


Perspectives on Structural Realism

Hanami-FM.qxd  9/26/03  7:49 AM  Page i



Hanami-FM.qxd  9/26/03  7:49 AM  Page ii

This page intentionally left blank 



Perspectives on 
Structural Realism

Edited by

Andrew K. Hanami
With a Foreword by Stephen M.Walt

Hanami-FM.qxd  9/26/03  7:49 AM  Page iii



PERSPECTIVES ON STRUCTURAL REALISM

© Andrew K. Hanami, 2003

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any
manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief
quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

First published 2003 by
PALGRAVE MACMILLAN™
175 Fifth Avenue, New York, N.Y. 10010 and 
Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire, England RG21 6XS.
Companies and representatives throughout the world

PALGRAVE MACMILLAN is the global academic imprint of the Palgrave
Macmillan division of St. Martin’s Press, LLC and of Palgrave Macmillan Ltd.
Macmillan® is a registered trademark in the United States, United
Kingdom and other countries. Palgrave is a registered trademark in the
European Union and other countries.

ISBN 0–312–29555–3 hardback

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Perspectives on structural realism/Andrew K. Hanami, editor; with a 

foreword by Stephen M. Walt.
p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 0–312–29555–3
1. International relations—Political aspects. 2, International

relations—Psychological aspects. I. Hanami, Andrew K.

JZ1253.P47 2003
327.1�01—dc21 2003051724 

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Design by Newgen Imaging Systems (P) Ltd., Chennai, India.

First edition: November, 2003
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Printed in the United States of America.

Hanami-FM.qxd  9/26/03  7:49 AM  Page iv



To
Kenneth N. Waltz

Scholar, Teacher, Friend

Hanami-FM.qxd  9/26/03  7:49 AM  Page v



Hanami-FM.qxd  9/26/03  7:49 AM  Page vi

This page intentionally left blank 



Contents

Acknowledgments ix

Foreword xi
Stephen M. Walt

Chapter 1 Introduction 1
Andrew K. Hanami

Chapter 2 Neorealism and Game Theory 9
Robert Powell

Chapter 3 Integrated Realism and Hegemonic Military
Intervention in Unipolarity 31
Benjamin Miller

Chapter 4 From Balance of Power to Balancing Behavior: 
The Long and Winding Road 61
Susan B. Martin

Chapter 5 The Security Dilemma and Ethnic Conflict 83
Barry R. Posen

Chapter 6 An Essay on Neorealism and Foreign Policy 105
Shibley Telhami

Chapter 7 Structural Realism and China’s Foreign Policy: 
Much (But Never All) of the Story 119
Avery Goldstein

Chapter 8 America Deals with North Korea: 
A Realist’s Approach 155
Robert L. Gallucci

Hanami-FM.qxd  9/26/03  7:49 AM  Page vii



Chapter 9 Why States Believe Foolish Ideas: 
Nonself-Evaluation by States and Societies 163
Stephen Van Evera

Chapter 10 Structural Realism and Interconnectivity 199
Andrew K. Hanami

Notes on Contributors 223

Index 225

viii ● Contents

Hanami-FM.qxd  9/26/03  7:49 AM  Page viii



Acknowledgments

F irst and foremost, I wish to thank Kenneth N. Waltz for his kindness,
leadership and counsel, as well as his wife Huddie who always 
welcomed me into their home where I learned so much about their

grace, generosity and insight. I wish to also thank Ray Wolfinger whose
encouragement kept me going through all moments of this project.

Special thanks to David Pervin whose sustained determination drove the
book to fruition. For her earlier editing work, I also wish to acknowledge the
efforts of Karen Ruth Adams. Jennifer Laughlin, Robert Liu, Jennifer Hiwa
and Valerie served as research assistants on this project, and I owe them 
a debt of gratitude.

I wish also to thank my peerless teachers, colleagues and students from
Berkeley, the School of International Studies in Stockton, and San Francisco
State University for offering inspiration and stimulating ideas that have
lasted through the years, including Jyoti Das Gupta, A. James Gregor, Robert
Scalapino, Chalmers Johnson, Peter Sperlich, Richard N. Rosecrance, Cort
Smith, Brian Klunk, Jerry Hewitt, Longina Jakubowska, Len Humphreys,
Michael Hatch, Joseph Julian, DeVere Pentony, Aguibou Yansane and Sanjoy
Banerjee.

Finally, I would like to thank the authors themselves who took the time
to write or submit a chapter for this volume, and a number of others who
unfortunately could not be included, for their contributions. All errors of
fact and interpretation remain mine.

Hanami-FM.qxd  9/26/03  7:49 AM  Page ix



Hanami-FM.qxd  9/26/03  7:49 AM  Page x

This page intentionally left blank 



Foreword

K enneth N. Waltz is the preeminent international relations theorist
of the postwar era. His work has been read and pondered by sev-
eral generations of scholars, and even those who ultimately disagree

with his arguments must confront his ideas and come to terms with them.
Three features of his work explain his unique standing in our field. First,

in a field where it is difficult to write a single important work, Waltz has
made at least four seminal contributions. His first book, Man, the State and
War, organized several centuries of writing about the causes of war into three
distinct “images,” creating an enduring typology and providing penetrating
evaluations of these different perspectives. One also finds in this work the
seeds of what would become the central preoccupation of Waltz’ later work;
namely, the impact of the structure of the international system on the behav-
ior of states. His second book, Foreign Policy and Democratic Politics, pro-
vided an elegant and powerful analysis of how that domestic structures affect
the way democratic leaders conduct foreign policy. His third book, Theory of
International Politics, has probably been the most influential work in the field
since its publication in 1979. Scholars of every theoretical persuasion have
taken this work as their principal point of departure (or their principal tar-
get) for over two decades, and it remains a landmark in the field even today.
Lastly, Waltz’ famous 1981 monograph, The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: More
May Be Better, offered a powerful challenge to the conventional wisdom
about nuclear proliferation and remains a focal point in this important 
policy area.

A second feature of Waltz’ scholarship is its remarkable staying power.
Man, the State and War is 42 years old; Theory of International Politics was
published over two decades ago; and his monograph on proliferation is
nearly as venerable. Yet each of these works remains a staple in the field: read,
reread and debated by students and scholars alike. In an enterprise where fads
are endemic and where most works fade into obscurity within a year, the

Hanami-FM.qxd  9/26/03  7:49 AM  Page xi



durability of Waltz’ insights and the importance of his arguments are remark-
able. As Thomas Schelling once remarked of Waltz, “it takes him a long time
to write, because everything he does is read for a long time” (quoted in
Robert Jervis, “The Contributions of President Kenneth N. Waltz,” PS:
Political Science and Politics (Fall 1987): 857).

Third, Waltz’ own career is a model of sustained productivity and qual-
ity control. Not only has Waltz written several genuinely seminal works, but
he has produced outstanding scholarship in each of the past five decades. In
the 1950s, it was Man, the State, and War. In the 1960s, it was Foreign Policy
and Democratic Politics and his controversial essay on “The Stability of a
Bipolar World.” In the 1970s, his works included the important essay “The
Myth of National Interdependence,” and in 1979, Theory of International
Politics. In the 1980s, he published “The Spread of Nuclear Weapons” along
with several provocative essays on different aspects of U.S. defense policy.
But he did not stop there. Waltz has continued to produce work of very high
quality throughout the 1990s and remains a vital force in the field today. His
essay “Nuclear Myths and Political Realities” received the Heinz Eulau Prize
of the American Political Science Association in 1990 (awarded annually for
the best article published in the American Political Science Review), and his
recent writings on the emerging international system have made important
contributions as well. Just last year, Waltz’ spirited defense of realism was the
lead article in the Summer 2000 issue of International Security, and a typi-
cally trenchant critique of recent writings on “globalization” graced the
Spring 2000 issue of The National Interest.

This is a record of achievement that all might envy but few will approach.
Among political scientists, perhaps only Samuel P. Huntingdon of Harvard
University and Robert Dahl of Yale have amassed a similar record of schol-
arly distinction and achievement. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that Waltz
has received a number of professional accolades, serving as President of the
American Political Science Association in 1988 and receiving the James
Madison Prize of the American Political Science Association in 1999. This
award, given biannually to the political scientist whose work has made a
“lasting contribution” to the discipline, is eloquent testimony to his standing
in our field.

This volume, which features essays by a number of Waltz’ students, is an
honor of a different sort. It is our testament to the “lasting contribution” that
Waltz has made to those of us who had the good fortune to study with him.
Although Waltz’ primary contribution to the study of politics is his own
scholarship, his influence also extends to the many students he has taught
and inspired at Columbia, Swarthmore, Brandeis and Berkeley. In addition
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to the contributors to this book, the ranks of Waltz’ students include James
Fearon, Shai Feldman, Joseph Joffe, Christopher Layne and William Rose, to
name but a few. There are also countless undergraduates at Columbia,
Swarthmore, Brandeis and Berkeley who have received the benefits of Waltz’
teaching.

What was Ken like as a teacher? Although all of his students remember
specific bits of advice, Ken taught primarily by example. Both in the class-
room and in his office, Ken spent relatively little time telling us what to do.
Instead, he concentrated on showing us, by his own powers of analysis and
his own conduct, exactly how to do it. Each of his students undoubtedly
learned different lessons from their interactions with Ken, but I suspect most
of us would agree that the following features of his teaching were especially
significant.

The first lesson was the importance of asking a big question. Much of
contemporary political science examines issues of trivial importance, as a
brief perusal of any APSA convention program will reveal. By contrast,
Waltz’ research agenda never lacked ambition, whatever one ultimately
thinks of his conclusions. Man, the State and War organizes, synthesizes and
critiques nearly four centuries of writing on the causes of war, and Theory of
International Politics offers a general theory that explains the conduct of self-
regarding actors in any anarchic realm. The essays on proliferation and
nuclear strategy explain how mankind should deal with issues that could
affect the fate of entire societies. Other writings investigate the impact of 
economic interdependence, the nature of the post–Cold War international
system or the continued relevance of realism in the face of recent empirical
developments and theoretical challenges. By asking big questions and offer-
ing powerful answers, Waltz ensured that his scholarship would be of central
importance to our collective endeavor. Although it was daunting to ponder
that Ken’s own dissertation was an instant classic, his example reminded us
that scholars should aim high.

Second, Ken taught his students to be fearless in challenging the prevail-
ing orthodoxy. This trait is partly due to his position as a “realist”—a body
of thought that has never been all that popular in liberal America—but also
due to his basic independence of mind. Thus, when most scholars—includ-
ing the other eminent postwar realist, Hans Morgenthau—were extolling the
virtues of multipolarity, Waltz was arguing that bipolarity was in fact a more
stable structure. When most academics were still silent about Vietnam, Waltz
was an early critic (and like Morgenthau, for essentially realist reasons).
When “interdependence” became the buzzword du jour in the early 1970s,
Waltz was there to challenge both the empirical claim that interdependence
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was high and the theoretical claim that it would inevitably foster peace and
cooperation. Waltz was also a persistent critic of the defense excesses of 
the Reagan administration in the 1980s, in part because he recognized the
weaknesses of the Soviet Union far earlier than most others did.

This independence of mind was not due to simple contrarianism—Ken
does not court controversy merely for its own sake. Rather, Ken’s ability to
spot what others were missing flowed directly from his theoretical vision.
Because realists understand that power is central to politics, Ken could see
that the stakes in Vietnam were not worth the resources the U.S. was pouring
into that unfortunate country. Because realists know that states guard their
autonomy jealously, he recognized that interdependence was often a source
of conflict rather than an inducement to cooperate. Because he recognized
the power of nuclear deterrence and the ways that structural forces help con-
strain even unreliable leaders, he could identify the weaknesses in much of
the conventional wisdom on proliferation and argue that the measured
spread of nuclear weaponry might not be as destabilizing as many others
feared.

For his students, Ken’s willingness to take positions outside the main-
stream taught us to follow our thoughts wherever they led, even if the con-
clusions seemed at odds with the conventional “wisdom.” Academics like to
think of themselves as independent thinkers, but pressures to conform are in
fact quite powerful. By refusing to “cut his convictions to fit this year’s 
fashions,” Waltz taught us to follow our thoughts wherever they led, even if
it took us outside the mainstream and beyond the popular consensus.

Third, Ken also gave us the freedom to disagree with him. He conveyed
his own views forcefully—especially in his own seminars—but when it was
time for us to set out on our own, he did not insist that we follow the theo-
retical path he had set. Many scholars seem to think that advising is a syn-
onym for “cloning” and refuse to let their students undertake work (or worse
still, reach conclusions) that might challenge their own positions. To his
credit and our benefit, Ken knew that young scholars cannot simply follow
in their advisor’s footsteps; sooner or later, they have to blaze a trail on their
own. And while Ken’s influence on his students is often easy to discern, it is
also worth noting that many of his students have taken issue with his own
work and with each other’s work as well. Ken likes independent thinkers
rather than sycophants, and he never tried to force us into his mold.

Last but of course not least, we all profited from Ken’s high standards.
Anyone familiar with Ken’s critical talents can imagine what it was like to
give him chapters of a dissertation, and it is fair to say that he expected as
much from our work as he did from that of any established scholar. In my
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own case, I can still recite large chunks of a letter he wrote commenting on
several draft chapters of my own dissertation, chapters that were clearly not
ready for prime time. Ken began by declaring that he had read the first 
25 pages with “increasing dismay.” Pulling no punches, he then informed me
what I should have already known: “They are terrible.” And then the crucial
question: “Ask yourself why this is so. Were you trying to write too fast, or
did you just not know what you wanted to say?”

I cannot say I was grateful for these comments when I read them, but I
have come to appreciate the wisdom of his response. Ken understood that
second-rate work should have no place in our business, and he taught us to
raise our standards by refusing to accept less. I do not know if all of his stu-
dents had similar experiences, but I do know that mine was not unique.

Ken once wrote that “a theory is never finished,” and our collective effort
to understand the behavior of states and systems continues. The path to the-
ory is endless, but understanding the world as it is remains an indispensable
part of any serious attempt to build a better one. We remain grateful to Ken
for showing us the way.

Stephen M. Walt
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction
Andrew K. Hanami

T his book demonstrates the continuing, as well as broadening,
deepening and even proliferation of structural realist theory. While
most of us apply, amend or extend neorealist theory, two of our

authors find significant exceptions with some of the precepts of neorealism
as developed or left unexamined by Kenneth N. Waltz, challenging future
research. Professors Robert Powell and Stephen Van Evera show us how
structure seems not to have dissuaded states from pursuing foreign policies
that stem more from internal motives rather than external structural or sys-
temic constraints. Nonetheless, having been influenced by neorealism, it is
interesting to see how we have each attempted to articulate refinement and
clarity in explaining both the theory and its application in ways and contexts
not previously attempted.

Most of us try to grapple with the basic tenets of neorealist thought and
attempt to sweep aside some of the unnecessary confusion that has become
attached to it over the years. Balance of power is particularly singled out, as
is the function of power, anarchy, self-help, security and how they continue
to advance understanding and explain recent political events.

Attempting to add precision, Dr. Susan Martin focuses on balance of
power analyses. She believes that much misunderstanding has come from a
derived interpretation of neorealism as also a theory of domestic-oriented
foreign policy theory. She identifies two traditions within the balance of
power approach, systemic balances among states and any given state’s behav-
ior toward structure. Dr. Martin warns us not to confuse or combine the two.
Balances of power between states, she tells us, are conditioned by anarchy
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and the desire of states to hold onto their relative ranking. State behavior in
the context of structure, by contrast, is funded by the statesmen’s selection of
optimal foreign policy from their empirical observations—successes and failures
of other states.

Dr. Martin contends that many leading scholars, including Vasquez, have
blended the two and that has not helped to preserve theoretical clarity. She
believes that we are better off understanding that while structure strongly
influences balancing behavior of states, structure itself is only one variable
that statesmen take into account when formulating their foreign policies.
What is needed, instead, as Dr. Martin offers, is a new and simplified
adjusted theory of balancing behavior that searches to identify a state’s sur-
vival motive as a cause to counter an external threat. By her explicit defini-
tion, she attempts to organize the plethora of balance, bandwagoning
alliance theory into more testable hypotheses. Her insightful treatment of a
large debate concludes that neorealist theory is not inadequately explaining
foreign policy behavior. Rather, it is the widespread and explicit mix of vague
intimations made by some realist theorizing that has led to the perception
that neorealism offers only convoluted, if contradictory edicts of interna-
tional behavior. She returns us to a point from which fruitful research may
continue across all fronts.

Professor Benny Miller introduces an innovative four-part typology,
premised on realism, that explains the varied intensity of U.S. hegemonic use
of force over a range of trouble spots around the globe. He argues that there
is a “clear logic” to the degree of recent U.S. military intervention, which is
based on costs and benefits that take into consideration regional “incentives
and constraints,” again illustrating the effects of structure. Professor Miller
integrates classical realist theory with its emphasis on state interests with
structural realism’s constraint on state action to produce a model that renders
U.S. military intervention from Bosnia to the Gulf War, and others, com-
prehensible. As the unipolar power, the U.S. tailors its response region-
by-region, based on its degree of interest and the size of its likely opposition.
Such a strategy does not endanger U.S. security. In countries still close to
Russia, like Central Asia or the Caucasus, the U.S. will not intervene because
the gains are problematic while sensitivities from the Kremlin remain a con-
cern. This goes to the heart of balancing concerns, and illustrates how power
and structure still shape U.S. policy toward a weakened but still nuclear-
capable Russia. Professor Miller concludes that military intervention will
occur only sparingly.

Blending structure and internal impulse, in the subfield of foreign policy
studies, Professor Shibley Telhami says that neorealism has been generally

2 ● Andrew K. Hanami
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neglected as an explanatory framework of state behavior. He specifies that the
foreign policy choices of states can be delineated into two modes of general
causation: opportunity and preferences. Neorealism, reminds Professor
Telhami, is quite important in shaping a state’s reaction to opportunity, but
is relevant in shaping a state’s preferences, as well. This is because a state’s
number one preference will always be self-preservation, echoing the central-
ity of security concerns. Though Hans J. Morgenthau believed that all states
maximize power, Professor Telhami posits that neorealists since the time of
Morgenthau merely believe that states actually maximize their opportunities
to realize their foreign policy preferences. Here, Professor Telhami invokes
the work of Fareed Zakaria, who says that states try to maximize their influ-
ence. Thus, structure is decisive here, because international structure, or the
distribution of power across the system, delineates what states may do. In
attempting to bridge the gap between structural opportunity and state pref-
erences, Professor Telhami astutely suggests that variances in opportunity will
determine the range of realizable preferences that any state can have at any
given time, but that they are subject to change over time.

Professor Telhami concludes that material power is the unifying and
prime explanatory premise of neorealism, and that states therefore seek to
balance power among competing rival states. Sensitivity to changes in the
international power structure is important to a leading state like the U.S.,
but as Professor Telhami points out, is even more important to smaller states
in the Middle East, as the 1991 Gulf War has altered the foreign policy of all
the Middle Eastern states since. Because of U.S. intervention and presence,
the distribution of power within the region has changed, and with it the for-
eign policies of those states. Iraq, Egypt and most of the other important,
conventionally armed Middle East states have declined as Israel and Saudi
Arabia have risen. Power shifts are at the center of explanations for the
changes in behavior. Professor Telhami’s chapter is important because he fea-
tures the role of structural power and further sharpens both the differences
and common ground between neorealists and domestic-oriented sources of
foreign policy.

Professor Barry R. Posen takes a novel view of realist theory and the secu-
rity dilemma. In the post–Cold War era as various Eurasian regimes have bro-
ken down, Professor Posen tests realist theory, in a sense, by placing it back
downward into its more pure Hobbsian state: that is, as Hobbes has stated, vio-
lence is endemic in a state of nature, thus the need for authority. With the col-
lapse of formal governments around the Balkans, for example, Professor Posen
sees a return to the state of nature. The situation here is a more extreme case of
Telhami’s Middle East decline. In the Balkans, long-held ethnic grievances
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break out, and each group must assess the war potential of each neighboring
ethnic group, as though they were still nation-states. Power, security and anar-
chy are key to his explanations. Thus realist theory, applied generally to rela-
tions between states, now is applied to relations between ethnic groups within
and between states. The security dilemma is reintroduced in this new context
because as one ethnic group appears more capable and threatening, that is, they
gain in power, the other must reciprocate, or face negative consequences. This
introduces a zero-sum quality into the security equation and illustrates again
the continuing importance of balance of power, even among post-state actors.

Professor Posen concludes that realist theory continues to have a power-
ful explanatory and predictive ability in understanding how shifting capabil-
ities among rival ethnic or religious groups affect each of their calculations.
He remarks that in a world absent of much superpower intervention, the
world remains a self-help system, and ethnic groups realize they may not
count on receiving much outside help. Only large commitments of outside
troops could guarantee some peace among them, but outside states are not
likely to extend such security guarantees for sustained periods of time.
Diminished states or former states suffer the chaos from loss of power, the
inability to balance at satisfying levels that provide sufficient self-help for
their societies.

Focusing on a single large country, Professor Avery Goldstein demonstrates
how structural realist theory can be applied in depth to explain and postdict
Chinese foreign policy over five decades. While earlier Chalmers Johnson pro-
vided the China literature with a lucid way of seeing Chinese foreign policy
behavior as always a blend of politics and personality, Professor Goldstein
demonstrates that even the strong and often one-dimensional personality of
Mao adapted to changing structural realities, as the Chinese leader learned the
contours and dangers of the larger international structure. Here too, balance
of power calculations influenced a cult-led state leader’s behavior.

Professor Goldstein posits that despite the huge complexity of China’s
domestic complexion, the real question is not “whether” neorealism explains
China’s foreign policy, but rather “how much.” He describes China’s grand
strategy during the early phase of the Cold War as “distinctly realist,” because
Mao always identified the main enemy and allied with others, principally
Stalin, to balance against the U.S. By the 1970s, China observed the Soviet
military buildup on its northern border and initiated an entente with 
the U.S. to balance a growing Soviet challenge. Even after Mao’s death,
China manifested its realist instincts, by further downgrading its ideological
tilt in favor of its limited partnership with the U.S.. Though there have been
significant departures, the international structure has constrained and 
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shaped China’s foreign policy behavior despite its natural bandwagoning
sentiments.

By the 1990s, China had even forged “strategic partnerships” with an 
economic theme that included doing business with Russia, Japan and the
West. China sees this approach as building a relationship too costly, in the
tradition of Richard Rosecrance, for other states to then act against China.
This is particularly important, as the dominance of the U.S. is not all-
directing. Though constrained by the structure of the system, in the post–
Cold War era, China continues to seek policies not predictable by structural
realism alone, because China seeks its own modernization, or self-help objec-
tives, still possesses an insecure leadership and holds nuclear power. Professor
Goldstein’s chapter is invaluable because it is the only case study of a half-
century’s measure of the foreign policy behavior of an often called ideologi-
cally driven state in which, when carefully examined against structural realist
theory, we find the elements of self-help, balance and power considerations
often in command over ideology.

Using a quantitative approach, Professor Robert Powell takes the predic-
tive utility of structural realism and puts it to a rigorous test. In applying
game theory to predictions or explanatory correctness of structural realism,
he finds that structural realism fails to explain why states bandwagon a
majority of times, especially when the use of force prevails. Structural realist
theory predicts, as he points out, that states will tend to “balance” the behav-
ior of other states, but in fact his findings show that generally states have cho-
sen to bandwagon or ally with another in order to preserve their security.
Under game theory conditions, states in fact balanced only in a very “narrow
range of circumstances.” Professor Powell also finds that in contrast to struc-
tural realist theory, bipolar states are not a more stable system, in part,
because the peaceful desires of states often result in conflict. But he concludes
that neorealist theory, led by Waltz, has provided a significant, disciplining
advance in the field of international politics by introducing the concept of
structure and the expected behavior of states that see it. But he adds that
ordinary language arguments ultimately fail to define structure and interac-
tion, and that game theory represents the next step in advancement of the-
ory because of its formal precision in identifying or distinguishing political
structures.

Another exception, despite structural determinism, Professor Stephen
Van Evera describes the many foolish things that states do in foreign policy.
Following the work of Karl Deutsch, Professor Van Evera points out that
states are prone toward miscalculation. He says this applies equally well to
structure. As with the earlier “inside-out” explanations of Rosecrance,
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Keohane, Nye and others, Professor Van Evera’s analysis illuminates how
internal factors of a state are responsible, in the main, for foreign policy
actions, even when the consequences prove to be negative to state interests,
and by implication, to a state’s power status. Statesmen may pursue unre-
warding paths, he points out, simply because as an organization, a state’s
internal structure discourages both the retainment and encouragement of
innovative, risk-taking corrective measures of its most intelligent people.

Professor Van Evera says that bureaucracies reward repetitive, inner drives
of its personnel, and that even in critical foreign policy, bureaucracies such as
a state’s intelligence or security apparatus, also fall prey to internal codes of
behavior. The organizational thrust, as Martin Landau in his earlier work
suggests, tells us that organizations filter incoming data and are chiefly pre-
occupied with organizational survival, and less so with the effects on the state
overall, concentrating mainly on actions taken by a single bureau.

Political psychologists like Ole Holsti long explained that bureaucracies
tend to collapse inward under crisis, which causes its personnel to search for
fewer answers, and worse still, to stereotype, simplify and selectively pick
what incoming data is to be digested. Professor Van Evera shows that such
inward-looking leadership inadvertently leads to the advocacy of mistaken
foreign policy despite the pressures or external influences of international
structure. Thus in the short run at least, states could jeopardize their relative
ranking in the international system by poorly conceived policies that end up
not in self-help, but in self-hurt.

Dean Robert Gallucci offers a Washington realist’s view of U.S. policy
toward North Korea, and the potential spread of nuclear weapons. He cau-
tions that offering North Korea positive economic incentives alone does not
necessarily serve U.S. security interests. He points out that North Korea is
interested in balancing regional powers by acquiring nuclear power, and by
implication, how the structure of the international system both encourages
and limits the behavior of small states. Gallucci believes that ultimately the
North Korean regime is more interested in pursuing its security objectives
than in economic growth.

In chapter 10, I examine the intention and some of the tenets of the
inside-out theory, a dominant theme of the past three decades, as formulated
by Richard Rosecrance, Robert Keohane and others, evaluating it against
structural realism. I attempt to point out new ways of seeing state behavior
within a systemic context, and offer a new formulation on how to under-
stand the behavior of states toward one another, and at differing levels. I call
this interconnectivity, which focuses on the degree to which states are con-
nected, or as Kenneth Jowitt has stated, “disconnected” from the main grid
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of international power. Rather than simply relying on the question of
whether states are interdependent, dependent or independent, I argue that
such terms are too demanding of state relations, and opt for a more neutral
conception to explain international relations.

Some states may be tightly interconnected, as with the U.S. and Japan,
while most others are only somewhat connected across a few issues for finite
periods of time. Others are considerably less connected. This has significant
connotations for their foreign policy behaviors. Tightly connected states are
both more cooperative and combative, at least in some ways, while uncon-
nected states need not be as wary of each other. This means that states not
on the radar screen of a major competitor may have greater freedom to
maneuver through the international system, if they are capable and so
inclined. This also includes non-state or near-state actors like Osama bin
Laden whose actions on September 11 galvanized the White House’s atten-
tion and led to the demise of his al Qaida organization in Afghanistan.
Degrees of interconnectivity describes the general relations of states in a 
more descriptively accurate way than do the older terms, which after several
decades, and under unipolarity, no longer fully explain the relations of states.

Introduction ● 7
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CHAPTER 2

Neorealism and Game Theory
Robert Powell

N eorealism, which has dominated much of international relations
theory for the last two decades, is fundamentally a theory about
the strategic interaction of a small number of units in an anarchi-

cally ordered realm. Noncooperative game theory, which has revolutionized
economics and exerted ever-more influence in political science over the last two
decades, is fundamentally an analytical tool for modeling the strategic interac-
tion of a small number of actors in anarchic (as well as other) realms.1 This
essay examines the relation between neorealism and game theory and suggests
that formalization is a natural next step in the development of what might be
called grand theory in international relations, which is the attempt to under-
stand international politics or at least its important aspects by examining the
strategic logic of a sparely defined system based on a Hobbesian state of nature.

This examination begins by juxtaposing two articles. Kenneth Waltz wrote
the first, “Realist Thought and Neorealist Theory,” for a volume in honor of
William T. R. Fox. In that essay, Waltz draws a parallel between the transfor-
mation of economic thinking into economic theory and the transformation
of realist thinking about international politics into neorealist theory. But
Waltz only partially develops this parallel. He does not consider a critical
aspect that defines modern economics and differentiates it from international
relations theory. Modern economics relies extensively on mathematical mod-
els to discipline ordinary-language arguments and insights. This reliance is the
subject of the second paper, “The Fall and Rise of Development Economics,”
which Paul Krugman penned for a volume honoring and responding to
Albert Hirschman.
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The juxtaposition of these two papers poses a question: What would we
see if we push Waltz’ parallel further by looking at neorealism and interna-
tional relations theory from a formal and, especially, game-theoretic perspec-
tive? This, of course, is a very broad question, and only one facet will be
considered here.2 What do we make of the concept of structure, which Waltz
(1990b, 30) holds to be neorealism’s most important contribution, when we
view it from a game-theoretic vantage point?

The next section juxtaposes the Waltz and Krugman essays. It elaborates
some of the advantages and disadvantages of using formal models, and it dis-
cusses some of the consequences of imposing the discipline of formal mod-
els on ordinary-language arguments. The subsequent section then offers a
narrow critique of neorealism that focuses on the particular way that Waltz
defined structure and some of the theoretical conclusions that follow from it.
As will be seen, recent empirical and game-theoretic work casts doubt on
these specific conclusions. The third section offers a broader appraisal of neo-
realism by locating its emphasis on structure in the intellectual development
of international relations theory since the end of World War II. When viewed
from this wider perspective, neorealism’s concern with the disjunction
between the units’ individual properties and the outcomes of their interac-
tion and the specific effort in Theory of International Politics to define the
structure of the system as something distinct from the units in that system,
mark a fundamental advance in international relations theory. Finally, the
last section suggests that this advance naturally points toward a more game-
theoretic approach to international relations theory or, at least, to a more
game-theoretic approach to what might be called grand international rela-
tions theory.

Bounding Domains and Disciplining Arguments

Waltz (1990b) summarizes neorealism’s contribution to the study of interna-
tional politics and contrasts neorealism with traditional realism by sketching
a parallel between the development of economic theory and of neorealism.
The key to moving beyond the accumulation of ever-more disjoint economic
observations and findings, Waltz believes, was an invention “that would per-
mit economic phenomena to be seen as distinct processes, that would permit
an economy to be viewed as a realm of affairs marked off from social and
political life” (1990b, 23). That invention was a theory that simultaneously
bounded the problem by focusing on some things and not others and that
provided a conceptual picture of how the things in this bounded domain were
causally related to one another. The first to achieve this were the Physiocrats.3
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Similarly, the key to moving beyond classical realism’s deep but often
disjointed insights about international politics was to solve

the problem of distinguishing factors internal to international political
systems from those that are external . . . By depicting an international-
political system as a whole, with structure and unit levels at once distinct
and connected, neorealism establishes the autonomy of international pol-
itics and thus makes theory possible. (Waltz 1990b, 29)

Neorealism, in other words, bounds the problem by including some things
and excluding others and by explaining how the things it does include are
related to each other. Waltz’ formulation, in particular, focuses on a system
populated by units that “seek to ensure their survival” (1979, 91) and whose
structure is defined by the ordering principle of anarchy and by the distribu-
tion of capabilities among the units (1979, 79–101).

Waltz uses the parallel between economic theory and neorealism to eluci-
date the differences between realist thinking and neorealist theory and to
emphasize the importance of theory. But the analogy goes further.
Neorealism and microeconomics are or at least can be seen to be the same
kind of theory: both presume purposive units—be they states or firms; both
make assumptions about the unit’s goals or motivations—be it survival or
profit maximization; and both make assumptions about the environment in
which these units interact. These theories then try to explain what the out-
comes of this interaction will be and how changes in the units’ goals or in the
environmental incentives would affect these outcomes.

The parallel between economic theory and neorealism, however, breaks
down at a critical point. Modern economics uses mathematical models to
express its theoretical ideas about the way things in the bounded domain of
economics are related to one another. By contrast, neorealism—along with
most other theories in international relations—generally employs ordinary-
language arguments. What might we expect to see if we push Waltz’ analogy
harder by trying to look at neorealism from a formal perspective?

Paul Krugman (1994) provides some important insights in his stimulat-
ing account of the role of formal models in what he calls the fall and rise of
development economics.4 But before turning to his analysis, a brief discus-
sion of the nature of formal models and of the modeling enterprise is in
order.5 Although models may be very simple and highly stylized, they are
generally inspired by an empirical problem. A model, whether mathematical
or not, is a constrained, best effort to capture what the modeler believes to
be the essence of a complex empirical phenomenon or at least an important
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aspect of it. A good model provides at least a partial picture of a causal
mechanism.

Two kinds of constraints limit a model. The first is practicality. A model
is a tool and a tool must be simple enough to be used. A model that is too
complicated to be used is of little value. The second constraint is the mod-
eler’s current understanding or intuition about the problem at hand. When
constructing a model, the modeler tries to build into it what she believes to
be the essential cause or causes, in order to see if they actually can explain
part of the outcome.

A model helps us discipline our thinking about what we are trying to
model, and this is the primary advantage of modeling. A mathematical model,
in particular, “gives us a clear and precise language for communicating
insights and notions . . . allows us to subject particular insights and intuitions
to the test of logical consistency . . . [and] helps us to trace back from ‘obser-
vations’ to underlying assumptions; to see what assumptions are really at the
heart of particular conclusions” (Kreps 1990, 6). Formalization provides a
kind of accounting mechanism that permits us to think through some issues
more carefully than ordinary-language arguments can. Accounting schemes
make a firm’s financial situation more transparent both to those inside the
firm and those outside it. Formal models make arguments more transparent
both to those making them and to those to whom the arguments are made.

Krugman’s (1994) chronicle of the fall and rise of development economics
is a discussion of the problem of method in the social sciences. It is a story
about what happens when a new set of accounting standards—those of math-
ematical modeling in this case—are applied to a set of arguments that have
developed according to a different set of standards. Krugman’s analysis is full of
insights relevant to neorealism and to international relations theory more gen-
erally, and his essay is well worth quoting at some length.6 In Krugman’s view,
the crisis of high development theory in the late 1950s was neither empirical
nor ideological: it was methodological. High development theorists were hav-
ing a hard time expressing their ideas in the kind of tightly specified models
that were becoming the unique language of discourse in economic analysis.
They were faced with the choice of either adopting that increasingly dominant
intellectual style or finding themselves pushed into the intellectual periphery.
They did not make the transition, and as a result high development theory was
by and large purged from economics, even development economics.

Hirschman’s Strategy (1958) appeared at a critical point in this method-
ological crisis. It is a rich book, full of stimulating ideas. Its most important
message at the time, however, was a rejection of the drive toward rigor.
In effect, Hirschman said that both the theorist and the practical policy
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maker could and should ignore the pressures to produce buttoned-down,
mathematically consistent analyses and adopt instead a sort of muscular
pragmatism in grappling with the problem of development. Along with some
others, notably Gunnar Myrdal, Hirschman did not wait for intellectual
exile: he proudly gathered up his followers and led them into the wilderness
himself. Unfortunately, they perished there.

The irony is, we can now see that high development theory made per-
fectly good sense after all. But in order to see that, we need to adopt exactly
the intellectual attitude Hirschman rejected: a willingness to do violence to
the richness and complexity of the real world in order to produce controlled,
silly models that illustrate key concepts (1994, 40).

Krugman’s account highlights two points that are especially important to
a discussion of neorealism and game theory. First, one reason for applying a
new set of standards to an existing set of arguments is to help us identify
which of those arguments to accept and which arguments, while perhaps
quite interesting and suggestive, cannot as yet be accepted.7 Formal model-
ing, in particular, emphasizes the standards of transparency and internal con-
sistency. We should expect, therefore, that when we begin to formalize
neorealism (as well as any other theory that is based primarily on ordinary-
language arguments), some arguments will be readily formalized and seen to
meet this standard. Other arguments will fall short but can be made to do so
with only minor amendments. Other arguments, which may very well seem
to be saying something important about international politics, may be far
beyond the pale of formalization at least at the outset. Finally, some argu-
ments are likely to prove to be incorrect because the greater transparency of
formalization will reveal internal inconsistencies.

The second point Krugman’s essay emphasizes is related to the first. What
we “know” is partly a function of the standards we use to evaluate arguments.
Thus, when we apply a new set of standards to an existing set of arguments
and discard some of the those arguments because they fail to satisfy those
standards, there is a sense in which we “know” less than we did when we used
the previous standards.

Model building, especially in its early stages, involves the evolution of
ignorance as well as knowledge; and someone with powerful intuition,
with a deep sense of the complexities of reality, may well feel that from
this point of view more is lost than is gained. (Krugman 1994, 50)

This evolution of ignorance is the source of the irony that Krugman
observes in the rise of development economics. In retrospect, it is clear that
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increasing returns to scale was critical to high development theory. But 
economists were not well equipped to model increasing returns to scale in 
the 1950s and only began to do so in the mid-1970s.8 Eventually, however,
economists were able to capture this key insight in models that satisfied the
accepted standards of formalization. And, at least in the view of those espous-
ing these standards, the new arguments provided a better understanding of
the key idea and a much more secure foundation for future work.

Of course, things did not have to turn out this way, which is the point of
formalization. Economists eventually were able to model some of the key
insights of development economics. But the goal of formalization is not sim-
ply to buttress old ideas with mathematical models—to put old wine in new
bottles as it were. Among other things, formalization helps us separate those
ideas that do have something important to tell us about the world from those
that do not. Sometimes old wine turns out to be vinegar.

Pushing the parallel between economics and neorealism, it seems clear
that when we begin to use game theory to model neorealism—as well as
other theories of international relations—we should initially expect to find
that we “know” less than we thought we did.9 How much we will eventually
be able to relearn remains to be seen.

Structure and Game Theory: A Narrow Critique

No concept is more important to neorealism, or at least Waltz’ version of it,
than the notion of structure. “The idea that international politics can be
thought of as a system with a precisely defined structure is neorealism’s fun-
damental departure from traditional realism” (Waltz 1990b, 30). Indeed,
structure is so central to Waltz’ theory and has played such a dominant role
in international relations theory that neorealism is sometimes called struc-
tural realism. This section focuses on Waltz’ specific formulation of structure
and some of the conclusions claimed to follow from it.

Waltz’ goal in defining structure was to provide a “positional picture” of
the system (1986, 330). If structure could be defined in a theoretically useful
manner, systems with similar structures would exhibit broadly similar behav-
ior whether the units be “tribes, nations, oligopolistic firms, or street gangs”
(1990b, 37). “Structure, if properly defined, is transposable” and does not
depend on the nature of the underlying units (Waltz 1986, 330). Waltz’ the-
ory, therefore, is really a theory of politics and not just international relations.

With this goal in mind, Waltz characterized a political structure accord-
ing to first, its ordering principle; second, the functional differentiation or
non-differentiation of the units; and, third, the distribution of capabilities
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across the units (1979, 79–101). When applied to international political
structures, only the last of these characteristics is relevant in Waltz’ view. That
is, international systems are anarchically ordered and the units are function-
ally non-differentiated. Only the distribution of capabilities varies, and then
the only significant variation is whether the system is bipolar or multipolar.

This formulation has been controversial from the start. Many criticize Waltz’
very spare definition of structure and want to call more factors structural. Nye
(1988), for example, argues that military technology should be included in
the definition of structure. Buzan, Jones and Little propose “a much more
open and much more comprehensive definition of structure” (1993, 11).10

Others have been critical of Waltz’ characterization of the international sys-
tem as anarchic and functionally non-differentiated (e.g. Ruggie 1986).

Waltz’ general response to these criticisms is that adding more to structure
might make it more descriptively accurate, but it would also rob the theory
of its power (1990b, 30–32). By adopting a spare definition of structure,
Waltz hopes his theory will “tell us a small number of big and important
things” (1986, 329). Two of the most important are: (i) bipolar systems are
more peaceful than of multipolar systems because the danger of miscalcula-
tion is less in a bipolar system (1979, 161–93, especially, 172); and (ii) bal-
ances of power tend to form in anarchic systems (1979, 121). The first of
these claims is extraordinarily difficult to test empirically given the empirical
record that we have, and recent game-theoretic work in international rela-
tions casts doubt on the second.

By convention, the modern states system begins in 1648 with the Treaty
of Westphalia. The system was multipolar until 1945 and bipolar from 1945
until the collapse of the Soviet Union. The U.S. and the Soviet Union, of
course, did not go to war during the latter era. But the significance of this is
difficult to determine because of the confounding effects of nuclear weapons.
As Waltz himself puts it, “Never since the Treaty of Westphalia . . . have great
powers enjoyed a longer period of peace than we have known since the
Second World War. One can scarcely believe that the presence of nuclear
weapons does not greatly help to explain this happy condition” (1990a, 744).
In a partial effort to overcome these confounding effects, Hopf (1991) stud-
ies Europe between 1495 and 1559. He finds no significant difference in sta-
bility between the multipolar era of 1495–1521 and the bipolar era of
1521–1559.11 In sum, the existing empirical evidence that bipolar systems
are significantly more peaceprone than multipolar systems is at best mixed.

Neorealism also argues that states tend to balance against power. Indeed,
“balance-of-power politics prevail whenever two, and only two, requirements
are met: that the order be anarchic and that it be populated by units wishing
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to survive” (1979, 121, emphasis added). As with so much of international
relations theory, we do not have a large-scale, widely accepted, empirical test
of this proposition. Nevertheless, the diplomatic historian Paul Schroeder
believes, on the basis of his reading of European history, that bandwagoning
is more prevalent than balancing (1994a,b). Scwheller (1994) also sees more
bandwagoning than balancing. Indeed, even Walt observes that balances of
power often “fail to form” before offering his balance-of-threat theory (1988,
279–82; 1987).12

Even though we do not know if balancing is empirically more or less
prevalent than bandwagoning, we can still try to assess the theoretical argu-
ment that balancing prevails whenever the system is anarchic and the units
wish to survive. If the deduction is correct, then we should generally find that
states balance in game-theoretic models of systems that satisfy those two con-
ditions. This, however, is certainly not the case in repeated games, which
have been widely used to model various issues in international politics (see,
e.g., Axelrod 1984; Keohane 1985; Oye 1986).

The folk theorem for repeated game shows that essentially any division of
benefits is the outcome of some subgame-perfect equilibrium (Fudenberg
and Tirole 1991, 151–60). The basic logic underlying these equilibria is that
if one player were to deviate from the agreed division by taking more in the
current period, then the other players would collectively punish the deviator
for a sufficiently long period of time that the total cost of suffering the future
punishment would outweigh the immediate gain of deviating. Thus, the fear
of punishment deters the players from deviating. Moreover, the definition of
subgame perfection ensures that these threats are credible in the sense that
following through on the threats is in the threatener’s own self-interest. These
equilibria therefore are consistent with the assumption anarchy.

