mechanism; 
it also produces ‘interacting self-fulfilling prophecies’ between states.’ A 
self-fulfilling prophecy is a prediction that directly or indirectly causes 
itself to become true, by the very terms of the prophecy itself, due to positive 
feedback between belief and behavior. 

The School of Political Realism derives its ‘predictive power’ - and as a 
consequence its justification - from a self-fulfilling prophecy that is intrin-
sic to the security dilemma. All states are involved in these dynamics; it is 
just a matter of time before all states in an anarchistic system get involved 
in these mutually reinforcing dynamics and see their worst expectations 
become true, not aware that these tensions were created by their own doing. 

The security dilemma and interacting self-fulfilling prophecies are inte-
gral components of the School of Political Realism. The Realistic School pro-
vided (and still provides) a powerful rule set and dogmas to decision-makers 
in states that justified the deployment of increasing levels of destructive 
power that were (unknowingly) necessary for the unfolding of the finite-
time singularity dynamic (1495-1945). 

The war logic the School of Political Realism provided and still provides 
an integral and indispensable component of the first and (now) second 
singularity dynamic. Political Realism ‘is’ the singularity dynamic, and vice 
versa. The Realistic School is the codification of the self-fulfilling prophecy 
that produced the decisions necessary for the singularity dynamic to develop 
and sustain. 

Over time, during the unfolding of the finite-time singularity dynamic 
(1495-1945), the System developed increasingly outspoken and extreme polit-
ical and military doctrines, justifying ever-increasing levels of destruction. 

For example, in his war theory ‘On War’, Clausewitz (19) obviously pre-
sented convincing (enough) arguments to generations of military leaders 
and politicians to accept ‘total destruction’ as a sensible military and polit-
ical doctrine; according to Clausewitz, war is the continuation of politics 
with other means. The security dilemma could provide scientists, as well 
as military and political leaders, with the necessary argumentation. The 
singularity dynamic needed exactly such an extreme logic to be able to 
maintain its momentum, requiring the deployment of increasing levels of 
destructive energy at increasing frequencies. 

This is a co-evolutionary process: the deployment of increasing levels of 
destruction (demanded by the singularity dynamic) needed justification and 
dogmas. Political Realism provided the necessary justification and dogmas. 
Political Realism produced the singularity dynamic, while the singularity 
dynamic then further radicalized the School of Political Realism. 

We are under the assumption that we have ‘free will,’ and that we more 
or less freely choose between different courses of action. Contrary to what 
we believe and what we want to believe, at least as far as war decisions are 
concerned, this is not the case this study shows: war decisions do not qual-
ify as ‘free will.’ Instead, these decisions are forced upon us and leave us no 
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other choice than to comply; the security dilemma and interacting self-ful-
filling prophecies will make sure of that. The ‘insidious’ logic of the School 
of Political Realism ensured (and will ensure) that ever-increasing levels of 
destructive power were (and will be) deployed with conviction. 

War decisions (the singularity dynamic) qualify as self-organized mass-de-
ception that is accomplished through a collective self-fulfilling prophecy. In 
fact, the name ‘School of Political Realism’ could not be more appropriate; 
and as I already observed, Political Realism provides us with a collective 
mechanism to make the perceived realties of states and their decision-mak-
ers come true. 

 3.5 School of Political Realism or School of Collective Self-Deception?
The School of Political Realism as a coherent thought system – consisting 
of a set of assumptions, logics, and expectations – unknowingly, but very 
cunningly, exploits our inability to make sense of complex systems and 
nonlinear dynamics that characterize these systems. Being an integral part 
of such a complex system obviously makes it difficult to detect (and accept) 
how it works. Anarchistic systems produce collective self-fulfilling prophesies 
that determine and shape its dynamics. The security dilemma is central to 
these interacting self-fulfilling prophecy dynamics. 

In an anarchistic system it is not difficult for a Realist to prove himself 
correct: he gets what he prophesizes. Anarchistic systems never disappoint. 
These mechanisms make anarchistic systems into war-traps. As the ‘finale’ 
(1939-1945) of the singularity dynamic shows, only a direct risk of collective 
self-destruction along with the urge to survive could force decision makers 
to implement fundamental change. 