Note, however, that the basic mechanism underlying these equilibria—
credibly threatening to impose future costs sufficient to outweigh immediate
gains—are more reminiscent of the League of Nations and collective security
than of balance-of-power politics. If one state deviates, the other states col-
lectively punish it. But the actors in repeated games seek to survive insofar as
they must do this in order to maximize their long-run payoffs. And, the envi-
ronment is anarchic in that there is no central authority to enforce threats or
promises. Repeated games, therefore, afford a formal counterexample to the
claim that balances tend to form whenever the system is anarchic and the
units wish to survive.

But how important is this counterexample? Repeated games, after all, pro-
vide a very poor model of the international system, especially when the use
of force is at issue (Fearon 1998; Powell 1991). The absence of balancing in
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Powell (1999) is more troubling and substantially undermines the claim that
anarchy implies balancing.

Powell (1999) studies a two-stage game in which the distribution of
power is explicitly linked to the distribution of power among three states, A,
S1, and S2. In the first stage, a potential attacker A has to decide if it wants
to attack either S1 or S2 separately, attack both of them simultaneously or
attack neither of them. The game ends if A does not attack. If A attacks one
of the other states, say S1, then S2 must choose among the three options of
balancing against A by aligning with S1, bandwagoning with A by joining in
the attack or standing aside while A and S1 fight.

In this simple formulation, the first stage can end in one of only two ways.
Either two states are eliminated during the first stage and the game ends, or
one of the states is eliminated in the first stage and the two surviving states
move on to the second stage. If, for example, A attacks S1 and S2 balances
against A by aligning with S1, then either A prevails and the game ends, or
the coalition of S1 and S2 eliminates A and those states move on to the sec-
ond stage. If, alternatively, A attacks S1 and S2 aligns with A, then either S2

prevails and the game ends, or the coalition of A and S2 prevails and A and
S2 move on to the second stage. Similarly, if S2 stands aside while A and S1

fight, then S2 and the victor of the conflict between A and S1 go on to the
second round.

The elimination of one of the states may affect the distributions of power
and benefits between the two surviving states. Even if these two states were
satisfied with each other at the outset of the game, the changes in the distri-
butions of power and benefits wrought by the fighting in the first stage may
leave one of the surviving states dissatisfied with the other. During the sec-
ond stage, the two surviving states bargain about revising the territorial dis-
tribution that exists between them.

The outcome of this bargaining and the states’ payoffs in the game
depend on the distributions of power and benefits that exist at the beginning
of the second stage. But these distributions depend on the initial distribu-
tions of power and benefits that existed among the three states at the outset
of the game and on the alignment decisions that those states made during the
first stage. Thus, the model relates states’ alignment decisions directly to the
distribution of power. And, solving the game shows that states are much
more likely to wait or bandwagon than balance during the first stage. Indeed,
states seem to balance only in a relatively narrow range of circumstances.

These formal results must be interpreted carefully. States balance less than
they bandwagon in the anarchic environment formalized in the model.
Notwithstanding this formal deduction, “real” states may actually balance more
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than they bandwagon although this is yet to be established empirically.13 Even
so, it is also clear that the argument that states seeking to survive tend to bal-
ance whenever the system is anarchic fails to hold when we require this argu-
ment to satisfy the standards of formal modeling. Unfortunately, we cannot
as yet formally explain why states balance—if they actually do. We therefore
“know” less than we thought we did about states’ alignment decisions, and this
illustrates Krugman’s observation that “model building, especially in the early
stages, involves the evolution of ignorance as well as knowledge” (1994, 50).

In sum, two of neorealism’s clearest and most important claims about the
effects of structure—that bipolar systems are more peaceprone and that anar-
chy implies balancing—do not fare very well in light of the historical record
we have and the game-theoretic work in international relations. There is,
however, a second, broader way of assessing neorealism’s contribution, and
this task is taken up in the next section.

Structure and Game Theory: A Broader View

This second way of seeing neorealism places emphasis on structure in the
context of a set of theoretical concerns that can be traced back at least as far
as the early 1950s and the aftermath of World War II. Seen in this way, neo-
realism’s stress on structure grows out of but is also a significant advance on
prior efforts to construct a theory of international politics. It is also an
advance that leads naturally to a more game-theoretic approach, which uses
models to help discipline our thinking about international relations.

In 1949, William Fox surveyed the interwar research in international rela-
tions and concluded that a “body of political theory dealing with a system
characterized by an absence of central authority has yet to be developed”
(1949, 79). Much progress toward such a theory would be made over the next
30 years, and two related issues would receive a great deal of attention. The
first is that there is frequently a disjunction in international politics between
the outcomes that states desire and the outcomes that actually result from the
states’ interaction. That is, the strategic arena in which the states find them-
selves and the incentives that that arena creates somehow intervene between
desires and outcomes. War, for example, sometimes occurs even though none
of the belligerents want it. The second concern refines the first. Can we char-
acterize the international system theoretically with a simple stylization and then
explain how the postulated features of this environment lead to certain kinds of
outcomes? Can we, for example, show that anarchy in combination with some
other stylized features of the international system generally leads to balancing
or that an even distribution of power makes war less likely?
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The idea that there may be a disjunction between desires and outcomes is
implicit in some of the earliest post–World War II work.14 In 1950, John
Herz introduced the “security dilemma” as a prelude to his discussion of real-
ism and idealism.15 When states or, more generally, units exist in an anarchic
setting in which there is no central authority over them, then they

must be, and usually are, concerned about their security from being
attacked . . . Striving to attain security from such attack, they are driven to
acquire more and more power to escape the impact of the power of oth-
ers. This, in turn, renders the others more insecure and compels them to
prepare for the worst . . . , and the vicious circle of security and power
accumulation is on. (1950, 157)

That is, anarchy induces even security seeking states to try to maximize their
power, and this may leave them less secure, which is the opposite of what
they intended.16

While there is a disjunction in the security dilemma between desired 
outcomes—greater security—and actual outcomes—less security—Herz
does not emphasize this point. He seems to believe that the causal link from
anarchy and security seeking to power maximization is rather transparent.
Indeed, his brief account of the security dilemma serves as a way of distin-
guishing between realism and liberalism after which he surveys some of the
“successive failures [of liberalism] in the face of the facts observed and
acclaimed by Political Realism” (1950, 159).

Herbert Butterfield (1950) developed the idea of a security dilemma at
about the same time as but independently of Herz.17 Butterfield, however,
does stress the disjunction between desired and actual outcomes, a disjunc-
tion that he sees as the “tragic element in human conflict” (1950, 154). His
goal is to understand and elaborate the logic of this predicament whereas
Herz essentially takes it for granted (Butterfield 1950, 148). Butterfield
explains how “the greatest war in history could be produced . . . between two
powers both of which were desperately anxious to avoid conflict of any sort”
because each state “is desperately unsure of the intentions of the other party”
(1950, 153). Once again desires are disjoint from outcomes.18

This disjunction is also present in some of the early postwar formulations
of balance-of-power theory as well as still earlier ones.19 Wolfers, for exam-
ple, summarizes what he sees as the purest form of the realist conception of
international politics. It is “based on the proposition that ‘states seek to
enhance their power’ ” (Wolfers 1951, 40). But even though “no state is
interested in a mere balance of power, the efforts of all states to maximize
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power may lead to equilibrium” (Wolfers 1951, 41). That is, each state’s
attempts to maximize its power leads to a balance of power through some-
thing akin to a Smithian invisible hand. Desired ends are again divorced
from realized outcomes.

Waltz’ Man, the State, and War (1959) can be seen in part as a kind of
culmination of this theme. By locating the causes of war in three images and
then emphasizing the third, Waltz brought the importance of strategic inter-
dependence and the general disjunction between desires and outcomes to the
fore. As just noted, specific examples of this separation were more or less
explicit in earlier work—that between the desire for security and its attain-
ment in Herz (1950), that between the desire to avoid conflict and war in
Butterfield (1950), that between the goal of maximizing one’s power and the
presence of a balance of power (Wolfers 1951) and of course in Rousseau’s
stag hunt that Waltz used to illustrate the third image. But Waltz’ analysis of
the third image and his contrasting it with first- and second-image explana-
tions framed these specific examples more generally and thereby gave us a
clearer sense of what the issue is. Indeed, Waltz stated the issue so clearly and
forcefully that we still speak in terms of his three levels 40 years after the pub-
lication of Man, the State, and War. To understand international politics, 
we have to understand the strategic incentives that the international system
creates as well as the desires of the states in the system.

But what precisely are these incentives and how do they specifically shape
state behavior? Or, putting the question somewhat more theoretically, if an
important part of our understanding of international politics is going to turn
on comprehending the strategic interaction that divides desires from out-
comes, can we construct a theory in which we stylize some of the critical fea-
tures of the international system, derive the strategic incentives entailed in
them, and then explicitly trace the effects that these incentives have on the
outcomes of state interaction?

Waltz provided a typology of existing theories or arguments in Man, the
State, and War but did not present a theory. For example, the defining fea-
ture of the third image was anarchy (1959, 159). But Waltz never traced an
explicit path from anarchy to outcomes. Rather, anarchy served as a permis-
sive cause: wars occur in anarchic systems because “there is nothing to pre-
vent them” (Waltz 1959, 232).

Efforts to construct a theory of international politics by explicitly linking
stylized features of the international system to the strategic incentives they
create and subsequently to the behavior they induce can also be traced back
to early post–World War II work. The work of Herz, Wolfers and Butterfield
described here can be seen in part as early examples of these efforts. These
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scholars do link aspects of the international system to incentives and behavior.
This, however, is generally not the central focus of their work—perhaps
because they seem to believe that the strategic logic of their stylizations is
obvious.

Herz (1950, 157), for example, explicates the logic of the security
dilemma in a paragraph and devotes most of his attention to a critique of lib-
eralism. Wolfers takes a few sentences to link anarchy and states’ desire to
maximize their power to the formation of a balances of power (1951,
40–41), and then he turns to a longer discussion of state interests. Even
Butterfield (1950) seems to believe that the strategic logic of the Hobbesian
predicament is relatively straightforward and that the primary difficulty lies
in rising above the passions of the time in order to see the predicament.

Morton Kaplan, by contrast, focuses explicitly on trying to link stylized
features of the international system to the outcomes of state behavior.20 In
System and Process in International Politics, he distinguishes between different
international systems in terms of the rules that the states follow (1957,
21–53). For example, three of the six rules characterizing a balance-of-power
system are: (i) “act to increase capabilities but negotiate rather than fight”;
(ii) “fight rather than pass up an opportunity to increase capabilities”; and
(iii) “stop fighting rather than eliminate an essential actor” (1957, 23).
Kaplan then derives the outcomes we should expect to see in a system in
which the actors follow the various sets of rules.

Kaplan, Burns and Quandt (1960) also explicitly try to relate stylized fea-
tures of the international system to the behavior they induce. Indeed, these
scholars model the international system as a rudimentary game.21 Then they
use this game to study the relation between stability and the number of states
in the system. For example, is, “there some lower bound upon the number of
nation states necessary for stability? An upper bound?” (Kaplan, Burns and
Quandt 1960, 240).

These and other early efforts to construct theories of international poli-
tics did not get very far or have much of a long-run impact on the field of
international relations. One reason for this may be that some of these theo-
retical efforts were not internally coherent. For example, shortly after Kaplan
published System and Process, Riker (1962, 171–73) noted that these rules
were inconsistent and therefore that it was impossible to follow all of them
simultaneously.22

A second, related reason for the limited impact may have been that some
of these early efforts lacked a clear sense of what a theory of international pol-
itics should look like. These early efforts, for instance, sometimes tended to
confound what one would expect to be an assumption of a theory with what
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one would expect to be a conclusion. To wit, it is probably more natural to
interpret Kaplan’s rules as behaviors that are to be explained rather than as
assumptions. What underlying set of state interests and environmental fea-
tures jointly induce states to behave in these distinctive ways?

Unlike earlier efforts, Theory of International Politics has had a profound
effect on the field of international relations. That book set the terms of ref-
erence for much of the field for almost two decades, something that is all the
more remarkable in light of the fractured nature of the field. Just as Man, the
State, and War succeeded earlier work on the distinction between desired ends
and actual outcomes but marked a significant advance on that work, Theory
of International Politics succeeded earlier attempts to construct a theory but
also marked a significant advance.

This advance was made in two related steps. The first was to provide a
much clearer understanding of the structure of a system. Previous efforts to
construct theories of international politics used the terms “system” and
“structure.” But the meaning of these terms was often unclear. Indeed,
“structure” was frequently conflated with the properties of the states or with
the outcomes of the states’ interaction. For example, Kaplan’s rules (1957),
as observed earlier, are probably best seen as being the outcomes induced by
different underlying structures. Lacking a clear notion of structure and the
causal directions associated with it, structure tended to become a catch-all of
seemingly relevant causes and effects all mixed together. Waltz considered
structure to be theoretically distinct from the units comprising the system.
“Definitions of structure, must leave aside, or abstract from, the characteris-
tics of units, their behavior, and their interactions” (1979, 79). Structure is
what intervenes between what the units actually want and what they achieve.
Structure may be seen as a set of constraints that define the strategic arena in
which the units pursue their ends.

The second step built on this conceptualization of structure. Waltz went
on to offer a particular and relatively clear description of the structure of an
international system and then showed what one did with it. Namely, he tried
to derive implications about the patterns of state interaction from the strate-
gic incentives created by this structure, for example, anarchy implies a ten-
dency to balance.23 He also demonstrated a kind of comparative-statics
analysis in which he traced the effects of varying the “parameters.” In partic-
ular, he examined how changes in the distribution of power affected the sta-
bility of the system, for example, bipolar systems are more stable than
multipolar systems.

As discussed in the previous section, some of these arguments appear to
be incomplete and in need of modification when they are modeled formally.
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But this misses the larger point. Advances must be judged relative to the state
of the discipline that exists at the time. When seen in the broader context of
the intellectual development of international relations theory, neorealism
stands out as a dramatic advance. Theory of International Politics provided a
much clearer vision of what a theory of international politics would look
like and how one would use it. This advance is all the more striking because
ordinary-language arguments are not well suited to defining and discussing
structure, much less to analyzing the strategic interaction it induces.

Whither or Wither Grand Theory?

Game theory has transformed economics and reshaped some areas of political
science in the last 20 years. Game theory provides an opportunity for neoreal-
ism and international relations theory more generally. But, it also poses a chal-
lenge just as mathematical modeling posed a challenge to high development
theory in the late 1950s. The challenge arises because game theory provides a
better language for pursuing the goals of structural realism, which are to under-
stand the implications of political structures, in at least two related ways.

First, it is very difficult to use ordinary-language arguments to distinguish
between structure and units and to see the importance of doing. Indeed,
making this distinction and demonstrating its importance much more clearly
than had previously been done is structural realism’s major accomplishment.
Game theory, by contrast, provides a much more precise and transparent
means of discussing structure.

To illustrate this point briefly, consider two different notions of structure
as “constraints,” which are easy to see and distinguish in a game-theoretic
model but much more difficult to see and distinguish in ordinary language.
Figure 2.1(a) presents the game tree of a very simple coordination game, and
Figure 2.1(b) depicts the corresponding strategic form.

In this game both actors prefer to coordinate by playing the same action,
that is, each prefers (A, A) or (B, B) to (A, B) or (B, A). But actor I prefers to
coordinate on (A, A), and actor II prefers to coordinate on (B, B). In this sim-
ple game, we might want to call the “structure of the strategic interaction”
the fact that each player only has two choices and that they have to decide
between these alternatives without knowing what the other actor has done.
That is, the game tree in Figure 2.1(a) describes the structure in which the
strategic interaction takes place. This notion of structure seems most in keep-
ing with the idea that a game or “system is composed of a structure and of
interacting units” (Waltz 1979, 79). A game tree does what Waltz says polit-
ical structures do: it answers the question “What is it that intervenes between
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interacting units and the results that their acts and interactions produce?”
(Waltz 1979, 79). This notion of structure also implies that neither structure
nor units are theoretically prior. Both are theoretical primitives.24

But now consider a second notion of constraint, which is related to the
idea of an equilibrium. The game has two pure-strategy equilibria.25 If both
players expect the other to play A, then neither can gain by playing B instead.
That is, neither player has any incentive to deviate from its own strategy of
playing A given that it expects the other player to play A. Similarly, if both play-
ers expect the other to play B, neither can gain by playing A instead. No
player has any incentive to deviate from its strategy of playing B given that it
expects the other to play B. Thus, each actor’s best course of action depends
on what it expects the other actor to do. These conjectures thus constrain
that actor; they act “as a selector” (Waltz 1979, 73). But note that this con-
ceptualization of structure is very different from the notion of structure as
the underlying game tree. Equilibria are endogenous or “generated by the
interaction of the principle parts” (Waltz 1979, 72). Change the underlying
tree or the actors’ payoffs and the equilibria may change.26

Which is the better way to think about structure probably depends on the
problem at hand and is not the point. The point is, rather, that it may be
important to be able to distinguish between these two ideas and that
game theory provides a much more transparent language for doing so. In the
forementioned example, it is easy to see the difference between structure as
underlying game tree and as an equilibrium of the game. It is much more
difficult to do this with ordinary-language arguments.
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Figure 2.1 Two Notions of Structure: (a) the Game Tree of the Coordination
Game; (b) the Strategic Form of the Coordination Game
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The second way that game theory provides a better language is related to
the first. Game theory does more than let us be clearer about what we mean
by structure. It also helps us trace its effects more carefully. As anyone who
has tried to explain the strategic logic of a simple prisoner’s dilemma to some-
one else without actually writing down the game knows, it is extremely dif-
ficult to analyze even simple strategic interactions with ordinary-language
arguments. As the last decade of formal work in international relations has
shown, many widely accepted arguments do not go through when modeled.
This, of course, could just mean that formal and ordinary-language argu-
ments are frequently incommensurate. But this is not the case. Once we
see why an argument does not work in a model, we often can see that the
ordinary-language argument failed to take some factor into account and that
the argument would fail or be much less compelling even on its own terms if it
had taken this factor into account.

In sum, it is important to emphasize that formal analysis is not a substi-
tute for good ideas and creative insights. Models cannot tell us a priori which
avenues of inquiry will prove most fruitful. Models build on good ideas by
helping us trace the implications of our ideas and only after much hard work
help us assess the fruitfulness of a particular set of assumptions. But good
ideas and deep insights are not a substitute for careful reasoning about what
follows from them. These things are synergistic and we need both.

Neorealism grows out of a long tradition of what might be called grand
theory in international relations, which is the attempt to understand inter-
national politics or at least important aspects of it by examining the strategic
logic of a sparely defined system based on a Hobbesian state of nature. Game
theory is the best tool we have for analyzing strategic interaction. It provides
the clearest and most transparent language we have for examining the strate-
gic interaction that lies at the heart of grand theory.27 Only time will tell if
international relations accepts what these tools have to offer—as well as the
evolution of ignorance that comes with it—or if grand theory will go off into
a wilderness of “-isms.”

Notes

Department of Political Science, University of California—Berkeley, Berkeley, CA
94720-1950. I am grateful to Karen Adams, Andrew Hanami and Kenneth Waltz for
their comments and criticisms of this paper.

1. See Kreps (1990) for a discussion of the game-theoretic revolution in economics.
2. Powell (1999) considers other aspects of this question.
3. Meek (1963) provides an overview of the physiocrats.
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4. See Krugman (1995) for an elaboration of some of these issues.
5. Powell (1999) provides a more extended discussion of the modeling enterprise in

the study of international politics and, especially, the relation between formal
models and empirical observation. Myerson (1992) considers the potential con-
tribution of game theory to the social sciences.

6. Indeed, Krugman borrows a central analogy from Craig Murphy, a specialist in
international relations (Krugman 1995, 107).

7. Of course, an equally if not more important reason for looking at old ideas (and
empirical regularities) in light of new standards is to come up with new ideas.

8. Krugman emphasizes that this limitation was only partly technical. It also reflected
a blindspot caused by seeing the world through what had been modeled—
perfectly competitive markets—and not what could be modeled.

9. Of course, some aspects of structural realism have already been modeled. See,
e.g., Bueno de Mesquita and Lalman (1992), Fearon (1995), Morrow (1997),
Niou and Ordeshook (1991, 1991), Powell (1999) and Smith (1998).

10. Also see Keohane (1986) and Keohane and Nye (1987).
11. Drawing on Levy (1983), Hopf measures stability or peacefulness in terms of the

frequency, magnitude, duration and intensity of war.
12. For a discussion of balancing and neorealism, see Schweller (1997), Vasquez

(1997), Walt (1997) and Waltz (1997).
13. As noted earlier, we do not have a large-scale, widely accepted, systematic empirical

assessment of the proposition that states tend to balance rather than bandwagon.
14. And, of course, this notion can be found in still earlier works as will be seen later.
15. In a seminal paper, Jervis (1978) would later link the intensity of the security

dilemma to the offense–defense balance and to the ability to distinguish offen-
sive weapons from defensive ones. See Glaser (1997) for a review of the work on
the security dilemma.

16. Strictly speaking, a state could strive for ever-more power but still not be trying
to maximize its power. It might be trying to achieve increasing levels of power,
which are asymptotically approaching some upper bound. But this interpretation
of Herz seems somewhat tortured.

17. See Herz (1959, 234) for a comment on the relation between these two formu-
lations.

18. Herz also underscored the idea that the states were solely motivated by security
but did not highlight the importance of uncertainty about the other’s intentions
whereas Butterfield is somewhat less clear about motivations but much more
explicit about the importance of uncertainty about intentions (Herz 1950,
157–59; Butterfield 1950, 153–54).

19. Knutsen (1997) traces the history of the concept of the balance of power.
20. He also provides an interesting early discussion of the use of game theory (1957,

169–244).
21. Because of the limitations of game theory that existed at the time, Kaplan, Burns

and Quandt envisioned studying the game experimentally and not by formally
characterizing the game’s equilibrium. For a fully formal treatment of this issue,
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which draws on recent innovation in game theory, see Niou and Ordeshook
(1990, 1991).

22. Also see Weltman (1972).
23. Of course, these claims are also based on some underlying assumption about

state motivation, which is usually what they seek, at minimum, to survive (Waltz
1979, 91).

24. See Wendt (1987) for an argument that neorealism takes units to be prior to the
structure.

25. There is also mixed-strategy equilibrium.
26. If, e.g., player I can move before II and II knows what I did when deciding what

to do, the unique equilibrium outcome of the game is for I to play A and for II
to follow suit by playing A.

27. This, of course, is a relative statement, for the foundations of game theory as well
as its predictive power are problematic. See Kreps (1990) for a discussion on
some of the foundational issues and Kagel and Roth (1995) for experimental
tests of some game-theoretic predictions about bargaining.
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CHAPTER 3

Integrated Realism and Hegemonic
Military Intervention in Unipolarity

Benjamin Miller

S ince the end of the Cold War, the U.S. has undertaken several military
interventions abroad, fluctuating widely in scope from the massive
intervention in the Gulf War through medium-scale intervention in

Panama and Haiti to the limited and abruptly terminated engagement in
Somalia. Similarly another regional crisis (Bosnia) was the occasion for great
fluctuations of policy. The U.S. response to the crisis shifted from military
disengagement in the first four years of the crisis to a considerable interven-
tion on the ground in the last three years. It has also refrained from inter-
vention on other occasions, notably in post-Soviet and African crises.

Is there a coherent logic behind these wide-ranging variations in
post–Cold War U.S. intervention behavior? Numerous critics have argued
that there is not, and that this erratic behavior reflects a lack of focus in U.S.
foreign policy since the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet
Union, the former archenemy.1 For example, in a recent comprehensive
treatment Gholz, Press and Sapolsky characterize U.S. behavior this way:
“the U.S. intervenes often in the conflicts of others, but without a consistent
rationale, without a clear sense of how to advance U.S. interests, and some-
times with unintended and expensive consequences” (1997, 5).2

In the following discussion I will challenge the conventional wisdom
about the illogic and incoherence of recent U.S. military interventions. I will
argue that in contrast to widespread opinion, there is a clear logic to
post–Cold War interventions, even if it does not amount to a preconceived
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and purposive grand strategy. Indeed, the U.S. has followed, whether con-
sciously or not, the logic of costs and benefits, namely different combinations
of incentives and constraints in different regions. More specifically, the inten-
sity of U.S. interests at stake and the intensity of the regional constraints on
intervention (as reflected by the estimated costs of intervention, especially in
terms of casualties) best account for the scope of U.S. military interventions
in the post–Cold War era. My argument suggests that different types of
regions are prone to specific levels of intervention or nonintervention
because of the different combinations of U.S. interests and constraints in
each region. Thus, this logic accounts for the variations in the scope of inter-
ventions and predicts different patterns of U.S. intervention in different
regions. The realist explanation presented here integrates the classical realist
focus on state interests with the structural realist emphasis on constraints on
state action in order to provide a theoretical model of hegemonic military
intervention in unipolarity. To illustrate this model, this study will outline
briefly the variations in the scope of U.S. military engagement in 
all the major post–Cold War regional crises, notably the Persian Gulf
(1990–1991, Fall 1994), Panama (1989), Somalia (1992–1994), Bosnia
(since 1995), Kosovo (since 1999), Haiti (1994–1996) and also the cases of
nonintervention in post-Soviet and African crises. The proposed explanation
will demonstrate the continuing relevance of realism to major issues of
post–Cold War U.S. foreign policy.

The first section will introduce the phenomenon explained in this chap-
ter by differentiating among four degrees of hegemonic military intervention
in regional crises. The second section will propose a theoretical explanation
of variations in hegemonic military intervention based on the combined
effects of incentives (or interests) and constraints (or costs) on the probabil-
ity and level of its regional engagement. In the third section I apply this logic
to account briefly for the variations in U.S. interventions in post–Cold War
regional crises. In the concluding sections, I discuss the implications of this
logic for future U.S. engagement in regional conflicts. This paper was origi-
nally written well before the September 11 attacks. The last section suggests
briefly that the effects of September 11 on U.S. military involvement fits the
logic of the model presented here.

The Phenomena to be Explained: A Typology of Hegemonic
Military Interventions

I will distinguish among four degrees of hegemonic military involvement in
regional crises according to the scope and the length of time of intervention,
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and the intensity of willingness to use force.3 The two main indicators of the
scope of intervention are the size of the manpower deployed and the fire-
power used (armor, artillery and airpower). Regional crises are seen in this
chapter as situations of domestic, ethnic or inter-state turbulence in which
there is a high likelihood that force will be used by the local parties. The four
levels of intervention are as follows.

Massive intervention refers to a large-scale deployment of forces in reac-
tion to a regional crisis, and a willingness to resort to them unless the great
power’s demands and objectives are met within a finite time period. The size
of the intervening ground forces is in the range of hundreds of thousands of
troops, in addition to a massive use of firepower. Massive intervention may
be kept up for a considerable period of time, if necessary, to attain the Great
Power’s objectives.

Medium intervention indicates medium-scale involvement and a consid-
erable willingness to use force and to maintain the deployment for a consid-
erable period of time if necessary. The engaged troops number tens of
thousands and they resort to maximum use of firepower to accomplish their
mission.

Limited intervention refers to low-level military engagement on a tempo-
rary basis, with a limited willingness to use force. Several thousand soldiers
are involved for a relatively short period of time; and they resort to only lim-
ited use of firepower.

Nonintervention indicates no military intervention, at most an occasional
use of airpower, although diplomatic or economic involvement in the
regional crisis is possible.

The question I will address in the following sections is what logic best
explains such variations in the degree of foreign hegemonic military involve-
ment under unipolarity.

The Explanatory Factors: The Combined Incentives and Constraints
of the Hegemon vis-à-vis a Certain Region

The model presented here refers to a unipolar international system or a situ-
ation of Great Power hegemony. Indeed, as a result of the disintegration of
the Soviet Union, a unipolar world has emerged since the late 1980s, at least
for the short run, because of U.S. dominance in overall power resources,
including a unique global power-projection capability.4 The proposed model
includes two major causal factors: the incentives and the constraints of the
leading Great Power vis-à-vis a certain region. Leading realist explanations of
state behavior and outcomes have not systematically taken into account the
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combined effects of both these factors. Thus, structural realism (or neorealism)5

has underlined the constraining effects of the international distribution of
capabilities on Great Power freedom of action, but it de-emphasized and
failed to specify the role of different Great Power interests or incentives, and
especially their variations under the same international system with regard to
different regions.6 Yet, it is reasonable to suggest that there are considerable
differences in the intensity of the hegemon’s interests at stake in different
regions even in the same unipolar system.

Indeed, a structural realist analysis that focuses only on the international
structure is by itself indeterminate with regard to the implications of unipo-
larity for hegemonic intervention. The main point is that due to the absence
of rival powers, in a unipolar or a semi-unipolar system there are both low
constraints and low incentives for hegemonic intervention in regional crises.

Low constraints should make intervention by the hegemon far more likely
than in a bipolar or even a multipolar world where the presence of other
Great Powers constrains the maneuvering room of all the Great Powers of the
day. However, structural theory also leads us to expect low incentives for
international engagement by the hegemon under unipolarity because the
absence of other power poles means that there is no need for intense compe-
tition and costly balancing in different parts of the world. As a result, we may
derive the expectation of fewer interventions by the hegemon than in other
types of systems. Such an indeterminacy7 should lead us to recognize the
need for an addition of at least one major set of independent variables,
namely, regionally derived incentives.

At the same time, some versions of classical realism, associated with the
school of power politics, have focused on interests defined in terms of power
(Morgenthau 1967, 430; 1978), but have paid less attention to the effects of
constraints on Great Power action.8 Although an identification of the level of
Great Power interests involved in a regional crisis is very important, only a
consideration of the combined effects of interests and constraints can gener-
ate more specific and determinate expectations about the level of Great
Power military engagement in regional crises. Thus, the proposed “integrated
realist” model combines the classical realist focus on state interests with the
neorealist emphasis on constraints on state action. Yet, in contrast to struc-
tural realist analysis, these constraints are derived not from the international
structure, but rather from the region in question, and may thus vary under
the same international system. At the same time, my model draws on the
neorealist view (and especially its dominant defensive version) of power as a
means to preserve security rather than as an end for its own sake. This stands
in contrast to the view of classical realism and of the aggressive version of
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neorealism that regards Great Powers as power maximizers.9 The implication
of the defensive neorealist view is that military force will be used only to
defend important interests and that the level of military force employed in a
given crisis will be in proportion to the regional opponent’s capabilities. In
other words, we should expect a high correlation between the use of force
and the interests in question, and between the level of military force used and
the expected resistance. Thus, the hegemon will not employ massive force to
counter limited resistance. It will use such force only when faced with a con-
siderable counterforce and will deploy a much lower level of forces when the
rival is weaker. We should also expect a military intervention to take place
when other less costly nonmilitary options have either been exhausted or
when they can reasonably be expected not to accomplish the hegemon’s goals.

To begin with constraints, even in a unipolar system, with an overall military
hegemony on the global level, there might still be considerable differences in
the intensity of the constraints posed by different regions on military inter-
vention by the hegemon, and these constraints are reflected in the estimated
costs of intervention during the decisionmaking process. The costs refer
mostly to the estimated casualties of the intervening forces, which can be high
or low depending on whether there are relatively powerful regional actors who
may resist intervention and inflict high casualties on the intervening forces.

An important consideration in the estimation of the potential costs of inter-
vention in regional crises refers to the distinction between the nature of the
mission as peace enforcement or peacekeeping. In peace enforcement the inter-
vention takes place before a cease-fire, let alone a peace agreement, is reached
between the local parties. Thus, the intervening power has to impose a settle-
ment on a reluctant party or parties. In contrast, peacekeeping takes place after
a viable peace accord, or at least a cease-fire, takes hold and the external forces
have to separate between the regional forces and to assist them in maintaining
an agreement that they supposedly support and wish to implement. Thus,
peacekeepers monitor or verify troop withdrawals, or supervise or provide secu-
rity during an election. While in peace enforcement there is a willingness to
deploy and use considerable force against those local parties who are seen as
aggressive, peacekeeping depends on the consent of the regional actors and uses
only minimal force for purposes of self-defense.10 Accordingly, the estimated
costs of peacekeeping are, in principle, much lower than of peace enforcement.

There is the possibility of a miscalculation of constraints and costs during
the decisionmaking process, especially in the sense of underestimation.11 The
important point, however, is that the implications of an initial underestimation
of costs, as we will see, are completely different depending on the level of
hegemonic interests or incentives for intervention.

Integrated Realism and Hegemonic Intervention ● 35

Hanami-03.qxd  9/26/03  7:52 AM  Page 35



As for Great Power interests that provide the incentives for intervention, a
critical distinction is between high-intrinsic, high-extrinsic and low inter-
ests.12 High-intrinsic interests refer to the geostrategic importance of the
region, the economic resources located there and the importance of the region
for trade, investments and financial links with the hegemon.13 In other words,
control of such regions directly affects the world balance of power. High-
extrinsic interests refer to the geographical proximity of the region in question
to the hegemon or to its most important allies. Extrinsic interests are impor-
tant but less vital than intrinsic interests because they do not directly affect the
global balance of power. Low-interest regions are those without high-intrinsic
or -extrinsic interests, that is, regions which lack key geostrategic or economic
importance and that are also far away from the hegemon or its major allies.
The concept of high-extrinsic interests thus provides an intermediate level of
Great Power interests, and qualifies the extreme view of some structural real-
ist “minimalists” that the U.S. has few important interests outside the indus-
trialized regions of the developed world because most of the less developed
areas do not affect the global balance of power14—a view that cannot account
for a number of U.S. interventions that have taken place in regions not meet-
ing the minimalists’ criteria of intrinsic value. These unexplained interven-
tions can be accounted for, at least partly, by the factor of geographical
proximity to the Great Power or to its most vital allies, which makes even a
region poor in resources more important than it would have been if located
far away (see Desch 1993; Kagan 1999).15

In the aftermath of the Cold War, there have been growing calls for inter-
vention on normative, moralistic, humanitarian or world order grounds for
the purposes of the promotion of democracy,16 defense of human rights17

and containment of aggression against weaker parties. These principles obvi-
ously have a strong appeal in a pluralist democracy like the U.S. and may
lead to significant diplomatic and economic moves such as sanctions, eco-
nomic assistance or diplomatic promotion of regional settlements. Yet these
values or “ideal” interests are by themselves unlikely to bring about sizable
military interventions, because these principles have limited utility for com-
pelling policymakers and the public to make the considerable investment
involved in substantial military interventions.

Whereas material interests give rise to powerful domestic vested interests,
the support of less tangible interests such as human rights concerns tends to
be more diffuse. Thus, such causes are unlikely to generate enough domestic
support for the extraction of the considerable resources from society needed
for extended military intervention.18 At the same time, norms or ideal inter-
ests can considerably reinforce, legitimize and help to sustain a realpolitik
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inclination to intervene when they are accompanied by major material 
interests or proximity to the Great Power or its major allies.

To sum up, for the purposes of the present model, the incentives (or inter-
ests) for intervention will be defined as high intrinsic (key resources), high
extrinsic (proximity to the Great Power or to its major allies) or low; whereas
the estimated constraints (or costs) will be defined as high or low. High and
low costs will be defined primarily in terms of casualties, with high costs
referring to hundreds or thousands of casualties and low costs designating
casualties not exceeding dozens. Thus, six types of situations emerge accord-
ing to a Great Power’s combined incentives and constraints:

1 Situations of high-intrinsic interests and high constraints (i.e. high
expected costs of intervention).

2 Situations of high-intrinsic interests and low costs.
3 Situations of high-extrinsic interests and low constraints.
4 Situations of high-extrinsic interests and high constraints.
5 Situations of low interests and low constraints.
6 Situations of low interests and high constraints.

Modeling the Causal Relations between Combinations of
Hegemonic Interests and Costs in Different Regions and 
the Likelihood and Scope of Military Engagement

High Costs: High-Intrinsic Interests → Massive Intervention
Crises in regions with a combination of high-intrinsic interests and high con-
straints are likely to lead to massive hegemonic intervention. Crises in these
regions that pose threats to major interests of the hegemon provide the
incentives for a military involvement. At the same time, the large scale of the
intervention is made necessary by the intensity of the expected regional con-
straints, to overcome which, the hegemon must resort to massive force. The
importance of the interests at stake, in turn, provides the willingness to
deploy such a large-scale force and to use it if the regional adversaries are not
ready to accept the hegemon’s demands. The significance of the interests at
stake should also result in a relatively quick response by the hegemon to
threats to its interests. The intervention is also likely to be sustained until the
hegemon’s objectives are met, even at the price of high levels of casualties.

Low Costs: High-Intrinsic Interests → Medium-Scale Intervention
The high-intrinsic interests of the hegemon in the region provide a willing-
ness to deploy considerable forces in case of a crisis that seems to threaten the
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hegemon’s interests. But to the extent that the expected resistance is low,
there is no need to deploy more than medium-scale forces. Of all six situa-
tions, the combination of high-intrinsic interests and low constraints is the
most conducive to mobilizing public support for the intervention, and in
this situation a wide consensus is likely with regard to the intervention.
Given the high-intrinsic interests of the hegemon in the region, the inter-
vention will be sustained (and upgraded to massive) even if the costs rise
unexpectedly and high levels of casualties are inflicted on the intervening
forces.

Low Costs: High-Extrinsic Interests → Medium-Scale Intervention
Medium-scale interventions are also likely in regions where the hegemon has
high-extrinsic interests and faces limited constraints. These have traditionally
been Great Power spheres of influence: regions geographically proximate to
the Great Power with militarily weak states. These areas are both relatively
important and pose relatively low constraints for military interventions.
Proximate states are relatively important because they can serve as a base 
for forces hostile to the Great Power, notably, rival Great Powers.19 But 
even nonmilitary threats, such as illegal immigration, drug trafficking and
terrorism, carry greater risks if their source is located nearby rather than 
far away. Especially unwelcome is the spread of instability near the Great
Power’s borders; and a Great Power will try to minimize the likelihood of
such a spillover of chaos. Proximity also reduces the costs of military inter-
vention and makes it easier than in more remote places. The low regional
constraints make a massive intervention unnecessary, as a medium-scale
engagement is sufficient to subdue threats to the hegemon’s interests. Indeed,
recurring interventions have taken place during the Cold War by both the
U.S. and the Soviet Union in their respective spheres of influence (see
Keal 1983).

Proximity may also lead to medium-scale interventions when the crisis
takes place in an area proximate to the most important allies of the hegemon
(and therefore it has extrinsic interests there) and the estimated costs of inter-
vention are low. Even if these regions are not proximate to the hegemon itself,
they are more important than other regions because they may have effects 
on the security, stability and well-being of the hegemon’s most crucial allies,
and thus have indirect effects on the intrinsic interests of the hegemon. The
intervention in this case will be medium because of low expected costs that 
do not demand a massive intervention. If the costs of the intervention rise
unexpectedly, the intervention is unlikely to be sustained beyond the level of
a couple of hundreds of casualties at the very most.

38 ● Benjamin Miller

Hanami-03.qxd  9/26/03  7:52 AM  Page 38



High Costs: High-Extrinsic Interests → Nonintervention
Since the hegemon does not have intrinsic interests in such areas, high
estimated costs of intervention there may result in nonintervention. This is
especially the case in regions proximate not to the hegemon itself but to its
allies. Because these regions are not close to the hegemon, the interests
involved are somewhat lower than in the proximate spheres of influence.
Moreover, these regions are faraway and the distance makes intervention
there more expensive. As a result, when the estimated costs of intervention
in extrinsically important areas are high, no intervention on the ground is to
be expected apart, at most, from occasional limited use of airpower.

Low Costs: Low Interests → Limited Intervention or Nonintervention
In regions with low interests and expected low costs of intervention, a limited
intervention is possible but not very likely. The anticipated low costs make it
easier to decide on intervention, but the low importance of the region reduces
the likelihood of such a decision. At any rate, the expected low costs together
with the relatively small incentives for intervention lead us to expect at best a
limited-scale intervention. Since low interests and low costs pull in opposite
directions, a decision to get militarily involved in such regions is likely to be
dependent on the values and beliefs of the decisionmakers that play an especially
significant role in deciding on engagement. Thus, humanitarian considerations,
as well as domestic politics and the media will play a greater-than-usual role in
such situations. Yet, the weakness of the realpolitik logic for intervention means
that such intervention, if it takes place, will tend to be relatively short-lived,
especially in the event that the costs in casualties unexpectedly start to rise. In
this case, the Great Power might cut its losses and run, even if the overall costs
are still relatively low. This is because the low-intrinsic or -extrinsic importance
of the region does not justify incurring even relatively limited costs.

High Costs: Low Interests → Nonintervention
Nonintervention is expected in regions where the intrinsic or extrinsic inter-
ests are low while the expected costs of intervention are high. The low inter-
ests provide few incentives for intervention, while the high costs make it
extremely unlikely. Thus, a prompt and substantial intervention on the
ground is unlikely to take place even if the issue is highlighted in the media
and there are various calls for intervention from different groups due to
humanitarian or world order concerns.

To sum up, the combined effects of the incentives and the constraints of
a Great Power in a regional crisis allow to predict whether and how promptly
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it will undertake an intervention in the crisis; what will be the scope of the
intervention; and how long it will be sustained if casualties rise beyond ini-
tial expectations. Thus, with regard to regions lacking in intrinsic importance
(regions 3–6), the estimated costs make the difference in the decision
whether to intervene or not. In other words, when estimated costs are high,
only high-intrinsic interests will be considered important enough to bring
about intervention (but then it will be massive to overcome the expected
resistance). If the estimated costs are low, however, a limited intervention
may take place on purely humanitarian grounds even when interests are low.
Yet, if the actual costs of the intervention in terms of casualties exceed initial
expectations, the degree of tolerance of casualties will be directly propor-
tional to the level of the Great Power interests at stake in the regional crisis.
In regions with intrinsic interests, high levels of casualties (in the range of
thousands) are likely to be sustained. Under extrinsic interests, the interven-
tion is likely to be discontinued after dozens, at the very most up to a couple
of hundreds, of casualties. In regions with low interests, the tolerance for casu-
alties will be extremely low, and thus even if a few soldiers get killed, it will be
enough to induce decisionmakers to terminate the military intervention.

This analysis qualifies the recent far-reaching argument made by Luttwak
(1994) that the extreme over-sensitivity of postindustrial societies to casual-
ties means that the Great Powers are powerless to intervene anywhere. The
major implication of this growing sensitivity to casualties is that Great
Powers are much less inclined to intervene in unimportant places where they
do not have significant interests even if the expected casualties are relatively
low, as compared to the level of casualties that Great Powers were ready to
sustain for insignificant interests in previous periods. Yet, as the model pre-
sented here suggests, once important interests are involved, Great Powers will
be willing to sustain even relatively high levels of casualties, or at any rate,
considerably higher levels than those in unimportant regions.20

Application of the Logic: American Military Intervention in
Post–Cold War Regional Crises

This section will briefly examine the level of U.S. military engagement in the
major post–Cold War crises in relation to the model, namely, to what extent
the scope of the engagement was explained by the intensity of U.S. interests
involved in the crises and the expected costs of intervention.

U.S. involvement in the various post–Cold War crises approximates the
four degrees of military intervention mentioned earlier. The Gulf represents
the massive type of involvement; in response to Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait
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230,000 troops were deployed in the Desert Shield Operation (from late
August to early November 1990). In the Desert Storm campaign to liberate
Kuwait, 540,000 U.S. soldiers were engaged.

Two examples of medium-scale engagement are the 1989 intervention in
Panama and the 1994 deployment in the Gulf. Since the end of the Gulf
War, the most threatening moves of Saddam Hussein took place in October
1994. In response to Iraqi military moves toward the Kuwaiti border, the
U.S. had more than 21,000 troops “in theater” in the Persian Gulf, with
another 42,000 scheduled for deployment there, building toward a target of
around 63,000 and no less than 156,000 on standby.

Panama also approximates the medium-scale involvement. On the whole,
there were 26,000 troops at the peak of the operation organized in five task
forces. In fall 1994, an American intervention of a somewhat similar magni-
tude (about 20,000 troops) took place in Haiti. In this case, there was no
need to resort to violence due to an agreement reached at the last minute
with the military rulers of Haiti under a very credible threat of an imminent
U.S. invasion.

In contrast, a limited type of intervention took place in Somalia starting in
early December 1992. Although around 25,000 troops were deployed in
Somalia by mid-January 1993, less than three months later U.S.-force levels
had declined to half that amount. The declining U.S. commitment to
Somalia was indicated by the Security Council decision to replace most of the
American force by a 25,000-strong UN peacekeeping force in early May
1993. Only around 1,700 U.S. combat troops remained in Somalia. After the
killing of 18 U.S. servicemen in early October 1993, President Clinton stated
that the U.S. would increase its military presence in and around Somalia by
over 5,000 troops, but only for a period of less than six months, at the end of
which time the U.S. forces would disengage from Somalia. Indeed, by the end
of March 1994 the U.S. disengagement was completed.

In Bosnia the nonintervention pattern has been the dominant one until
fall 1995, U.S. diplomatic involvement in the dispute and its limited use of
airpower notwithstanding. Only following the establishment of a cease-fire in
Bosnia, the initialing of a peace agreement by the leaders of Serbia, Croatia
and Bosnia in Dayton, Ohio in November 1995 and the signing of the agree-
ment in Paris in the following month, did the Clinton administration decide
to deploy 20,000 U.S. troops in Bosnia (as a part of a NATO peacekeeping
force of up to 60,000 soldiers). This decision signaled a change in the level of
the U.S. military intervention from nonintervention to medium involvement.

At the same time, the U.S. did not even consider military intervention in
other regional crises, notably post-Soviet crises such as the war between
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Armenia and Azerbaijan, and the internal fighting in Georgia, Moldova and
Tajikistan, as well as the African crises in Rwanda and Liberia.

Massive Intervention
The Gulf (1990–1991): High-Intrinsic Interests and High Regional Constraints
There is a widespread consensus among analysts that the Gulf region is a vital
U.S. interest because it is oil-rich (25 percent of current global oil produc-
tion) and has the largest known reserves (about 65 percent) of this vital com-
modity in the world.21

The size of the deployed forces was determined by the strength of the
regional constraints, notably, the size of the Iraqi army—the fourth largest in
the world at about 1 million troops, its modern equipment and battle expe-
rience following the eight-year war with Iran.22 It is true that during the war
it became clear that this estimation was at least partly a myth and in fact, the
Iraqis were “outnumbered, outtrained, outled, outclassed, outplanned, and,
above all, outmotivated” (Mueller 1994, 156; see also Klare 1995, ch. 2).
Still, even critics of the war recognize that the U.S. and its allies “went into
battle expecting the enemy to be numerous, dedicated, duplicitous, well-
armed, and tenacious on the defense” (Mueller 1994, 156).23 Even best-case
scenarios expected heavy losses of American lives up to the range of thou-
sands.24 Thus, the U.S. had to deploy a massive force to counter such a seem-
ingly tough adversary.

Medium-Level Interventions
The 1994 Gulf Deployment: High-Intrinsic Interests and Low Costs The consid-
erable and prompt U.S. deployment in the Gulf under a different adminis-
tration in October 1994 reinforces our confidence that the presence of
high-intrinsic interests in the Middle East tends to generate substantial U.S.
engagements once there are perceived threats to important U.S. interests in
the region. A major difference between this deployment and the Gulf War
was the obvious decline in the power of the Iraqi adversary following its crip-
pling defeat in the war and the continuing debilitating effects of the sanc-
tions enforced vis-à-vis the Baghdad regime ever since its invasion of Kuwait.
Accordingly, there was no need to deploy the kind of massive forces brought
to the region to counter the perceived powerful Iraqi army in 1990.
Substantial medium-level forces seemed to be quite sufficient for the task of
containing the Iraqi army four years later.

Panama (1989) and Haiti (1994): High-Extrinsic Interests and Low Costs in
the Proximate Sphere of Influence The U.S. involvement in Panama is an
example of a Great Power intervention in its sphere of influence. Indeed,
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the U.S. has been the traditional hegemon in Central America, particularly
in Panama. The geographical proximity of this region to the U.S. brings
about important interests, reinforced in the case of Panama by the Canal and
by the military bases located there serving as the springboard for military-
intelligence activity of the U.S. in Central America. The Canal has been
important as a sea line of communication connecting the Caribbean Sea with
the Pacific Ocean and thus, it meets Desch’s criterion of an extrinsically valu-
able area.25 The proximity of Central America to the U.S. also reduces the
costs of intervention, which are at any rate relatively low due to the absence
of powerful regional powers.

The U.S. has been traditionally interested in maintaining its dominance
in Central America by seeking to promote stable pro-American regimes in
the region, particularly in Panama (Scranton 1992, 359). The local strong-
man, Manuel Noriega, seemed to be useful in this regard during most of the
1980s and thus the U.S. maintained friendly relations with him. Yet, toward
the late 1980s he increasingly came to be seen in American eyes as a burden
rather than an asset. The Noriega regime was seen by the Bush administra-
tion as threatening U.S. interests by sponsoring drug trafficking, and harass-
ing and endangering U.S. citizens and military personnel in the Panama
Canal. But the underlying incentives were related to the fear of loss of control
over a strategically located state in the U.S. backyard.26

At the same time, due to the limited size of the Panamanian military, the
low expected resistance did not make it necessary for the U.S. to deploy more
than medium-sized forces. The Panamanian Defense Forces, which included
6,000 soldiers (in addition to 12,300 in the police and paramilitary units)
were organized and equipped only for internal security. Twelve thousand
U.S. troops were permanently deployed in Panama and were the only fight-
ing force in the country. Together with the deployment of an additional force
of that size, the U.S. military was expected to prevail without much diffi-
culty.

The medium-sized invasion of Haiti in the fall of 1994 under the Clinton
administration, which came to power with less commitment to use force
abroad than most previous U.S. administrations, shows that irrespective of
the specific importance of Haiti itself for U.S. interests, which might be lim-
ited or controversial (and thus the substantial domestic opposition to the
intervention), different American administrations are inclined to continue
the tradition of intervention in the U.S. backyard even in the post–Cold War
era. This is due to the combination of high-extrinsic interests in a proximate
region and the expected low costs of intervention there. Although one of the
important incentives for the Haiti intervention was related to the Clinton
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administration’s policy of “enlargement” of the community of democratic
nations, it is significant that military force has been applied for this purpose
only in proximate and weak Haiti, thus reflecting the low costs of such inter-
vention. Moreover, an additional major U.S. incentive for intervention in
Haiti was to stem the flow of illegal refugees to the U.S.—an interest that is
closely related to proximity.27

Both the Gulf and the Panama and Haiti interventions reflect relatively
enduring US commitments to their respective regions, which are typical of
regions with high-intrinsic or -extrinsic Great Power interests. The enduring
U.S. commitment to ensure the free flow of oil from the Gulf region dates
from the Cold War era. U.S. involvement with the Panama Canal and with
Central America in general is well established since the nineteenth century
(see Gaddis Smith 1994).

Limited Intervention
Somalia (1992–1994): Limited-Temporary Intervention Under Low Interests
and Initially Perceived Low Costs During the Cold War, the superpowers
showed a considerable interest in the Horn of Africa as part of their global
competition for political influence, and even became involved in the Ogaden
War in the late 1970s by supporting their respective clients. With the end of
the Cold War, however, U.S. interest in the region has declined drastically
since the Horn did not have much intrinsic or extrinsic importance.28

At the same time, the estimated costs of the intervention in Somalia were
very low because Somalia had neither central government nor external allies,
which could mobilize effective opposition to the outside intervention. 
In contrast to Bosnia (or Vietnam), the terrain is desert and thus unfavorable
to guerrilla warfare. There was no regular army but rather a collection of
armed gangs, which specialized in harming civilians. The leader of the largest
militia force, Mohammed Idid, who initially opposed external intervention,
changed his mind and offered to assist the American force, stating that the
Americans had to stay a year in Somalia.29

The combination of relatively low U.S. interests in post–Cold War Africa
and the expected weakness of the local forces in Somalia enabled humanitar-
ian considerations as well as the media and the public sympathy for the
Somalian suffering to exert a considerable influence on the administration.
Also very important was Bush’s interest in foreign policy and his desire that
the U.S. should play a strong role. These factors, rather than geostrategic
considerations, played the crucial role in the U.S. decision to intervene in
war-torn Somalia and to provide relief to its starving population.30 Indeed, the
considerable room for maneuver allowed by the supposedly low-cost operation
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made it possible for the Clinton administration to upgrade the objectives of
the U.S. involvement beyond humanitarian purposes to “nation building”31

manifested by attempts to disarm the warlords and restore some sort of local
order.

Yet, the absence of realpolitik incentives in Somalia has meant that nei-
ther of these types of objectives (humanitarian or nation building) could
bring about the mobilization of considerable resources. Such incentives
could produce only a limited-scale intervention as compared to both the
Gulf and the Panama interventions. Indeed, the absence of important geopo-
litical or economic interests in Somalia has meant that once it became clear
that the costs were underestimated, U.S. forces departed from Somalia in a
short order. Thus, following the death of 18 U.S. servicemen in Mogadishu
on October 3, 1993, the Clinton administration decided on October 7 to
pull out the U.S. forces from Somalia within six months, although the total
number of U.S. casualties in Somalia was very low as compared to the
engagements in the Gulf and Panama. This is because the hegemonic will-
ingness to suffer for unimportant places in the absence of a global competi-
tion is very low.

Partly due to the lessons of Somalia, the U.S. failed to intervene promptly
in the crisis in Rwanda despite the staggering dimensions of the loss of life
and dislocation there, compared to the crises in Somalia or Bosnia. In this
case, the combination of low interests and low constraints, characteristic of
the U.S. with regard to African crises, produced a nonintervention policy 
in the crisis, or at best, a slow reaction to it, which was too late to save 
the many people killed in the mass massacres. The U.S. similarly failed 
to intervene in the renewed Civil War in Liberia in 1996 beyond rescuing 
its citizens, and also in the recent civil wars in Central Africa (Zaire and
Congo).

Noninterventions
Bosnia: From Military Nonintervention Under High-Extrinsic Interests and 
Perceived High Costs to Medium-Level Engagement as the Expected Costs
Decrease For almost four years, the U.S. was, on the whole, uninvolved mil-
itarily in the war in former Yugoslavia. This policy essentially continued
under both Bush and Clinton, despite Clinton’s campaign rhetoric. The rea-
son was a combination of low-intrinsic interests and expected high costs.32

The relatively low value of U.S. tangible intrinsic interests in the Balkans has
tended to overwhelm the less tangible ideal interests that were mentioned as
justifying intervention. These world order interests included the protection
of international norms and principles such as the containment of aggression,
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and the humanitarian/moral interests of the termination of ethnic cleansing
and other human rights abuses.33 Despite the significance of these world
order interests and moral and humanitarian motivations with regard to the
Yugoslav crisis, they were insufficient on their own to generate a costly mili-
tary intervention in the absence of intrinsic material interests and in the face
of major regional constraints.

Yet, it would be wrong to portray U.S. interests in Bosnia as low as, 
for example, in post–Soviet republics or Africa. Rather, U.S. interests in
Bosnia should be conceived of as extrinsic because of Bosnia’s proximity to
the most crucial allies of the U.S.—the West Europeans. This proximity led
to a widespread fear that the spread of instability in the Balkans would
adversely affect European stability,34 for example, that massive flows of
refugees would reinforce the power of various xenophobic and extremist
movements in Western Europe and thus have negative effects on European
integration. In addition, the involvement of the West Europeans in Bosnia
entangled the crisis with the future of the main U.S. alliance—NATO, and
with the security commitment of the U.S. to the key region of Western
Europe.35

Yet, these extrinsic interests were insufficient to generate a U.S. military
intervention alongside its allies until fall 1995.36 The reason for this consis-
tent refusal to engage militarily on the ground was the high expected costs of
intervention in terms of casualties due to severe regional constraints. Such
high costs acted as a deterrent against intervention in a place where the U.S.
has only extrinsic, rather than intrinsic, interests. The mountainous terrain
made a possible intervention in former Yugoslavia a much more difficult and
expensive proposition than the Gulf War. The harsh geography acts to neu-
tralize the effectiveness of air power, thus forcing the need for higher levels
of ground forces (David 1994, 10–11). The Yugoslav army was considered
to be a modern European army that has been trained to fight the Soviet
Army. It was expected that an American interventionary force would have to
face at least a 90,000-strong Serb force, probably assisted by the Serbian air
force (Mearsheimer and Pape 1993, 22; Barkey 1993, 49). Moreover, the
Serbs proved themselves as courageous guerrilla fighters in World War II
against Nazi forces and succeeded in tying down 44 German divisions.37 All
these constraints combined, led to the estimated need for a force of
200,000–500,000 in order to quell the situation in Bosnia38 and to the
expectation of very high casualties in case of such an intervention.

This calculation of high costs was derived from the conception of a mili-
tary intervention in Bosnia as an aggressive peace-enforcement or “robust
peace maintenance,” that is, enforcing peace on reluctant local parties
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(Ullman 1996, 19). But the nature of a prospective U.S. military intervention
in Bosnia changed drastically in August–November 1995 from peace
enforcement to the much less costly one of peacekeeping following the
achievement of a cease-fire on October 12 and a peace agreement initialed in
November 21 in Dayton, Ohio and signed in Paris on December 14 by the
leaders of Serbia, Croatia and Bosnia.

Following these events, President Clinton decided to fulfill his pledge to
help keep the peace after a cessation of hostilities and after a peace agreement
between the local protagonists had already been reached. Thus, the U.S. has
deployed 20,000 troops in the framework of a 60,000-strong NATO force
with an initial commitment to stay in Bosnia for one year. Yet, in light of the
changed situation in Bosnia, the mission of the force has become one of
keeping the peace rather than of enforcing it, and accordingly, the expected
costs have become much lower, even if some American casualties are
expected. Moreover, because of the extrinsic importance of Bosnia, it seems
probable that the U.S. will be able to sustain a somewhat higher level of casu-
alties than was the case in the purely humanitarian mission in Somalia, even
if the level of tolerance for casualties will be much lower than it was in the
Gulf War.

Kosovo The more active U.S. engagement since 1995 helped to establish
peace in Bosnia, even if it was an uneasy one, through the Dayton agree-
ments. But the very partial nature of the U.S. hegemony, especially its reluc-
tance to use ground troops, handicapped its ability to advance peace in the
region and to contain the aggressive nationalism of “Greater Serbia,” notably
the ethnic cleansing against the Albanians in Kosovo.

Despite the great difficulties in establishing peace in Kosovo, the massive
U.S.-led NATO air campaign in Spring 1999 succeeded in containing 
Serbia and thus increased the prospects of regional stability, if the Western
powers continue to be engaged in the Balkans militarily, diplomatically 
and economically. One of the major constraints on the ability of the U.S. 
and NATO to compel Serbia to change its abusive policy toward the
Albanian Kosovars and to give them autonomy, was the refusal of the U.S.
to risk the lives of American soldiers and airmen. Thus the U.S. did not
deploy ground troops and did not issue a credible threat of ground interven-
tion. The pilots bombed from above 15,000 feet and the antitank Apache
helicopters were not used despite their presumed effectiveness against the
Serbian “ethnic cleansers” because they fly much closer to the ground. Such
a risk-free policy obviously weakened the hegemon’s ability to advance peace
and to coerce its opponents. The reason for this policy is the absence of vital
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strategic or economic interests in the region while an intervention on the
ground was expected to be costly. Yet, the proximity to Western Europe
provided an incentive for military action against the threat that Serbia 
posed to the stability in the Balkans because of U.S. extrinsic interests 
there. Persistent inaction could pose a threat to the coherence and credibility
of the most important American alliance—NATO, which made a major con-
tribution to European peace and stability in the post–World War II era.
Moreover, there has been a major decline in the constraints on U.S. ability
to conduct large-scale and protracted military operations in the Balkans fol-
lowing the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the countervailing Soviet
power. In the post-bipolar era, the U.S. enjoys a high degree of strategic free-
dom, which enabled it to bomb Serbia for 78 days and thus eventually to
bring about its submission to some of the major demands of NATO, includ-
ing the withdrawal of the Serbian military, a deployment of a considerable
NATO-led peacekeeping force on the ground, a return of the Albanian
refugees and the establishment of some kind of autonomy for Kosovo in 
the future.

Post-Soviet Crises: Noninvolvement Under Low Interests and High Costs In light
of the strong U.S. reservations against military intervention in Bosnia,
despite its proximity to Central Europe, it should not be surprising that the
U.S. did not at all consider involvement in post-Soviet crises on the periph-
ery of the former Soviet Union. The U.S. interests in Central Asia and in the
Caucasus have been still lower than in Bosnia,39 while the expected costs of
intervention in such remote places could be high, including adverse effects
on the relations with the regional hegemon—Russia, and its potential hostile
reaction.

Thus, on the whole, both the post–Cold War U.S. interventions
(Panama, the Gulf, Somalia, the fall 1994 Gulf deployment, Haiti and
Bosnia since 1995) and noninterventions (Bosnia until 1995, and the post-
Soviet and African crises such as Rwanda and Liberia) fit the cost–benefit
logic highlighted in this essay.

Conclusions

The discussion here leads us to expect that in the post–Cold War world, the
U.S. will use the tool of military intervention only selectively and sparingly.
Because of the high sensitivity to casualties, the U.S. is expected to give
preference to nonmilitary means such as economic sanctions and covert
action. Only when these means are exhausted or when they do not seem to
have much chance to be effective, the U.S. may resort to military action

48 ● Benjamin Miller

Hanami-03.qxd  9/26/03  7:52 AM  Page 48



depending on the regionally derived incentives and constraints. More specif-
ically, substantial (medium or massive) U.S. intervention may be expected
only in regions in which the U.S. has clear-cut intrinsic or extrinsic interests.
In contrast to the Cold War era, when almost all regions were considered
important because of the zero-sum competition with the Soviets, and the
related importance attributed to reputation and the credibility of commit-
ments, in the post–Cold War period only few regions are considered to be
worthy enough to incur the risks and costs associated with military inter-
ventions. The three most crucial regions, where threats to intrinsic (eco-
nomic and strategic) U.S. interests may lead to a massive intervention are
North East Asia, the Middle East and Western Europe, because control of
these regions will have major effects on the world balance of power and the
American economy. Whereas a crisis in Korea may bring about a massive
American military engagement in the first region, and a crisis involving Iraq
or Iran may bring about a similar intervention in the Middle East,40 at the
moment no such scenarios exist regarding Western Europe.

Medium-level interventions can take place also in regions where the U.S.
has high-extrinsic interests, namely Central Europe and the Balkans—due to
their proximity to Western Europe, and in Central America, the traditional
U.S. sphere of influence—due to its proximity to the U.S. itself. In contrast,
limited interventions may take place in unimportant regions, especially in
Africa, but they will last only so long as the costs are very low. In the post-
Soviet regions, no intervention is likely so long as the interests are low and
the expected costs are high.

As a unipolar model would lead us to expect, the costs associated with
U.S. foreign military intervention have declined with the Soviet demise. Yet,
the Somali intervention shows that even in a place where an intervention is
expected to be relatively inexpensive, the costs might well exceed initial
expectations. When a somewhat similar phenomenon happened in Vietnam
during the Cold War, the U.S. escalated its commitment. But in the
post–Cold War era, as a complete contrast, when tangible interests are not
engaged, the U.S. tends to withdraw quickly, as indeed it did following the
killing of its soldiers in Mogadishu, even though the casualties were on a rel-
atively small scale. At the same time, the mere prospects of considerable casu-
alties in former Yugoslavia were sufficient to deter intervention there, despite
the extrinsic U.S. interest deriving from the region’s proximity to Western
Europe. Only when the estimated costs had declined drastically after the
conclusion of a local peace agreement, was the U.S. ready to commit a
medium-level force to keep the peace in Bosnia. Thus, only in regions with
high-intrinsic interests will the U.S. undertake intervention despite high
expected costs.
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September 11 and U.S. Military Intervention
With the disappearance of the Soviet threat in the post–Cold War era, U.S.
incentives to intervene militarily overseas decreased because of the declining
threats to U.S. national interests. In a unipolar world, in which the U.S. was
the sole superpower separated by two vast oceans from the other Great
Powers and the key areas of international conflicts, the public felt secure from
international dangers, invulnerable to external attacks and complacent about
foreign crises. It seemed like conflicts in faraway countries were not going to
affect U.S. security and economy in a major way. The low stakes in regional
conflicts resulted in unwillingness to tolerate casualities and thus to intervene
on the ground in remote places. Thus the Clinton administration withdrew
from Somalia following the death of 18 U.S. soldiers in Mogadishu in
October 1993, believing that the low stakes there could not justify even such
a relatively low level of casualties. In the post-1991 Balkans, both the senior
Bush and the Clinton administrations were reluctant to intervene out of fear
of U.S. casualties, which would be disproportionate to the non-vital U.S.
interests in that part of the world. The coercive interventions that eventually
took place there—in Bosnia in 1995 and in Kosovo in 1999—were pursued
through airpower. Only when peace was established was the U.S. willing to
deploy troops on the ground as part of a peacekeeping force.

This high sensitivity to ground intervention and to high casualties
changed dramatically on September 11 because of the drastically rising stakes
and the growing threats to national security. By resorting to “asymmetric
warfare”—the use of nonconventional violent means to offset their overall
huge conventional military inferiority—the terrorists were able to inflict
major harm on the U.S. not only by killing thousands of innocent people but
also by harming the economy and by creating a sense of insecurity and vul-
nerability among the American public.

The rise in the stakes has led to a drastic change in the willingness by the
U.S. leadership and public to intervene militarily abroad for a protracted
period—including potentially on the ground—and the closely related will-
ingness to tolerate potential casualties.41 This rising willingness shows at the
very least that there was no basic domestic/cultural transformation in
Western societies against military engagement abroad as was suggested by
some analysts (i.e. Luttwak 1994). Rather, the attitude toward intervention
depends on the balance between the stakes (based on the threats to U.S.
national interests and security) and the costs involved in the specific case of
military engagement. The greater the stakes, the greater will be the willing-
ness to tolerate costs, including casualties. Thus, in the aftermath of
September 11, internal constraints on intervention were reduced. Moreover,
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there is a major expansion in the geographical scope of U.S. intervention to
a whole new region—Central Asia—where U.S. military intervention by air-
power, and especially on the ground, was considered unthinkable until
September 11. The low stakes were not perceived then, to justify the
expected high costs of intervention in landlocked countries proximate to
Russia and China.

The stakes in Afghanistan increased drastically following September 11
because of the close association between the terrorist network blamed for the
attacks—al Qaeda—and the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, which harbored
Osama Bin Laden and his associates. As a result, on October 7 the U.S.
began an extended air campaign in Afghanistan—a country well known for
its inhospitability to foreign military intervention—and deployed troops
into Uzbekistan, which is supposedly under Russia’s sphere of influence. The
U.S. and this former Soviet republic signed an agreement that would give the
U.S. military flexibility in operating from bases there in return for U.S. assur-
ances to protect Uzbikistan’s security.42 Following the start of the air cam-
paign, the U.S. deployed special forces in Northern Afghanistan to help the
coordination of the U.S. bombing and to advise the military operations of
the anti-Taliban Northern Alliance. Later, 1,400 marines and other forces
were deployed to a base near Kandahar in Southern Afghanistan to coordi-
nate the bombing and the attacks against the remaining Taliban and the al
Qaeda strongholds.43

The number of U.S. troops deployed on the ground is still limited, but
thus far there has been no need for more troops due to the effectiveness of
the combination of airpower, the anti-Taliban Afghan opposition and the
U.S. commandos. Still, the ground deployments into the dangerous terrain
and battle zones in faraway Central Asia, in addition to the use of airpower
and major naval deployments in the Arabian Sea, show a greater willingness
to risk U.S. casualties than was the case in the 1990s. This is because the
September 11 attacks raised the national security stakes involved in the war
against terrorism, especially the battle against the al Qaeda network, which
showed willingness and capacity to harm the U.S.. The location of al Qaeda’s
headquarters and training camps in Afghanistan closely linked the fate of this
country with U.S. national security and thus the new willingness to inter-
vene there, including militarily on the ground, is a drastic reversal of the U.S.
disengagement from this region following the Soviet withdrawal from
Afghanistan in 1989. At the same time, one might expect that in potential
interventions with lesser national security stakes, like humanitarian inter-
ventions, the willingness to tolerate casualties will be much lower.
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Notes

1. As a prominent analyst has observed, following the end of the Cold War, the
United States has lost more than an enemy; it has lost the guide to its policy
(Maynes 1990, 5; cited in Haass 1997, 3).

2. Cf. Joffe (1995, 94), Posen and Ross (1996–1997, 49).
3. My focus is on overt foreign military intervention, and more precisely, on differ-

ent levels of troop deployment by one state in the sovereign territory of another
state, in situations in which there is a certain likelihood that this deployment will
be resisted and force will have to be used by the intervening power.

4. For the argument about the emergence of a unipolar world in the aftermath of
the Soviet decline, see Krauthammer (1990–1991), and esp. Wohlforth (2000).
For a more refined argument about American leadership in the 1990s, see Nye
(1990). For skepticism by balance of power theorists about the endurance of a
unipolar world, see Layne (1993), and Waltz (1993). For an analysis of the future
of American power with the end of the Cold War, see Friedberg (1994). See also
the debate between Huntington (1993) and Jervis (1993). For additional useful
discussions of U.S. hegemony, see Eliot Cohen (1996), Haass (1997) and
Mastanduno (1997).

5. The key structural realist work is Waltz (1979). For critiques, see Keohane
(1986) and Buzan, Jones and Little (1993).

6. On the tendency of structural realist analysis to overlook variations in state inter-
ests as an independent factor, see Schweller (1993, 1994, 1996).

7. For balanced assessments of the indeterminacy of structural analysis for explain-
ing certain outcomes, see Christensen and Snyder (1990), Snyder (1991), Van
Evera (1990, 1991), Buzan (1991, ch. 4), and Haggard (1991). See also Miller
(1995, ch. 4).

8. The fundamental assumption of the power politics approach is the quest of states
for maximization of power. Thus, the classical realists, such as Morgenthau, saw
power both as an end and as a means (see Waltz 1990, pp. 34–36). Great Powers,
in particular, were viewed as frequently seeking to achieve hegemony (Spykman
1942; see also Gilpin 1981, 86, 92).

9. On the differences between aggressive and defensive realism and for citations, 
see Snyder (1991, 11–12), Brown, Lynn-Jones and Miller (1995), Frankel
(1996a,b), and Miller (1996). Although there are strong connections between
neorealism and defensive realism on the one hand and between classical and
aggressive realism on the other, some recent neorealist works follow the tradition
of classical/aggressive realism with regard to the core assumption of power max-
imization rather than of security preservation. This group includes Mearsheimer
(1990, 1994/1995), Zakaria (1992, 1998), Huntington (1993) and Schweller
(1994, 1996).

10. For a related distinction, see Haass (1994, 57–60).
11. For an analysis of assessment errors made by intervening states, see Kupchan

(1992, 255–59).
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12. In making this distinction I partly draw on Desch (1993, esp. p. 10).
13. See Papayoanou (1997), who especially emphasizes the importance of Great

Power economic interests (trade and financial links) in a region.
14. See Van Evera (June 1990, 1992) and Walt (Summer 1989). For a critique, see

David (Summer 1989; 1992–1993). For a useful overview of this debate and for
his own middle-of-the-road view, see Desch (Summer 1989; Winter 1992, 1993,
ch. 1; 1996). For updated post–Cold War overviews of this debate, see Posen and
Ross (1996–1997) and Haass (1997).

15. On the strategic importance of proximity, see Spykman (1942, 165, 393–94,
448), cited in Desch (1993, 10, and Boulding 1962, 245–47). See also Kupchan
(1992, 248). In the Cold War era, there was another factor that led to U.S. inter-
ventions in regions lacking intrinsic importance (notably Vietnam): reputational
considerations and the credibility of commitment to defend vital interests else-
where, stemming from the global superpower competition. Such considerations
are much less likely to lead to intervention in unipolar eras, because reputational
concerns become less important in a noncompetitive setting.

16. See Diamond (Summer 1992), Muravchik (1992), Halperin (Summer 1993)
and Smith (November–December 1994).

17. See Stedman (1992/1993).
18. See Papayoanou (1997) and also Donnelly (1995).
19. See Desch (1993).
20. Drawing on the work of Mueller on the Vietnam War and of Freedman on the

Falklands War, Freedman and Karsh suggest that the critical variable affecting
public support of a war is not the costs of war in itself but whether the leadership
has reasonable and attainable political objectives worth these costs (1993, p. 285).

21. Freedman and Karsh (1993, 180). See also Lieber (1995, 64).
22. Woodward (1991, 186); Toffler and Toffler (1993, 81–82); Klare (1995, 41–44).
23. On the expectations in the U.S. defense establishment that the Iraqis would put

up a “tough fight,” see Mueller (1994, p. 55), and Woodward (1991, 
pp. 216–17, 360).

24. See Mueller (1994, p. 55); Freedman and Karsh (1993, pp. 285–86). See also
Klare (1995, ch. 2).

25. On the importance of lines of communication between areas proximate to the
homeland and intrinsically important areas, see Desch (1993).

26. Scranton argues that the United States decided to intervene in Panama in order
to maintain its hegemonic position in the region, particularly in Panama itself
(1992, p. 359).

27. Clinton explained that he considered the use of military force in Haiti because
of its geographical proximity to the United States and because of the refugee
problem (The New York Times (hereafter, NYT ) May 20, 1994, p. A1).

28. On the limited American interests in Somalia, see Wolfowitz (1994, p. 32).
29. “Troops for a tragedy,” Newsweek, December 14, 1992, p. 13.
30. See Haass (1994, p. 44).
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31. On the distinction between humanitarian and nation-building interventions, see
Haass (1994, pp. 61–63).

32. Both the Bush and the Clinton administrations have shared the view about the
low-intrinsic U.S. interests in former Yugoslavia. The former senior director for
Europe and Eurasia on the Bush administration’s National Security Council has
suggested that the “American strategic interest in the integrity of Yugoslavia, per
se, ended with the collapse of the Soviet threat to Europe” (Gompert, 1994,
p. 33). In a memo to U.S. ambassadors on March 7, 1993, Secretary of State
Christopher argued that the United States should push for peace in Bosnia lest 
the whole region explode, while stating that Bosnia itself was of no vital interest
to the United States (The NYT, June 16, 1993, p. A13 cited in David 1994, 
p. 8, n. 27).

33. See Halverson (1994).
34. See Gati (1992, p. 76), Larrabee (1992, pp. 45–46) and David (1994, p. 12).
35. On this point, see President Clinton’s address in International Herald Tribune,

November 29, 1995, p. 6; the citation of Assistant Secretary of State Holbrooke
in Mastanduno (1997, p. 69, n. 66; and Ullman 1996, pp. 31–34).

36. For elaboration of this point, see Miller and Kagan (1997).
37. On the limitations of this analogy, see Freedman (1994–1995, p. 62).
38. Mearsheimer and Pape (1993, p. 23); Dewar (1993, p. 33).
39. The importance of the Caspian basin might increase in the future due to the

expected growing exploitation of the vast oil deposits located there.
40. Thus, the U.S. military buildup in the Gulf in Fall 1997 (and later also in win-

ter 1998) in order to force Iraq to let UN (including American) inspectors back
in to continue their search for nonconventional weapons in Iraq. These buildups
did not need to exceed the medium level, however, because of the greatly weak-
ened Iraqi military capability since its defeat in the Gulf War.

41. As shown by polls reported in NYT, September 16, 2001, pp. A1, 4; NYT,
September 25, 2001, pp. A1, B6. Indeed, in a military analysis following the
nighttime assault of the U.S. Army in Afghanistan on October 19, Michael R.
Gordon regards it as demonstrating willingness to risk U.S. casualties. He sug-
gests that in contrast to past conflicts, “the public seems to have shed its expec-
tations of a casualty-free operation” (NYT, October 20, 2001, pp. A1, B2).

42. NYT, October 13, 2001, pp. A1, B2.
43. Michael R. Gordon, “Shifting Fronts, Rising Danger: The Afghanistan War

Evolves.” NYT, December 9, 2001, pp. A1 and B3.
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CHAPTER 4

From Balance of Power to 
Balancing Behavior: The Long and

Winding Road
Susan B. Martin

T he relation between structural realist theory and the study of foreign
policy has long been problematic and controversial. Kenneth Waltz
has clearly argued that structural realism is a theory of international

outcomes, not a theory of foreign policy, and that indeed it cannot be a the-
ory of foreign policy. At the same time, Waltz clearly thinks that structural
realism can help us to understand state behavior, and when exploring the
economic and military effects of structural causes in Theory of International
Politics, he uses the behavior of particular states as illustrations.1

The tension between structural realism and the study of foreign policy is
particularly evident in work within the balance of power tradition. Balance
of power analyses comprise a chaotic tradition that has always included what
might be labeled “systemic” and “foreign policy” approaches. Recent work
has largely been inspired by the systemic, neorealist balance of power theory
presented by Waltz, and has attempted to use neorealism as a basis for
explaining the balancing behavior of states. This work has been widely criti-
cized, portrayed as a degenerating research design, as historically inaccurate,
and as made irrelevant by the end of the Cold War.2

This chapter defends balance of power theory against those who call 
for its abandonment while at the same time recognizing that there are prob-
lems with current work. I trace the current problems with balance of power
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analyses to confusion about how to use systemic theory as a basis for 
explanations of foreign policy. In particular, I argue that the scope of 
systemic balance of power theory has been overestimated, and that attempts
to use systemic balance of power theory as a basis for studies of state behav-
ior are problematic because they fail to analyze exactly what it means for a
state to balance.

The first section of this chapter briefly reviews the literature on balance of
power and examines the problems encountered when one moves from sys-
temic balance of power theory to the balancing behavior of states. I argue
that a more complete definition of balancing behavior, rooted in systemic
balance of power theory, is both possible and necessary. This is the aim of the
next two sections. The first examines systemic balance of power theory in
more depth and clarifies what it is about international politics that systemic
balance of power theory does and does not capture. The following section
then develops a definition of balancing behavior. In conclusion, I present a
simple model of balancing behavior based upon this definition, and argue
that this model will allow us to explore the utility of neorealist versus other
explanations of state balancing behavior.

The Balance of Power Tradition

Within the tradition of balance of power theory one can identify two main
strands: the first is systemic balance of power theory, which is concerned with
the reoccurrence of rough balances of power within the international system,
while the second focuses on balance of power theory as a guide to, or expla-
nation of, state behavior. The former is evident in Thucydides’s description
of how changes in the distribution of power led to war between Athens and
Sparta, in Ludwig Dehio’s discussion of the role of flanking powers in pre-
venting the emergence of a hegemon in Europe, and in the thought of Jean
Jacques Rousseau.3 In these discussions, the focus is not on explaining the
behavior of a particular state, but on explaining how changes in the distri-
bution of power within an anarchic international system shape the con-
straints, opportunities and incentives facing states. It is this strand of balance
of power theory that is distilled and clarified in the systemic balance of power
theory presented by Waltz.4

The second strand of the balance of power tradition focuses not on sys-
temic constraints and international outcomes but on the behavior of states.
This strand focuses on issues of foreign policy, examining whether states try
to create balances of power as well as what determines when states “balance”
or “bandwagon.” As Inis Claude explains, this strand “treats balance of power
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as a policy of states or as a principle capable of inspiring the policy of states.”5

Arnold Wolfers’s essay on balance of power is one example. In his discussion
of four approaches to the balance of power, Wolfers dismisses the “auto-
matic” or systemic notion of a balance of power as not suited to his purposes,
which concern policy, not outcomes. The important question for him is
“whether nations under certain circumstances do or should, as a matter of
expediency, make power equilibrium rather than power superiority the 
target of their effort.”6

Edward Gulick’s work on the balance of power is another example of this
strand. He sets himself two tasks in Europe’s Classic Balance of Power: first, to
derive general propositions about the balance of power from the thought of
the theorists and practitioners of the period he is examining, and second, to
trace the effects of those propositions on the foreign policy of states.7 Paul
Schroeder also examines how statesmen understand international politics
and how that understanding influences their behavior, although he reaches
quite different conclusions about balance of power theory in his work The
Transformation of European Politics.8 While Gulick argues in Europe’s Classic
Balance of Power that the period following the end of the Napoleonic Wars
represents the “classic” balance of power, for Schroeder this was a period in
which international politics was transformed from competitive balance 
of power politics to the politics of concert and political equilibrium. Thus
both Schroeder and Gulick are interested in how ideas shape international
politics, although they reach very different conclusions about the influence
of balance of power ideas on the actions of government leaders and the states
they lead.9

In recent work, the line between the two strands—the one focusing on
systemic outcomes and the other on the behavior of states—has been blurred
by scholars who attempt to use the systemic balance of power theory associ-
ated with neorealism as a basis for work that focuses on the behavior of
states.10 This work, as well as the critical reaction to it, has given rise to a
great deal of confusion about balance of power theory.11 Much if not all of
this confusion is a result of two problems. First, there is a basic misunder-
standing of the utility of systemic balance of power theory. Systemic theory
actually has a very narrow scope, because it is limited to an explanation of
international outcomes. Second, because the scope of systemic theory is mis-
understood, analysts move from systemic balance of power theory to the
study of state behavior without recognizing the implications of the change in
the level of analysis. When one moves beyond the systemic level to an expla-
nation of foreign policy, the explanatory framework has to be adapted. This
is not a new insight: J. David Singer argues in his 1961 article on levels of
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analysis that when one moves from one level of analysis to another, an “act
of translation” is required.12

The rest of this chapter is devoted to an analysis of these two problems.
The next section examines the utility of systemic theory; in doing so, I iden-
tify the source of confusion about the scope of systemic theory. In the 
next section, I undertake Singer’s act of translation in an effort to produce a
useful definition of balancing. Thus, the next two sections will move us from
systemic balance of power theory to a definition of balancing behavior.

Systemic Balance of Power Theory

According to systemic balance of power theory, the formation of balances 
of power follows more or less directly from the anarchic nature of the inter-
national system. A systemic characteristic—anarchy—leads to a systemic
outcome—the recurrent formation of rough balances of power. The theory
states that any time two or more states that wish to survive, exist in an 
anarchic system, rough balances of power form.13

In this sense, systemic balance of power theory argues that anarchy is an
underlying cause of the formation of balances of power, just as anarchy is
understood to be an underlying or permissive cause of war.14 But just as a
purely systemic explanation of war cannot explain how or why a particular
war occurs, a purely systemic explanation of the formation of balances of
power cannot explain how or when a particular balance of power forms.
Systemic balance of power theory tells us that rough balances of power tend
to recur and that any power advantage gained by one state over others will
be temporary. The long-term maintenance of a significant disequilibrium of
power would contradict the theory, although the precise meaning of the
terms “long-term” and “significant” are not clear.15

In this way, systemic balance of power theory’s argument about the recur-
rence of balances of power parallels the argument that Waltz makes about the
recurrence of war in Man, the State, and War. But the understanding of the
international system presented in Theory of International Politics is more
developed than that which is presented in Man, the State, and War, and that
development has given rise to some confusion about the kind of claims that
systemic theory makes.

In Theory of International Politics, Waltz argues that the system is 
composed of a structure and of units, and that two characteristics of the
structure—anarchy and polarity—have two kinds of effects. The first effect
of structure is as an intervening variable. Structure intervenes between the
actions and intentions of states and the outcomes that result. This effect of
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structure means that there is a disconnect between what states intend and the
outcomes that are produced. Thus Waltz argues that balances of power form
even if states pursue hegemony; the effect of structure also means that two
defense-minded states may nonetheless find themselves at war because the
defensive preparations of each are seen as a threat by the other.16 It is because
of this effect of structure that the intentions of international actors cannot 
be inferred from outcomes; it also means that complete explanations of 
international outcomes require at least some systemic component.

The second effect of structure is on the constraints and opportunities that
states face. The structure of the international system has this second effect
because states, or rather those who act for them, are seen as sentient beings
who aim to understand their environment and calculate the best way to act
within it.17 It is this understanding of structure that leads to the concepts of
emulation and selection. In calculating how best to pursue their ends, states
are expected to take note of the success and failures of other states, and to
imitate those who succeed. States who fail to do this, or who do this less well
than others, may be “selected out” by competitive forces.18

One example of this kind of effect is the contention that anarchy encour-
ages states to care about relative gains.19 A second example follows from the
introduction of polarity as a characteristic of structure.20 Changes in polarity
(more specifically, from bipolarity to multipolarity or vice versa) modify 
both the constraints and opportunities available to states and the outcomes
that are likely to result, without, however, changing the basic effects that 
follow from anarchy. Thus, in both bipolar and multipolar systems, rough
balances of power are expected to form. But the opportunities and incentives
that states face in bipolar and multipolar systems are different: in multipolar
systems, states can ally with other Great Powers to counter a threat, while in
bipolarity each Great Power has to rely on internal balancing to counter 
the other. Waltz argues that the greater reliability and preciseness of internal
balances means that balances of power will form with greater efficiency in
bipolar systems.21

Thus the nature of the international system affects international politics
in two ways. The first argument, which parallels the argument made in Man,
the State, and War, is that the anarchic nature of the international system
serves as an intervening variable and is a necessary part of any explanation of
systemic outcomes. The second argument focuses on how the structure of
the system affects the constraints and incentives that states face.