Political Realism is not a superior theory, as Morgenthau and Kissinger 
want us to believe. Morgenthau and Kissinger are instrumental in a process 
of collective self-deception, contributing to the necessary sense making by 
acting as the intellectual justifiers of infinite levels of destruction. Political 
Realism does not qualify as a science; it is a pseudo-science at best. Political 
Realism in fact is a crystal ball that actually works by successfully exploiting 
self-fulfilling prophecies and a school of thought that gives us the impres-
sion of control and accurate prediction. It is a serious concern that we were 
(are) so easily misled by groupthink at such a scale, and that it can make us 
construct and consistently act on collective self-fulfilling prophecies that 
then lock us into an inescapable war trap without experiencing any serious 
levels of cognitive dissonance. 

In the next evaluation, I focus on decisions of states that led to the First 
World War (the third systemic war, 1914-1918), and is an example of the actual 
workings of the School of Political Realism. 



629 |    CHAPTER 4      

 4 Evaluating “The Sleepwalkers: How Europe Went to War 
in 1914” by Christopher Clark 

 4.1 Introduction
Because interactive decision-making is at the heart of the System, I now 
discuss a study by Christopher Clark: “How Europe Went to War in 1914” (18). 
This study shows how the Realistic school of thought works in practice. 
Clark’s study shows that war decisions in the end boil down to a simple yes 
or no binary question. ‘Saturation’ as defined by Mattick et al. (41) can also 
be observed as an information overload that hinders assessments. Other 
mechanisms that can be observed are: the growing feeling by decision 
makers that they are losing control (related to the inability to adequately 
and timely process incoming signals), and that time is increasingly against 
them, providing positive argumentation for urging preventive/pre-emptive 
war activity. 

“How Europe Went to War in 1914,” including the options that were taken 
into consideration by decision makers regarding war decisions belongs 
to the contingent domain of the System. These events were a reaction to a 
trigger that activated an underlying percolated network of fully connected 
vulnerable issue clusters. Because of the criticality of the System and the 
fractal structures of the globally percolated cluster at that point, the System 
became critical and produced a systemic war (the third systemic war, the 
First World War, 1914-1918). 

Clark describes the aim of his study as follows: “This book thus strives to 
understand the July Crisis 1914 as a modern event. Questions of why and how 
are logically inseparable, but lead us in different directions. The question of 
how invites us to look closely at the sequences of interactions that produced 
certain outcomes.” “The focus on how aims to identify the decisions that 
brought war about and to understand the reasoning or emotions behind 
them.” “By contrast, the question of why invites us to go in search of remote 
and categorical causes: imperialism, nationalism, armaments, alliances, high 
finance, ideas of national honor, the mechanics of mobilization. The why 
approach brings a certain analytical clarity, but it also has distorting effect, 
because it creates the illusion of a steady building causal pressure; the factors 
pile up on top of each other pushing down on the events; political actors 
become mere executors of forces long established and beyond their control.” 

Clark’s study focuses on ‘how questions’ related to dynamics in the 
contingent domain of the System. Clark is not aware of the existence of a 
deterministic domain that determines and shapes contingent dynamics. The 
timing, duration and intensity of the First World War (the third systemic war, 
1914-1918) were already ‘set’ (dictated by the second law of thermodynamics), 
and contingent dynamics – shaped by interacting self-fulfilling prophecies 
between states – would ensure a timely ‘emergence’ of the First World War. 

Clark observes, “The key-decision makers – kings, foreign ministers, 
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ambassadors, military commanders and a host of lesser officials – walked 
towards danger in watchful, calculated steps. The outbreak of war was the 
culmination of chains of decisions made by political actors with conscious 
objectives, who were capable of a degree of self-reflection, acknowledged a 
range of options and formed the best judgments they could on the basis of 
the best information they had to hand. Nationalism, armaments, alliances 
and finance were all part of the story, but they can be made to carry real 
explanatory weight only if they can be seen to have shaped the decisions 
that – in combination – made war break out.” 

Clark’s also observes, “It is a central argument of this book that the events 
of July 1914 make sense only when we illuminate the journeys travelled by 
the key decision-makers. To do this, we need to do more than simply revisit 
the sequence of international ‘crises’ that preceded the outbreak of war - 
we need to understand how those events were experienced and woven into 
narratives that structured perceptions and motivated behavior.” “When 
decision-makers discoursed on the international situation or on external 
threats, were they seeing something real, or projecting their own fears and 
desires on their opponents, or both? The aim has been to reconstruct as 
vividly as possible the highly dynamic ‘decision positions’ occupied by the 
key actors before and during the summer of 1914.” 