It is this second kind of implication that has led to much of the confusion
about the kinds of claims that systemic theory can make.22 Because structure
affects the behavior of states, systemic balance of power theory is often taken
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as a theory of balancing behavior. Waltz is often interpreted as saying that
neorealist systemic theory can provide predictions or explanations of partic-
ular state actions. This argument has been forcefully made by Colin Elman.
His belief that systemic theory can make such predictions lies behind his
argument for the possibility of a neorealist, systemic theory of foreign policy,
and he argues that Waltz does use his theory to make these sorts of predic-
tions in Theory of International Politics.23 John Vasquez, Stephan Haggard,
and others agree; all take Waltz’ comments on how structure influences the
constraints and opportunities faced by states, and interpret them as determi-
nate foreign policy predictions. This is perhaps most evident in Vasquez: he
takes Waltz’ discussion of “balance of power theory” and interprets it as a
“balancing theory,” blurring the distinction between behavior and outcomes
that is central to systemic theory. The “fundamental law” of international
politics for Waltz is the repeated creation of rough balances of power—a law
concerning outcomes. Vasquez interprets it as a law that states will always
“balance.”24

Although structure does affect behavior, it does not determine it.25

Emulation and selection do not produce uniform state behavior, and sys-
temic effects do not always, or even usually, dominate other sources of state
behavior. The incentives and opportunities the system offers for balancing
behavior are only one potential source of a state’s behavior.26 Systemic 
theories cannot not explain behavior per se, but they can help to account for
patterns of behavior that occur despite changes in the identities and the
motives of the actors.27

This is the fundamental reason why systemic neorealist theory is not, 
and cannot be, a theory of foreign policy, despite Colin Elman’s assertion 
to the contrary.28 A theory that includes only systemic variables cannot gen-
erate determinate foreign policy predictions under most circumstances.
Waltz explains, “An international-political [i.e. systemic] theory can explain
states’ behavior only when external pressures dominate the internal disposi-
tion of states, which seldom happens. When they do not, a theory of 
international politics needs help.”29 Thus, when applying neorealism to the
study of foreign policy, it is necessary to move beyond the systemic level of
analysis.30

Balancing Behavior

The previous section argues that systemic theory is limited to explaining sys-
temic outcomes. This means that when using a systemic theory as the basis
for an explanation of state behavior, adjustments have to be made. Singer
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refers to these adjustments as “an act of translation”: when moving from the
systemic to the state level, for example, it is necessary to analyze what 
variables at the state level, what sort of state actions or policies, correspond
to the relevant variable at the systemic level.31 The central insight of systemic
international relations theory—that international outcomes are not reducible
to the individual actions or intentions of states—is itself a reason why this
act of translation has to take place.32 If an international outcome that we are
interested in cannot be reduced to specific actions taken by states, then when
taking propositions or ideas about the causes of outcomes at the systemic
level and applying them to state behavior, we have to think carefully about
what sorts of things at the state level of analysis correspond to particular
international outcomes. We have to translate the variables we are interested
in at one level into the corresponding variables at other levels. This act of
translation has not been adequately performed by most of the analysts who
use neorealism as a basis for their studies of state behavior.

The problems this lack of translation creates are two-fold. First, the
propositions that can be generated from systemic theory about state behav-
ior are stated in terms of generalities, in terms of what states “tend” to do or
what the systemic incentives encourage them to do. Propositions about what
states tend to do cannot be translated into propositions about what states
“do”; that states “tend” to balance does not suggest that all states will balance
at all times.33 Nor does a tendency for states to balance mean that states will
balance promptly and efficiently. No determinate proposition about what
states “do” can be generated from the systemic level, because state behavior
is a function of causes at all three levels of analysis.34 This means that expla-
nations of what states “do” that draw on the systemic level have to recognize
the multiple causes of state behavior, and if they want to focus on systemic
causes, they have to examine the way systemic causes interact with causes at
other levels and theorize about the conditions under which those systemic
causes will dominate.35 This is necessary not only for international relations
scholars interested in the balancing behavior of states, but also for all 
theorists who base their work on systemic theory.

The general nature of the propositions that can be generated from sys-
temic theory can also be seen in the work of offensive and defensive realists.
Both claim neorealism as the foundation for their theories, yet they make
divergent assumptions about the motivation of states. Defensive realists
assume that states are primary motivated by survival, while offensive realists
assume that that states are power hungry.36 It is this ability of neorealism to
serve as the basis for opposite claims that lead critics to charge that it is essen-
tially unfalsifiable and a degenerating research program.37
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However, the problem is not with neorealism per se but with how 
neorealist propositions at the systemic level have been translated into propo-
sitions at the unit level. Neorealism itself portrays states as neither exclusively
offensive nor as exclusively defensive. It simply assumes that states “are 
unitary actors who, at a minimum, seek their own preservation and, at a
maximum, drive for universal domination.”38 This assumption suffices for
explanations of systemic outcomes, but to explain state behavior, more spe-
cific assumptions are necessary. The question for proponents of offensive or
defensive realism is not which provides the correct interpretation of neoreal-
ism, but which school’s auxiliary assumptions about state motivations lead to
the most compelling explanations of state behavior.

I suspect that this is not an either/or question, but that each assumption
will help us to understand the behavior of states in different situations.39 In
other words, the question is not whether all state behavior is best explained
by the assumptions made by offensive or defensive realists, but under what
circumstances behavior is best explained by the auxiliary assumptions 
contained in each school’s application of neorealism.40

A second problem created by the failure to translate concepts taken from
the systemic level is also evident in studies of balancing behavior, and that is
the lack of discussion of what it means for states to “balance.” Work on bal-
ance of power theory has taken the systemic propositions that “balances
reoccur” and that “states tend to balance” and proceeded to examine whether
or not states “balance,” with little or no analysis of what sorts of state behav-
ior should fall under that rubric. At the systemic level, “balancing” is any
action that leads to the formation of a rough balance of power. At the
extreme, this includes actions taken by states that seek hegemony, for accord-
ing to neorealist theory, systemic effects are such that even if every state in
the system aims for a preponderance of power, a rough balance of power will
form.41

Analysts of the balancing behavior of states tend to focus on alliances, but
that is inadequate, for two reasons: first, there are other ways to balance, so
that by focusing on alliances we exclude some instances of balancing behav-
ior. Not only does the focus on alliances exclude the many possibilities for
internal balancing, but it also ignores other forms of external balancing.42

For example, Levy argues in a review of Paul Schroeder’s work that external
balancing techniques include “the creation of buffer states, territorial parti-
tions, compensations, indemnities, other forms of intervention in the affairs
of weaker states, and preventive war.”43

Second, just as balancing incorporates a lot more than alliances, alliances
too often include more than balancing. Alliances form for many reasons,
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some of which may have nothing to do with the existence of an external
threat to state security. For example, Deborah Welch Larson argues that
states sometimes join alliances for status and prestige, Schroeder argues that
alliances can serve management and control as well as defensive purposes,
and Randall Schweller develops the possibility that alliances offer opportu-
nities for profit.44 Not all of these motives for alliance formation are neces-
sarily incompatible with balancing behavior, but neither are they necessarily
compatible. This means that if we equate “alliances” with “balancing,” 
we will include some non-balancing behavior. We need a clear definition of
“balancing” in order to sort out whether a particular alliance is an example
of balancing behavior.

The lack of a clear understanding of what constitutes “balancing” also
explains why there has been little investigation of “internal balancing.”45 The
general assertion that states acquire arms in response to external threats is
widely accepted, but once we examine specific decisions to acquire particu-
lar armaments, it becomes necessary to deal with other possible motives for
acquiring arms—the interests of defense industries and the armed services,
for example. These competing explanations become even more difficult to
handle if one includes other, more indirect ways of increasing a country’s
power as examples of internal balancing.46

The lack of a clear definition of balancing behavior, and perhaps even
more importantly, of a clear understanding of what is not balancing behav-
ior, inhibits the development of work in the field. It leads to the criticisms
that work on balance of power theory is ad hoc as well as to the idea that bal-
ance of power theorists constantly draw on the indeterminacy and generality
of systemic theory to explain away any and all challenges.47

I have indicated that performing Singer’s “act of translation” will help to
avoid these problems. In order to demonstrate this, the rest of this chapter
will focus on the translation of the systemic concept of balance of power as
an outcome to a concept of balancing that will be useful in explanations of
state behavior.

Systemic balance of power theory tells us that anarchy leads to the for-
mation of balances of power through the competitive international politics
that it engenders. Anarchy constrains each state to rely on itself whenever
possible for its survival, and to use any and every means at its disposal for
that goal. As states compete for the relative power necessary for security, a
rough balance of power forms.

Three adjustments have to be made in order to move from this structural
understanding of “balance of power” as an outcome to an understanding of
“balancing” as a state strategy. The first is that the focus of the inquiry shifts
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from international outcomes to the motivations behind state behavior. As
noted earlier, it is not possible to determine if a rough balance of power
forms and, if it has, argue that states were balancing, because the effect of
structure as an intervening variable means that we cannot infer intentions
from the outcome. The only way to identify a balancing strategy is to look
at the intentions or motivations behind a state’s actions. The importance of
examining motivations and intentions is reinforced by the observation that
states may pursue the same policy for different reasons.

Second, the move from the systemic level also requires that we narrow the
motivations that are associated with balancing behavior. Systemic balance 
of power theory tells us that balances result from the interaction of units 
who wish to survive in an anarchic environment. This suggests that the 
motivation underlying balancing behavior is survival. However, this is a not
a useful possibility for studies of foreign policy, because not all behavior
motivated by survival can be considered as balancing. After all, the opposite
of balancing has been defined as bandwagoning, and bandwagoning 
is seen as a strategy that smaller states may have to pursue in order to 
survive.48 At the heart of what we mean by balancing is the notion of oppos-
ing the most powerful or threatening state.49 I therefore propose that the 
motivation underlying balancing be identified as the desire to counter a
threat.

Third, it is necessary to expand the definition of threat to include sources
of threat other than power. At the systemic level, neorealism equates “power”
with “threat,” because anarchy means that unbalanced power is in and of
itself a threat. But when one moves beyond the systemic level, other possible
sources of threat appear. For example, Stephen Walt argues that threat is a
function of geographic proximity, offensive capabilities, and perceived inten-
tions, not power imbalances alone.50 I agree with Walt that when examining
balancing behavior, we need to examine threat perception. However, it is
important that our definition of balancing behavior leaves open what 
factors—whether an imbalance of power, geographic proximity, ideology, or
something else—will lead to the perception of a threat by states.51

On the basis of these adjustments made necessary by the change in the
level of analysis, I argue that “balancing” can best be understood as actions
taken by a state to counter an external threat.52 Defining balancing in this
way has three advantages. First, it puts the question of motivation at the 
center of the analysis. Second, it does not limit the study of balancing to 
the study of alliance formation, but allows an exploration of other possible
responses to threat; it also facilitates an investigation of the conditions 
that influence a state’s choice of response. Third, it distinguishes between
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external sources of threat and other sources. Each of these advantages is
explained in more detail in the following.

The first advantage of this definition of balancing behavior is that it
addresses the question of motivations directly. To determine if an alliance is
an example of balancing behavior, for example, it is necessary to show that
states joined the alliance in order to counter an external threat. Determining
the motivations and intentions behind a policy is not always easy. One has
to take into account possible attempts by policy makers to obfuscate and
mislead, especially since an external security threat is often seen as a useful
way to sell a policy preferred for other reasons. But the difficulty of the task
does not mean that we should, or can, avoid it.

In his analysis of the fit between neorealist theory and history, Schroeder
argues that by focusing on perceptions of threat, Stephen Walt’s balance of
threat theory “makes it virtually impossible to distinguish between ‘balancing’
and ‘bandwagoning’ or to determine the real motives of actors, since any
‘bandwagoning’ state is likely to claim that it is actually ‘balancing’ against a
threatening enemy.”53 Schroeder emphasizes the difficulties involved in
using perceptions and motivations to explain state actions, because policy
makers often have an incentive to lie. But in his own analysis, Schroeder
cannot seem to avoid using either threat perceptions or motivations as part
of his explanation for the behavior of states. For example, in the same article
Schroeder argues that “almost all German states and principalities saw this
move [the proposed exchange of the Austrian Netherlands for Bavaria in
1785] as a threat to the German ‘balance.’ ”54 Of course, he does not simply
assert this claim about threat perception; he provides both evidence and a
logical explanation for why that exchange was seen as a threat, and he then
demonstrates how that threat motivated the response of the German states
and principalities.

As this example shows, the analysis of motivations is an integral part of
foreign policy analysis, one that cannot be avoided.55 Putting motivations
and threat perception at the center of the definition of balancing decreases
the likelihood that explanations of balancing behavior will be based on
implicit assumptions about motivations and threats. In addition, a focus on
motivations will push analysts to evaluate when policy makers’ claims about
threat are rhetorical and when they are actually a motivation for policy.

A second advantage to defining balancing as actions taken to counter a
threat is that it allows us to distinguish more clearly between balancing and
other possible responses to threat. For example, Schroeder argues that states
may also hide from or transcend a threat.56 This in turn facilitates an exam-
ination of the circumstances under which states choose to balance rather

From Balance of Power to Balancing Behavior ● 71

Hanami-04.qxd  9/26/03  7:53 AM  Page 71



than bandwagon, hide, or transcend. The identification of the factors that
influence how a state decides to respond to threat will help move us beyond
sterile debates about whether or not states “balance” and will help to provide
evidence for the comparative usefulness of competing explanations of state
behavior.

The third advantage of this definition of balancing is that it distinguishes
between external threats and other sources of threat, and allows the explo-
ration of differences among different kinds of threat. First, it is important to
distinguish between internal and external sources of threat. Some work on
alliances and balancing behavior in general has found that internal threats to
domestic regimes may be important motivations for alliances or other behav-
ior that is often classified as balancing. For example, Larson argues that rulers
or other subgroups in weak, illegitimate states may use alliances or other
types of foreign policy to pursue their own, particular ends, and Haggard
notes that many of the alliances that Walt examines in the Middle East were
at least in part a response to threats to domestic legitimacy.57 While this
question of domestic versus international sources of states’ foreign policy is
an interesting one that bears on the usefulness of applications of neorealism
to the behavior of states, it is not related directly to the question of states’ 
balancing behavior. In other words, whether states balance in response to
external threats is a different question from whether states can use alliances
or other foreign policy tools to promote domestic ends, and the definition of
balancing proposed here makes this distinction clear by limiting “balancing”
to the response of states to external threats.58

Second, it may be important to distinguish between different kinds of
external threats when studying balancing behavior. There is some suggestion
in the literature that British sea power posed a different kind of hegemonic
threat than that posed by continental military power, and that this difference
meant that states responded differently to British hegemony than they did to
attempts for hegemony on the Continent.59 The characteristics of economic
threats may also differ from the characteristics of military threats in ways that
are significant for how states chose to balance.60 Threats posed by states
would also seem to differ in significant ways from the sort of collective inter-
national environment threats that have begun to attract attention.61 Thus, an
examination of different kinds of threats will reveal if, and if so how, the
characteristics of the threat faced, shapes the response of states.

Conclusion

I have proposed that we define balancing as a state’s attempt to counter an
external threat. In order to classify an action taken by a state as balancing
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according to this definition, it is first necessary to demonstrate that the
action taken was in response to a perceived threat, and then to argue that 
the action was taken in order to counter (instead of to appease, hide from, or
bandwagon with) the threat. This suggests a very simple model of balancing
behavior, one that includes both the process of threat perception and the
action taken to respond to the threat.

Possible External Threats→Threat Perception→Response 
to Threat

The definition of balancing proposed here thus facilitates an examination of
the different processes that systemic balance of power theory “black-boxes.”
By separating the question of threat perception from the question of how
states respond to perceived threats, it allows us to isolate and compare
hypotheses about the variables that are important at each stage.62 Intentions
may be more important than power imbalances as a source of threat percep-
tion, for example, but power (capabilities) may still be the primary determi-
nant of how a state responds to a perceived threat.

While I based this definition on neorealist balance of power theory, the
simple model it suggests allows us to investigate rival hypotheses about states’
perceptions of, and reactions to, threat. Neorealism suggests that power
imbalances are the most important source of threat and that relative capabil-
ities determine how a state responds to threat.63 But there are other possi-
bilities. For example, in his work, Walt argues that geographic proximity,
offensive power, and aggressive intentions along with power are important
sources of threat.64 And there are many alternative hypotheses about what
determines how a state responds to threat. For instance, Schroeder’s work
challenges the notion that capabilities are the primary determinant of how a
state responds to threat.65 Powell argues that the “technology of coercion” or
the extent to which military capabilities cumulate, as well as the relative will-
ingness of the attacker to use force, are important determinants of how a
state responds to threat.66 Christensen and Snyder’s analysis of chain gang-
ing and buck passing reveals that technology, geography, and the perception
of strategic incentives influence the way in which states respond to threat.67

Kaufman suggests that ideology, domestic politics, and perceptions all affect
a state’s alignment decisions.68 And Schweller finds that opportunities for
profit and the “balance of interests” determines the alignment decisions of
states.69

While the lack of a clear definition of balancing behavior has thus not
impeded the development of rival hypotheses, it has impeded our ability to
systematically evaluate and build upon these hypotheses. My hope is that the
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definition of balancing proposed here and the simple model of balancing
behavior that follows from it will provide a framework for assessing the rela-
tion among different strands of work on balance of power. Armed with this
definition of balancing behavior, fruitful research on the balancing behavior
of states should be possible, and I therefore resist the calls of critics of neore-
alism to abandon balance of power theory as an unproductive enterprise.

I have argued that many of the problems with balance of power theory are
problems with the uses that have been made of the theory and not with the
theory itself. My defense of balance of power theory may strike some as
strange, because it is based on the limited scope of systemic balance of power
theory—its inability to do anything more than explain recurrent patterns of
outcomes and to identify incentives and constraints facing states. But these
same limitations are clear in Waltz’ Theory of International Politics, and have
been noted by other observers as well.70

These limitations of systemic balance of power theory should not be
allowed to obscure its contribution. Systemic balance of power theory
accounts for the recurrent formation of rough balances of power, and sys-
temic theory generally helps to explain the disjuncture between intentions
and outcomes that routinely characterizes international politics. It identifies
the ways in which the structure of the international system shapes the incen-
tives and opportunities facing states. But systemic theory by itself cannot
explain particular outcomes nor provide an explanation for the behavior of
states, and much difficult work remains to be done in applying that theory
to the behavior of states.

The first step toward a neorealist explanation of balancing behavior has
been taken here. I have provided a definition of balancing behavior that is
consistent with systemic theory yet leads to a general model of balancing
behavior that allows us to draw on factors at other levels of analysis. 
It remains for future work in this field, to apply this model of balancing
behavior and to assess the relative explanatory power of factors included in 
neorealist versus other types of explanations.
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CHAPTER 5

The Security Dilemma and 
Ethnic Conflict

Barry R. Posen

T he end of the Cold War has been accompanied by the emergence of
nationalist, ethnic and religious conflict in Eurasia. However, the
risks and intensity of these conflicts have varied from region to

region: Ukrainians and Russians are still getting along relatively well; Serbs
and Slovenians had a short, sharp clash; Serbs, Croats, and Bosnian Muslims
have waged open warfare; and Armenians and Azeris seem destined to fight
a slow-motion attrition war. The claim that newly released, age-old
antipathies account for this violence, fails to explain the considerable vari-
ance in observable intergroup relations.

The purpose of this chapter is to apply a basic concept from the realist
tradition of international relations theory, ‘the security dilemma’, to the spe-
cial conditions that arise when proximate groups of people suddenly find
themselves newly responsible for their own security. A group suddenly com-
pelled to provide its own protection must ask the following questions about
any neighbouring group; is it a threat? How much of a threat? Will the threat
grow or diminish over time? Is there anything that must be done immedi-
ately? The answers to these questions strongly influence the chances for war.

This chapter assesses the factors that could produce an intense security
dilemma when imperial order breaks down, thus producing an early resort to vio-
lence. The security dilemma is then employed to analyse two cases—the break-up
of Yugoslavia and relations between Russia and Ukraine—to illustrate its utility.
Finally, some actions are suggested to ameliorate the tendency towards violence.

Barry Posen. “The Security Dilemma and Ethnic Conflict.” Survival. vol 35, no. 1, Spring 1993.
pp. 27–47. Reprinted by permission of Oxford University Press.
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The Security Dilemma

The collapse of imperial regimes can be profitably viewed as a problem of
‘emerging anarchy’. The longest standing and most useful school of interna-
tional relations theory—realism—explicitly addresses the consequences of
anarchy—the absence of a sovereign—for political relations among states.1

In areas such as the former Soviet Union or Yugoslavia, ‘sovereigns’ have 
disappeared. They leave in their wake a host of groups—ethnic, religious,
cultural—of greater or lesser cohesion. These groups must pay attention 
to the first thing that states have historically addressed—the problem of 
security—even though many of these groups still lack many of the attributes
of statehood.

Realist theory contends that the condition of anarchy makes security the
first concern of states. It can be otherwise only if these political organizations
do not care about their survival as independent entities. As long as some do
care, there will be competition for the key to security—power. The compe-
tition will often continue to a point at which the competing entities have
amassed more power than needed for security and, thus, consequently begin
to threaten others. Those threatened will respond in turn.

Relative power is difficult to measure and is often subjectively appraised:
what seems sufficient to one state’s defence will seem, and will often be,
offensive to its neighbours. Because neighbours wish to remain autonomous
and secure, they will react by trying to strengthen their own positions. States
can trigger these reactions even if they have no expansionist inclinations.
This is the security dilemma: what one does to enhance one’s own security
causes reactions that, in the end, can make one less secure. Cooperation
among states to mute these competitions can be difficult because someone
else’s ‘cheating’ may leave one in a militarily weakened position. All fear
betrayal.

Often statesmen do not recognize that this problem exists: they do not
empathize with their neighbours: they are unaware that their own actions can
seem threatening. Often it does not matter if they know of this problem. The
nature of their situation compels them to take the steps they do.

The security dilemma is particularly intense when two conditions hold.
First, when offensive and defensive military forces are more or less identical,
states cannot signal their defensive intent—that is, their limited objectives—
by the kinds of military forces they choose to deploy. Any forces on hand are
suitable for offensive campaigns. For example, many believe that armoured
forces are the best means of defence against an attack by armoured forces.
However, because armour has a great deal of offensive potential, states so
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outfitted cannot distinguish one another’s intentions. They must assume the
worst because the worst is possible.

A second condition arises from the effectiveness of the offense versus the
defence. If offensive operations are more effective than defensive operations,
states will choose the offensive if they wish to survive. This may encourage
pre-emptive war in the event of a political crisis because the perceived supe-
riority of the offensive creates incentives to strike first whenever war appears
likely. In addition, in the situation in which offensive capability is strong, a
modest superiority in numbers will appear to provide greatly increased
prospects for military success. Thus, the offensive advantage can cause 
preventive war if a state achieves a military advantage, however fleeting.

The barriers to cooperation inherent in international politics provide
clues to the problems that arise as central authority collapses in multiethnic
empires. The security dilemma affects relations among these groups, just as
it affects relations among states. Indeed, because these groups have the added
problem of building new state structures from the wreckage of old empires,
they are doubly vulnerable.

Here it is argued that the process of imperial collapse produces conditions
that make offensive and defensive capabilities indistinguishable and make the
offence superior to the defence. In addition, uneven progress in the forma-
tion of state structures will create windows of opportunity and vulnerability.
These factors have a powerful influence on the prospects for conflict, regard-
less of the internal politics of the groups emerging from old empires. Analysts
inclined to the view that most of the trouble lies elsewhere, either in the spe-
cific nature of group identities or in the short-term incentives for new lead-
ers to ‘play the nationalist card’ to secure their power, need to understand the
security dilemma and its consequences. Across the board, these strategic
problems show that very little nationalist rabble-rousing or nationalistic
combativeness is required to generate very dangerous situations.

The Indistinguishability of Offence and Defence

Newly independent groups must first determine whether neighbouring
groups are a threat. They will examine one another’s military capabilities to
do so. Because the weaponry available to these groups will often be quite
rudimentary, their offensive military capabilities will be as much a function
of the quantity and commitment of the soldiers they can mobilize as the par-
ticular characteristics of the weapons they control. Thus, each group will
have to assess the other’s offensive military potential in terms of its cohesion
and its past military record.
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The nature of military technology and organization is usually taken to be
the main factor affecting the distinguishability of offence and defence. Yet,
clear distinctions between offensive and defensive capabilities are historically
rare, and they are particularly difficult to make in the realm of land warfare.
For example, the force structures of armed neutrals such as Finland, Sweden
and Switzerland are often categorized as defensive. These countries rely more
heavily on infantry, which is thought to have weak offensive potential, than
on tanks and other mechanized weaponry, which are thought to have strong
offensive potential. However, their weak offensive capabilities have also been
a function of the massive military power of what used to be their most plau-
sible adversary, the Soviet Union. Against states of similar size, similarly
armed, all three countries would have considerable offensive capabilities—
particularly if their infantries were extraordinarily motivated—as German
and French infantry were at the outset of World War I as Chinese and North
Vietnamese infantry were against the Americans and as Iran’s infantry was
against the Iraqis.

Ever since the French Revolution put the first politically motivated mass
armies into the field, strong national identity has been understood by both
scholars and practitioners to be a key ingredient of the combat power of
armies.2 A group identity helps the individual members cooperate to achieve
their purposes. When humans can readily cooperate, the whole exceeds the
sum of the parts, creating a unit stronger relative to those groups with a
weaker identity. Thus, the ‘groupness’ of the ethnic, religious, cultural and
linguistic collectives that emerge from collapsed empires gives each of them
an inherent offensive military power.

The military capabilities available to newly independent groups will often
be less sophisticated: infantry-based armies will be easy to organize, aug-
mented by whatever heavier equipment is inherited or seized from the old
regime. Their offensive potential will be stronger the more cohesive their
sponsoring group appears to be. Particularly in the close quarters in which
these groups often find themselves, the combination of infantry-based, or
quasi-mechanized ground forces with strong group solidarity is likely to
encourage groups to fear each other. Their capabilities will appear offensive.

The solidarity of the opposing group will strongly influence how each
group assesses the magnitude of the military threat of the others. In general,
however, it is quite difficult to perform such assessments. One expects these
groups to be ‘exclusive’ and hence, defensive. Frenchmen generally do not
want to turn Germans into Frenchmen, or the reverse. Nevertheless, the
drive for security in one group can be so great that it produces near-genocidal
behavior towards neighbouring groups. Because so much conflict has been
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identified with ‘group’ identity throughout history, those who emerge as the
leaders of any group and who confront the task of self-defence for the first
time will be sceptical that the strong group identity of others is benign.

What methods are available to the newly independent groups to assess the
offensive implications of another’s sense of identity?3 The main mechanism
that they will use is history: how did other groups behave the last time they
were unconstrained? Is there a record of offensive military activity by the
other? Unfortunately, the conditions under which this assessment occurs sug-
gest that these groups are more likely to assume that their neighbours are
dangerous than not.

The reason is that the historical reviews that new groups undertake rarely
meet the scholarly standards that modern history and social science hold as
norms (or at least as ideals) in the West. First, the recently departed multi-
ethnic empires probably suppressed or manipulated the facts of previous
rivalries to reinforce their own rule; the previous regimes in the Soviet Union
and Yugoslavia lacked any systemic commitment to truth in historical schol-
arship. Second, the members of these various groups no doubt did not for-
get the record of their old rivalries; it was preserved in oral history. This
history was undoubtedly magnified in the telling and was seldom subjected
to critical appraisal. Third, because their history is mostly oral, each group
has a difficult time divining another’s view of the past. Fourth, as central
authority begins to collapse and local politicians begin to struggle for power,
they will begin to write down their versions of history in political speeches.
Yet, because the purpose of speeches is domestic political mobilization, these
stories are likely to be emotionally charged.

The result is a worst-case analysis. Unless proven otherwise, one group is
likely to assume that another group’s sense of identity, and the cohesion that
it produces, is a danger. Proving it to be otherwise is likely to be very diffi-
cult. Because the cohesion of one’s own group is an essential means of
defence against the possible depredations of neighbours, efforts to reinforce
cohesion are likely to be undertaken. Propagandists are put to work writing
a politicized history of the group, and the mass media are directed to dis-
seminate that history. The media may either willingly, or under compulsion,
report unfolding events in terms that magnify the threat to the group. As
neighboring groups observe this, they do the same.

In sum, the military capability of groups will often be dependent on their
cohesion, rather than their meagre military assets. This cohesion is a threat
in its own right because it can provide the emotional power for infantry
armies to take the offensive. An historical record of large-scale armed clashes,
much less wholesale mistreatment of unarmed civilians, however subjective,
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will further the tendency for groups to see other groups as threats. They will
all simultaneously ‘arm’—militarily and ideologically—against each other.

The Superiority of Offensive over Defensive Action

Two factors have generally been sees as affecting the superiority of offensive
over defensive action—technology and geography. Technology is usually
treated as a universal variable, which affects the military capabilities of all the
states in a given competition. Geography is a situational variable, which
makes offence particularly appealing to specific states for specific reasons.
This is what matters most when empires collapse.

In the rare historical cases in which technology has clearly determined the
offence–defence balance, such as World War I, soldiers and statesmen have
often failed to appreciate its impact. Thus, technology need not be examined
further, with one exception; nuclear weapons. If a group inherits a nuclear
deterrent, and its neighbours do as well, ‘groupness’ is not likely to affect the
security dilemma with as much intensity as would be the case in non-nuclear
cases. Because group solidarity would not contribute to the ability of either
side to mount a counterforce nuclear attack, nationalism is less important
from a military standpoint in a nuclear relationship.

Political geography will frequently create an ‘offence-dominant world’
when empires collapse. Some groups will have greater offensive capabilities
because they will effectively surround some or all of the other groups. These
other groups may be forced to adopt offensive strategies to break the ring of
encirclement. Islands of one group’s population are often stranded in a sea of
another. Where one territorially concentrated group has ‘islands’ of settle-
ment of its members distributed across the nominal territory of another
group (irredenta), the protection of these islands in the event of hostile
action can seem extremely difficult. These islands may not be able to help
one another; they may be subject to blockade and siege, and by virtue of their
numbers relative to the surrounding population and because of topography,
they may be militarily indefensible. Thus, the brethren of the stranded group
may come to believe that only rapid offensive military action can save their
irredenta from a horrible fate.4

The geographic factor is a variable, not a constant. Islands of population
can be quite large, economically autonomous and militarily defensible.
Alternatively, they can have large numbers of nearby brethren who form a
powerful state, which could rescue them in the event of trouble. Potentially,
hostile groups could have islands of another group’s people within their
states; these islands could serve as hostages. Alternatively, the brethren of the
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‘island’ group could deploy nuclear weapons and thus punish the surround-
ing group if they misbehave. In short, it might be possible to defend 
irredenta without attacking or to deter would-be aggressors by threatening to
retaliate in one way or another.

Isolated ethnic groups—ethnic islands—can produce incentives for 
preventive war. Theorists argue that perceived offensive advantages make pre-
ventive war more attractive: if one side has an advantage that will not be pres-
ent later and if security can best be achieved by offensive military action in
any case, then leaders will be inclined to attack during this ‘window of
opportunity’.5 For example, if a surrounding population will ultimately be
able to fend off relief attacks from the home territory of an island group’s
brethren, but is currently weak, then the brethren will be inclined to attack
sooner rather than later.

In disputes among groups interspersed in the same territory, another kind
of offensive advantage exists—a tactical offensive advantage. Often the goal of
the disputants is to create ever-growing areas of homogeneous population for
their brethren. Therefore, the other group’s population must be induced to
leave. The Serbs have introduced the term ‘ethnic cleansing’ to describe this
objective, a term redolent with the horrors of 50 years earlier. The offence has
tremendous tactical military advantages in operations such as these. Small
military forces directed against unarmed or poorly armed civilians can gener-
ate tremendous terror. This has always been true, of course, but even simple
modern weapons, such as machine guns and mortars, increase the havoc that
small bands of fanatics can wreak against the defenceless. Consequently, small
bands of each group have an incentive to attack the towns of the other in the
hopes of driving the people away.6 This is often quite successful, as the vast
populations of war refugees in the world today attest.

The vulnerability of civilians makes it possible for small bands of fanatics
to initiate conflict. Because they are small and fanatical, these bands are hard
to control. (This allows the political leadership of the group to deny respon-
sibility for the actions those bands take.) These activities produce dispropor-
tionate political results among the opposing group—magnifying initial fears
by confirming them. The presence or absence of small gangs of fanatics is
thus itself a key determinant of the ability of groups to avoid war as central
political authority erodes. Although almost every society produces small
numbers of people willing to engage in violence at any given moment, the
rapid emergence of organized bands of particularly violent individuals is a
sure sign of trouble.

The characteristic behaviour of international organizations, especially the
United Nations (UN), reinforces the incentives for offensive action. Thus far,
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the UN has proven itself unable to anticipate conflict and provide the cred-
ible security guarantees that would mitigate the security dilemma. Once
there is politically salient trouble in an area, the UN may try to intervene to
‘keep the peace’. However, the conditions under which peacekeeping is
attempted are favourable to the party that has had the most military success.
As a general rule, the UN does not make peace: it negotiates cease-fires. 
Two parties in dispute generally agree to a cease-fire only because one is 
successful and is happy with its gains, while the other has lost, but fears 
even worse to come. Alternatively, the two sides have fought to a bloody
stalemate and would like to rest. The UN thus protects, and to some 
extent legitimates, the military gains of the winning side, or gives both a
respite to recover. This approach by the international community to inter-
vention in ethnic conflict, helps create an incentive for offensive military
operations.

Windows of Vulnerability and Opportunity

Where central authority has recently collapsed, the groups emerging from an
old empire must calculate their power relative to each other at the time of
collapse and make a guess about their relative power in the future. Such cal-
culations must account for a variety of factors. Objectively, only one side can
be better off. However, the complexity of these situations makes it possible
for many competing groups to believe that their prospects in a war would be
better earlier, rather than later. In addition, if the geographic situation cre-
ates incentives of the kind discussed earlier, the temptation to capitalize on
these windows of opportunity may be great. These windows may also prove
tempting to those who wish to expand for other reasons.

The relative rate of state formation strongly influences the incentives for
preventive war. When central authority has collapsed or is collapsing, the
groups emerging from the political rubble will try to form their own states.
These groups must choose leaders, set up bureaucracies to collect taxes and
provide services, organize police forces for internal security and organize mil-
itary forces for external security. The material remnants of the old state (espe-
cially weaponry, foreign currency reserves, raw material stocks and industrial
capabilities) will be unevenly distributed across the territories of the old
empire. Some groups may have had a privileged position in the old system.
Others will be less well placed.

The states formed by these groups will thus vary greatly in their strength.
This will provide immediate military advantages to those who are farther
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along in the process of state formation. If those with greater advantages
expect to remain in that position by virtue of their superior numbers, 
then they may see no window of opportunity. However, if they expect their
advantage to wane or disappear, then they will have an incentive to solve 
outstanding issues while they are much stronger than the opposition.

This power differential may create incentives for preventive expropria-
tion, which can generate a spiral of action and reaction. With military
resources unevenly distributed and perhaps artificially scarce for some due to
arms embargoes, cash shortages or constrained access to the outside world,
small caches of armaments assume large importance. Any military depot will
be a tempting target, especially for the poorly armed. Better armed groups
also have a huge strong incentive to seize these weapons because this would
increase their margin of superiority.

In addition, it matters whether or not the old regime imposed military
conscription on all groups in society. Conscription makes arms theft quite
easy because hijackers know what to look for and how to move it. Gains are
highly cumulative because each side can quickly integrate whatever it steals
into its existing forces. High cumulativity of conquered resources has often
motivated states in the past to initiate preventive military actions.

Expectations about outside intervention will also affect preventive war
calculations. Historically, this usually meant expectations about the inter-
vention of allies on one sides or the other, and the value of such allies. Allies
may be explicit or tacit. A group may expect itself or another to find friends
abroad. It may calculate that the other group’s natural allies are temporarily
preoccupied, or a group may calculate that it or its adversary has many other
adversaries who will attack in the event of conflict. The greater the number
of potential allies for all groups, the more complex this calculation will be
and the greater the chance for error. Thus, two opposing groups could 
both think that the expected behaviour of others makes them stronger in the
short term.

A broader window-of-opportunity problem has been created by the large
number of crises and conflicts that have been precipitated by the end of the
Cold War. The electronic media provides free global strategic intelligence
about these problems to anyone with the price of a short-wave radio, much
less a satellite dish. Middle and great powers, and international organiza-
tions, are able to deal with only a small number of crises simultaneously.
States that wish to initiate offensive military actions, but fear outside oppo-
sition, may move quickly if they learn that international organizations and
great powers are preoccupied momentarily with other problems.
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Croats and Serbs

Viewed through the lens of the security dilemma, the early stages of
Yugoslavia’s disintegration were strongly influenced by the following factors.
First, the parties identified the re-emerging identities of the others as offen-
sive threats. The last time these groups were free of constraint, during World
War II, they slaughtered one another with abandon. In addition, the
Yugoslav military system trained most men for war, and distributed infantry
armament widely across the country. Second, the offensive appeared to have
the advantage, particularly against Serbs ‘marooned’ in Croatian and Muslim
territory. Third, the new republics were not equally powerful. Their power
assets varied in terms of people and economic resources; access to the wealth
and military assets of the previous regime; access to external allies; and pos-
sible outside enemies. Preventive war incentives were consequently high.
Fourth, Small bands of fanatics soon appeared on the scene. Indeed, the
political and military history of the region stressed the role of small, violent,
committed groups; the resistance to the Turks; the Ustashe in the 1930s; and
the Ustashe state and Serbian Chetniks during World War II.

Serbs and Croats both have a terrifying oral history of each other’s behav-
iour. This history goes back hundreds of years, although the intense
Croat–Serb conflict is only about 125 years old. The history of the region is
quite warlike; the area was the frontier of the Habsburg and Turkish empires,
and Croatia had been an integral part of the military apparatus of the
Hapsburg empire. The imposition of harsh Hungarian rule in Croatia in
1868; the Hungarian divide-and-conquer strategy that pitted Croats and
Serbs in Croatia against each other; the rise of the independent Serbian
nation-state out of the Ottoman empire, formally recognized in Europe in
1878; and Serbian pretensions to speak for all south Slavs were the main ori-
gins of the Croat–Serb conflict. When Yugoslavia was formed after World
War I, the Croats had a very different vision of the state than the Serbs. They
hoped for a confederal system, while the Serbs planned to develop a central-
ized nation-state.7 The Croats did not perceive themselves to be treated fairly
under this arrangement, and this helped stimulate the development of a vio-
lent resistance movement, the Ustashe, which collaborated with the Fascist
powers during the 1930s.

The Serbs had some reasons for assuming the worst about the existence 
of an independent Croatian state, given Croatian behaviour during World
War II. Ustashe leadership was established in Croatia by Nazi Germany. 
The Serbs, both communist and non-communist, fought the Axis forces,
including the Croats, and each other. (Some Croats also fought in Josef Tito’s
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communist partisan movement against the Nazis.) Roughly a million people
died in the fighting—some 5.9 per cent of Yugoslavia’s pre-war population.8

The Croats behaved with extraordinary brutality towards the Serbs, who suf-
fered nearly 500,000 dead, more than twice as many dead as the Croats.9

(Obviously, the Germans were responsible for many Serbian deaths as well.)
Most of these were not killed in battle; they were civilians murdered in large-
scale terrorist raids.

The Croats themselves suffered some 200,000 dead in World War II,
which suggests that depredations were inflicted on many sides. (The non-
communist, ‘nationalist’ Chetniks were among the most aggressive killers of
Croats, which helps explain why the new Croatian republic is worried by the
nationalist rhetoric of the new Serbian republic.) Having lived in a pre- and
post-war Yugoslavia largely dominated by Serbs, the Croats had reason 
to suspect that the demise of the Yugoslavian Communist Party would be 
followed by a Serbian bid for hegemony. In 1971, the Croatian Communist
Party had been purged of leaders who had favoured greater autonomy. In
addition, the historical record of the Serbs during the past 200 years is one
of regular efforts to establish an ever larger centralized Serbian national state
on the Balkan Peninsula. Thus, Croats had sufficient reason to fear the Serbs.

Serbs in Croatia were scattered in a number of vulnerable islands; they
could only be ‘rescued’ by offensive action from Serbia. Such a rescue, of
course, would have been enormously complicated by an independent Bosnia,
which in part explains the Serbian war there. In addition, Serbia could not
count on maintaining absolute military superiority over the Croats forever;
almost twice as many Serbs as Croats inhabit the territory of what was once
Yugoslavia, but Croatia is slightly wealthier than Serbia.10 Croatia also has
some natural allies within former Yugoslavia, especially Bosnian Muslims,
and seemed somewhat more adept at winning allies abroad. As Croatia
adopted the trappings of statehood and achieved international recognition,
its military power was expected to grow. From the Serbian point of view,
Serbs in Croatia were insecure and expected to become more so as time 
went by.

From a military point of view, the Croats probably would have been better
off postponing their secession until after they had made additional military
preparations. However, their experience in 1971, more recent political devel-
opments and the military preparations of the Yugoslav army probably con-
vinced them that the Serbs were about to strike and that the Croatian leadership
would be rounded up and imprisoned or killed if they did not act quickly.

Each side not only had to assess the other’s capabilities, but also its inten-
tions, and there were plenty of signals of malign intent. Between 1987 and
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1990, Slobodan Milosevic ended the administrative autonomy within Serbia
that had been granted to Kosovo and Vojvodina in the 1974 constitution.11

In August 1990, Serbs in the Dalmatia region of Croatia held a cultural
autonomy referendum, which they defended with armed roadblocks against
expected Croatian interference.12 By October, the Yugoslav army began to
impound all of the heavy weapons stored in Croatia for the use of the terri-
torial defence forces, thus securing a vast military advantage over the nascent
armed forces of the republic.13 The Serbian window of opportunity, already
large, grew larger. The Croats accelerated their own military preparations.

It is difficult to tell just how much interference the Croats planned, if any,
in the referendum in Dalmatia. However, Croatia had stoked the fires of
Serbian secessionism with a series of ominous rulings. In the spring of 1990,
Serbs in Croatia were redefined as a minority, rather than a constituent
nation, and were asked to take a loyalty oath. Serbian police were to be
replaced with Croats, as were some local Serbian officials. No offer of cultural
autonomy was made at the time. These Croatian policies undoubtedly inten-
sified Serbian fears about the future and further tempted them to exploit
their military superiority.

It appears that the Croats overestimated the reliability and influence of
the Federal Republic of Germany as an ally due to some combination of
World War II history, the widespread misperception created by the European
media and by Western political leaders of Germany’s near-superpower status,
the presumed influence of the large Croatian émigré community in Germany
and Germany’s own diplomacy, which was quite favourable to Croatia even
before its June 1991 declaration of independence.14 This considerations may
have encouraged Croatia to secede. Conversely, Serbian propaganda was
quick to stress the German–Croatian connection and to speculate on future
German ambitions in the Balkans.15 Fair or not, this prospect would have
had an impact on Serbia’s preventive war calculus.

Russia and Ukraine

Through the lens of the security dilemma, several important factors in
Russian–Ukrainian relations can be identified that suggest that the potential
for conflict is not as great as for Yugoslavia. First, the propensity of Russians
and Ukrainians to view one another’s cohesion as an offensive military threat
is slight. A principal stabilizing factor here is the presence of former Soviet
nuclear forces in both Russia and Ukraine, which provides each republic with
a powerful deterrent. Second, each side’s perception of the other’s ‘identity’
is comparatively benign. Third, settlement patterns create comparatively less
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pressure for offensive action. These three factors reduce the pressure for 
preventive war.16

The nuclear forces of the former Soviet Union—both those clearly under
Commonwealth (effectively Russian) control and those with a more ambigu-
ous status in Ukraine—have probably helped stabilize Russian–Ukrainian
relations. This is because nuclear weapons make it dangerous for either to
launch a campaign of violence against the other. Mutual deterrence prevails.
In a clash of wills between two nuclear-armed states about attacks on minor-
ity populations, the state representing the interests of the victims would have
more credibility; it would be the defender of the status quo. The potential
military consequences of each side’s ‘groupness’ is thus muted.

Most of the Soviet nuclear forces came under the control of the Russian
Republic, thereby rendering large-scale anti-Russian violence in Ukraine very
risky. The presence of large numbers of nuclear weapons on Ukrainian soil
gives Ukraine a nuclear ‘threat that leaves something to chance’. Although
these weapons are believed to remain under the technical control of the
Commonwealth (Russian) command structure, military action by Russians
against Ukraine could precipitate a Ukrainian attempt to seize these
weapons. Given the significant representation of Ukrainians in the Soviet
officer and non-commissioned officer corps, it is quite likely that there are
many Ukrainians who know a lot about nuclear weapons, making their
seizure quite plausible. This would be a novel kind of nuclear crisis, but it
would probably be enough of a crisis to produce the prudent behavior
among nuclear powers that existed during the Cold War. An overt national-
ist political campaign in Russia for action against Ukraine could also provoke
Ukrainian seizure of these weapons.

Russian and Ukrainian histories of each other, as well as their past relations,
are less terrifying than those found among groups within the former
Yugoslavia. There is no record of large-scale Russian–Ukrainian military rivalry
and no clear, salient incident of nationalist bloodletting. However, one dan-
gerous historical episode could play a significant role in the development of an
anti-Russian, Ukrainian history; the communist war on independent farmers
and its concomitant famine in 1930–32 killed millions.17 If Ukrainians begin
to blame the famine on Russians, this would be quite dangerous politically. If,
instead, the famine continues to be blamed on a Communist Party headed by
a renegade Georgian psychopath, then this experience will cause less trouble.
Ukrainian President Leonid Kravchuk, in his public utterances, tends to 
portray the Bolsheviks, not the Russians, as the culprit.18

That the famine has not played a large role in Ukrainian nationalist 
rhetoric is a good sign, but this event provides potential tinder. Russian
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nationalists should therefore be very careful how they portray future
Russian–Ukrainian relations. If they project a subordinate status for Ukraine,
then Ukrainian nationalists will have a strong incentive to portray the famine
as a Russian crime in their effort to build cohesion to resist Russian domi-
nation. Izvestia reports that Sergei Baburin, leader of the Russian Unity bloc
in the Russian parliament, informed the Ukrainain ambassador that ‘either
Ukraine reunites again with Russia or there will be war.’19 Such statements
will be heard and acted upon in Ukraine.

It is difficult for Ukrainian nationalists to argue convincingly that they
were exploited by Russia.20 Ukrainians seem to have achieved at least pro-
portional representation in the Soviet governing and military apparatus.21

They produced a share of Soviet gross national product (GNP) more than
proportional to their share of population, and the kinds of goods they pro-
duced suggest that Ukraine enjoyed a fair share of industrial investment.22

Ukrainian nationalists assert, however, that the Soviet Union extracted sub-
stantial economic resources from Ukraine—perhaps as much as half of
Ukrainian GNP.23

Of greater importance, Ukrainian nationalists believe and many scholars
agree that both the Russian empire and the later Soviet Union did everything
possible to retard the growth of an independent Ukrainian identity and to
Russify Ukraine. This experience led to the reassertion of Ukraine’s cultural
and political identity.24 Alarmingly, Rukh, the main pro-independence party
in Ukraine, has apparently drifted towards a more virulent nationalism, 
one that portrays Russia and Russians as the enemy.25

These worrisome signs must be put in context, however. In general, 
ethnic hatred has not played a great role in Ukrainian efforts to define their
state. Initially, both of the large political parties in Ukraine tried to accom-
modate all groups in the country. There is no record of Ukrainian persecu-
tion of resident Russians. The Ukrainians and the Russians living in the
eastern part of the country have had amicable relations for a great many
years. A majority of Russians voted for Ukrainian independence. There are
no reports of Ukrainian nationalist gangs operating against Russians.26

The history of relations between Russians and Ukrainians is thus con-
ducive to peace. Neither has strong reasons to assume that the other’s ‘group-
ness’ constitutes a strong offensive threat to its survival. That said,
Russian–Ukrainian political history is conducive to Ukrainian mistrust, and
the famine is a singular historical episode that could prove very problematic.

The security situation between the two republics is favourable from a 
stability standpoint. The 12 million Russians in the Ukraine (who constitute
21% of the population) are not settled in small vulnerable islands; many of
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the areas of settlement are proximate to each other and to the Russian 
border. Others are proximate to the Black Sea coast, which may help explain
the intensity of the dispute over the ultimate disposition of the Black Sea
Fleet. Large numbers of Russians are still to be found in the armed forces of
the newly independent Ukraine, complicating any Ukrainian state action
against resident Russians. The expulsion of Russians from the eastern
Ukraine would thus be a tough job for the Ukrainians. Russia is also a
nuclear power and thus in a position to make credible threats to protect the
safety of its own. In addition, the proximity of many Ukrainian Russians to
the border of the Russian Republic would facilitate a conventional rescue
operation, should that prove necessary. The fact that Russia has at least three
times the population, wealth and probable conventional combat power of
Ukraine would favour such a rescue. In sum, Russia is not forced to take
offensive conventional action to protect its nationals in Ukraine. Because
Russians can probably protect their brethren in the Ukraine later, they have
only limited incentives to solve the problem now.

To say that the Russians can protect their brethren, however, is not to say
that military intervention in Ukraine would be cheap or safe. The Ukrainians
inherited ample stocks of armaments from the Soviet Union; the Ukrainian
presence in the Soviet military made fatuous any Russian thoughts of spirit-
ing away this vast quantity of military equipment and guarantees that the
Ukrainian military will know how to use the weaponry in its possession.27

Efforts to coerce Ukraine would likely precipitate Ukrainian efforts to seize
nuclear weapons now within its territory. Thus, although Russia clearly has
the power to protect Ukrainian Russians in the event of oppression, lacking
such a provocation, Russian nationalists would have great difficulty convinc-
ing their compatriots that Ukraine is ripe for the picking.

Finally, unlike Yugoslavia external factors reinforce restraint in
Russian–Ukrainian relations. Because they are quite close to Western Europe
and heavily armed, it is reasonable for Russians and Ukrainians to assume
that conflict between the two republics would be condemned by outside
powers. Each side has reason to fear being branded the aggressor in such 
a conflict because the U.S. and the Europeans lack any deep organic ties 
to either Russia or Ukraine. Thus, Western diplomacy should encourage
even-handedness towards the two parties. Thus far, the West has shown a
tendency to patronize the Ukrainians and dote on the Russians; this is a mis-
take. It would be better for both to believe that whoever was labelled the
aggressor in a Russian–Ukrainian conflict could end up earning the enmity
of the wealthiest and most powerful coalition of powers in the history of the
world.
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In sum, although there are some danger signs in Russian–Ukrainian 
relations, the security dilemma is not particularly intense in this case. To the
extent that Western powers have an interest in peace between these two 
powers, efforts should be made to preserve this favourable state of affairs.

Comparison Summary

A brief review of these two cases highlights the factors that favoured war in
Yugoslavia and that still favour peace in Russian–Ukrainian relations. This
comparison also identifies some early warning indicators that should be
monitored regarding Russia and Ukraine.

In Yugoslavia, Croats and Serbs found each other’s identity a threat
because of the primitive military capabilities they could field and the terrible
record of their historical relationship. In the Russia–Ukraine case, nuclear
weapons mute the conventional competition, making group cohesion less of
a military asset. If Ukraine eliminates its nuclear arsenal, as it has pledged to
do, it will increasingly come to rely on nationalism to strengthen an army
that will only be able to stand against Russia through superior motivation.
Eliminating Ukraine’s nuclear arsenal will therefore make Russia stronger
and Ukraine more nationalistic. This could prove dangerous.

In Yugoslavia, Serbs in Croatia were militarily vulnerable, and Serbs in
Serbia had only one way to defend them—a speedy, powerful offensive.
Russians in Ukraine are less geographically isolated and can be protected in
several ways: Russians in Ukraine may be able to defend themselves by virtue
of their numbers and their presence in the Ukrainian army; Russia itself
could make nuclear threats; and the Russian army will probably maintain a
marked quantitative superiority over Ukraine, which would facilitate a
counter-offensive rescue operation, should one be needed. Systematic de-
Russification of the Ukrainian armed forces, accompanied by a precipitate
decline in Russia’s military capabilities, would therefore be a sign of trouble
in Russian–Ukrainian relations.

Although Ukrainians and Russians in the eastern Ukraine do live
together, no violent bands have emerged and begun to engage in intercom-
munal terror. In Yugoslavia, such bands emerged early in the dissolution
process. It may be that the Russian presence in the Ukrainian army has
helped discourage such developments, or it may be that there are enough
lawless places in the former Soviet Union to absorb those prone to violence.
Aspiring Croatian and Serbian thugs had no other outlet for their violent
inclinations. The appearance of small Russian or Ukrainian terrorist groups
could have a powerful incendiary effect on relations between the two
republics and would thus indicate trouble.
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In Yugoslavia, the Serbs had many incentives for preventive war. They
outnumbered the Croats by only two to one and enjoyed no economic
advantage. The Croats were likely to find allies within the former Yugoslavia.
They were also likely to find allies abroad. Serbia was less well placed. Serbia
enjoyed privileged access to the spoils of Yugoslavia, so it was initially much
more powerful militarily than Croatia. The combination of dependence 
on an offensive to protect brethren in Croatia, and a temporary but wide 
military advantage, proved to be too large a temptation to resist.

The Russians have few incentives for preventive war. With three times the
human and material resources of Ukraine, it is unlikely that the balance of
military power will soon shift against them, nor does it seem likely that
Ukraine will be better than Russia at finding allies abroad. Ukrainian pledges
to become a non-nuclear state make it attractive even for nationalist Russians
to postpone aggression until later; making war now would be a risky propo-
sition. If Ukraine’s economy recovers much more quickly than Russia’s, or if
Ukraine finds powerful allies abroad while Russia finds itself isolated, or if
Russia begins to fear that endless border wars will tie down many of its forces
in the future, Russians might begin to think more about preventive action
against Ukraine.

Even if many of the factors that currently favour peace change, Russia’s
possession of nuclear weapons should continue to mute its incentives 
for defensively motivated, preventive conventional war. It should be noted,
however, that nuclear powers have a tendency to solve security problems 
conventionally—when they could—during the Cold War.

Conclusion

Three main conclusions follow from the preceding analysis. First, the 
security dilemma and realist international relations theory more generally
have considerable ability to explain and predict the probability and 
intensity of military conflict among groups emerging from the wreckage of
empires.

Second, the security dilemma suggests that the risks associated with these
conflicts are quite high. Several of the causes of conflict and war highlighted
by the security dilemma operate with considerable intensity among the
groups emerging from empires. The kind of military power that these groups
can initially develop and their competing versions of history will often pro-
duce mutual fear and competition. Settlement patterns, in conjunction with
unequal and shifting power, will often produce incentives for preventive war.
The cumulative effect of conquered resources will encourage preventive grabs
of military equipment and other assets.
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Finally, if outsiders wish to understand and perhaps reduce the odds of
conflict, they must assess the local groups’ strategic view of their situation.
Which groups fear for their physical security and why? What military
options are open to them? By making these groups feel less threatened and
by reducing the salience of windows of opportunity, the odds of conflict may
be reduced.

Because the international political system as a whole remains a self-help
system, it will be difficult to act on such calculations. Outsiders rarely have
major material or security interests at stake in regional disputes. It is difficult
for international institutions to threaten credibly in advance to intervene, on
humanitarian grounds, to protect groups that fear for the future. Vague
humanitarian commitments will not make vulnerable groups feel safe and
will probably not deter those who wish to repress them. In some cases, 
however, such commitments may be credible because the conflict has real
security implications for powerful outside actors.

Groups drifting into conflict should be encouraged to discuss their 
individual histories of mutual relations. Competing versions of history
should be reconciled if possible. Domestic policies that raise bitter memories
of perceived past injustices or depredations should be examined. This exer-
cise need not be managed by an international political institution; non-
governmental organizations could play a role. Discussions about regional 
history would be an intelligent use of the resources of many foundations. 
A few conferences will not, of course, easily undo generations of hateful,
politicized history, bolstered by reams of more recent propaganda. The 
exercise would cost little and, therefore, should be tried.28

In some cases, outside powers could threaten not to act; this would dis-
courage some kinds of aggressive behaviour. For example, outside powers
could make clear that if a new state abuses a minority and then gets itself into
a war with that minority and its allies, the abuser will find little sympathy
abroad if it begins to lose. To accomplish this, however, outside powers must
have a way of detecting mistreatment of minorities.

In other cases, it may be reasonable for outside powers to provide mate-
rial resources, including armaments, to help groups protect themselves.
However, this kind of hard-bitten policy is politically difficult for liberal
democratic governments now dominating world politics to pursue, even on
humanitarian grounds. In addition, it is an admittedly complicated game 
in its own right because it is difficult to determine the amount and type of
military assistance needed to produce effective defensive forces, but not
offensive capabilities. Nevertheless, considerable diplomatic leverage may be
attained by the threat to supply armaments to one side or the other.
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Non-proliferation policy also has a role to play. In some cases, nuclear
weaponry may be an effective way of protecting the weak from the strong.
Russia may behave with considerable restraint towards Ukraine as long as
some nuclear weapons remain on Ukrainian territory, vulnerable to
Ukrainian seizure. However, once the last weapon is gone, Russian national-
ists may become much more assertive.

The future balance of power between Ukraine and Russia is less con-
ducive to good relations than the current one, which is the reason Ukrainians
have sought Western security guarantees as a quid pro quo for ratifying the
Strategic Arms Reduction Talks (START) Treaty, for adhering to the Nuclear
Non-Proliferation Treaty and for ridding themselves of nuclear weapons.
Absent such guarantees and the measures needed to render them credible.
Ukrainians can be expected to prolong the ‘transition’ phase to the non-
nuclear status that they have promised.29 It would be politically difficult for
the U.S. to reverse the arms control initiatives already launched, but it is rea-
sonable to stretch out their implementation. Recent suggestions to accelerate
the denuclearization of Ukraine (and Belarus and Kazakhstan), therefore,
have it exactly backwards.30 The West should hold Ukraine to a steady, pro-
portional withdrawal schedule over the longest period consistent with the
prescribed outline of the START I agreement. Some of the benefits of
nuclear deterrence could thus be secured during the coming difficult politi-
cal and economic transition in Russia and Ukraine.

It will frequently prove impossible, however, to arrange military assets,
external political commitments and political expectations so that all neigh-
bouring groups are relatively secure and perceive themselves as such. War is
then likely. These wars will confirm and intensify all the fears that led to their
initiation. Their brutality will tempt outsiders to intervene, but peace efforts
originating from the outside will be unsuccessful if they do not realistically
address the fears that triggered the conflicts initially. In most cases, this will
require a willingness to commit large numbers of troops and substantial
amounts of military equipment to troubled areas for a long time.
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CHAPTER 6

An Essay on Neorealism and 
Foreign Policy
Shibley Telhami

A s interest has risen in the study of foreign policy since the end of
the Cold War, many scholars have grappled with the relevance of
theories of international politics for examining the foreign policies

or more appropriately, the external behavior of states. Realism, in all its 
variants, having been the dominant theory of world politics in the 
U.S. for half a century, has become a fashionable target of students of foreign
policy. Even more so, many apparent adherents to the realist school have
sought to differentiate themselves from other realists. One can thus find
classical realism, neorealism, and even neoclassical realism, defensive and
offensive realism, among others. The debates thus far have suffered from the
shortcomings of earlier debates: a misconception of the relation between
realism, especially neorealism, and foreign policy. Ultimately, these works
constitute neither alternative theories of international politics, nor refine-
ments of neorealism. Indeed, in many cases they present little conflict with
neorealism.

Although Kenneth Waltz has been clear that his neorealist theory is not a
theory of foreign policy, others continued to dispute him on this issue.1

Some realists have certainly contributed to the impression that realism, if not
neorealism, explains foreign policy by seemingly suggesting that internal 
factors mattered little in the conduct of foreign policy. In one of the earlier
debates with the “radical left,” Robert Tucker, for example, suggested that a
socialist America would not behave significantly different from a capitalist

Hanami-06.qxd  9/26/03  7:55 AM  Page 105



America.2 As for Kenneth Waltz, however, his longest book was dedicated to
second-image analysis, comparing British and American foreign policies.3

To say that neorealism is not, or does not provide a theory of foreign pol-
icy does not mean that it has no consequence for the study of foreign policy.
To say that relative power alone, or the drive for self-preservation alone, does
not shape the foreign policies of states is not to say that a theory of foreign
policy can ignore these factors. Even as a theory of international politics,
neorealism is by no means comprehensive. This, Kenneth Waltz intended
even in his earlier work: “The third image described the framework of 
world politics, but without the first and second images there can be no
knowledge of the forces that determine policy; the first and second images
describe the forces in world politics, but without the third image it is 
impossible to assess their importance or predict their results.”4 Neorealism is
therefore best conceived as a framework for further inquiry, not as the end of
inquiry.

The question is thus this: how does neorealism inform the study of 
foreign policy, even if it does not provide a theory of foreign policy? I will
begin by analyzing what might be inferred from structural realism about state
behavior, and proceed to evaluate some of the recent attempts to restate, or
complement, its assumptions and propositions.

Although structural realism is first and foremost a theory about outcomes
of international interaction, one can infer some propositions about expected
state behavior.5 There are essentially two arenas of relevance: opportunity
and preferences. Neorealism says much about opportunity, and some,
although less, about state preferences.

The one explicit assumption that neorealism makes about states’ prefer-
ences is that, above all, they seek self-preservation—an assumption that has
little to do with “defense” or “offense.” This is not to say that all states merely
seek survival, or that some states are not offensive-minded. It is simply a min-
imalist assumption about the preferences of all states, no matter what else
they seek to attain. This minimal assumption contrasts with Hans
Morgenthau’s assumption that all states are power maximizers, and Waltz
argued that balances of power, as recurring outcomes of international rela-
tions, could be derived without assuming that all states seek to maximize
material power. Although ultimately material power matters, it is not an end
in itself, but is an instrument. As Zakaria notes, states seek to maximize influ-
ence, not power;6 or to put it differently, states seek to maximize opportuni-
ties for implementing their preferences (whatever these may be). But for
neorealism, material power remains the most effective measure, over time, of
the degree of influence and opportunity that states have.
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So what is the relation between power, state preferences, and state behav-
ior? Although neorealism assumes only that all states seek self-preservation,
it also assumes that states have other preferences, which may differ from one
state to another. Otherwise, capabilities would be merely an instrument of
self-preservation, which, once assured, would render relative gains useless.
Since most neorealists (certainly Waltz) assume that nuclear deterrence
(through a second-strike capability) gets as close as states are likely to get to
security in an anarchic world, one would wonder if the Cold War was at all
necessary for the U.S., which enjoyed nuclear deterrence for most of that
period.

Here the answers come, by inference, not by assumption. For Waltz, 
“the distribution of capabilities” is a component of system structure.7

Relative material power is conceived as the most important commodity of
influence in an anarchic world. It is important for both self-preservation and
for the degree of opportunity that states have in implementing their external
preferences, beyond self-preservation.

What is the relation between increased opportunity and state preferences?
From neorealist propositions one can only deduce that increased or decreased
opportunity makes the attainment of states’ preferences more or less possible.
Across the system, and over time, one would expect exploitation of increased
opportunity. Zakaria notes correctly, in addressing Jack Snyder’s emphasis on
interest-group politics in expansionary policy,8 that success or failure of
expansion policies is a function of relative international power. Overexpansion
is correlated with relative power.9 Tucker made a similar point much earlier
arguing that “interests of states expand roughly with their power.”10 Further-
more, different distributions of capabilities alter the preferences of states,
which Jervis described as “system effects.”11 But nowhere can one infer from
neorealism that the preferences of states are affected in the same way by
changes in relative power, or that states expand equally given the same oppor-
tunity. Nothing short of an internal examination of state preferences can
reveal their motives. Zakaria himself ultimately concludes that state strength
is a significant factor in accounting for the degree of actual expansion, given
the opportunity, because “what matters is state power, not national power.”12

How does such an approach provide an alternative, or a refinement to
neorealism? In a review article of recent books on foreign policy, including
Zakaria’s book, Gideon Rose invents yet a new term, “Neoclassical Realism,”
to describe an alternative to neorealism. Rose notes correctly that
“. . . Unfortunately there is no simple, straightforward classical realism.
Rather, the term covers a host of authors who differ greatly from one another
in assumptions, objectives, and methodologies.”13
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But Rose goes on to argue, not only that the four works he considers14

provide “four theories of foreign policy” but that they are alternatives to
“defensive” and “offensive” realism, which he acknowledges are theories of
international relations but they “commonly address foreign policy behavior
and it is this aspect of them that will be treated here” (p. 146). What makes
these authors realists is that they argue that the scope and ambition of a
country’s foreign policy is driven first and foremost by its place in the inter-
national system; what makes them neoclassical is the belief that the impact
of capabilities on foreign policy is “indirect and complex, because systemic
pressures must be translated through intervening variables at the unit level.”

Assuming that the analyses of these authors do indeed constitute 
“theories” of foreign policy, how can one present these theories as alternatives
to “aspects” of international relations theories? What does it mean, theoreti-
cally, to say that “Neoclassical realists occupy a space between pure structural 
theorists and constructivists?” One is left to wonder.

In presenting theoretically informed case analysis, these authors are doing
what a neorealist would expect from an investigation of foreign policy:
explore the domestic basis of foreign policy while taking account of external
factors. And they do a fine job of it. Thomas Christensen finds that Chinese
leaders were limited in their ability to implement strategic policies by domes-
tic constraints, which diminished their ability to mobilize necessary resources
to implement these policies. Schweller argues that misperception of the dis-
tribution of power led Stalin to bandwagon with, instead of balancing Hitler.
Zakaria concludes that state strength is a factor in the state’s ability to exploit
external opportunity. New theories of foreign policy requiring a new name?
An alternative school to “aspects” of realism?

The problem here is the same as with all attempts at modifying “aspects”
of a theory such as substituting “influence” for power, balance of threat for
balance of power, misperception of power for real power. The modification
is fine if one is merely accounting for exceptions rather than the norm. One
cannot begin with neorealist (or any other theoretical) assumptions, from
which one would then derive logical conclusions that are then employed to
challenge the assumptions; if the assumptions are wrong, the conclusions are
wrong, and a new alternative theory, not only of foreign policy, but also of
international relations must be provided.

If states misperceive power some of the time, this poses little problems for
neorealism. If perceived “threat” sometimes does not correspond to real
material power, it is hardly surprising, but it would still be helpful to differ-
entiate threat from power. If the level of “influence” is shown to occasionally
deviate from the level of material power, then the distinction is helpful for
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explaining exceptions. If, on the other hand, one begins with a theory at 
the heart of which material power is the central variable, and arrives at the
conclusion that such “deviant” behavior is the norm, then something is 
fundamentally wrong. The entire theory must be abandoned.

Material power is the primary variable for neorealism. It is the ultimate
measure of influence. It may not be easily fungible, but the rules and norms
of international behavior on most issues of interest to the powerful states are
heavily biased toward them. If they are not, they can be ignored or changed.
Power may be sometimes misperceived or misunderstood by governments,
but for the theory to hold, the inferences must always derive from material
power. If balancing is the expected tendency of states, it must be the balanc-
ing of power, not perceptions of power or threat. Specifying threat as an
alternative to power would beg an entirely new theory of international poli-
tics, unless there was a high degree of correlation between power and threat.

This is not to say that such concepts as “threat” are not important in
explaining international relations, as Stephen Walt does very well in his
work. It is hard to ignore that perceived threat sometimes has more impact
on the behavior of states than objective power. But is it the basis for con-
cluding that states react by “balancing” threat, and what is the meaning of
“balancing” if it is not measured by adding more objective power to one side?
The expectation of balancing is derived precisely from the notion of material
power, entailing equalization of power. How does one conclude that balanc-
ing is the expected reaction to “threat,” and what does one mean by balanc-
ing in this case? In answering these questions, one would need an entirely
different theory—not merely a modification of neorealism.

Foreign Policy Motives

To the extent that neorealism can account for some motives of states, it
accounts for their basic drive to attain security and, beyond that, to attain
some relative power as an instrument for implementing a state’s other
motives. These other motives, which are essential in understanding any
state’s foreign policy, can have a number of sources that require different 
theories. Certainly, these can include domestic politics, ideology, leaders’ 
personal preferences, and moral considerations.

While neorealism has been often understood to ignore the role of 
domestic politics in the formation of foreign policy, it has been more often
understood to leave no room for moral motives. Can morality be a factor,
sometimes even a dominant factor, in a state’s foreign policy?
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Given the external opportunity, neorealism certainly does not preclude
such a role. An example of a theory that envisions a domestic context allow-
ing for such a role is Samuel Huntington’s notion of the American Creed and
its impact on American foreign policy.15 One does not have to agree with
Huntington’s particular propositions about American foreign policy, but the
point here is that it is possible to conceive of domestic circumstances pro-
pelling a role for national or subnational values in foreign policy—given the
international opportunity, which, for neorealism, is usually abundant for
powerful states. Indeed, some of the dominant approaches to American 
politics envision a dominant role for interest groups that are often driven by
group (though not always national) values, such as the Christian Right, 
to name but one. Even ethnic groups in America (Polish, Jewish, Cuban,
Arab) are driven less by their own domestic political and economic interests
and more by group values when they advocate particular foreign policies
toward their ancestral homelands. Nothing in neorealism precludes a 
theory, or an empirical finding, linking moral factors and the external behav-
ior of states. Although this point is misunderstood even by some of the
adherents of neorealism, the bigger misunderstanding in international 
debate has to do with the connection between description and prescrip-
tion, the “ought” and the “is” in neorealist (and realist, more generally) 
theorizing.

Much of the criticism of neorealism assumes that the “national interest”
that one describes is the same that one prescribes. Realists are often said to
argue that “there is not and cannot be a moral relationship among states.”16

This presumed realist position is then explained as a theoretical “preference”
that emerged following World War II and the beginning of the Cold War
by theorists like Hans Morgenthau who escaped Hitler’s Germany, and that
American policy-makers “swallowed realism hook, line, and sinker.” So now
that we have a new generation of theorists and the Cold War has ended, new
theoretical preferences should emerge.

This broad postulation of realism and neorealism particularly, is at 
odds with the way in which neorealism is conceived by its adherents: as
descriptive enterprise explaining the way the world is organized, not as a 
prescriptive giving states advice on what to do.17

At the descriptive level, morality can certainly be a factor in shaping the
motives of states, aside from the attainment of security. At the prescriptive
level, no logic of neorealism prevents a neorealist who is engaged in a foreign
policy debate, or deciding on supporting a political cause or a political 
candidate, from supporting or prescribing a moral course—even in areas
where neorealism expects amoral state behavior. One often supports failing
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causes, not merely for one’s own internal pleasures, but also for the chance
that the case may be one of the numerous acknowledged exceptions.

Policies of the Powerful and the Weak

One of the key issues about the relationship between relative power and 
the motives of states is the extent to which relative power provides opportu-
nities for states to implement interests that are not security-related, or are 
not merely a drive for power itself. It is useful for this purpose to examine 
the different calculations of powerful and weak states after the end of the
Cold War.

For the world’s sole remaining superpower, extraordinary opportunities
emerged, and the role of domestic politics in the formation of foreign policy
reached new heights. But the same could not be said for smaller powers.
Certainly, neorealism could not predict even post–Cold War American
behavior associated most closely with security policy: the American inter-
vention to liberate Kuwait, and the survival and expansion of NATO. Here
I will not address the latter case since others are doing so in this volume.
Instead, I will limit my empirical discussion to the analysis of the former case
as an example of post–Cold War U.S. behavior and the reaction of weaker
states in the Middle East to this behavior.

No one seriously suggested that the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait presented a
military threat to the U.S. The primary interest-driven argument on behalf
of the American military response was that the invasion threatened the sta-
bility, and thus pricing of oil supplies, which are vital to Western economies.
This too has been the argument for the ultimate increase in the U.S. military
presence in the Persian Gulf following the Iraq–Kuwait war.

Yet, even pure calculations of direct benefits and costs undermine the
validity of this argument. The U.S. spends more than $50 billion a year on
military presence and planning each year.18 What does the U.S. get in return
for this investment? Beyond individual anecdotal cases, there is no solid evi-
dence that U.S. military presence helps U.S. business, unlike what is
assumed by regionalist theorists of imperialism. In 1989, the year before Iraq
invaded Kuwait, European exports to the Middle East stood at $40.2 billion
compared to $13.1 billion for the U.S.. In 1992, the year after the Gulf War,
Europe’s total exports was $57.2 billion compared to $19.9 billion for the
U.S. This trend continued; in 2000, Europe exported $63.7 billion com-
pared to $23.0 billion for the U.S.

American dependency on Persian Gulf oil in particular, and on oil
imports in general is also much less than those of Europe and Japan. So, at 
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a minimum, there is a peculiar divergence of approaches between the 
U.S. and its Western European allies that cannot simply be explained by the
degree of dependence on oil.

Pure calculations of costs and benefits from oil are also telling. First, there
is probably little connection between U.S. military presence and oil prices, 
as supply and demand are usually the biggest factors in oil pricing. Even if
there was some connection between military presence and pricing, this rela-
tionship cannot possibly begin to account for the extent of the American
commitment. In short, oil alone cannot explain the U.S. policy in the Gulf
or the extent of U.S. military presence there.

Similarly, it is useful to consider the notion that oil alone explained 
U.S. intervention in the Iraq–Kuwait crisis of 1990–1991.19 The assertion
that U.S. political and military dominance in the region was necessary to
secure the flow of oil is challenged by considerable evidence about patterns
of trade in the Middle East; states in the region sell oil and import goods 
independent of ideology, because markets tend to be their guide. 
The behavior of Japan and some European allies, considerably more depend-
ent on oil than the U.S., was illustrative here too. Their early reluc-
tance to support a military initiative against Iraq, even with the U.S. 
carrying the bulk of the burden, generated American resentment. If interest
in oil logically entailed Western intervention, how can this behavior be
explained?

While no one would contest the continued importance of Gulf oil to
Western economies, it is obvious from the earlier that the intrinsic value of
oil, by itself, cannot explain either U.S. perceptions of threat in the Gulf or
the perceived need for military force to address these threats. Indeed, the
public and congressional debates in the U.S. after the events of September
11, 2001, which questioned the need to have military presence in Saudi
Arabia, were an indication of the absence of a logical connection between oil
alone and the need for military presence.

This is not to say that one could not make a case for the need for
American intervention following Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, but it reveals that
one can make an even more powerful case against such a need, using neore-
alist logic. Ultimately, one would have to conclude that the choice of this
option was not predictable from neorealist propositions, and the answers
must lie in the domestic realm of American politics, or other realms outside
the scope of neorealism. Indeed, Kenneth Waltz himself did not believe that
military intervention was necessary for vital American interests.20 Americans,
and the U.S. Congress, were divided on the need for such an intervention
until operations commenced.
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Certainly, neorealism entailed that such American behavior became more
possible with the demise of Soviet Power. During the Cold War, such behav-
ior would have been unthinkable. Even Saddam Hussein predicted six
months before he invaded Kuwait, that the U.S. will have expanded oppor-
tunities following the decline of the Soviet Union: “It has become clear to
everyone that the U.S. has emerged in a superior position in international
politics. This superiority will be demonstrated in the US readiness to 
play such a role . . .” and “the undisciplined and irresponsible behavior 
will engender hostility and grudges if it embarks on rejected stupidities.”21

But between possibility and necessity, or even likelihood, lay a large unex-
plained gap.

This American behavior, which was unpredictable by neorealist criteria,
and which could not be understood without reference to American politics,
had the consequence of significantly affecting not only Middle East politics,
but also the distribution of power in the region, and thus the structure of
Middle East politics. One can only imagine how different Middle East poli-
tics would look today if Iraq prevailed in its invasion and managed to dou-
ble its economy by swallowing Kuwait’s economy. The preferences of
superpowers, even the arbitrary ones, have far-reaching consequences for
smaller states. In other words, the domestic politics of the U.S. are a critical
variable in the international politics of the Middle East—odd as this may
sound as a neorealist conclusion.

But neorealism has much to say about the behavior of smaller states. In
the Middle East, the reactions to U.S. intervention were more predictable.
Here ideology was set aside, previous coalitions were shelved, and the 
politics of self-preservation took center stage.

Prior to the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, Egypt had been a partner with Iraq
in the Arab Cooperation Council (together with Yemen and Jordan), Saudi
Arabia had signed a nonbelligerence treaty with Iraq, and Syria, the only state
to share with Iraq the Baath ideology, was one of the strongest opponents 
of U.S. policy in the Middle East—at a time when opposition to American
policy in the region was running high.

Within days, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Syria found themselves joining the
U.S.-led coalition against Iraq. It was the kind of behavior neorealists would
have predicted. Regardless of Iraq’s intention toward Saudi Arabia, Iraq put
itself in a position to invade Saudi Arabia within days, without 
the presence of American troops. American forces could easily defend the
Kingdom, but would find it more difficult to liberate it once invaded. The
nonbelligerence treaty was rendered meaningless, once Iraq invaded another
neighbor.
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After Saudi Arabia agreed to the American plan, Egypt’s decision became
even easier. Always concerned about competitive Iraqi power, Egypt was not
especially happy to contemplate a dramatic growth in Iraq’s influence. Egypt
stood to lose much economic aid ($2 billion/year) from the U.S. if it went
the other way, and stood to gain new aid (from Saudi Arabia) if it went along.
More importantly, Egypt understood this: the U.S. was the sole surviving
superpower and it was bound to win its confrontation with Iraq. Could it
afford to be on the losing side?

Although Syria received no American aid, it received Saudi aid, and its
calculations were similar to that of Egypt’s. Most of all, with Golan Heights
still occupied by Israel and the prospect of war still looming, it could no
longer count on significant Soviet support. Had it gone against the U.S., its
fate would have probably been similar to Libya’s and Iran’s. After the Gulf
War and the end of the Cold War, American influence in the Middle East
has substantially affected the distribution of military and economic power
within the Arab world and the relevance of this distribution. Prior to the
1967 war, military power was an instrument of influence within the Arab
world, not so much for the ability it conferred to intimidate other Arab
states, but mostly because it allowed states who had it, to claim the ability to
balance Israeli military might. Egypt held a decisive advantage in this cate-
gory until its peace with Israel, and Iraq claimed this capability for a brief
surge of regional influence between the end of the Iraq–Iran war in 1988 and
Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990. Beginning with the mid-1970s, the rise of
the oil states and weakened Arab militaries in relation to Israel following the
1967 Arab defeat increased the relevance of economic power in the Arab
world, especially given the surplus capital that oil-producing states acquired
and were able to employ as an instrument of policy; Saudi Arabia in partic-
ular arose as a more powerful state. Since the 1991 Gulf War, the open roles
in regional security for the U.S. and Israel, and continued presence of U.S.
troops in the region have further reduced the significance of the distribution
of conventional power within the Arab world. This explains how small Qatar
can be a thorn in the side of its big neighbor, Saudi Arabia, pursuing a pol-
icy that its fellow member in the Gulf Cooperation Council, presumably an
alliance, finds threatening. Besides pursuing an independent foreign policy
on sensitive issues to Saudi Arabia, such as improving relations with Israel,
Qatari rulers have called pointedly for political reform in the Gulf, and hold-
ing elections that included women for the first time. Its television station, 
al-Jazeera, has become the most popular in the Arab world by virtue of 
its Western news style, and free disagreements on political questions in the
Arab world that often offend its bigger neighbor. Although a member of the
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coalition against Saddam Hussein in 1990, Qatar’s TV broadcast, among
other things, a speech by Saddam Hussein that called for the overthrow of
Arab monarchs. How does Qatar manage to stave off the anger of Riyadh?
By allowing the deployment of American forces on its soil, which also
reduced Washington leverage with the emirate when al-Jazeera was seen to be
giving too much air time to Osama Bin Laden after the terrorist attacks on
the U.S. on September 11, 2001.

Conclusion

Neorealism has much to say about foreign policy, but does not provide a the-
ory of foreign policy. The drive for security, so essential in neorealist theory,
and the importance of relative power in explaining the degree of opportunity
that states have in the conduct of foreign policy are important factors in
understanding any state’s foreign policy. Moreover, to the extent that relative
power is seen as a primary instrument of policy, the accumulation of power
is also a motive, although not equally pursued by all states. But power and
security alone cannot explain the varied motives of states, especially the pow-
erful among them who have ample international opportunity. And without
a theory that explains the motives of states, including the motives of their
constituent components, it is not possible for neorealism to explain the 
specific foreign policies of most states.
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CHAPTER 7

Structural Realism and 
China’s Foreign Policy: Much 
(But Never All) of the Story

Avery Goldstein

C an structural realism provide a satisfactory explanation for China’s
foreign policy? China scholars have often criticized the work of
social scientists, especially those relying on abstract theories, for

ignoring the special features of the Chinese case.1 Since structural realism
intentionally sets aside the distinctiveness of particular cases, it would cer-
tainly seem to be an obvious target for this sort of argument. Such criticism,
however, is both accurate and beside the point. The issue is not whether
structural realism can or cannot provide an adequate explanation for China’s
foreign policy. It cannot, as even neorealism’s founding theorist would read-
ily concede. Rather, the important question is how much of the explanation
can the international-structural causes it highlights provide? With this ques-
tion in mind, the following chapter reconsiders China’s foreign policy during
and after the Cold War.

In Man, the State, and War and Theory of International Politics, Kenneth
Waltz explained recurrent patterns of international behavior and outcomes
by highlighting the causal significance of the system’s structure—the con-
straints of anarchy emphasized in the former work, and constraints of polar-
ity emphasized in the latter. Yet, he also indicated that however powerful
these structural constraints may be, the explanation of a particular interna-
tional outcome (e.g., the outbreak of a specific war) and the explanation of
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a particular state’s behavior (e.g., its foreign policy) will be incomplete and
often misleading if the analyst ignores causes intentionally set aside for the
purposes of crafting a parsimonious systems theory.2 That including a host
of such causes—the personality of state leaders, parochial political interests
of government bureaucrats, ideology, and domestic social, economic, and
political structures—helps provide a fuller account of the foreign policy
choices particular states make, is not proof of neorealism’s fatal flaw, but
rather another demonstration of some simple methodological points. A the-
ory is an attempt to depict an aspect of the real world through abstraction
and simplification; in making sense of its chosen domain of inquiry, every
theory has a limited range of application; a theory with a wider range of
application is more useful or powerful, but even a powerful theory provides
only a partial account of reality.3

The example frequently cited to make the last point, makes it well.
Newtonian mechanics is a powerful body of theory (whose limits modern
physicists eventually exposed). Nevertheless, although its attraction provide
a compelling explanation as to why leaves fall to the ground rather than
ascend to the heavens, they are of little use in understanding the different
paths followed by leaves as opposed to apples.4 To explain such differences,
of course, requires drawing on other theories that focus on aspects of the
physical world that were set aside by Newton. The usefulness of aerodynam-
ics for explaining the path of falling bodies complements rather than contra-
dicts Newton’s insights about gravitational attraction. Engineers, engaged in
applied as opposed to theoretical science, draw on and combine the insights
that abstract and simplified disciplinary research provides. One should
expect it to be likewise with the study of China’s foreign policy. In analyz-
ing a specific empirical case, one is engaged in applied science, not theoreti-
cal science. Thus, to restate the point made earlier, the question is not
whether neorealism can explain China’s foreign policy, but rather how much
of the explanation can the international-structural causes it highlights 
provide?

The obvious but not very informative answer is that the significance of
international-structural as opposed to national and subnational causes has
varied over time. The Chinese case is intriguing, however, because of the
remarkable extent to which structural constraints can account for the broad
contours of Beijing’s foreign policy during the Cold War, and the extent to
which their constraining influence was usually evident despite strong reasons
(i.e., the presence of nonstructural causes) to expect China to behave other-
wise. China’s early post–Cold War foreign policy demonstrates, by contrast,
that although international-structural causes continue to shape Beijing’s 
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decisions, the constraints they pose are no longer as tight, and the imperatives
they establish are no longer as straightforward, as in the past.

This chapter is divided into two parts. Each indicates the usefulness and
limits of neorealist balance-of-power theory for understanding China’s for-
eign policy. In the first part, I examine China’s Cold War foreign policy line,
or what in the West is usually termed grand strategy—a vision about the way
to advance national interests in light of the dominant forces shaping inter-
national politics.5 The four-decade epoch of Soviet–American rivalry was
one in which China faced strong external pressures that clarified national pri-
orities and their policy implications. During this period, China’s behavior
generally conformed to the expectations one would infer from neorealist 
balance-of-power theory, but some significant anomalies serve as a reminder
of the inevitably partial explanation any single theory provides. In the second
part, I sketch the evolution of China’s post–Cold War foreign policy line,
assessing the interaction of changing domestic and international-structural
causes in the early post–Cold War era that have conditioned Beijing’s search
for a foreign policy that serves its interests. By mid-1996, a policy package
was emerging that reflects both the international influences structural real-
ism highlights as well as the distinctive features of the post–Cold War
Chinese case.

China’s Foreign Policy Line During the Cold War

During the Cold War, China was one of several second-ranking powers, each
of whom pursued its foreign policy interests within the tight constraints and
resulting clear incentives bipolarity provided.6 Given China’s meager
national wealth and the scope of the threat each of the superpowers repre-
sented, Beijing’s foreign policy for most of the four decades after 1949 was
driven by a survivalist logic that trumped other regime preferences. The
imperatives of international structure derived not merely from the relatively
clear implications of bipolarity, but also the tightness of its constraints for a
state so closely involved in the system’s superpower-dominated competitive
politics.7 The People’s Republic of China (PRC) was born in the mid-twentieth
century as a result of a struggle that prefigured a major recurrent theme 
of Cold War politics—civil war in which each superpower backed its ideo-
logically preferred horse. Then, in the ensuing decades, China’s borders
served as the venue for the superpowers’ three biggest Cold War foreign 
military operations (Korea, Vietnam, Afghanistan) as well as the site for sev-
eral escalation-threatening crises between Beijing and the system’s duopolists
(the Taiwan Straits during the 1950s, the Sino-Soviet border in 1969, and
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Indo-China in 1979). China, in short, had little opportunity to opt out of
international politics during the Cold War and confronted a nearly constant
challenge in attempting to ensure its precarious security as a lesser power in
a bipolar world.

What was China’s grand strategy as a tightly constrained second-ranking
power? Under Mao Zedong’s leadership, its Cold War approach was distinc-
tively realist, sometimes to the point of caricature.8 Mao Zedong relied on a
few basic principles that had proved useful in the decades-long revolutionary
struggle against better armed domestic and foreign adversaries: identify the
main enemy, unite with all others who are willing to cooperate in dealing
with this common threat, and do not allow secondary contradictions (e.g.,
conflicts about ideology, personality, etc.) to prevent flexibility on tactics as
long as it serves your strategic objective. Such principles neatly sum up the
counter-hegemonic coalition-building philosophy of most statesmen who
practice realpolitik. For China after 1949, these ideas manifested in the 
initial “lean to one side” grand strategy. Strong disagreements with Stalin and
a sense of resentment about his tepid support for Mao’s Chinese Communist
Party (CCP) notwithstanding, the Sino-Soviet alliance provided the PRC
with the only available counter to a globally dominant U.S., whose military
policy in the western Pacific, and whose track record of hostility toward the
Chinese communist movement made it the principal external threat to the
newly founded PRC.