In the introduction to his study, Clark observes, “Some of the most inter-
esting recent writing on the subject has argued that, far from being inevitable, 
this war was in fact ‘improbable’ - at least until it actually happened. From 
this it would follow that the conflict was not the consequence of long-run 
deteriorating, but of short-term shocks to the international system.” This 
is a fundamental misrepresentation of the nature and dynamics of the 
System, as this study shows: This war – as were the other (three) systemic 
wars the finite-time singularity produced during the period (1495-1945) – was 
unavoidable and forced upon the System by a deterministic underlying 
dynamic of the network. 

Referring to Clark’s observation above, the First World War was inevitable 
because the deterministic rules that apply to the System and its dynamics (in 
particular the second law of thermodynamics) ensured that enough tensions 
were produced, that a vulnerable cluster percolated the System, and that a 
trigger put the tensions (free energy) in the System to work to implement an 
upgraded order that allowed for a lower energy state of the System. 

In the next paragraphs, I take a closer look at some of Clark’s observations 
and statements concerning “How Europe Went to War in 1914.” I only comment 
on his observations if these comments aid in increasing understanding of 
my framework.

 4.2 Observations and comments
Clark observes that, in the decennia preceding the First World War, (what 
I call) ‘alliance dynamics’ transformed the System from a multipolar System, 
in which a plurality of forces and interests balance each other in precarious 
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equilibrium, to a bipolar System: “You see a bipolar Europe organized around 
two alliance systems … the profiles of two armed camps are clearly visible. 
The polarization of Europe’s geopolitical system was a crucial pre-condition 
for the war that broke out in 1914,” according to Clark. 

Clark further observes, “The bifurcation into two alliance blocs did not 
cause the war; indeed it did as much to mute as to escalate conflict in the 
pre-war years. Yet without the two blocks, the war could not have broken 
out in the way that it did. The bipolar system structured the environment 
in which the crucial decisions were made.”

I consider alliance dynamics and the system configurations that they 
result in as an integral part of the dynamics in the contingent domain of the 
System. During its life span (1495-1945), the anarchistic System crystalized into 
different configurations (I now refer to political alliances, not to the fractal 
state structures). However, when cycles are used as the unit of analysis for 
the System’s dynamics, it is not possible to discern certain typical patterns 
in configurations during successive relatively stable periods. There seems to 
be no correlation between the type of these configurations and the System’s 
war dynamics of the System. 

Historians, such as Kaplan (35), extensively studied these configurations. 
My study shows that there is no relationship between these configurations 
and war dynamics of the System. It is also useful to observe, as this example 
shows, that bipolarity does not automatically imply that the number of the 
degrees of freedom of the system are then reduced to two. If this were true, 
bipolarity and non-chaotic war dynamics would always go hand in hand; 
however, this study shows, this is not the case.

It is the level of intensity of rivalries between states, not bipolarity as 
such, that determines the degrees of freedom of the System. 

Clark further observes that also in case of a bipolar System, states cannot 
afford to ignore the interactions and positions of other states: “For Russia, as 
for Britain this was still a world in which there was more than one potential 
enemy. Beneath the scaffolding of the alliances lurked older imperial rival-
ries.” The effect of this is, that despite the bipolarity of the System, a third 
degree of freedom still impacted on the war decisions of states.

Clark also observes differences in decision-making processes and pro-
cedures in governments: “a very cursory look at the governments of early 
twentieth-century Europe reveals that the executive structures from which 
policies emerged were far from unified. Policy-making was not the prerogative 
of single sovereign individuals. Initiatives with a bearing on the course of 
a country’s policy could and did emanate from quite peripheral locations 
in the political structure. Factional alignments, functional frictions within 
government, economic or financial constraints and the volatile chemistry of 
public opinion all exerted a constantly varying pressure on decision-making 
processes. As the power to shape decisions shifted from one node in the 
executive structure to another, there were corresponding oscillations in 
the tone and orientation of policy. This chaos of competing voices is crucial 



   CHAPTER 4      632 |

to understanding the periodic agitation of the European system during the 
last pre-war years.” 

This study shows that these sometimes significant differences in deci-
sion-making processes and dynamics of states, in fact do not impact on 
the fundamental binary nature of war decisions: Ultimately, all of these 
different processes converge on just a single question: proceed with war or 
not? At their core, all of these decision-making processes qualify as binary 
decision-making processes with externalities and thresholds. This study also 
shows that the organization, the players in these processes, and the arguments 
they make, do not matter in the grander scheme. The System will produce 
a war; the war logic contained in considerations by decisions-makers will 
see to that through interacting self-fulfilling prophecies. 