Mao’s realpolitik, counter-hegemonic notions also later informed what
could have been termed the “lean to the other side” grand strategy of Sino-
American entente initiated in the early 1970s. As the Soviet military buildup
along its Asian frontier compounded the deep-seated political and ideologi-
cal disputes between Beijing and Moscow, and as Washington demonstrated
the limits of its military ambitions in Southeast Asia and then previewed its
plans for retrenchment (the Nixon doctrine), China’s leaders determined that
the Soviet Union was the superpower posing the more serious threat. This
new principal strategic concern dictated China’s flexibility in improving 
relations with the U.S. (and other advanced industrial states) so that the
counter-Soviet coalition would include partners more weighty than the
handful of Third World regimes and revolutionary movements who sided
with Beijing against the USSR.9

After Mao’s death, China’s grand strategy retained its basic orientation,
identifying the Soviet Union as the main adversary, and the U.S. as the
essential member of a countervailing coalition of diverse states. Indeed, 
if anything, in the immediate post-Mao years (1976–1980), China’s real-
politik was at its zenith. Beijing basically dropped the ideological fig 
leaf (neo-Leninist claims about the “revisionist” roots of Soviet “socialist
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imperialism” that was required in the era of radical socialism) and simply
sought to build a global United Front based on naked claims about the 
growing power of an aggressive Soviet enemy. Although the Sino-American
alignment would loosen somewhat during the 1980s as China’s apprehension
about Soviet hegemony diminished, during the last decade of the Cold War
China continued its strategic tilt to the U.S. side.

Beijing’s decision first to turn to the Soviets and then to the U.S. high-
lights the extent to which international-structural constraints shaped China’s
foreign policy line. Yet there is a difference between observing the impor-
tance of structural constraints and ignoring the presence of different sorts of
influences whose presence they may overshadow. Simply put, structure con-
strains, rather than determines, state behavior. Indeed, explaining several sig-
nificant anomalies for a structural-realist interpretation of China’s Cold War
foreign policy requires the inclusion of causes operating at the national,
rather than international, level. I say “significant” anomalies because it is not
surprising, and easily demonstrated, that the complex and multifaceted for-
eign policy of any major power will display features that no single theory can
explain. More telling is consideration of those features that are substantively
important, closely linked with aspects of the state’s foreign policy the theory
claims to explain, and not easily reconciled with its logic. Structural realism
provides a powerful explanation for China’s Cold War strategic alignment
with each of the superpowers, but is not as obviously helpful for answering
questions such as: why did the Sino-Soviet split emerge after 1957 despite
continuity in the bipolar, anarchic structure of the international system?
Why did Beijing, at perhaps its moment of greatest weakness (following the
disastrous Great Leap Forward), undermine its close relationship with
Moscow despite the perception that the U.S. remained the principal external
threat to China’s security? Why did Beijing back away from its close align-
ment with the U.S. after 1981, despite continuing concern about the Soviet
threat? In thinking about the impli-cations of these apparent deviations from
the expectations of neorealist theory, several questions arise. To what extent
do these deviations reflect choices made at moments international-structural
constraints eased, times when preference rather than necessity could shape
policy? Or, to what extent do these deviations reflect a stubborn insistence
on acting according to national preferences despite the risks of ignoring pow-
erful external constraints?

Sino-Soviet Alliance and Split
The history of the Sino-Soviet alliance illustrates both the usefulness and
limits of structural realism for explaining China’s Cold War foreign policy.10
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In the years immediately after the founding of the PRC in 1949, China’s
close alliance with the Soviet Union was consistent with the neorealist expec-
tation that a second-ranking power unable to self-reliantly counter the
threatening capabilities of one of the bipolar system’s duopolists, would find
it necessary to ally with the other. China’s early postwar threat perceptions
reinforced this structural, power-balancing logic.11 U.S. activism in the Far
East during and after World War II as well as Washington’s track record 
of hostility toward the CCP encouraged Mao and his associates to take the
ideologically more palatable path, “lean to” the Soviet-led socialist side in the
emerging Cold War and formalize an alliance with Moscow in February
1950. For leaders in Beijing, subsequent events—U.S. power projection on
the Korean peninsula that threatened China’s northeastern frontier,
Washington’s increasingly harsh anticommunist rhetoric that suggested 
support for recovering a China that had been “lost,” a resumption of U.S.
military and diplomatic support for what had been a moribund regime in
exile on Taiwan—seemed to confirm the correctness of the decision.

Thus, at first blush the Sino-Soviet alliance appears to have been over-
determined, consistent with both the structural power-based logic of 
neorealism and national threat-based logic Steve Walt has used in applying
the theory to particular cases. But other national-level forces challenged
Sino-Soviet solidarity. Though temporarily overshadowed by the unusually
tight structural constraints of early Cold War bipolarity, their significance,
rather than changes at the level of the international system, best explains the
emergence of the Sino-Soviet split. Potentially divisive influences, muted in
Beijing only as long as the necessity of coping with a pressing U.S. threat to
China’s national survival loomed large, were: geography; ideology (used here
as a broad label for historical memory, nationalism, and revolutionary marx-
ism); the personality of China’s undisputed leader, Mao Zedong; and, by the
middle of the decade, the political implications of nuclear weapons technology.

Geography
However sensible the Sino-Soviet alliance appeared from the perspective of
power balancing under bipolarity, it seemed less sensible from the perspec-
tive of geography. China shared a long, inconclusively defined, common bor-
der with the USSR, and its frontiers were mostly populated by minority
peoples, often with kinsmen on the Soviet side, whose loyalty to Beijing was
far from certain. The threat that local ethnic politics posed to the recently
reestablished territorial integrity of China introduced a distinctive complica-
tion to the Sino-Soviet relationship. Moreover, whereas the threat U.S. power
posed in East Asia after World War II was a matter of choice and a reflection
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of its unmatched global reach, the Soviet position in East Asia was a matter
of geography, not policy, and because of proximity it would not be necessary
for Soviet power to reach U.S. levels in order to be a potentially grave threat
to China.

Ideas—Historical Memory
Historical legacies exacerbated the effects of geography. The USSR was the
successor state to an empire that along with the West and Japan had seized
Chinese territory and extracted humiliating concessions from the Qing
Dynasty in its final decades. After a fleeting Leninist interlude when Moscow
seemed prepared to atone for Romanov’s China policies, the USSR carried
forward most of the tainted historical legacy of imperial Russia. In addition,
the Soviet leadership, especially Stalin, subsequently attempted to dictate the
course of China’s Communist revolution to serve Moscow’s aims, nearly
dooming the CCP’s cause on more than one occasion.12 Soviet policy toward
the PRC after the Communist victory in the Chinese Civil War continued
to reflect a determination that China subordinate its national interests to
Moscow’s international agenda. If geographic proximity created potential
conflicts of interest and magnified the importance of Soviet capabilities, 
historical legacies ensured suspicion about Soviet motives.

Ideas—Nationalism
The nationalist prism through which the PRC’s founding fathers viewed his-
tory increased the disruptive potential in Sino-Soviet relations. The CCP
rose to power only after it had positioned itself as the champion of Chinese
nationalism, able to deliver on the promises of unity, development, and inter-
national respect that had been put on the political agenda by its predecessor—
the Kuomintang (KMT) of Sun Yat-sen and Chiang Kai-shek. The CCP’s
leaders risked jeopardizing their hard-earned nationalist credentials if they
allowed Moscow to push them around after 1949. Even if one discounts the
importance of the authoritarian CCP elites’ regard for public reaction, the
staunchly nationalist beliefs of those who had assumed control of the party
by the end of the Civil War were sufficient to ensure they would jealously
guard China’s interests. For them, the lesson of history was clear. The road to
ruin was paved with Soviet advice. Stalin’s directives to the Chinese
Communists had resulted in the near extermination of the movement not
once, but twice (the 1927 White Terror and the collapse of the Jiangxi Soviet
in 1934 that resulted in the disastrous retreat subsequently hailed as the Long
March). Having survived the Comintern’s meddling through World War II
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(largely because isolation enabled Mao to limit the influence of Stalin’s sup-
porters and to ignore Moscow’s foolish suggestions), the CCP then had to
fend off Stalin’s recommendation that the Communists not press on to vic-
tory in the late 1940s, but rather settle for a division of China into a CCP
northern and a KMT southern state—an arrangement that would have max-
imized Beijing’s dependence on Moscow and enabled the USSR to retain
many of the deals it had struck with Chiang’s government.13 After 1949, def-
erence to Moscow’s leadership of the alliance prevailed as long as the need to
cope with the American superpower dominated China’s strategic planning.
Such deference, however, obscured a long history of rocky relations between
the Chinese and Soviet communists, a problem for which the shared belief
in Marxism was no panacea.

Ideas—Marxism
Rather than helping to smooth bilateral relations, the shared commitment 
to Marxism further complicated the Sino-Soviet alliance. In ways that
Morgenthau’s work suggests, ideological similarity unrealistically raised the
expectations on both sides.14 Business-like dealings according to the calculus
of national interest were not good enough. Moscow expected Beijing’s
unswerving loyalty to maintain the solidarity of a hierarchic communist
movement whose behavioral code emphasized leninist discipline. Beijing
expected Moscow not simply to reward loyalty but to show a special gen-
erosity reserved for comrades. These expectations of solidarity and generos-
ity were repeatedly tested. The initial negotiations to formalize the
Sino-Soviet alliance saw each side fight hard to ensure its national interests.
Then, in the Korean War, Stalin had the Chinese assume most of the risk and
burden of fighting for the North’s cause. And under both Stalin and
Khrushchev, Soviet assistance to China (often loans not grants) was strictly
limited—not only because Moscow needed to tend to its own recovery from
World War II’s devastation, but also (to Beijing’s dismay) because it chose to
devote scarce resources to a global competition with the U.S. in places like
Egypt and India rather than further assist a China already on the socialist side
of the ledger.

Mao Zedong
Mao’s leadership was yet another potentially disruptive influence behind 
the edifice of Sino-Soviet unity. Like his closest comrades in the CCP lead-
ership, Mao was a strong Chinese nationalist. He was also an unusually 
self-confident individual, especially after he succeeded in reviving the 
fortunes of a nearly defeated CCP and guiding it to a stunning national 
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victory within little more than a decade. By the late 1940s, he had become a
leader who brooked little criticism of his views. One needn’t delve deeply
into psychology to observe that Mao was not a figure who would easily serve
in the role of “little brother” or “junior partner,” the role he was consigned
to play in the era of the Sino-Soviet alliance. Yet, whether it was the infuri-
ating need to sit tight while waiting for his audience with Stalin in 1950, 
or the discomfiting need to deliver an address to the November 1957
International Congress of Communist Parties lauding unity under Moscow’s
leadership, as long as Soviet backing was necessary to cope with the serious
threat the U.S. posed, Mao the master strategist swallowed his pride and kept
his eye on the prize (in Maoist terminology, focusing on the “principal con-
tradiction”).15 When Mao became convinced that this unpleasant charade
was not providing the anticipated security benefits for China, however, his
personal resentment accelerated the deterioration of Sino-Soviet relations. In
short order, Mao shifted from loyal ally and faithful disciple to independent
critic and ambitious rival, claiming that he and his party were the true cham-
pions of revolutionary socialism.

Military Technology
Finally, as the 1950s progressed, even as the structure of the international sys-
tem remained unchanged, the revolutionary new military technology of
nuclear weaponry strained the alliance in several ways. First, because the U.S.
adversary was a nuclear power, it became ever riskier to live up to alliance
commitments. Involvement might entail not just participation in a bloody
war, but national annihilation. Knowing this, China’s leaders reasonably
worried that their Soviet partner would abandon them rather than run such
a risk, a concern that Soviet behavior during the Taiwan Straits crises, espe-
cially the 1958 crisis, intensified. Second, as the Soviets began to deploy their
own nuclear weapons, China’s fear of abandonment also reflected the fact
that the military importance of Soviet allies, even the biggest ally of them all,
was questionable. The new nuclear logic in which possession of an absolute
amount of destructive force together with the resolve to employ it were 
decisive, eclipsed the old conventional logic in which relative numbers 
of men and equipment were decisive.16 Third, the logic of these new
weapons created the opportunity for states otherwise unable to match the
capabilities of the superpowers, and who doubted the reliability of external
support, to provide for themselves by developing and deploying their 
own deterrent arsenals. Beijing’s strong interest in an independent Chinese
nuclear force conflicted with Moscow’s concern that it might become
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entrapped in unwanted clashes with the U.S., further straining alliance
solidarity.17

Structural Constraints and National Attributes
What does this cursory review of the forces in play during the period of
China’s “lean to one side” foreign policy line in the 1950s suggest about 
the usefulness of a neorealist explanation? China’s strategic dependence on
the Soviet superpower in the 1950s as well as China’s reservations about its
dependence are consistent with the expectations about behavior in a bipolar
world that one would sensibly infer from neorealist balance-of-power theory.
And in the Chinese case, distinctive national-level causes reinforced the usual
structural incentives of anarchy that encourage a measure of self-reliance.
Geography, history, nationalism, Mao’s personal pride, and the emerging
logic of nuclear strategy contributed to China’s preference for a more 
independent foreign policy. For most of the 1950s, however, the necessity for
external balancing continued to trump the preference for internal balancing.

But why, then, did China’s policy begin to shift at the end of the decade?
The world remained a bipolar anarchic arena, and China’s capabilities had in
no way dramatically increased relative to the superpower it feared most.
Nevertheless, Beijing abandoned its deferential posture, and with increasing
frequency questioned the wisdom of its comrades in Moscow. The alliance
soon changed—from a tight-knit military partnership to a tenuous formal-
ity. This change is in part explained by the impact of the nuclear revolution
on the role alliances can play in ensuring national security and in part by the
easing of international-structural constraints on China.

Sino-Soviet Alliance and Extended Deterrence
As Moscow deployed a more credible missile-based nuclear deterrent after
1957, the key benefit from the alliance for China would be its extended
deterrent effect. This benefit derived from the possibility, however slim, that
Moscow (if only out of a self-interest in preserving the Soviets’ international
credibility) would run the grave risk of standing by its Chinese ally in the
event that it faced an escalation-threatening crisis with the U.S. If extended
deterrence was effective, it was because even as a remote pros-pect, the
specter of nuclear war was sufficiently frightening to dissuade Washington
from bold action against China.18 For China to enjoy this benefit from
Moscow’s nuclear umbrella, a tenuous alliance was nearly as good as a very
close one. A tenuous alliance would still constrain Washington, and a close
alliance could not guarantee a diffident Soviet patron’s reliability.19
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Loosening Structural Constraints
The weakening of the Sino-Soviet alliance after 1957 also reflected a 
relaxation of the structural constraints China faced. By the late 1950s, the
PRC’s leaders confronted a less challenging international situation than in
the immediate postrevolutionary years, not because the polarity of the system
had changed, but rather because the intensity of the threat the U.S. repre-
sented (only partly determined by capabilities) had changed. The fear that
U.S. aggression, aimed at either the industrial heartland of the northeast
from the Korean peninsula or at the eastern seaboard from Taiwan, might be
combined with internal subversion to topple the regime had diminished
greatly. Beijing had consolidated its political position on the mainland, the
Korean conflict had ended with a buffer state in place, and U.S. support 
for the KMT regime on Taiwan assumed a defensive rather than offensive
posture after 1954.20 During the second half of the 1950s, the focus of
superpower competition in the Cold War was shifting from Asia to Europe,
especially Berlin. No longer hardpressed by the threat one superpower posed,
China was freer to act in ways that had the effect of weakening, though not
severing, its connection to the other. Its foreign policy reflected the strong
preference for self-reliance rooted in national attributes, and the necessity of
dependence rooted in the structure of the international system less.

China’s increasingly independent approach, a posture that courted serious
risks for at least several years in the mid-1960s, would be abandoned by the
end of the decade. With the Sino-Soviet border clashes of March 1969
threatening escalation to full-scale war, China again found itself tightly con-
strained by the international system’s bipolar structure. Because China had
not yet deployed a nuclear retaliatory force capable of striking the Soviet
heartland, the harsh constraints of bipolarity meant that the PRC had to
defuse the crisis by agreeing to negotiate under duress as Moscow rattled its
nuclear saber, or to find an ally to stand with it against the threat Soviet
power posed. Beijing did both. Sino-Soviet negotiations commenced and the
two sides managed to keep incidents along their ever-more militarized bor-
der from escalating.21 Meanwhile, Mao began the process of signaling that
China was prepared to expand contacts with the U.S..22 The resulting de
facto Sino-American alignment against the Soviet Union during the last two
decades of the Cold War again revealed the extent to which tight structural
constraints induced China to sacrifice ideological preferences (especially at
the outset, the highly touted Cultural Revolutionary themes of self-reliance
and revolutionary purity) on the alter of strategic necessity.

The foregoing discussion suggests that the weakening of the Sino-
Soviet alliance after the late 1950s may not pose a serious challenge to the
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usefulness of neorealist theory for explaining China’s foreign policy. 
Two qualifications are in order, however. First, the analysis relies largely on
circumstantial evidence. Such evidence, for example, makes it plausible to
argue that China retained confidence in the dissuasiveness of even a troubled
Sino-Soviet alliance because it continued to constrain U.S. decision makers
and, therefore, that China understood its lingering importance after 1958.
At least until the mid-1960s, Beijing was careful to keep the door open to
reconciliation rather than opt for dissolution. And China’s behavior after
1959 does suggest also an easing of the constraints of bipolarity. Prior to the
border clashes with the Soviets in 1969, Beijing’s fear of major war involving
a superpower adversary seemed to have diminished. China did not undertake
the sort of dedicated conventional force-modernization program that would
have better enabled it to cope with local American threats in the short run
(especially from Vietnam); instead, it diverted its limited resources to the
long-term effort to deploy a credible nuclear deterrent. But determining the
extent to which China’s leaders believed that a weakened Sino-Soviet alliance
was a strategically sufficient hedge against a reduced threat of major war with
the U.S. requires access to contemporary documents that have thus far
remained beyond public scrutiny. As Washington, Moscow, and Beijing
continue to make more materials about Sino-Soviet–American relations
available, the empirical warrant for this assertion will be easier to assess.

Second, demonstrating that China’s undermining of the Sino-Soviet
alliance may not have been completely foolish or exceedingly risky, and thus
may be less impressive as a challenge to the usefulness of a structural-realist
explanation, should not obscure the point that it is not easily reconciled with
the theory. For most of the 1960s, China adhered to a foreign policy line that
served national (i.e., mainly Maoist) preferences, and paid little heed to the
necessities of a bipolar international structure. The error of post hoc ergo
propter hoc reasoning looms large. It would be a bit more than slightly
Procrustean to focus only on the reasons why a weak China might have
believed it could get away with greater independence in a still bipolar world.
It seems at least as plausible to argue that China’s perilous foreign policy
course in this period reflected either Chairman Mao’s remarkable risk accept-
ance or his foolishness.23 Only after Moscow’s August 1968 military inter-
vention in Czechoslovakia, its announcement of the Brezhnev doctrine to
justify such actions to preserve “genuine socialism” in other countries, and
border clashes along the heavily armed Sino-Soviet border that suggested the
potential not only for similar Soviet meddling in Cultural Revolutionary
China’s murky elite political struggles but also for general war, did Mao
finally, though tacitly, acknowledge that the risks of following his preferred
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course had become prohibitive. Neorealism nicely explains China’s subse-
quent strategic entente with the U.S. as the constraints of bipolarity again
tightened in 1969; it is much less helpful for explaining the degree to which
Mao was willing to tempt fate during much of the 1960s. The Chinese expe-
rience, in short, reminds us that neorealism identifies systemic constraints
that shape, rather than determine, state behavior, and that explaining a state’s
foreign policy often requires a grasp of those forces that a theory highlighting
international-structural causes omits (e.g., Mao’s risk acceptant personality
and the strategic consequences of nuclear weapons).

International Structure and the Sino-American Entente
Even more than the Sino-Soviet alliance, the strategic entente between
Washington and Beijing that developed in the 1970s conformed with the
expectations of neorealist balance-of-power theory. The limits of a brief essay
preclude a discussion paralleling the one just presented, but the essential
points are simple. China perceived a rapid increase in Soviet power relative
to the U.S., an increase whose significance was amplified by the diversion of
U.S. capabilities to a peripheral struggle in Southeast Asia, and then a dimin-
ished American determination to maintain its strategic superiority. Moscow’s
international behavior after 1968 reinforced concern about the potential
threat unchecked Soviet power might pose to an outgunned China armed
with conventional forces that were obsolete and nuclear forces whose opera-
tional range could not yet threaten the heartland of European Russia. Threat
perceptions in an era of rough Soviet–American parity and then power per-
ceptions in an era of asserted Soviet dominance conditioned China’s policy
of alignment with the U.S. as counterweight. Unlike the Sino-Soviet alliance,
the Sino-American collaboration was not plagued by tensions arising from
geographic proximity, the echoes of unequal treaties the Qing Dynasty had
signed, ideologically raised expectations, or personal rivalry. The one impor-
tant bone of contention between Beijing and Washington was China’s inter-
est in reasserting sovereign control over Taiwan and displacing a regime long
supported by the U.S.. This domestic imperative limited China’s willingness
to accommodate American preferences, but the need to maintain a strategic
entente with the less threatening superpower in a bipolar world repeatedly
prevented China from standing on principle.

The tightness of international-structural constraints on China, and the
extent to which neorealist balance-of-power theory explains much of 
the PRC’s foreign policy after 1969, was evident in the two most decisive
breakthroughs in Sino-American relations. In 1972, Beijing demonstrated its
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willingness to substantially improve ties with Washington despite the latter’s
refusal to comply with China’s longstanding demand that the U.S. sever its
formal links with the Republic of China (ROC) regime in Taipei. And in
1979, renewed strategic concerns about Soviet assertiveness, especially on the
eve of China’s campaign against Moscow’s Vietnamese ally, led Beijing to
seek full diplomatic relations with Washington despite the U.S. insistence on
maintaining a rather substantial “informal” relationship with the authorities
in Taipei, including continued arms sales to the ROC’s military. Although
the pressure of the Soviet buildup along the Chinese border after the 1969
skirmishes, and Soviet activism in Southeast and Southwest Asia in the late
1970s, induced first Mao and then Deng Xiaoping to subordinate their pref-
erences about the Taiwan issue to the necessity of parrying the potentially
devastating threat its superpower neighbor posed, the importance of the
Taiwan issue for China’s foreign policy elite was never far below the surface.
Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, China’s willingness to overlook this thorn
in its nationalist side varied directly with perceptions of the seriousness of the
Soviet menace.24

As in its alliance with Moscow, the chief strategic benefit for China from
cooperation with the U.S. was the way in which it compelled the Soviet
adversary to consider the possibility that aggression against China might pro-
voke the other superpower to react in an unpredictable, but potentially dan-
gerous, fashion. The nature of this benefit was first illustrated by the Nixon
administration’s reported negative reaction to Soviet trial balloons in 1969
about preventive strikes against China’s fledgling nuclear weapons facilities.25

For Moscow’s leaders, such a proposal may have seemed a logical follow-up
to the quite similar proposal the U.S. had made to them in September 1964.
Indeed, the Soviets could plausibly have argued such strikes were even more
justifiable in 1969 since many analysts perceived China, having just experi-
enced the height of its Cultural Revolutionary upheaval, as a country gone
mad and one whose impetuous leaders would soon have a terrifying nuclear
arsenal. But bipolarity encouraged a focus on relative gains for competing
superpowers, not absolute gains for the good of the system. Permitting
Moscow to defang China would relieve Soviet worries about a two-front war
and might even result in a more compliant post-Mao leadership willing to
return to the Soviet fold. Thus, Washington’s self-interest in ensuring that
Beijing remained a strategic complication for its superpower rival benefited
China by reducing the likelihood of a Soviet assault.

Structural realism usefully highlights the international constraints that
encouraged China to maintain its strategic alignment with the U.S. for
nearly two decades after the Nixon opening in 1971. Structural realism does
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not, however, explain changes in the enduring Sino-American 
relationship in the 1980s. Despite the persistence of bipolarity, after 1981
China became less willing to subordinate national preferences (especially
about Taiwan) to the strategic necessity of cultivating a close connection to
the U.S.. Four reasons for this change seem plausible; none reflects a change
in international structure per se. First, though bipolarity endured, its con-
straints eased. The Soviet threat was downgraded as China began to view the
Soviet Union as strategically overextended. Second, domestic political
change in the U.S. meant that China could free ride on the Reagan admin-
istration’s strong interest in countering Soviet power, regardless of the state of
Sino-American relations. Third, by the 1980s, China was beginning to
deploy nuclear weapons with the range to threaten targets in European
Russia. Fourth, Mikhail Gorbachev’s foreign policy revolution reinforced
China’s growing sense of security and further reduced the need to nurture the
strategic entente with the U.S.26 The path that China might subsequently
have followed had bipolarity endured became a moot point with the collapse
of the Soviet empire and the accompanying structural transformation of the
international system. The events that followed the 1989 Tiananmen Square
suppression suggest that the domestic imperatives of a besieged Communist
regime and the security a growing nuclear arsenal provided, would most
likely have encouraged the drift toward strategic aloofness even under bipo-
larity. In the event, this was the path the country followed during the struc-
tural transformation that occurred in the opening years of the post–Cold
War era.

Neorealist Expectations and China’s Post–Cold War 
Foreign Policy27

What were the international-structural constraints that prevailed after the
Cold War? First, anarchy endured, as did its consequences—insecurity and
the self-help imperative. Second, the U.S. emerged as the world’s preeminent
global power. The Japanese economic challenge had stalled and the Russian
inheritors of the Soviet military machine were presiding over its atrophy.
Many analysts anticipated a transition to multipolarity sometime in the next
century, but for the immediate future the system was effectively unipolar.28

How would China cope with the novel challenge of unipolarity?
Neorealist balance-of-power theory predicts that self-regarding states will

act (by arming themselves or allying with others) to counter the potential
threat other states’ unchecked capabilities pose. Under bipolarity, China’s
limited resources made self-reliance infeasible and induced it to side with 
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one giant against the other, even while hedging against anarchy’s ever-pres-
ent fear of abandonment by mustering national capabilities (most dramati-
cally its efforts to develop and deploy a nuclear deterrent). Under unipolarity
how would China respond to the potential threat of unchecked American
power? The dramatic decline of the former Soviet military essentially elimi-
nated the Cold War alternative of siding with a peer competitor of the U.S.
And, although China’s small, but growing, nuclear arsenal provided security
against the most dire threats U.S. power could pose, the PRC still lacked the
full array of military and economic assets needed to deal with the U.S. on
equal footing. China, it seemed, would have to accommodate an interna-
tional system made in the U.S.

Unbridled American dominance of global economic institutions and
regional security affairs would complicate China’s ability to ensure national
interests that went beyond mere survival. Washington’s promotion of sanc-
tions against the PRC after the Tiananmen suppression, and its insistence on
stiff terms for China’s accession to the World Trade Organization (WTO)
demonstrated that conflicting interests and American power were a combi-
nation that could threaten Beijing’s program of economic modernization
that depended on access to and integration with the global economy. U.S.
treaty commitments with Japan, Australia, and some of the ASEAN coun-
tries, as well as a revived informal security relationship with a democratizing
Taiwan challenged China’s interest in securing a favorable resolution of its
disputes over sovereign claims in East Asia—South China Sea claims includ-
ing the Spratly Islands, East China Sea claims disputing Japan’s control of the
Senkaku (for China, Diaoyu) Islands, and of course the PRC’s claim to
Taiwan and the smaller islands held by the ROC government.

As structural realists would anticipate, Beijing was determined to offset
U.S. power and the difficulties it could pose for China. But structural real-
ism, however accurately it may identify the incentives for action, provides
limited guidance in predicting how specific states respond to these incen-
tives. China’s post–Cold War foreign policy has, in fact, reflected two differ-
ent sorts or responses. At first, the regime adopted the straightforward
approach of investing in its own capabilities and attempting to cultivate ties
with others who shared its concerns about U.S. hegemony. Relatively soon,
however, Beijing tacitly acknowledged the failure of this approach and opted
for an approach emphasizing threat reduction and linkage politics—a more
subtle foreign policy line, though one designed to serve the same purpose,
enabling China to ensure its national interests in an anarchic system in 
which the U.S. dominated.
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China’s Post–Cold War Foreign Policy Line: Take One
During the transition to the post–Cold War era, from 1989 through 1991,
China’s leaders were focused on surviving the global collapse of communist
regimes, a startling process that was especially alarming in Beijing inasmuch
as it unfolded in the months following China’s own massive antigovernment
demonstrations suppressed only by resorting to lethal force in June 1989.
Beleaguered at home, and besieged by criticisms and sanctions from abroad,
in this period the regime saw politically motivated instability, rather than
external military pressure, as the principal security threat. By 1992, the
domestic crisis had passed, the first war of the new era (Desert Storm) had
provided a startling indication of the extent of U.S. supremacy, and the
Soviet Union had dissolved. China, like other countries began to adjust to
the realities of the post–Cold War world. With counter-Soviet containment
no longer the bedrock of Chinese (and U.S.) grand strategy, conflicting 
Sino-American interests once subordinated to this higher objective began to
take center stage. The corrosive effect of previously muted disagreements 
is precisely what balance-of-power theory, including its neorealist version,
predicts for allies deprived of their unifying common enemy.

For China, the prospect of an international system dominated by the U.S.
was disturbing not just because of unmatched capabilities but also because of
renewed American hostility toward the communist regime after the events of
June 1989. Ironically, inasmuch as the U.S. had traditionally seen its defunct
Soviet rival as the ideologically motivated great power, and inasmuch as
China had abandoned its communist beliefs in all but name, ideology played
an increasingly prominent role in Sino-American relations in the 1990s. The
U.S. was easing into a grand strategy informed by the conviction that
democracies do not fight democracies and that U.S. policy should promote
enlargement of the democratic community on security, not just moral,
grounds. China’s leaders viewed such enlargement as a policy that put them
in the crosshairs simply because they were communists. Whether the U.S.
chose a China policy of containment designed to replicate in China the pres-
sure-induced changes that such a strategy had allegedly produced in the
Soviet Union, or a policy of engagement designed to rely less on the military
stick and more on the society-opening economic wedge (in an earlier time,
the CCP had labeled this the “sugar-coated bullets of the bourgeoisie”), the
objective of hastening the arrival of a post-Communist regime in China was
the same, and constituted the basis for fundamental conflict between Beijing
and Washington. Concerned about the purposes to which the great power of
a more hostile U.S. might be put, China (as neorealist theory would expect) 
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intensified its program of military modernization and, to the extent feasible,
attempted to cultivate improved relations with a Russia that was also 
nervous about American dominance.

The resumption of high-speed economic growth in 1992 provided the
wherewithal to carry forward the program of reform and revitalization of 
the antiquated Peoples’ Liberation Army (PLA) that had begun in the 1980s.
At the same time, the desperation of former Soviet arms-producers provided
an opportunity to supplement this intensified national effort with the pur-
chase of relatively advanced, though not state of the art, Russian equipment.
As a result, during the early 1990s, China was beginning to create a few 
better-equipped “pockets of excellence” within the PLA. Compared with
China’s military capabilities in recent decades, and in absolute terms, the
achievements were substantial. In the arena of international security compe-
tition, however, relative capabilities are what counts. By this measure, China’s
self-strengthening was a long-term project in its early stages. Compared with
the countries against whom it might have to match forces, including the
U.S., China was not dramatically narrowing the gap.29 Since armament
could only slowly and modestly enhance China’s security, neorealist balance-
of-power theory would expect China to search for allies that might fill out its
security portfolio. The most plausible candidate, both in terms of capabili-
ties and (again ironically) a willingness to eschew the ideological litmus tests
some in the West imposed, was Russia.

Commercial–military relations between China and Russia helped solidify
their diplomatic ties, building on a rapprochement that had begun in the
Soviet Union’s twilight years. As the early post–Cold War honeymoon
between Washington and Moscow ended by 1993, Beijing cultivated a 
Sino-Russian relationship whose central themes would be the rejection of
U.S. hegemony and the endorsement of building multipolarity. In a series of
summits between Presidents Boris Yeltsin and Jiang Zemin that culminated
in the April 1996 announcement that the two countries had established 
a “cooperative strategic partnership,” a shared concern about the way the
U.S. was wielding its unprecedented power encouraged China and Russia to
move closer together. Heading the list of concerns for Russia was the east-
ward expansion of NATO despite Russian objections; heading the list for
China was the U.S. rejuvenation of its Cold War alliances in East Asia (espe-
cially with Japan) that seemed part of a de facto anti-China containment
strategy.

To be sure, neither the Chinese nor the Russians were interested in a true
anti-American alliance. The slight additional military benefit of an actual
alliance (especially in light of Russia’s rapidly declining power) would be
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more than offset by an unacceptably high economic cost. It would almost
certainly undermine the two countries’ development strategies that
depended on integration with the advanced industrial West, especially the
U.S. But, in a modified revival of the Cold War strategic triangle, a closer
Sino-Russian partnership provided Beijing a source of leverage for improving
relations with the U.S.30 For China, the Russian card might not be an ace,
but there were no aces available.

Neorealist balance-of-power theory readily accounts for China’s initial
effort to augment its own capabilities and to search for a strategically weighty
international partner. For reasons the theory does not illuminate, however,
these efforts were counterproductive. Despite its own efforts and limited
cooperation with Russia, China remained militarily weak relative to the U.S.
and, given its poor power projection capabilities, relative even to several of
its neighbors with whom it had lingering disputes (Taiwan, Japan, and the
increasingly cohesive and better-equipped states of ASEAN).31 But the
resumption of rapid economic growth that some worried might easily be
translated into military power, had the effect of intensifying concern about a
potential “China threat.” This concern mushroomed with Beijing’s more
assertive international behavior in 1994–1996 when the PRC resorted to
coercive diplomacy—first in support of its claims to disputed territory in the
South China Sea and then to send a clear message about its willingness to use
force to preclude Taiwan’s independence.

Beijing viewed its muscle flexing, especially the military exercises and 
missile firings in the Taiwan Strait in mid-1995 and through early 1996, as
simply a justifiable reassertion of sovereignty over national territory, but key
regional actors interpreted the PLA’s actions as a portent of China’s general
willingness to use force to pursue its international goals.32 This reaction
heightened the interest of the U.S. and its regional allies in reaffirming the
American post–Cold War military commitment to East Asia. U.S. troops
were not new to the region, nor were the alliances with Australia and Japan,
whose revision had been initiated prior to new concerns about China. But
with the Clinton administration reiterating that the U.S. would keep
100,000 troops in East Asia, and as the details of the U.S.–Australia and
U.S.–Japan security arrangements emerged, diplomatic denials could not
dispel Beijing’s view that China was the source of instability against whom
the U.S. and its allies were hedging their bets.33 Worse still, if the trend of
the mid-1990s continued, the anticipation of a growing China threat might
well foster an encircling coalition headed by the U.S. that would make it
more difficult for Beijing to resolve regional disputes to its satisfaction, and
jeopardize foreign economic relations with valued trade partners worried
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about enriching a prospective adversary. Such a result would more than off-
set the benefits from selective purchases of Russian military equipment and
the comforting rhetoric of Sino-Russian summit statements. Lacking the
means to counterbalance what looked like a nascent anti-China coalition,
Beijing began to shift to an approach that aimed to reduce its threatening
potential.

The emerging strategy that has been evident since mid-1996 is one 
consistent with the logic of structural realism (especially the expectation that
states will adjust the methods by which they pursue national interests in light
of the costs external constraints impose) but not one readily inferred from it.
In order to forestall collaborative efforts to contain China, Beijing set out to
reduce the exaggerated perceptions of its capabilities and assertiveness while
also increasing the value others would attach to China’s development. The
means to realize these objectives are embodied in what have become the two
central features of Beijing’s foreign policy line: (1) diplomacy designed to
reassure others and transform their image of China from “threat” to “respon-
sible participant,” and (2) the forging of improved bilateral relations with
each of the system’s major powers, creating various sorts of “partnerships,”
designed to introduce the dynamics of multipolarity into what remains 
a unipolar system. These two elements directly respond to the recognized
inadequacies of China’s initial post–Cold War approach.

China’s Post–Cold War Foreign Policy Line: Take Two
From “the Threat,” to “the Responsible Participant”
China’s diplomatic change after Spring 1996 addressed the fearful reaction to
its growing capabilities and assertive regional behavior. To be sure, Chinese
spokesmen had long argued that the “China threat theory” was absurd, that
China’s national defense buildup was purely defensive in nature, and that the
notion that China needed to be contained was groundless.34 They supported
these positions by noting the very real limits on China’s economic and mili-
tary capabilities for the foreseeable future, China’s lack of hegemonic inten-
tions and strong normative inhibitions against the sort of aggressive
international behavior that had victimized its own people over the past cen-
tury and a half. They also pointed to the risk that acting on a mistaken belief
in the existence of a China threat could create a self-fulfilling prophecy.35 Yet
no matter how well articulated, Beijing’s propaganda effort to discredit
“China-threat theory” failed to reassure regional and global actors. “Cheap
talk” predictably mattered less than the uncertainties created by China’s
growing capabilities and assertive behavior. To more effectively change threat

138 ● Avery Goldstein

Hanami-07.qxd  9/26/03  4:04 PM  Page 138



perceptions, China sought to cultivate a reputation as a cooperative and
responsible actor, most notably through its new approach to multilateralism
and its reaction to the international economic crisis that arose in East Asia
during 1997.

In the early post–Cold War period, China had participated in multilateral
diplomacy, but mainly in order to symbolize the PRC’s status as a major
power that must be included in deliberating matters of importance. It was a
reluctant participant because of a strong concern that the U.S. and Japan
could manipulate multilateral forums to put pressure on China.36 But expe-
rience suggested that the original calculation of the costs and benefits of mul-
tilateralism, and the advantages for China of an emphasis on bilateralism or
unilateralism, was misguided. Even in its dealings with relatively small pow-
ers in the South China Sea disputes, the PRC had not maintained the lever-
age it hoped for. When disputes intensified, regional adversaries whose unity
China feared would manifest in multilateral settings, united anyway.

As a result, Beijing apparently concluded that accepting the constraints
that come with working in multilateral settings was often preferable to the
risk of isolation and encirclement that its aloof stance and assertive behavior
were creating. A visible shift to a more receptive posture on multilateralism
was expected to help dampen the “China-threat” perceptions that so worried
Beijing. And prominently advertising China’s continued participation was
expected to foster the perception of responsible international behavior more
convincingly than the repeated official denunciations of “China-threat the-
ory.”37 Agreeing to the CTBT, cooperating with the effort to promote peace
on the Korean peninsula, joining the international community in condemn-
ing the South Asian nuclear tests of 1998, increased flexibility on settling 
its differences with the ASEAN states, and negotiating agreement on the 
disputed borders with its former Soviet neighbors, were all reflections of
Beijing’s new multilateralism that served its national interest in changing 
perceptions of an aggressive China.38 These efforts, moreover, promised 
tangible and not just reputational benefits for China. China’s foreign policy
elite now expects multilateralism to be a vehicle for countering American
dominance. Security regimes, it is hoped, will simultaneously dilute the sig-
nificance of U.S.-led East Asian military alliances and provide forums in
which representatives of the developing world side with Beijing on the
importance of upholding the principle of noninterference in the domestic
politics of sovereign states.39

As with its shift on multilateral diplomacy, China’s stance on currency
devaluation during the East Asian financial crisis reflected the broader 
foreign policy goal of transforming the 1995–1996 image of China as an
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irredentist, revisionist, rising power, into the 1997–1998 image of China 
as a paragon of international responsibility. What would constitute an eco-
nomically sensible Chinese reaction to the currency devaluations undertaken
by major trading states in East Asia was debatable. But Beijing’s announce-
ment, and repeated assurances, that it would not devalue the Yuan to main-
tain the competitiveness of Chinese exports, paid significant international
political dividends. Foreign analysts continued to speculate about the likeli-
hood that China would ultimately devalue because declining exports were
hurting the national economic growth at the same time that the regime was
undertaking painful domestic reforms. The more others speculated about the
difficulties China faces in holding the line, the greater was the payoff for
Beijing in terms of a reputation for responsible internationalism that seemed
to contrast with the narrowly self-interested approaches of others in the
region, and also greater was the payoff for Beijing in terms of the increased
credibility of its international promises that seemed to contrast with others’
unfulfilled or broken promises. Even if the pressures built to the point that
devaluation of the Yuan became an economic necessity, the longer China was
able to delay the decision the more likely it would be able to portray the step
as a result of the others’ (e.g., Japan’s) failure to assume their responsibilities
while China shouldered more than its share.

Multipolar Methods in a Unipolar World
Efforts to alter the alarmist interpretation of China’s growing power were
only part of the PRC’s new foreign policy line at the end of the 1990s.
Beijing also sought to recast its bilateral relations with each of the world’s
major powers in ways that anticipated the eventual emergence of multipo-
larity, while recognizing the immediate need under unipolarity to reduce 
the chance that the U.S. and others would collaborate to oppose China. 
To accomplish this objective, in 1996 Beijing set out to build a series of
“partnerships,” a term first applied to the good relations it had recently cul-
tivated with Moscow.40 For China, the essential elements of a partnership are
a commitment to promoting extensive economic intercourse, muting dis-
agreements about domestic politics in the interest of working together on
matters of shared concern in international diplomacy, and routinizing the
frequent exchange of official visits, especially those by representatives of each
country’s military and regular summit meetings between top government
leaders.41

Such partnerships are designed to create linkages that enhance the 
attractiveness of close relations with Beijing without requiring China to 
align firmly with any particular state or group of states. Asserting that the 
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old categories of ally and adversary are a relic of power politics that prevailed
only until the end of the Cold War, Beijing now seeks to improve ties with
each of the world’s other major powers in order to increase the price they
would pay for taking actions that run contrary to China’s interests.42

Expanding trade with and investment in the China market and Beijing’s
cooperation on managing the security problems of weapons proliferation and
terrorism, are the two most important benefits partners put at risk if they opt
to press China on matters important enough to sour bilateral relations.43

Beijing values these Great Power partnerships not only because they
allegedly promote international peace and mutually beneficial economic rela-
tions, but also, as repeatedly emphasized in discussing the first one estab-
lished with Russia, because they serve China’s interest in fostering the
emergence of a multipolar international system in which the U.S. would no
longer be so dominant. Chinese spokesmen emphasize that such partner-
ships are both a reflection of emerging multipolarity and (in an echo of the
Western constructivist position on structure) a force accelerating this trend.44

Moreover, cultivating such partnerships enables China to pursue this goal
without resorting to the more directly confrontational (and under unipolar-
ity, probably futile) alternative of straightforward counter-hegemonic
balancing. Indeed, by eschewing alliances and cultivating such partnerships,
Beijing not only avoids antagonizing others, and perhaps exacerbating
concerns about its international intentions, it also gains a propaganda
advantage insofar as it can now portray U.S. efforts to reinvigorate, expand,
and redirect Cold War alliances in Asia and Europe as stubbornly
anachronistic.45

Has China’s shifting post–Cold War foreign policy conformed with the
expectations of neorealist balance-of-power theory? The theory goes a long
way toward explaining China’s initial post–Cold War focus on increasing its
own capabilities and improving ties with a weighty partner also concerned
about the implications of a Pax Americana. But to what extent is the current
Chinese strategy that emphasizes molding a more positive international
image and cooperation rather than rivalry with the other Great Powers con-
sistent with the expectations of structural realism? Structural realism indi-
cates that states will be sensitive to costs that the system imposes and will
modify policies if negative consequences accumulate. Indeed, though there
was no change in international structure in 1996, China’s foreign policy
shifted as the inadequacies of its original balancing efforts became clear.
China continued its effort to cope with the potentially dangerous conse-
quences of unchecked U.S. power, but through a more subtle strategy. Even
so, a structural-realist account of China’s new realpolitik will take one only
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so far. To better understand the current foreign policy line and assess its dura-
bility, requires the inclusion of China’s distinctive national attributes. Among
the most important of these features that fall outside the purview of neoreal-
ist theory are: the priority assigned economic modernization; enduring his-
torical legacies; the domestic political requirements of an insecure leadership
with a shallow reservoir of legitimacy; and the country’s nuclear inheritance.

Modernization
Because China is still a developing country, even if one with pockets of pros-
perity, the current regime continues to place top priority on the requirements
of economic modernization. Modernization is not only a prerequisite for
achieving world-class levels of influence, including military power, but also
an absolute political necessity for a communist leadership that staked its 
reputation on achieving this longstanding objective of China’s nationalist
movement when it initiated the post-Mao reform program in late 1978. The
requirements of modernization, in turn, encourage a foreign policy that 
facilitates access to the most useful sources of foreign investment and trade
(thus, the interest in maximizing the range of good bilateral relations with
the system’s advanced industrial states, especially the U.S.),46 access to scarce
resources and essential trade routes beyond China’s mainland (thus, the
interest in multilateral arrangements that resolve, or at least set aside, con-
flicting sovereignty claims with neighbors, while buying the time it will take
to develop a power projection capability that can serve as a coercive hedge
against the failure of diplomacy).

History
Because of China’s traumatic history of domination by foreign powers dur-
ing the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the leaders in Beijing attach
a high priority to respecting the legacy of the past. Among the hot-button
historical memories, none is hotter than the half century of Sino-Japanese
relations between 1895 and 1945.47 The legacy of Japan’s military action
against and occupation of China runs through Beijing like a fault line.
Japanese words and actions, even those with little real policy impact (e.g.,
subtle revisions in school textbooks, politicians’ visits to war memorials, the
occasional outrageous or careless comment about Japan’s role in World War II
by a right-wing politician expressing what is clearly the opinion of only a
small minority of Japanese) intermittently shake the foundation of Sino-
Japanese relations. These tremors exacerbate the territorial dispute over the
Diaoyu (Senkaku) islands and ensure Beijing’s sensitivity to any hint of a
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Japanese role in a future Taiwan Straits crisis under the terms of the recently
revised U.S.–Japan security guidelines. In a broader and more important
sense, past experience limits the strategic options a government in Beijing
will consider, in ways that confound structural-realist expectations based
simply on assessing capabilities. As Tom Christensen has suggested, balance-
of-power logic indicates that Japan should be viewed as a valuable strategic
asset for a China concerned about its inability to counter the capabilities of
the system’s dominant state (certainly a more plausibly valuable counter-
weight than impoverished post-Soviet Russia).48 Yet, Beijing instead focuses
on suspected intentions as much as known capabilities, takes Tokyo’s earlier
record of anti-Chinese hostility as a reliable guide to future behavior, and
alternates between worries about U.S. encouragement of an internationally
more active Japan under the terms of the U.S.–Japan security treaty, and fears
that a self-interested Japan will break the restraining bonds of its alliance and
assume the role of an independent Great Power.49

A second major national historical legacy that constrains China’s foreign
policy is the unresolved Taiwan dispute. The determination to reestablish
Beijing’s sovereign control over the islands now controlled by the regime in
Taipei sets a firm limit on Beijing’s current effort to soften perceptions of the
threat China’s growing capabilities may pose. The disastrous economic, mil-
itary, and diplomatic consequences of using force to uphold its claim to
Taiwan mean that self-interest reinforces Beijing’s proclaimed preference for
a peaceful settlement of this dispute. But domestic political sentiment at
both mass and elite levels means that the threat to use force, even if it carries
very high costs, is in all likelihood not an idle bluff. No mainland Chinese
regime can expect to survive the loss of Taiwan without a fight, certainly not
the current regime whose legitimacy now rests almost entirely on its nation-
alist credentials.50 “One-China” has become so engrained as part of the
national myth of the country, and the CCP leaders have so publicly com-
mitted themselves to its realization, that the regime has little wiggle room if
Taiwan takes steps that jeopardize reunification. Even if the strategy of reas-
suring others that China’s international intentions are benign, encourages
self-restraint, the conflicting national imperatives may well lead Beijing to
decide that the use of military force is an unfortunate necessity.51

Political Insecurity
If the political insecurity of the regime suggests potential problems with the
currently more cooperative foreign policy line, it also explains part of its
appeal. There is a domestic political payoff to the extent that Beijing has
recently been able to boost the regime’s international reputation. For a
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regime that cannot now ensure international respect based simply on defer-
ence to the capabilities it commands, the current policy designed to polish
China’s reputation may be a sensible alternative. More active and cooperative
participation in multilateral forums enables the PRC’s leaders to benefit from
what Iain Johnston labels “social backpatting,” in which the desirability of
praise is enhanced by the size of the group offering it.52 Beijing’s high-profile
bilateral exchanges, which are an essential feature of Great Power partner-
ships, also enable the CCP leadership to claim it has earned for China the
international status the country deserves, but was so long denied.

Nuclear Legacy
Finally, China’s nuclear inheritance, a legacy of its most impressive Cold War
military research and development effort, better enables the current regime
to embrace the new foreign policy line of the late 1990s by providing a
sturdy hedge against serious external threats to national security. Though
small and crude, relative to the deterrents the other major nuclear powers
possess, China’s arsenal is sufficient to require those who might challenge its
vital interests to confront the risk that they are triggering a chain of events
whose outcome could be quickly catastrophic. Because the logic of nuclear
deterrence is one in which national control and absolute amounts of puni-
tive capabilities, rather than alliances and relative strength, are what counts,
this logic works as well in the unipolar world as it did in its bipolar prede-
cessor. With the ultimate guarantee in hand, China can more safely under-
take its current experiment with multilateral approaches to resolving
international problems and its attempt to manage Great Power threats 
by cultivating multiple partnerships that reduce tensions and discourage
anti-China coalitions from forming.53

In sum, then, responding to systemic and national constraints, Beijing has
recast rather than discarded the techniques of realpolitik. For China at the
dawn of the twenty-first century, the historically familiar means for counter-
balancing the system’s dominant state are not promising. Classic “external
balancing” is not feasible. There are no partners with the clout, and more
importantly, with concerns about American power sufficiently strong to
serve as the basis for an old-fashioned strategic alliance. In addition, the
attractiveness of the U.S. as an economic partner for all major powers is 
an important offsetting consideration. Moreover, in the nuclear age, the
effectiveness of alliances, both in terms of their military significance and their
political viability, is questionable. Classic “internal balancing” is also not 
feasible. There is little prospect that China’s economic and military capabili-
ties will increase so rapidly that it can become a peer competitor of the
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United States in the next few decades. Indeed, given the domestic develop-
ment burdens Beijing faces, and given the nature of both economic and
military competition in the era of advanced technology (in which increased
funding is a necessary but not sufficient basis for modernization), China
would be hard-pressed to close the gap with “the world’s sole remaining
superpower” even if the U.S. stood still. In a world where all nations, includ-
ing the U.S., are sensitive to the imperatives of economic and military com-
petition, China faces a stiff challenge in simply achieving more modest
goals—remaining competitive with its neighbors in the East Asian region
and significantly raising the price a still stronger U.S. will have to pay if it
threatens China’s interests in its own backyard.54

China’s current foreign policy line is, then, an approach that makes the
best of a strategically difficult situation. It is a response to the structural con-
straints of a unipolar, anarchic international system, a response whose logic
is illuminated by structural realism, but whose content can only be under-
stood in light of the specific features of the Chinese case. The evolution of
China’s foreign policy line after the Cold War, as in the preceding decades,
confirms both the usefulness and limits of structural-realist accounts.
Neorealist balance-of-power theory, a product of theoretical science, identi-
fies important international-structural influences that constrain a state’s for-
eign policy. And, as ever, the usefulness of the theory for understanding a
particular case, the task of applied science, is demonstrated by exploring how
the causes it identifies interact with the many it has set aside. The durability
of the international system’s present structure and the national attributes
most important in shaping China’s foreign policy will together determine
whether Beijing’s subtle realpolitik that emerged in the late 1990s continues
or is supplanted by its historically more familiar, brash cousin.
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46. Several interviewees emphasized that after his “southern tour” in Spring 1992 
re-accelerating economic reform, Deng Xiaoping directed the foreign policy
establishment that good relations with the United States were an absolute neces-
sity, and that China must be prepared to make some compromises in order to
improve Sino-American relations. This directive has remained an important
guideline ever since.

47. Half a century on, China’s leaders continue to contrast Japan’s slow and reluctant
expressions of regret about its wartime activities with postwar Germany’s quick
and unhesitating renunciation of those undertaken by its Nazi predecessors. My
interviewees consistently repeated this familiar Chinese claim. For the views 
of foreign analysts that emphasize the depth of the changes within Japan, see
Peter J. Katzenstein and Nobuo Okawara, “Japan’s National Security: Structures,
Norms, and Policies,” International Security 17:4 (Spring 1993): 84–118;
Thomas U. Berger, “From Sword to Chrysanthemum: Japan’s Culture of 
Anti-Militarism,” International Security 17:4 (Spring 1993): 119–50.

48. See Christensen, “Chinese Realpolitik”; “China’s Rise and the Limits of Systemic
Theorizing.” The constraining force of this historical legacy was revealed again 
at the November 1998 summit in Tokyo when disagreements about how to
address the events of World War II apparently prevented Sino-Japanese relations
from moving to the next level of major power partnership.

49. A focus that sets aside non-structural factors that mold threat perceptions also
would miss the reasons why any such Chinese interest in strategic cooperation
would not likely be reciprocated. For reasons of geography as well as the history
of an earlier era during which imperial China was hegemonic in East Asia, Japan
remains more concerned about future Chinese intentions than about current U.S.
capabilities. Moreover, as with the Russian case, Japan would be loathe to alien-
ate its most valuable economic partner especially in an era of economic difficulty.
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50. None of the interviewees doubted that military force would be used if necessary
to prevent the loss of Taiwan. One interviewee with close ties to the military
pointed out that force would be used even though the PLA expects it would lose
the battle that would inevitably involve the United States. He emphasized that
the CCP regime could survive if it fights and loses, but not if it concedes with-
out a fight.

51. See Freeman, “Preventing War in the Taiwan Strait.” China’s leaders must also
worry about demonstration effects in Tibet, Xinjiang, and Inner Mongolia
should it backtrack on its refusal to abandon sovereign claims. Each of the terri-
tories poses distinct problems, and none shares many similarities to the Taiwan
case, but Beijing is most likely risk averse in this issue area, especially after 
witnessing the unraveling of the multiethnic Soviet state in the early 1990s.

52. See Alastair Iain Johnston, “Socialization in International Institutions: The
ASEAN Regional Forum and IR Theory,” unpublished paper prepared for the
Penn-Dartmouth conference on “The Emerging International Relations of 
the Asia-Pacific Region,” May 8–9, 1998, Christopher H. Browne Center for
International Politics, University of Pennsylvania.

53. A key question, to which there are not yet clear answers, is why China agreed to
end its testing program and sign the CTBT in the summer of 1996. If the deci-
sion reflected a belief that nuclear weapons were not essential to China’s security,
then the position I have staked out is contradicted. If, as seems more likely, the
decision reflected a belief that China’s final series of tests ensured it of at least a
minimal deterrent capability, then accession to the CTBT is consistent with both
the importance of maintaining the nuclear guarantee and a willingness to trade
off military capabilities (in this case, at least slowing, if not crippling, warhead
modernization) for diplomatic gains.

54. On the challenges facing China as it tries to increase its military capabilities rel-
ative to its most plausible adversaries, see Goldstein, “Great Expectations”;
Andrew J. Nathan and Robert S. Ross, The Great Wall and the Empty Fortress:
China’s Search for Security (New York: W.W. Norton, 1997); cf. Richard
Bernstein and Ross H. Munro, The Coming Conflict with China (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1997). On the lower barriers to acquiring a capability to com-
plicate U.S. foreign policy decisions in the Western Pacific, see Thomas J.
Christensen, “Posing Problems without Catching Up: China’s Rise and Challenges
for U.S. Security Policy,” International Security 25:4 (Spring 2001): 5–40.
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CHAPTER 8

America Deals with North Korea: 
A Realist’s Approach

Robert L. Gallucci

I propose to offer some observations drawn from our most recent past in
dealing with North Korea—those that seem to emerge from the
American negotiations with the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea

(DPRK) over the last seven years. Let me offer three observations, and then
suggest what implications or lessons seem to follow. First, it seems to me, that
we do not know with any confidence what the North Korean grand strategy
is. We do not know even if, looking ahead five, ten, or fifteen years, the
DPRK has a consistent goal or coherent strategy for dealing with the South,
with the U.S. of America, with Japan, or with the rest of the world. Since we
do not know what the North Korean strategy is, we really do not know
which of the two kinds of approaches to North Korea is more nearly correct.
One approach assumes that North Korean strategy has been aimed at deter-
rence in the purpose of defense. North Korea, by this interpretation, is look-
ing at the growing strength of South Korea over decades, the loss of
protection from its principal ally, the Soviet Union, and a reorientation of its
other ally, China, and concludes that it needs a way to counter, to check, to
deter, the U.S. in alliance with the Republic of Korea (ROK), its enemy to
the south. It needs a way, as Vice Foreign Minister Kang Sok Ju used to say
to me, to stop the U.S. from strangling North Korea.

If North Korea is simply looking for a way to stop an overwhelming
onslaught from the South, then the North Korean nuclear weapons and 
ballistic missile programs might simply be part of this strategy. Moreover, it
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would be quite reasonable to conclude, since both programs were, and are
“for sale,” that the North is prepared to abandon these programs. If the
North thought it could use the sale of these programs to buy a new relation-
ship with the U.S., with South Korea, with Japan, and with the rest of the
world, and if the price for which the North could sell these programs was
high enough to meet their needs for defense, to boost their sagging economy,
and to help them to some level of economic reform, then it would be rea-
sonable to look favorably upon the process that we are engaged in with 
the North. It is not important at what point the North decided upon this
strategy; what is important is that it’s a defensive strategy. That is one view.
And it would be good news, particularly if it were true.

Another view, another school of thought, would be that the North
Korean strategy was, is, and most importantly, always will be aimed at creat-
ing the opportunity for the North to overwhelm the South and unify the
peninsula at the first opportunity that should be presented—and almost cer-
tainly by the use of force. If this is the fundamental strategy, the goal of the
DPRK, then the nuclear weapons and the ballistic missile programs are not
designed for deterrence in a defensive strategy; rather they are, for deterrence
in an offensive strategy. They are designed to undercut the alliances between
the U.S. and Japan, and the U.S. and the ROK. According to this view, if the
day comes when the North can successfully engage the South with its con-
ventional forces, they will have the capability to deter the U.S. from execut-
ing its alliance obligations and even deter the Japanese from extending
support. According to this view, the long-range purpose of the North Korean
strategy is offensive, the purpose of these weapons systems—the nuclear
weapons and the ballistic missiles—is offensive, and they were not, are not,
and will not be for sale. They may be for rent, they may be for lease, but they
are not for sale. According to this approach, the North will never give them
up and we ought to recognize that.

So the initial part of the first observation is that since we do not know
what North Korean strategy is, there certainly may be more Kum Chang
Rhee’s, more caves and caverns, and we certainly cannot tell whether our
negotiating partner is acting in “good faith,” or as I have learned, Koreans
like to say, “sincerely.”

The second part of the first observation about our ignorance of North
Korean strategy is that we do not know if North Korea is essentially and 
fundamentally deterred from a military offensive, no matter what the 
circumstances. That is very important.

I note that the U.S. and the ROK, to the best of my knowledge, have con-
cluded that their combined forces will prevail in any conceivable engagement
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with North Korean forces. The issue here is what we think they think. One
view, again, is that the North Koreans can see the U.S.–ROK advantage as
clearly as we can, because it is that clear. And that therefore deterrence on the
Korean peninsula is extremely stable; it is secure and we really do not have to
worry about a strike out of the blue from the North. But there is another
view. If the North should see certain collapse, if the regime leadership should
see inevitable absorption into the South in the distance, it may opt for pre-
ventive war; or if there should be a catastrophic incident of some kind, the
regime may see imminent collapse, the possibility of intervention from the
South, and thus the virtue of a preemptive strike. In other words, the con-
cern is that the regime may calculate that an engagement, even a large-scale
engagement, will leave it in a better circumstance than would either the col-
lapse or absorption scenarios.

The second observation is that just because we understand the value of a
unified Washington–Tokyo–Seoul approach to North Korea, it does not
mean that we will always achieve one. It seems clear that Japan, South Korea,
and the U.S. have substantial common interests and common objectives, 
but very often different perceptions and perspectives. Examples abound.
Many in the U.S. understood that the South Korean attitude toward our
direct negotiations with the DPRK was not always positive. And there 
were times when, quite frankly, Americans regarded Kim Young Sam’s
approach to the negotiations as vacillating, difficult, and driven by domestic
politics rather than national security calculations: seeking retribution rather
than resolution. I myself was struck by the “thermostatic” quality of the
South Korean response. It seemed that when we really wanted to negotiate
and were trying to “warm up” a little bit with the North, President Kim
would turn down the thermostat and cool us off. And then, as soon as we
decided that we needed to get tougher, perhaps seeking international sanc-
tions, he would want to soften the approach, avoid confrontation, and
encourage negotiations with the North. We had a hard time getting on the
same wavelength.

That was then, and this is now. Now we look at President Kim Dae-jung’s
policy, and note that it has become known as the Sunshine Policy toward the
North. We see it as consistent, open, flexible, resilient in the face of provo-
cation, and significantly reflecting much less of a concern about the threat
from the North. This is a different policy. It is clearly consistent with the
approach that the U.S. and the Japanese have agreed upon. We are working
trilaterally, and generally moving in the direction of engagement with the
North. But one thing that is missing is a shared focus on the threat from the
North, particularly with respect to the separate elements of the threat. We do
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not all agree on how to assess the threat from nuclear weapons, the threat
from ballistic missiles, and the conventional threat.

I was in Japan right after the North Korean ballistic missile test on the 
last day of August 1998. I would say that the Taepo-Dong test “got Japan’s
attention,” and there was quite a lot of concern that there would be another
test in 1999. I think it is fair to say that the concern about North Korean 
ballistic missiles in Tokyo was much greater than in Seoul. As a matter of
fact, there was, dare I say, some admiration in Seoul for a missile fired over
Japan. “Pretty good,” some South Koreans thought, “Not bad.”

The U.S., as you have noticed, has been deeply concerned about the
North Korean nuclear weapons program for a long time, and I think, more
so than South Korea. The U.S. focused almost exclusively on nuclear
weapons in the Agreed Framework. Since then, the U.S. has also focused on
ballistic missiles. You will see that focus reflected in the rationale for a
national missile defense by the U.S. Some here are prepared to antagonize
Russia, China, Europe, and the rest of the world, and expend billions of dol-
lars, all to deal principally with a threat from North Korean ballistic missiles.
Moreover, the Perry Report, which sets the course for future policy, has the
nuclear weapons and ballistic missile programs of North Korea as the focus
of American concern.

Why is that interesting? It is interesting because that troubles the South
Koreans. There is in South Korea, I think, a continuing, latent fear that the
U.S. would sell out the South if it could do so and achieve its strategic objec-
tives with respect to ballistic missiles and nuclear weapons. And that is
important because it is the new manifestation of the old concern about the
North Korean wedge dividing the ROK and the U.S. There is a concern that
the U.S. will forget that the essential issue is the political confrontation
between North and South, that the U.S. in its policy prescriptions will for-
get the absolute necessity of keeping the North–South dialogue central to its
objectives, that the U.S. will instead focus on the objectives it has with
respect to the threat that could reach the continental U.S. So there are 
really different perspectives here, certainly emphasized, between South
Korea, Japan, and the U.S., and these differences can occasionally lead to
tensions.

The third observation is that domestic support for engagement with
North Korea is shallow at best in the U.S., and is difficult to plumb, for me
at least, in the ROK. This is particularly true if by “engagement” we mean
something more than negotiating. Victor Cha, a faculty member at
Georgetown University’s School of Foreign Service, has noted that we should
mean something more by “engagement,” specifically, a positive attitude

158 ● Robert L. Gallucci

Hanami-08.qxd  9/26/03  7:56 AM  Page 158



toward inducements. We would expect to work through the use of “carrots”
as well as the threat of negative consequences.

But for the U.S. Congress, for the media in the U.S., and for a fair num-
ber of American people, negotiation with rogues—and we have defined
North Korea as a rogue state—is a borderline traitorous and immoral act. For
many, if engagement in negotiation means concessions, it means compro-
mise, and this means compromising the national security, because this is a
national security issue. Making concessions is equated to being blackmailed;
the U.S. becomes a victim, rather than a Great Power. The negotiator–
diplomat is characterized as engaging in appeasement. Such an approach is
said to be counterproductive, giving the “wrong signal.” According to this
view, negotiation and engagement with North Korea sustains the most evil
regime left on earth; it is naive and wrong.

The point is that there is no reservoir of support for a policy of negotia-
tion; and that may be an understatement. Even the Perry Report rejects the
concept of “buyouts.” Buyouts are described as incompatible with American
values and unwise in dealing with North Korea. This is the report whose 
fundamental policy prescription is engagement. Somehow, then, we need to
engage, but not to have buyouts. The negotiator is to be pitied.

So we must be wary in the U.S., and maybe in the ROK too, of our abil-
ity to sustain domestic support for the policy we would presume 
to pursue, call it engagement or sunshine. We should be wary of the vulner-
ability to domestic attack, the shallowness of domestic support.

What are the implications of these observations? First, from the recogni-
tion that we have a fundamental ignorance of North Korean strategy, I 
conclude that we have to be very careful to avoid making the Agreed
Framework—the one arrangement that we now have with the North that
seems to have some durability—an end in itself. Since we do not know what
North Korean calculations are, the Framework must remain a means to an
end. The implication is that if there are credible concerns about possible
secret nuclear sites in the North, we should abandon the Agreed Framework
if we cannot resolve those concerns. That has to be, in my view, our stated
policy. It has to be the way we approach the North. The Agreed Framework
is not a mechanism for continuing a good relationship with North Korea. It
is a mechanism designed to deal with a nuclear weapons program. If the
Framework is not working, it ought not be sustained.

The second part of the first point on ignorance goes to the durability of
our deterrent relationship. Quite simply, no matter what else may arise to
cause tension in our allied relations, and no matter what may be said about
North Korean nuclear weapons or ballistic missile capability, we need to
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have, and to project, an unambiguous, shared commitment to the defense of
the South.

The second implication, from the recognition of the divergence of allied
perspectives, is that we cannot consult too much. We do have consultative
mechanisms, more formal mechanisms now among the three and they must
be maintained. The reassurance from the U.S. must go beyond the security
of the ROK. There must be a consistent emphasis on the part of American
policy makers, both privately and publicly, on the need to keep the goal of a
political dialogue between the North and the South as a central 
feature in the American strategy of dealing with the DPRK.

The third implication, from the observation about the shallowness of
domestic support for an engagement policy, is that we have to be clearer, and
in a sense more honest about what we can expect from the policy. There
should be clarity on the limits and uncertainties of this policy of engagement;
I do not think we are “coming clean” now. For example, we should be clear
that the implications of trade, relaxing sanctions, giving food aid, and 
pursuing track-two diplomacy wherever possible, could well be the cause the
collapse of the regime in the North as this new economic and political open-
ness, this sunshine, turns out to be more than the North’s repressive regime
can tolerate. The model that we have followed elsewhere, where sunshine has
brought down repressive Communist regimes, might well be repeated in this
case, very nearly the last one on earth.

That is one possible outcome. But another possible outcome is that by
engagement we will be propping up this regime and saving it from the nat-
ural course of decline that other Communist regimes have followed. We may
be sustaining this economy, this totalitarian state, the worst of all Stalinist
regimes. This engagement may be entirely counterproductive in terms of the
long-term future that we would like to see on the peninsula. So, the virtue of
a policy of engagement may be limited to stopping the North’s nuclear
weapons and ballistic missile programs by negotiated restraints and limited
“buyouts.” But the policy may not promote, indeed, it may delay the 
emergence of a democratic regime. We should be honest about that.

Second, we should be clear about the stakes. Those of us who were
involved in the 1993–1994 negotiations were privately very clear about what
was at stake. We felt the burden on our shoulders. But I do not think that
we ever quite adequately conveyed that publicly. We thought that in the
absence of successful negotiations, failing to negotiate something like 
the Agreed Framework meant that North Korea would pursue a nuclear
weapons program. Moreover, it would be a serious nuclear weapons pro-
gram: three reactors, one at 5 megawatts, one at 50 megawatts, and one at
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200 megawatts. We can calculate the plutonium production of these 
reactors, and it comes to about 150 kilograms of plutonium per year. That is
enough for about 30 nuclear weapons. Such a program would be bigger than
India’s, bigger than Pakistan’s, and bigger than what most people calculate as
Israel’s. That is what we were trying to stop.

The third point, then, is that we had no other acceptable way to prevent
this outcome. We ought to be clear, in other words, about options and out-
comes so that we can evaluate what “carrots” buy. It is on this point that 
I have a complaint with the Perry Report. It still seems to me that in the
absence of a willingness to conclude the Agreed Framework, to provide 5 
or 6 billion dollars in light water reactors and heavy fuel oil worth about 
50 million dollars a year, there was and is no other way to stop the North’s
nuclear weapons program except by the use of force and the conduct of a
war. The third approach, to hunker down, enhance deterrence and defense,
is fine. But recognize that an enhanced defensive and deterrent posture
would mean accepting a huge nuclear weapons program mated with an
extended range ballistic missile program in North Korea; recognize that if we
rely on deterrence and maybe theater and national missile defense, instead of
a war or a policy of engagement, we must accept North Korea as a nuclear
weapons state with a ballistic missile delivery system.

It is important to understand that North Korea is not obliged to give up
these programs. We can deplore the ballistic missile program in North Korea,
but there are many other countries that decided they wanted ballistic missiles
for their own defense and deterrence, and those nations test them occasion-
ally. There are a number of other countries that decided they wanted to have
nuclear weapons programs and pursued them as well. One might say that
North Korea made the mistake of joining the NPT, so they would be violat-
ing their international undertakings if they pursued nuclear weapons devel-
opment. But one should recall that the North was going to withdraw from
the Treaty in 1993. Moreover, if the North stayed in the Treaty and accepted
safeguards, it could be a member in good standing of the Treaty regime and
still produce 150 kilograms of plutonium each year. There’s nothing in the
NPT barring plutonium production in large quantity. The North could even
transfer some of that plutonium under safeguards to other NPT parties, such
as Iran, Iraq, and Libya, and not violate any international undertakings.

So the question is, when a country is pursuing ballistic missile develop-
ment and export, and nuclear weapons–related activity, how do you get it to
stop? If the decision is not to use force, because a war would be costly, then
negotiation and engagement may be the only course. Sometimes sanctions
may be an option, if the leverage exists, and if those who have it are prepared
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to use it. I do not think sanctions would have stopped the North. We ought
to be prepared to discuss all this openly. We ought also be prepared to say
that this is not the regime we would like to see in North Korea, but it is the
regime we have to work with in North Korea.

I conclude by proposing that we embrace engagement, intelligently as the
Perry Report recommends, and that we embrace Sunshine, courageously as
Kim Dae-jung has advocated. But let us also be clear that in foreign policy,
just as in domestic policy, there is no free lunch: the policy comes with a
price that we should expect to pay, and with risks that we must be prepared
to take.

Note

This text was derived from remarks presented by Robert L. Gallucci at “The Forum on
Promoting International Scientific, Technological and Economic Cooperation in the
Korean Peninsula: Enhancing Stability and International Dialogue” in Rome, Italy on
May 31, 2000. The views presented are the author’s own, and do not necessarily 
represent those of the U.S. government.
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CHAPTER 9

Why States Believe Foolish Ideas:
Nonself-Evaluation by States and

Societies
Stephen Van Evera

Socialization and Self-Evaluation

K enneth Waltz argues that states are socialized to the international
system because they will be injured or even destroyed if they fail to
adapt to it.1 I believe this claim is correct but should be qualified.

Most states are indeed socialized to the international system, but their socializa-
tion is often slow and sometimes minimal because states widely fail to evaluate
their own ideas and policies. Organization theorists note that organizations are
poor self-evaluators; I argue here that states suffer the same syndrome.

This failure to self-evaluate impedes national learning and allows misper-
ceptions to flourish. Myths, false propaganda, and anachronistic beliefs per-
sist in the absence of strong evaluative institutions to test ideas against logic
and evidence, weeding out those that fail. As a result national learning is slow
and forgetting is quick. The external environment is perceived only dimly,
through a fog of myths and misperceptions.

States that misperceive their environment in this way are bound to fail to
adapt to it, even when the penalties of such a failure are high. Blind to the
incentives they face, they will respond inappropriately, even if they accept in
principle the need to adapt.

The following two sections frame reasons why self-evaluation is hard for
organizations and outline ways that parallel problems inhibit evaluation in
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governments and whole societies. The next two sections discuss tactics used
by opponents to inhibit or prevent evaluation and frame conditions that are
more and less conducive to self-evaluation. The last two sections look at cases
that shed light on this theory and offer some concluding thoughts.

Why Organizations Cannot Self-Evaluate

Aaron Wildavsky contends that organizations evaluate their own policies and
beliefs poorly because they often turn against their own evaluative units,
attacking or destroying them.2 Evaluation promotes innovation and change.
This threatens the jobs and status of incumbent members of the organization.
Hence incumbents often seek to hamper or prevent evaluation and to punish
evaluators. These incumbents tend to dominate the organization’s decision
making, so evaluation finds itself with stronger enemies than friends within
the organization. Hence self-evaluation is often timid and ineffective.3

In essence, the organization suffers an autoimmune disease of the brain.
It attacks its own thinking–learning apparatus if that apparatus does its job.
As a result the organization thinks poorly and learns slowly.

Private companies hire outside management consultants to get around
this problem. Outside consultants know less about company operations than
company insiders but are less inhibited from telling what they know.
Companies hire them less for their special expertise and more because they
can expose problems that members of the organization, if tasked to evaluate,
will pretend not to see. Their ability to speak freely is often the main value
that outside consultants provide.

The obstruction of evaluation takes several forms. Targets of evaluation
may simply move to threaten or destroy the organization’s evaluative
units. Threats are often enough to inhibit evaluation, making evaluative
units into “selective evaluators” that dilute their judgments to avoid making
enemies.4

Alternately, targets of evaluation can create competing units to produce
pseudo-evaluation and disinformation that drowns out the voice of evalua-
tion.5 Or they can refuse to cooperate with evaluators. Specifically, they can
withhold or doctor data that evaluators need for their evaluation, or they can
bargain for leniency in exchange for data. Or they can threaten evaluators
with social ostracism or co-opt them with personal friendship.

Evaluative units also fail if they lack an evaluative ethos. This happens if
members of the evaluative unit omit evaluation from their own definition of
their professional mission, or if they do not recognize the importance of eval-
uation, or if their emotional loyalties lie with those they assess.

164 ● Stephen Van Evera

Hanami-09.qxd  9/26/03  7:57 AM  Page 164



Often these problems cannot be solved without creating others. Outside
evaluators may need help from experienced organization insiders to assess
competently. If these insiders are excluded, the evaluators may make mistakes
of ignorance. As a result, it may be impossible to exclude insiders from the
evaluation team, despite the danger that they will corrupt the evaluation.

Finally, evaluative units themselves may be hard to evaluate. As a result,
others may not be aware when self-evaluation fails; so nothing is done to cor-
rect the failure, and it persists. Because nonevaluation is underestimated, it is
more pervasive.

In short, organizations nonself-evaluate because obstacles to organiza-
tional self-evaluation are formidable. Wildavsky summarized: “I started out
thinking it was bad for organizations not to evaluate, and I ended up won-
dering why they ever do it. Evaluation and organization, it turns out, are to
some extent contradictory terms.”6

Nonself-evaluation is not universal. Organizations that face a competitive
environment, such as most private firms, must do some self-evaluation to
survive. This puts a minimum limit on how little evaluation the organization
can get away with. Those falling below the minimum limit are destroyed. But
nonevaluation can reach extremes if organizations face little market or other
environmental discipline—as with most government agencies.

Why States Cannot Self-Evaluate

Most political science literature on national misperception relies heavily on
psychological explanations.7 However, the failure to self-evaluate is a cause of
national misperception that arises more from institutional dynamics than
human psychology. This highlights the value of adding organization theory
to the tools we use to understand national misperception.

Nonself-evaluation explains national misperception in two ways. First,
government bureaucracies nonself-evaluate. At a minimum, agencies with
evaluative responsibilities are not invited to evaluate—they are kept out of
the loop, their opinions are not sought. At a maximum, government agen-
cies actively suppress their own internal evaluative units and are discouraged
from evaluating the beliefs and policies of other agencies. As a result, official
misperceptions persist that would fall under scrutiny. Thus before World
War I, German navy chief, Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz, censured and silenced
those German naval officers who dared to reassess his mistaken strategic cal-
culations,8 and French army officers were punished or purged for criticizing
unwise and offensive official doctrines.9 In the U.S., General Billy Mitchell
was court-martialled for demonstrating the value of airpower at sea, and
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State Department “China Hands” were purged in the 1940s and 1950s for
accurately reporting the weakness and corruption of China’s Chiang Kai
Shek government.10 During Vietnam, the CIA was deterred by the military
and White House officials from accurately reporting Vietcong troop
strength. (Accurate reports would have raised questions about the military’s
performance and White House, policy.)11 Meanwhile false evaluators often
prosper. Many U.S. officials responsible for corrupting U.S. intelligence—
for example, for the erroneous “bomber gap” estimates of the mid-1950s, for
miscalculations about Vietnam, and for politicizing CIA intelligence in the
1980s—were later reappointed or promoted.12

Government organizations suppress inside evaluation partly to protect
bureaucratic incumbents and also for other reasons. Inside dissenters can
hamper policy implementation by leaking unfavorable information on the
policy to outsiders. This breaks the agency’s monopoly of information,
enabling informed criticism of the policy from observers outside the agency.
This can empower external opposition that may kill the policy in the cradle.
Fearing such leaks, agency leaders will confine policymaking to “team play-
ers” that favor the policy from the outset. Agency leaders will also hesitate to
order internal analyses of the policy, fearing that the analysis will be leaked
and then taken out of context in public debate. For example, a technical
analysis might show curable problems with a policy, but might be used by
external policy opponents to suggest that the policy is infeasible. Fearing
such a chain of events, the agency leader never asks for the technical analysis
in the first place. The question “How would that study’s results look in the
New York Times?” often deters needed internal assessments.

Confining policymaking to team players and limiting internal analysis
prevents leaks that could stymie the policy’s implementation, but it allows
the policy to escape hard questions during its formulation. Thus nonevalua-
tion stems partly from tension between the demands of policy formulation
and policy implementation. Sound policy often cannot be made without 
dissent but cannot be implemented with too much of it either.

Second, the whole society can also suffer the nonself-evaluation syndrome:
the national process of evaluating public policy is damaged by a scaled-up
version of the same dynamics that afflict organizations. Academe, the press,
and other nongovernmental evaluative institutions often fail to evaluate
because evaluation makes enemies that often have the power to defeat or
deter it. Government agencies or officials that are targets of evaluation can
attack or deter evaluators by finding ways to cut their funding. They can
drown out evaluation by setting up sham evaluative units to generate disin-
formation and pseudo-analysis. They can co-opt evaluators with special
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perquisites. They can domesticate evaluators that need their data by releasing
this data only to congenial analysts. They can conceal their strategies and
policies, leaving evaluators without a clear target to assess. They can shift
rationales and arguments, hoping to exhaust evaluators by presenting a mov-
ing target. They can smear the reputations of evaluators by releasing defam-
atory state-collected information. They can threaten to deny evaluators
hoped-for state employment. And in countries where civil liberties are
unprotected, government agencies can of course use police state measures—
prison, torture, murder, and the like—to punish and deter evaluators.

Governments are not the only actors that impede or destroy evaluation.
Any strong actor or group can do it. Since the 1960s Cuban–American
extremists have silenced American voices that questioned their views, often
by violence or threat of violence.13 The American tobacco industry has used
the threat of expensive lawsuits to silence critics who point to the industry’s
many misdeeds.14 And U.S. business firms often punish Wall Street invest-
ment houses whose stock analysts rate their stock poorly by moving their
underwriting and bond business elsewhere. As a result, Wall Street stock ana-
lysts glowingly recommend most stocks and almost never name companies
they would sell.15 Like the children in Garrison Keillor’s mythical Minnesota
town, all stocks are miraculously above average!

However, states are the most important anti-evaluators. States have the
greatest power to curb evaluation, and the blunders they make in the absence
of evaluation have the greatest consequences.

Thus societies, being very large organizations, suffer the same pathology
that damages organizational learning. Nongovernmental units that evaluate
public policy are usually weaker than those they evaluate. Those they evalu-
ate usually resent and resist evaluation. Hence policy evaluators are often
destroyed, deterred, out-shouted, or co-opted. The whole society opposes the
national thinking and learning apparatus, just as its bureaucratic components
oppose their evaluative subunits.

Moreover, the defects in evaluation of national beliefs and policies are
often underestimated by those not close to it. As a result, too little is done to
compensate for poor evaluation, or to improve it. Academics have a monop-
oly on academic expertise. As a result, outsiders often cannot tell how little
evaluation academe actually produces so they fail to criticize academe for its
failure to evaluate. Professors are therefore free to immerse themselves in
irrelevant research on obscure topics—a common academic pastime, espe-
cially in the social sciences—without being criticized for their irrele-
vance. They can be as irresponsible as they wish, a freedom that many fully
exploit.
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In short, impediments to self-evaluation operate on a national as well as
organizational scale. Public policy analysis seldom reaches the standards
achieved the professions and natural sciences because policy evaluation is
crushed, deterred, or co-opted. As a result, policy debate often assumes an
inane character. Key hypotheses and assumptions are unspecified and
untested, and facts are assumed without proof. Charlatans who purvey dis-
information on behalf of special interests often have the loudest voice and the
last word. Thus Ernst Cassirer once noted the “deep chasm” between the 
customs of scientific and political inquiry:16

When it comes to political action man seems to follow rules quite differ-
ent from those recognized in all his mere theoretical activities. No one
would think of solving a problem of natural science or a technical prob-
lem by the methods that are recommended and put into action in the
solution of political questions. In the first case we never aim to use any-
thing but rational methods. . . . But in man’s practical and social life the
defeat of rational thought seems to be complete and irrevocable.

In politics, Cassirer notes, “modern man is supposed to forget everything he
has learned in the development of his intellectual life. He is admonished to
go back to the first rudimentary stages of human culture.” In political dia-
logue “rational and scientific thought openly confess their breakdown.”17

Evaluation is weak because social knowledge affects the distribution of
social and political power. Hence the creation of social knowledge is politi-
cized. Elites suppress evaluation because it often threatens their social or
political positions. Society needs evaluation to formulate effective state poli-
cies but smothers it to protect the social and political order from challenge.
Thus in 1939 the American sociologist Robert Lynd wrote:18

A world foundering disastrously because of its inability to make its insti-
tutions work is asking the social sciences: “What do you know? What do
you propose?” And, unfortunately for the peace of mind of the social sci-
entist, these questions are not asked with complete dispassion; not infre-
quently they are loaded in the sense of, “Tell us what we want to hear, or
else—!” . . . The social scientist finds himself caught, therefore, between
the rival demands for straight, incisive, and, if need be, radically divergent
thinking, and the growingly insistent demand that his thinking shall not
be subversive. . . . [The university professor] lives in a world which, by and
large, is not asking, “Is Smith trying to get at the facts? Is he trying to be
fair and constructive at the same time that he is unwilling to pull his
punch?” but which asks, “Are you for us, or against us?”
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Likewise Hans Morgenthau noted that societies destroy those who question
the myths that support the power and authority of dominant groups:19

In all societies certain social problems cannot be investigated at all, or
only at grave risk to the investigator. The basic philosophic assumptions
by which society lives are beyond scientific investigation, for to question
them is tantamount to questioning the worth of society itself, its justice,
its rationality, its very right to exist. . . . [Evaluative social science becomes]
a political threat to the defenders or the opponents of the status quo or to
both; for the social conventions about power, which political science can-
not help subjecting to a critical—and often destructive—examination, are
one of the main sources from which the claims to power, and hence power
itself, derive.

Evaluation often serves no interest except the general interest. Hence even
oppositions and out-groups will not evaluate: instead they, like their oppo-
nents, issue self-serving propaganda. As a result the “free marketplace of
ideas” often creates a confusion-sowing competition among charlatans that
generates more darkness than light. Thus Marxist critics of capitalist foreign
policies crafted their criticism less to explain reality than to strengthen the
case for socialist rule. For example, in their studies of imperialism V. I. Lenin
and Rosa Luxemburg endorsed the false economic notions of nineteenth-
century American and European imperialists because this helped them argue
that capitalism fostered imperialism, hence was warlike, and so was inferior
to socialism.20 Their writings were less “evaluation” than self-serving propa-
ganda, crafted to advance socialist claims to power. Finding truth was a 
secondary concern.21

In sum, states misperceive partly because national evaluative machinery is
weak or defective, evaluation meets powerful resistance, and it often profits
no one capable of doing it. As a result, state decisions are often taken with-
out serious analysis, on the basis of simplistic analogies or misinformation.
Careful assessment of key ideas is never done.

Nonevaluation is a permissive condition that allows militaristic and
nationalistic myths to survive. If evaluation is effective, such ideas are chal-
lenged and filtered out. More often evaluation is weak; this allows such
myths to persist once they gain a footing. Nonevaluation also is a prerequi-
site for diversionary war—that is, wars begun by elites to stir public support
for the regime.22 This ploy succeeds only because the public is unaware that
the war is a political ruse. Better evaluation would unmask the ruse, making
it ineffective. Other kinds of war-causing misperceptions—false optimism,
conflict spirals, deterrence failure stemming from acts of appeasement that
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grow from underestimates of others’ hostility, and so forth—are also reduced
by strong policy evaluation and thus are fostered by nonevaluation. If mis-
perception is a major cause of war, so also is nonevaluation.