Clarke describes the psychological process in which war becomes unavoid-
able as follows: “… a kind of temporal claustrophobia that we find at work 
in the reasoning of many European statesmen of this era - a sense that 
time was running out, that in an environment where assets were waning 
and threats were growing, any delay was sure to bring severe penalties.” 
I describe this process – from a somewhat different perspective – as follows: 
Decision makers (regarding war decisions) only act as figurants, and must 
obey a deterministic ‘playbook’; this playbook is provided by the highly 
deterministic self-organized singularity dynamic which itself is produced 
through a multitude of interactions between states, that aim to ensure the 
fulfillment of their basic requirements survival. The ‘logic’ the deterministic 
dynamics impose on decision-makers constitute a war-trap, decision makers 
are increasingly confronted with this war trap when the System is about to 
become critical, and all issues in the System become connected.

Clark made the following observation, shared by other historians, regard-
ing the last two pre-war years, “… one of the most curious features of the last 
two pre-war years, namely that even as the stockpiling of arms continued 
to gain momentum and the attitudes of some military and civilian leaders 
grew more militant, the European international system as a whole displayed 
a surprising capacity for crisis management and détente.” 

These features are, as this study shows, not as curious as Clark suggests. 
This is normal behavior for the category systems the System also belongs to, 
when these systems are about to reach the upper boundary of the cascade 
(war) window. Watts (72) describes this behavior as follows: “Here (IP: shortly 
before the System becomes critical and produces a systemic war), the propaga-
tion of cascades is limited not by the connectivity of the network, but by 
the stability of the vertices” (IP: vertices are nodes of a network; states in the 
context of this study). “A percolating vulnerable cluster, however, still exists, 
so very rarely a cascade will be triggered in which case the high connectivity 
of the network ensures that it will be extremely large…” At that stage, Watts 
explains, “… the system will in general be indistinguishable from one that 
is highly stable, exhibiting only tiny cascades for many initial shocks (IP: 
like the first Balkan Wars, that did not – could not from a network perspective – 
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escalate) before generating a massive, global cascade in response to a shock 
that is a priori indistinguishable from any other.” 

Clark further describes how events tended to become connected, indic-
ative for the percolation of the underlying vulnerable issue clusters in the 
System: “By the spring of 1914, the Franco-Russian Alliance had constructed 
a geopolitical trigger along the Austro-Serbian frontier. They had tied the 
defense policy of three of the world’s greatest powers to the uncertain fortunes 
of Europe’s most violent and unstable region.” “But since they viewed their 
own actions as entirely defensive and ascribed aggressive intentions solely 
to the enemy, the key policy-makers never took seriously the possibility that 
the measures they were themselves enacting might be narrowing the options 
available to Berlin. It was a striking example of what international relations 
theorists call the ‘security dilemma’, in which the steps taken by one state 
to enhance its security ‘render the others more insecure and compel them 
to prepare for the worst.’” 

This dynamic demonstrates how the security dilemma works in practice, 
and how issues and states become increasingly connected in the System. 
This is percolation ‘in progress’, on short notice producing a ‘percolation 
condition’, implying criticality and systemic war.

Finally, I discuss Clark’s observation that long-term historical transi-
tions did not produce the First World War, which he explains as follows. 
“Crucial to the complexity of the events of 1914 were rapid changes in the 
international system (…). These were not long-term historical transitions, 
but short-range realignments (…) it draws our attention to the place of short-
range, contingent realignments in shaping the conditions under which the 
crisis of 1914 unfolded.” 

Not surprisingly, I do not support this view. These observations concern 
only dynamics in the contingent domain of the System. These contingent 
dynamics did not cause this and other systemic wars the System experienced. 

The ‘realignments’ and other events Clark refers to qualify as ‘crystalli-
zations’ of tensions in the contingent domain of the System in response to 
the deterministic buildup of free energy (tensions) in the System. 

 4.3 Evaluation
It is evident that Clark, as well as Tilly, Spruyt, and other historians, are not 
aware of the existence of a deterministic underlying domain that, to a very 
high degree, determined and shaped the war dynamics and direction of devel-
opment of the System. Historical analysis cannot be complete and accurate 
if this deterministic domain is not identified or ignored: deterministic and 
contingent dynamics interact, coevolve. For a thorough understanding of 
historical and social processes, it is also necessary that the interface between 
the deterministic and contingent domain is understood and analyzed. 
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