A political science literature has developed on the topic of government
learning—that is, of when and how states improve their understanding of the
world.23 The tone of this writing is unduly optimistic about the possibility
of government learning because it omits the problem of nonevaluation.
Nonevaluation is a powerful retardant to government learning and a power-
ful cause of government forgetting. It makes states inherently prone to over-
look what they once knew; to accept and to act on false and even silly
premises; and hence to make policy blunders. It would be good if govern-
ments could create and conserve knowledge. But evaluation is a prime engine
of learning—perhaps a prerequisite for learning—and governments are
reflexively hostile to evaluation. Hence government learning is almost an
oxymoron. Governments can learn, but only poorly and unreliably, and they
often forget at an even faster rate.

Tactics Used Against Evaluation

What specific mechanics are used to inhibit evaluation? Evaluation is often
suppressed by direct attack on evaluators. Thus before World War I, dissident
German scholars were disciplined or fired from universities,24 and critics of
official policies were hounded from the German navy.25 French officers who
criticized the French army’s doomed offensive war plan saw their writing
suppressed and their careers destroyed.26 In Germany, after the war the his-
torian Hermann Kantorowicz was attacked by his colleagues for debunking
the myth that Britain had organized an aggressive encirclement of Germany
before 1914, and his work was suppressed.27 Later the historian Fritz Fischer
saw his government funding cut and was denounced for “national
masochism” in the press after publishing studies that exposed German
responsibility for World War I.28

In Japan before World War II, government analysts who warned against
confrontation with the U.S. were fired and arrested.29 Academics who ques-
tioned Japan’s expansionism were dismissed, and publishers were forbidden
to publish authors who failed to toe the official line.30

During the 1950s, American scholars who displeased the Taiwan govern-
ment were attacked by the China lobby and its U.S. allies. The lobby forced
the Institute of Pacific Relations to close.31 Prominent China specialists were
smeared with false charges of pro-communist sympathy and were investigated
by the Congress.32 Ross Koen believes that the lobby achieved “the virtual
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destruction of the public and governmental reputations and influence of
many of the foremost private China specialists in the U.S.”33

French journalists were intimidated, arrested and fined, beaten, or
expelled from Algeria if they covered the seamier side of French operations
in the Algerian war of independence (1954–1962).34 The French press bent
to this pressure, omitting coverage of many ugly stories.35

The Indian government purged and replaced Indian military officers who
correctly warned in 1961 that China would resist India’s incursions in the
Himalayas.36 And after these incursions provoked China to rout India’s
forces, the Indian government raided the offices of the publisher of Neville
Maxwell’s India’s China War, which had exposed the government’s prewar
blundering.37 A folly caused by attacking evaluators can often be concealed
by punishing or deterring later evaluators.

In the U.S. many television journalists lost their jobs during the black-
listing of the McCarthy period. And Congress has investigated the major
television networks for airing documentaries that offended powerful special
interests.38

Needless to say, evaluators in communist dictatorships have fared far
worse. Josef Stalin, Mao Zedong, Pol Pot, and Kim Il-sung routinely jailed,
tortured, and murdered critics who questioned their policies until all were
terrified into silence.

Evaluators that are not attacked may be ignored. Ibn Khaldun, the great
Arab historian of antiquity (1332–1406), was until recently largely forgotten
in the Arab world and was only rediscovered by Arabs via Western scholars.
Like all great historians Khaldun had sinned by criticizing his own people.
After his rediscovery, his works were banned in Iraq for their supposed criti-
cism of Arabs.39 The writings of Karl von Clausewitz have been widely ignored
by modern militaries, who find his arguments for defensive tactics and civilian
control uncongenial; the less insightful but more agreeable writings of Antoine
Jomini are much more widely read at military academies.40 Historians who
deviated from official post-1918 German innocence propaganda, such as
Bernadotte Schmitt, were unread in Germany after World War I.41 During late
1950s, top U.S. policymakers never gave a proper hearing to government ana-
lysts who warned that U.S. policies would soon provoke a Chinese attack on
U.S. forces in Korea.42 And during the 1960s the works of renowned Vietnam
expert Bernard Fall were unknown to Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara
for many years; although Fall taught in Washington, the Defense Department
preferred to import a more congenial expert from England.43

Alternately, evaluators may find their message suppressed. Lord
Lansdowne, Conservative Party leader in the British House of Lords, had
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difficulty finding a British newspaper willing to publish his peace proposal in
1916.44 The 1971 film The Sorrow and the Pity, which exploded the treas-
ured French myth of a strong French resistance by showing that many French
acquiesced to Germany’s World War II occupation, was banned from French
television.45

Japan’s Colonel Iwakuro Hideo returned from a 1941 fact-finding
mission to the U.S. to report that the U.S. had vast industrial superiority
over Japan. Japan’s Chief of Staff Sugiyama Gen burned the report, explain-
ing that its conclusions were at variance with the supreme will of the 
state.46

Saburo Ienaga found that the Japanese education ministry refused to
approve his high-school history text in 1963 because it was “excessively crit-
ical of Japan’s position and actions in World War II.” Ienaga had sinned by
truthfully noting “atrocities by Japanese troops,” speaking of the “reckless
war,” and accurately arguing that “the war was glorified as a ‘holy cause.’ ” The
ministry claimed this did “not give students a proper understanding of this
country’s positions and actions in the war.”47

Evaluation is sometimes defeated by starving it of information. During
World War I, the British war Cabinet was kept in the dark by military lead-
ers; this often made civilian control over war policies impossible. Thus before
the disastrous British offensive at Passchendaele in 1917, the Cabinet tried
to assess General Douglas Haig’s proposed campaign but Haig concealed
vital facts, including realities of German strength and the fact that the French
and Haig’s own Intelligence Staff had advised against his plan.48 Likewise, in
Japan, cabinet ministers were denied access to data on Japanese military
strength during the 1941 government debate over war with America, so dis-
cussion proceeded in a factual vacuum.49 And once at war, the military serv-
ices kept the Japanese government ignorant of military developments: Prime
Minister Tojo was not even told of the navy’s defeat at Midway until a 
month later.50

Post hoc evaluation is frustrated by concealing archives. For decades, the
German government hid archives showing that Bismarck had helped to insti-
gate the 1870 Franco-Prussian war,51 and the U.S. state department has
often withheld documents showing the U.S. in a bad light from its declassi-
fied documents series.52

Targets of evaluation also starve it of information by concealing their aims
and strategies; this leaves evaluators with no target to assess. Thus in August
1914, the German government issued a formal ban on any publication dis-
cussing German war aims or peace terms in other than vague and general
terms.53 Those concerned about German policy had no policy to judge.
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Opponents of evaluation can disrupt it by proliferating competing
pseudo-evaluations. Governments and private interests operate internal
propaganda organs and fund-friendly external think tanks that publish con-
genial policy analysis. These institutions clog the debate with disinformation
and sow confusion. Often their analysis ignores contrary analysis instead of
answering it, so the public debate becomes a contest of volume. As studies
pile up, outsiders find it harder to intrude because the amount of “literature”
to master before one qualifies as an expert becomes unmanageable. Thus
Herbert Gans notes how news sources can manipulate the news by “news 
saturation”—“the proliferation of so much information by the source that
some of it cannot help but turn into news, concurrently placing less well
organized sources with more accurate information at a disadvantage.”54

For example, after 1918, the German government funded hundreds of cor-
rupt studies claiming German innocence for World War I that drowned more
serious analyses of the war’s origins.55 And in the U.S. since the 1980s, the
fossil fuel industries have organized a noisy public relations campaign to
obscure the near-consensus among scientists that significant human-caused
global warming is underway. As a result the U.S. public exaggerates scientific
disagreement about the basic facts of the matter.56

Finally, evaluators can be co-opted or domesticated, their evaluation tem-
pered or suppressed with their consent. Thus the famed journalist Walter
Lippmann observed that journalists’ pursuit of the truth can clash with their
“desire to be on good terms with the powerful,” who are “dispensers of many
kinds of favor, privilege, honor and self-esteem.”57 Joel Primack and Frank
von Hippel likewise argue that scientific criticism of U.S. government poli-
cies has sometimes been silenced by including scientists on advisory boards
whose reports remain confidential. Participating scientists gain access to offi-
cial secrets and the corridors of power, but lose their right to comment in
public. If the government heeds their advice then evaluation has succeeded,
but if their views are ignored, evaluation has been silenced.

Conditions Conducive to Self-Evaluation

What conditions most conduce to policy evaluation, and which are least con-
ducive? Prospects for evaluation heavily depend on having a large system of
free universities. These universities must be autonomous from the state and
be well protected by traditions of academic freedom. They must be so
numerous that orthodoxies cannot easily gain hegemony in particular disci-
plines, but instead will always face challenge from dissenting views.
Evaluation will be weak where these conditions are missing—where universities
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have little autonomy and are few in number. Wilhelmine Germany, Nazi
Germany, Imperial Japan, and the Soviet Union score badly on these dimen-
sions; modern Britain scores better, and the modern U.S.—with its huge sys-
tem of highly independent schools—scores very well.

A large system of free universities is not enough by itself, however.
Academics must also have an evaluative ethos—a sense that their duties
include evaluating important official or popular beliefs. This ethos is often
missing: instead many scholars hold policy-relevant studies in disregard while
dwelling on esoterica. In its absence, a large university system can become a
self-contained community in which academics serve as markets for one
anothers’ writings and ideas. If this market is large enough, academics can
forego the need to address the wider society; their internal market sustains
them. Large academic community size then operates to inhibit evaluation by
giving scholars a guaranteed audience that tolerates irrelevance and obscu-
rantism. Scholars that seek to avoid addressing reality can retreat by address-
ing this audience.58

Evaluation is better when publics and elites are socialized to value evalu-
ation. Contrarily, a hyper-patriotic public climate can deter evaluation by
conditioning potential audiences to condemn evaluators as unpatriotic.
Critics of official mistakes become, in the public mind, opponents of flag
and country; this deters such critics to begin with.

The effectiveness of evaluation varies with issue area. Evaluation is best
when the expertise required to evaluate the policy or belief is grounded on a
well-developed science. It is worst if this expertise is grounded on poorly
developed science. Thus in the U.S., evaluation has been most effective when
policies have turned on hard-science issues—for example, the danger that
smoking causes cancer, or that chlorofluorocarbons released into the atmos-
phere will destroy the ozone layer.59 The basic methods of the hard sciences
have proven effective and withstood scrutiny. As a result evaluation grounded
in hard science is often done well, and its results are difficult to ignore
because they rest on proven methods. Evaluation grounded on social science
stands on a weaker foundation: social science remains a primitive enterprise,
lacking proven methods and cumulative traditions. As a result evaluation
grounded in social science is often done poorly, and even when done well it
lacks the prestige to persuade others to accept its conclusions.

Evaluation is weaker in issue areas where policymakers have a monopoly
of information and expertise. For example, evaluation of national defense
and security policy is impeded in all societies by barriers of secrecy and clas-
sification. Secrecy shields information from hostile powers, but also inhibits
evaluation by analysts inside and outside of government by starving them of
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data. Domestic policies that turn on widely available information and expertise
are evaluated more effectively.

Evaluation is better when it threatens politically weak interests and pro-
tects strong interests. Unfortunately this is rarely the case, especially when
important policies are evaluated. Important policies tend to affect important
interests; these interests can mobilize large resources to defeat evaluation. As
a result more important policies are often less well-evaluated. Thus Holger
Herwig suggests a perverse law whereby “those events that are most impor-
tant are hardest to understand because they attract the greatest attention
from mythmakers and charlatans.”60

Evaluation is better when evaluators are skilled in political action. Policy
evaluation requires academic/scientific ability, but its success depends as well
on expertise in political combat and public relations. Evaluative institutions
will be subjected to political attack and they must have effective strategies for
coping. They must infuse their personnel with an ethos that anticipates and
accepts the hardship that these attacks create. They should recognize that the
results of evaluation must be publicized effectively; unpublicized studies have
no results. This requires a grasp of public relations techniques and willing-
ness to use them. Evaluative institutions perform poorly unless their leaders
recognize and address the combat nature and the public nature of the enter-
prise. (This recognition is often missing among academics, weakening their
efficacy as evaluators.)

Evidence from Cases

How common is policy nonself-evaluation? Where does it most thrive, and
what conditions produce it? How much national misperception can it
explain? Light is shed on these questions by policymaking in Germany,
France, Italy, Britain, and the U.S. in the last century, especially during the
two world wars. Wartime is a good venue for study because the stakes of
wartime decisions are very high, so evaluation failure cannot be ascribed to
the inattention that leaders often give to secondary issues. If we find evaluation
failure, therefore, we can infer that a pathology such as nonevaluation—not
mere inattention—was at work.

What do we find? Policymaking by the belligerent powers in the two
world wars was quite poor despite the gravity of the issues and the high cost
of error. The belligerents made large errors without carefully assessing their
options. Frequently, even rudimentary analysis would have exposed 
these errors but was omitted. Governments often later failed to reassess their
wartime decisions in search of lessons. Individuals who did evaluate were
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often attacked and punished for their trouble. And some who might have
evaluated—especially academics—sometimes drifted into dreamy irrelevance,
studying questions of no importance while central issues were unaddressed.
Things were worst in the more authoritarian states (Germany, Japan, and Italy)
and best in the U.S., but even there things were not satisfactory.

The German foreign policy debate before World War I saw frivolous argu-
ments pass unchallenged to become the basis for policy, while German schol-
ars further poisoned the debate instead of steering it toward solid ground.61

The German press was filled with articles that glorified war and offered fatu-
ous but unanswered arguments for empire. The public was assured that war
was a fine experience—the “noblest and most sacred manifestation of human
activity”62—and told that “we Teutons” must “no longer look upon war as
our destroyer . . . at last we must see it once more as the savior, the physi-
cian.”63 Expansionists wrongly warned that without colonies Germany
would “suffocate in her small territory.”64 If Germany did not expand, one
magazine ludicrously warned, “we shall be so dwarfed that we shall become
a second Belgium.”65 Expansionists also exaggerated the value of empire by
falsely claiming that conquests could serve as markets, fields for investment,
and areas for resettlement of German “surplus population.” And they pur-
veyed a myth of British geopolitical momentum to highlight the need for a
big navy: Germans were warned that Britain and Russia were achieving
immense growth, thereby destroying the “balance in the world,” which must
be checked by a German battle fleet.66 Germany was portrayed as being in
relative economic decline67—even though Germany actually had Europe’s
fastest-growing economy.68

German scholars were largely silent in response to this nonsense, offering
little in the way of answer or assessment. Their silence reflected the fact that
scholars who disputed official dogmas risked their careers. As Charles
McClelland notes, any scholar “who ran against the current of accepted
orthodoxy . . . had great difficulties making a good career in Imperial
Germany.”69

In-government policy assessment in Germany was likewise suppressed.
Admiral Tirpitz censured critics of his ideas within the navy and restricted
the right of the admiralty staff to discuss strategic planning.70 German
diplomats abroad likewise knew that their careers would suffer if they dis-
puted views that were fashionable in Berlin.71

German policy evaluation in wartime was no better, as Germany’s crucial
1917 decision to escalate its U-boat campaign illustrates. This decision prob-
ably cost Germany the war but German leaders barely looked before they
leaped. The German navy knew that unlimited U-boat warfare would bring
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the U.S. into the war but argued that this would not matter. Admiral Tirpitz’
successor, Eduard von Capelle, preposterously declared that the military sig-
nificance of American intervention would be “zero, zero, zero!”72 Even in
early 1918, Tirpitz announced that “America’s help is a phantom.”73 In fact
U.S. entry on the Allied side probably decided the war for the Allies; with-
out it Germany could well have won.

The German navy’s rosy hopes for the unlimited U-boat campaign were
based on the assumption that Britain would surrender after five months of
U-boat blockade. This claim rested in turn on a host of flimsy notions,
including: the assumption that Britain would not respond by convoying its
merchant fleet (an obvious countermeasure); would fail to requisition neu-
tral shipping; and would be discouraged into surrender although its
American ally would shortly come powerfully to its assistance.74 Advocates
of escalation also overlooked possible British food stockpiles, which neutral
sources estimated as being enough for one year. They forgot that Britain
could begin importing goods that took less shipping space—flour instead of
grain, canned meat instead of livestock. They overlooked that Britain had
secured the English Channel from submarines, and thus was no longer really
an island—it could import goods by rail through French, Spanish,
Portuguese, or Italian ports.75 They assumed that Britain’s decision to sur-
render would be independent of America’s joining the war on her side.76

Later German historian Gerhard Ritter found it “utterly baffling” that
trained naval officers could produce such incompetent analysis.77

German leaders accepted these judgments. After the war, the German sec-
retary of state confessed that the possibility that the war could last two more
years despite the U-boat blockade “was not being considered seriously by any-
one at that time [of the U-boat decision].”78 Chancellor Bethmann-Hollweg
had believed that American entry into the war would mean nothing more
than America’s “delivering food to England, providing some financial help,
and sending some aeroplanes and a corps of volunteers.”79 He never scruti-
nized the navy’s dubious claims.80

Even after the war, German naval officers denied that the U-boat cam-
paign was mistaken. In 1919, Admiral Koch argued that the U-boat campaign
had failed because doves at home had stabbed it in the back; Britain might
have sued for peace had it not been for the peace resolution of the German
socialists and British awareness of Austrian peace sentiments.81 German offi-
cials could speak such nonsense because German policy ideas faced no mean-
ingful evaluation, even post hoc, from inside or outside of government.

German academics were cheerleaders for Germany’s follies throughout
the war. Instead of evaluating official arguments they echoed and amplified
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them. In October 1914, 93 of Germany’s leading scholars published a
manifesto untruthfully proclaiming German innocence for starting the war,
for violating Belgian neutrality, and for committing atrocities in Belgium. In
1915, 352 professors signed another petition demanding vast annexations
and endorsing unlimited submarine warfare.82 The renowned sociologist
Max Weber sang the war’s praises.83 Only a handful of academics raised 
their voices against German policies, and they were punished for it. One,
Professor Georg Nicolai, finally fled to Denmark fearing for his life. Another,
Professor Georg Mehlis, was drafted and killed in action soon after he 
published an article against the war.84

In allied countries neither war aims nor military tactics were analyzed
carefully. Clear war aims were never specified.85 Critics of French and British
offensive tactics were purged from the army,86 and scapegoats were blamed
for successive failures. The reputations of the generals survived successive fail-
ures. In France, General Joffre kept his command even after France’s horren-
dous defeat in the August 1914 Battle of the Frontiers. The British
government blamed Britain’s 1915 defeat at Neuve Chapelle not on its gen-
erals—where it belonged—but on British munitions workers, who allegedly
spent their days drinking in pubs instead of making shells for General
French’s forces.87

Those responsible for failure were seldom called to account. A. J. P. Taylor
notes that during the war “none of the statesmen who had blundered into
war was discredited by his blunders. Asquith, Viviani, Bethmann, remained
national leaders. . . . The generals who had failed to fulfil their confident
promises of victory were discredited even less. . . . Those British generals 
who prolonged the slaughter kept their posts and won promotion; any who
protested ran the risk of dismissal.”88

Nor did the British army assess its conduct of World War I in retrospect. As
Brian Bond notes, there was “no inclination [in the British army] to profit from
the dreadful experience by studying [its] lessons,” and “virtually no official
attempt was made to garner the experience of the First World War while it was
still fresh,” something Bond finds “astonishing.” Only in 1932 was a War
Office committee set up to study the lessons of the war.89 Meanwhile General
Haig, who led the ruinous British failures at the Somme and Passchendaele,
was made an earl and received 100,000 pounds from parliament.90

The French also made little effort to learn from their errors after the war.
Most striking was their disinterest in assessing the flaws of Plan 17, the
French war plan of 1914. That plan was premised on the strange assumption
that Germany would lack sufficient troops to move beyond the Meuse river
on its advance through Belgium. After the war, no French officer or historian
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even tried to explain this grave intelligence blunder91—doubtless from fear
of retribution by the still-powerful blunderers.

The myth of the offensive survived the war. In the 1920s, many generals
still preached the power of the offense, and denied that the defense had actu-
ally had the advantage during the war. In his memoirs Germany’s General
Ludendorff wrongly claimed: “Of the two [policies], the offensive makes less
demands on the men and gives no higher losses.”92 In Britain, the army’s
faith in offensive doctrines during the war was not seriously assessed until
1927, when Winston Churchill published data in his World Crisis showing
that attackers had taken significantly greater losses than defenders during the
war. These facts, noted Churchill, “do not appear to have been at all appre-
ciated in even the most expert circles” even nine years after the war, and “no
true impression has ever reached the public.”93 In other words, the slaughter
at Passchendaele and the Somme went unanalyzed for years after the battles
happened.94 The lives these battles consumed were wasted twice—by the
battle and then by the failure to learn from it.

General Alfred von Schlieffen’s disastrous 1914 German war plan was cel-
ebrated as a brilliant showpiece for decades after World War I, especially in
Germany. A generation of Schlieffen’s disciples and admirers, and most his-
torians, thought it a clever scheme ruined in execution by others who lacked
the courage to carry it through as Schlieffen had conceived it.95 Schlieffen
himself was written about as the supreme German strategist.96 The Schlieffen
myth was not scrutinized until Gerhard Ritter finally published The
Schlieffen Plan in 1956, 42 years after the fact.97

Admiral Tirpitz’s failed strategic ideas remained popular with interwar
German naval leaders98 and won new fans in the German air force. The
Luftwaffe was so taken with Tirpitz’ “risk” theory—which held that a large
German fleet could intimidate Britain into neutrality, a notion clearly dis-
proven by events during 1898–1914—that it argued for creating a long-
range bomber force as an analogue to Tirpitz’ “risk” fleet. Luftwaffe chief,
Herman Goering, even termed the proposed bomber force a “risk fleet.”99

Weimar German scholars made no effort to asses the policies that had led
Germany to war and defeat.100 Instead they parroted the patriotic line—
denying German responsibility for the war and repeating the “stab in the
back” myth that blamed Germany’s defeat on leftists at home. Conservative
German publishers conspired to reinforce these messages, commissioning
hundreds of books that echoed these and other belligerent themes.101

The Weimar government hampered evaluation of past German policies
by massively concealing or doctoring documents and other records 
that implicated Germany in 1914 or otherwise made Germany look bad.102
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It also deployed pseudo-evaluation in the form of scholars who appeared to
be independent but were in fact paid employees of the German foreign min-
istry, hired to iterate official arguments.103

Britain’s appeasement policy in the late 1930s was not informed by an
assessment of German intentions or the effect of appeasement on allied con-
tinental strategy. None of the top British leaders read Mein Kampf.104 The
British press paid scarcely any heed to Nazi ideology, making little effort to
explain it to British readers.105 Chamberlain took no brief to Munich that
surveyed the Czechoslovak question; nor did he ask if a truncated
Czechoslovakia could remain independent, or what the strategic effect would
be for the West if Czechoslovakia were lost, or how the national composition
of Czechoslovakia could be ascertained.106 A. L. Rowse concludes of British
leaders:107

That they did not know what they were dealing with is the most charita-
ble explanation of their failure; but they might at least have taken the
trouble to inform themselves. . . . To be so uninstructed . . . was itself a
kind of dereliction of duty.

The Axis powers scarcely evaluated the policies that brought them to ruin
in World War II. Hitler never requested an evaluation of how German forces
could fight the U.S. before his disastrous decision to declare war on them in
1941.108 By Hitler’s own absurd estimate, Germany’s Luftwaffe and U-boat
forces were strong enough to keep any American troops from landing in
Europe.109 Hitler also offered nonsense economics to justify his expansionism—
”Our economic situation is such that we cannot hold out more than a few
years. . . . We have no other choice, we must act.”110

After Hitler’s rise, German academics showed little resolve to assess the
ideas that shaped Nazi policies. The Nazi regime savagely suppressed criti-
cism, but suppression was barely necessary where German scholars were con-
cerned since they had scant impulse to evaluate. As Oscar Hammen notes,
German historians “needed little ‘coordination’ ” under the Nazis—they were
quite willing to silence themselves or even to endorse the regime’s ideas.111

In Japan, fatuous analogies instead of analysis governed policy. Foreign
Minister Matsuoka Yosuke thought Japan’s expansion was “as natural as the
growth of a child. Only one thing stops a child from growing:—death.”112

General Sato Kojiro explained that Japan was like a tree, and “a tree must
have its roots.” Britain had roots in Africa, India, Australia, and Canada; the
U.S. had roots in North, Central, and South America. Now Japan must have
roots in Asia to escape its “potted plant” existence, or it would shrivel and
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die.113 That such ideas were vastly wrong was shown by Japan’s fabulous
post-1945 economic success with no such “roots.”

Before Pearl Harbor, Japan’s government never seriously studied Japan’s
chances of winning a war against the U.S.114 It made no overall estimate of
Japan’s power and had no master plan for the conduct of the war.115 It failed
to analyze the likely effect of attacking Pearl Harbor on American will to
defeat Japan.116 The Japanese navy never seriously discussed the implications
of its proposed advance into Southeast Asia—which triggered the war with
the U.S.—with top government officials.117 The Japanese army made no real
effort to assess the military strength of the U.S.,118 and suppressed whatever
assessment was done.

Robert Butow notes that Tojo and his colleagues often made decisions
without fully exploring their consequences and that “conclusions seem to
have been based more on intuition than on reason.”119 Saburo Ienaga notes
the decision for war betrayed “casual assumptions,” “shoddy analysis,” and
“extreme lack of objectivity in planning.”120

This poor thinking developed in a Japanese government that never had 
to answer critics. Instead it suppressed criticism of its expansionist policies 
to a point where antiwar criticism disappeared from public dialogue.121

Evaluation became so dangerous that it almost never happened. Fatuous
policies—and national ruin—were the result.

In Italy, Mussolini’s imperial program was barely analyzed and Italian for-
eign policy ideas did not bear much relation to reality. The Italian govern-
ment made little effort to assess Italian military capabilities, or the
capabilities of Italy’s adversaries, or the value of empire to Italy.

Many of Mussolini’s arguments for expansion had been falsified by events
even before they were made. Fascist leaders claimed that a wider empire
would enrich Italy—even though Italy’s existing colonies needed large subsi-
dies.122 They claimed that millions of Italians could be resettled in the pro-
posed East African colonies—Mussolini talked of sending ten million
emigrants to the empire—even as Italian settlers in East Africa fell year by
year, from 146,000 workers in 1936, to 23,000 in 1939, to just 854 agricul-
tural families in May 1940.123

These errors reflected a total failure to study the situation. The Fascist
government never assessed the feasibility of sending settlers to Africa,124 and
it planned the annexation of Albania in 1938 without making any survey of
the colony’s potential profitability. Denis Mack Smith notes that Mussolini’s
imperial ideas were “effective as propaganda” but “would not have borne
close and serious investigation.”125 They survived because they faced no such
investigation.
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Italian estimates of national military strength were equally deluded.
Italian authorities thought the Italian air force was second to none, and that
Italy was impregnable. Mussolini claimed the Italian air force was leading 
the world, and spoke of blacking out the sun with the sheer numbers of his
aircraft.126 Fascist propagandists claimed Italy’s air force was stronger than
the RAF and that one Italian air squadron could destroy any British fleet in
the Mediterranean.127 In 1939, official Italian figures showed Italian air
strength at 8,530 planes; in fact Italy had only 583 bombers and fighters,
nearly all of which were inferior to British planes.128

Fascist writers claimed that Italy had one of the strongest armies in
Europe, and a navy and air force that had reached perfection. They boasted
that Italy had “little or nothing to learn” from Germany or anyone else in
military matters.129 In fact at the end of World War II, Italy still lacked a real
tank, and it produced more aircrafts in World War I than World War II.130

Italy’s peak artillery production rate in World War II was less than one-sixth
its peak rate in World War I.131 In the 1930s, Fascist propagandists claimed
Italy could mobilize a 12-million-man army: in fact it mobilized only 
three million men, who carried rifles designed in 1891.132 As Denis Mack
Smith concludes, in Fascist Italy “myth-making became the one essential art
of government, more important than statesmanship or farsightedness or even
effective administration.”133

In short, the history of policymaking in the belligerent European and
Asian states of the two world wars is a record of recurrent folly. The belliger-
ents repeatedly made blunders that could have been exposed by minimal
objective analytic scrutiny, had it been allowed. These blunders were com-
mon among the democracies, even more common among the authoritarian
states. Thus the realist image of these wars—that they grew from collisions
among rational-acting states whose misperceptions reflected the opaqueness
of the international environment—is incorrect. The belligerents misper-
ceived a rather transparent world because they had no functioning analytic
apparatus. This occurred because the belligerent governments and societies
punished evaluation, often quite savagely. If so, these cases indicate that
nonevaluation is pervasive. Even the large incentive for rational calculation
posed by the perils of total war may be unable to overcome it.

Conditions for evaluation have been better in the U.S. than elsewhere, and
the quality of policy evaluation in the U.S. has accordingly been higher than
in the belligerent states discussed earlier. But measured against an absolute
standard it leaves much to be desired. The quality of analysis achieved by the
professions or the hard sciences is seldom achieved in the evaluation of major
public policies, especially foreign and security policies.
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Striking instances are found where important U.S. policies were never
evaluated. For example, in the 1930s U.S. officials simply assumed the strate-
gic importance of China and Southeast Asia to the U.S.; no study of their
importance was done. On this flimsy basis the U.S. pursued a collision
course with Japan.134 Amazingly, before intervening in Vietnam, in 1965
U.S. officials made no systematic assessment of Vietnam’s importance to the
U.S.135 The Reagan administration did no careful analysis before announc-
ing its 1983 Strategic Defense Initiative (or SDI, also known as “Star
Wars”).136

Instances of the suppression or deterrence of evaluation in the U.S. are also
abundant. During World War I, a sizable number of U.S. college teachers were
fired for expressing antiwar views; the American Association of University
Professors even announced in 1918 that it did not endorse guarantees of free-
dom of expression on campus “in a time so critical.”137 As noted above, many
U.S. government China analysts lost their jobs in the 1940s and 1950s for
honestly reporting the corruption of China’s Chiang Kai Shek government.
Pentagon leaders once fired a budget analyst for informing Congress about
defense cost overruns, and another time engineered the firing of a former top
official from his private sector job after he criticized current defense budget pri-
orities.138 Undersecretary of Defense Donald Hicks bluntly threatened in 1986
to deny Defense Department funding “even for basic research” to outside insti-
tutions that housed scholars who criticized Defense Department programs—a
chilling threat to the many U.S. universities that receive Defense Department
research funding.139 Such stories could be multiplied many times.

Finally, evaluative lassitude is pronounced among American scholars, as
observers of academe have often remarked. Thus Hans Morgenthau once
lamented that American political science is guilty of a general retreat from
evaluation. Instead, he noted, it hides in “the trivial, the formal, the method-
ological, the purely theoretical, the remotely historical—in short, the politi-
cally irrelevant.”140 External hostility would be a badge of achievement for
social science—“a political science that is mistreated and persecuted is likely
to have earned that enmity because it has put its moral commitment to the
truth above social convenience and ambition.”141 Instead political science
ducks criticism by producing obscure and irrelevant research. “History and
methodology, in particular, become the protective armor which shields polit-
ical science from contact with . . . political reality.” Morgenthau observed a
“new scholasticism,” in academe—the pursuit of an “intellectual exercise,
frequently executed with a high degree of acumen and sophistication, that
tells us nothing we need to know about the real world.” Scholars maintain
their reputations by “engaging in activities that can have no relevance for the
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political problems of the day”; instead they substitute a “fanatical devotion
to esoteric terminology and mathematical formulas, equations, and charts, in
order to elucidate or obscure the obvious.” As a result, in the study of inter-
national affairs “prudence and truth are bent to the purposes of power, 
and . . . superstition takes the place of rational knowledge.” Social science
resembles “a deaf man answering questions which no one has asked him.”142

Many others have echoed Morgenthau’s criticisms. Russell Jacoby laments
the retreat toward irrelevance of American social science, despite the infusion
of people with backgrounds in social criticism into universities.143 Jacoby
observes that even the New Left intellectuals, now ensconced in the academic
world they once opposed, produce writing that is “largely technical, unread-
able, and—except by specialists—unread.”144 For them professionalized
social science has “served as a refuge” from social assessment.145 Robert
McCaughey notes that specialists on international affairs were conspicuously
absent during the 1960s Indo-china War debate, in which their expertise was
highly relevant.146 David Ricci complains that during 1959–1969 only one
of the 924 articles that appeared in the three leading political science jour-
nals dealt with Vietnam, and only 6 percent dealt with policy analysis in the
broadest terms.147 Patricia Wilner reports that during 1936–1982 only 
5.1 percent of articles in the official sociology journal, American Sociological
Review, addressed critical political and social events such as the Cold War,
McCarthyism, and protest movements.148 Todd Gitlin criticizes his fellow
sociologists for expressing themselves in “inward-turning, indecipherable
prose” that revealed that they “cannot be bothered to clarify matters for the
reader who is not among the adept.”149 David Newsom, a foreign policy
practitioner, complains that academics who publish on international rela-
tions “disappear behind a curtain of jargon” and “speak to each other rather
than to a wider public.” As a result “much of today’s scholarship is either
irrelevant or inaccessible to policymakers.”150 An appalled Martin Anderson
notes the “trivial substance of much academic research and its blissful irrele-
vance to the vital problems of the world.”151 Commenting on scholars of
East Asia, Richard Samuels laments “the reluctance of many political scien-
tists with Japanese language expertise to engage in prescriptive research.”152

This academic lassitude stems partly from fear of punishment for evalu-
ating but more from a lack of evaluative ethos. Far more than nonacademics
are aware, vast areas of American social science are infused with a contempt
for policy assessment.153 In many university departments those whose
research veers into areas of policy importance are viewed as second-rate intel-
lects, and those who write for the public are dismissed as mere popularizers.154

The department majority assumes that these lesser minds address the real
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world because they lack the brilliance needed to ascend to more lofty theo-
retical heights. Academic evaluators accordingly find that their work often
brings them little respect or reward from colleagues. We can only wonder
how the American people would react if they understood the contempt with
which their problems and concerns are treated by university faculties who are
expensively supported by their tax and tuition dollars.

Nevertheless, evaluation in the U.S. is better than elsewhere. This is seen in
the confined nature of most large American foreign policy blunders. Big mis-
takes have been common, but at some point most were recognized and
reversed. Thus the U.S. erred by being disengaged from Europe before World
Wars I and II, but it reversed the error by joining those wars and by later organ-
izing NATO and deploying troops to Europe during the Cold War. The U.S.
erred by attempting to conquer North Korea during the Korean war but it
abandoned this goal after China intervened in the war. The U.S. blundered
into Vietnam but eventually cut its losses and accepted failure. This record con-
trasts sharply with the relentless pursuit of error by Germany, Japan, and Italy
earlier in this century. Once set on a course of folly, these powers usually stayed
firmly on it. They learned little or nothing from their successive failures. Only
total defeat could set the state on a new course.

Conclusion

Inquiry about politics is harder in the natural sciences because the investiga-
tor must overcome both the question and an established order that often
fears the answer. As a result, state policies are often adopted on the basis of a
less careful analysis than their importance warrants, leaving wide room for
mistakes and misperceptions. Forces of knowledge destruction are often
stronger than those favoring knowledge creation. Hence states have an inher-
ent tendency toward primitive thought, and the conduct of public affairs is
often polluted by myth, misinformation, and flimsy analysis.

A major risk of war lies in the tendency of policymakers to underestimate
this phenomenon and assume instead that states are intelligent actors. It is
safer for policymakers to assume that both their own state and their adver-
saries are prone to folly and to buffer their policies against this fact. They
should rarely adopt policies that demand a large measure of sophistication
and subtlety because such policies will often exceed their own state’s analytic
capacity. Adversaries should be assumed to be slow to learn, blunder-prone,
and hard to deter. Ill-considered actions by adversaries should be anticipated.
Nonevaluation injects folly into the warp and woof of international politics;
policymakers should accept this reality and plan accordingly.
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Nonevaluation has been noticed before but was explained in psychological
terms. For example, Irving Janis has argued that the psychology of small-group
dynamics, which he labels “groupthink,” causes decision-makers to abandon
their independence of mind and conform to the dominant view in the group.
As a result the dominant view is never carefully examined even if it is woefully
flawed.155 Martha Wolfenstein, addressing another piece of the problem,
argues that people who warn of disaster face hostility, even if they are proven
right, because those who suffer the disaster interpret it as personal punishment
and interpret warnings as threats of punishment.156 Hence we see the “kill the
messenger” syndrome—those who bring useful bad news are punished for it.

Nonevaluation theory differently argues that groupthink dynamics reflect
the simple tendency of people, for rational self-serving reasons, to make life
hard on those who criticize their performance. Evaluators understand this
tendency and are deterred by it—they silence themselves from fear of retri-
bution. And nonevaluation theory explains the “kill the messenger” syn-
drome as occurring because warnings of disaster threaten the reputation of
leaders or officials who allowed the danger to arise, and may threaten other
government incumbents by raising the need to address the disaster by inno-
vation, with its attendant possibility of personnel shakeups. In this view the
working out of self-interest in the context of bureaucratic power-politics, not
psychological dynamics, explains the nonevaluation phenomenon.157

Several prescriptions emerge from the list of conditions conducive to eval-
uation outlined here. One solution lies in infusing academic professions with
a stronger evaluative ethos. At a minimum, active hostility toward policy
studies should be abandoned. More positively, academic professions could
formally recognize and reward evaluative work in hiring, tenuring, salary,
and prize-giving decisions. A second solution lies in developing nonacademic
institutions that assume the mission of encouraging, protecting, and reward-
ing evaluative work. During the past two decades such a movement has taken
hold on a small scale, embodied in the growth in Washington of institutions
dedicated offering legal and financial protection for “whistle blowers” in gov-
ernment.158 The concept behind these organizations could be applied more
broadly, and institutions could be developed to serve as counterweights
against the pressures that will otherwise operate to still evaluation.
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CHAPTER 10

Structural Realism and
Interconnectivity
Andrew K. Hanami

A s a theory, now decades old, it has been said that structural realism
has run its course in explanations of international relations in the
post–Cold War era. Presumably this is because since the end of the

Cold War, there is now as expected the long-term absence of a major war
between the major states. For some, it was the high-conflict era of bipolarity
in which structural realism had its greatest explanatory power. But the 
occurrence of war was never the sole reason why structural realism explained
international behavior. It was only its most dramatic, and in some ways, its
most important. Structural realism today can be expected to endure as long
as state preeminence endures and states remain the most important actors in
the international system, even in peace, for in peace one finds the rudiments
of war. In recent years, non-state and near-state actors have been put forth as
decisive new units in a world now focused on economics, limited campaigns
or on terrorism. The state therefore is said to have declined in relative impor-
tance. But one needs to identify the impact of such non-state actors in the
world before we can make an assessment about the significance of the new
relations they create, and the theory that explains them.

Interconnectivity is the relationship between states as conditioned by
structure and state motive. Interconnectivity, as a feature of the prevailing
international structure, allows that significant internal or even multilateral
actors can forge relations across borders. The inside-out and outside-in 
perspectives can be seen to combine when individual personalities of key
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leaders, for example, may be pushed by internal, historical or group dynamics
to act outwardly. An international organization may decide on an agenda sim-
ply from the internal inertia of its members. But personalities and organiza-
tions are important, in part, because they represent a state’s power, and to be
effective they must push with that state and act with one eye on their external
environment. Personalities and organizations may initiate foreign policy, but
foreign policy action that stems from internal drives but which goes against 
the grain of structure is risking failure, and over time, successful leadership will
see that.1

The disappearance of the Soviet Union from the center stage for some
seems to mean that suddenly unit-level explanations have replaced structure.
But in reality the unipolarity that was created when the Soviet Union slid
away merely gives unit-level actors like personalities the appearance of a
greater relative profile because they stand on a narrower stage. They were
there before. Systemic dynamics that operated then continue to persist. A
change in history does not necessarily require a change in the general theory
that explains history. We should not be repulsed by the continuation of the
familiar just because it did not explain all actions in the past.

As the simplest structure, unipolarity may not seem as threatening to all
states as bipolarity had been. If, however implausible, under bipolarity there
was a direct U.S.–Soviet conflict of any proportion, the results would have
significant systemic effects. But since the onset of unipolarity if the U.S. and
any other power engaged in a conflict, there would be much less systemic
impact. Thus all states feel the release of dread that accompanied the
prospect of superpower confrontation in which they as smaller states could
only watch, wait and weather as best they can. The change from bipolarity
to unipolarity is forcing most states to learn more about themselves, and their
world. Structure still instructs.

With a lone superpower, the challenge today is not only what the 
U.S. might do to second states, and they may feel the U.S. has less 
urgency to shape some of them as formerly was the case, but what other sec-
ond states could do to them, directly or indirectly. Whether it was true or
not, states believed that strong bipolar confrontations would have negative
consequences sooner or later. Unipolarity, whether it is a moment or a few
decades in length, has ushered in a more variegated and self-help environ-
ment and has thus caused states to focus on their most likely or immediate
problems. Neither Asia nor a united Europe, as David Rieff believes, is likely
to successfully challenge U.S. hegemony in the twenty-first century. In part,
this is because European armies are shrinking both in “size and in capability.”
The only threats to U.S. leadership—terrorism, failed states, Saddam
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Hussein, Slobodan Milosivic or even the heirs to Osama bin Laden are
limited.2

In bipolarity, major confrontations being rare and their prevention by the
action of lesser states was not possible, the international system below the
level of the superpowers was, in a sense, frozen in time. Their maneuvers
mattered less because it was the potential top tier movement that held the
greatest leverage. Thus the orbit of state actions took place within a relatively
immobile, stable and patterned bipolar world, as structuralists have 
predicted.

With the erosion to unipolarity, the calculus has changed considerably.
Now more states must watch more states. There are not just two sides, there-
fore there is no “protection,” sociology or structure of belonging to East or
West. There is a sense of greater anarchy, or at least, greater uncertainty as to
both the movement and consequences of the actions of states in an unbal-
anced world. This is worrisome particularly to smaller states because the
prospect of rescue in unipolarity is reduced as the U.S. has greater choices of
how and if to prop up second states in proportion to their value in a less
bifurcated world. Both Africa and Latin America have received less attention
and aid from the U.S. since 1990. This has caused Kenneth Jowitt to remark
that large parts of the world today are now “disconnected” from the main
states of the world.3

Therefore, many things suddenly become or appear to become important
to smaller states: their economies, militaries, allies, rivals, relations with the
U.S. and even their relations with bigger states like Russia, China or other
regional powers. Everything matters more because the importance of margins
has increased in a unipolar world as small gains or losses tilt states no longer
buoyed by a superpower sponsorship. Indeed, the fact that the U.S. remains
the only important superpower may have led Osama bin Laden to target the
World Trade Center and Pentagon on September 11, 2001, as he and his al
Qaida group tried to “balance” or, in their minds, punish or alter U.S. behav-
ior in the Middle East.

Of course, even the lone preeminent international power, the U.S. cannot
necessarily coerce all states to do its bidding directly or efficiently. It never
could. It was rather the fear of bipolarity’s combined superpower motion 
or clash that might unleash power in places that small states could not
comfortably absorb that nudged them, reducing states unevenly and 
jostling them in an unmanaged way. That prospect helped discipline the
system.

But without a comparable collision, the U.S. alone is not able to deliver
a global event on that scale, nor does it need it to. The hegemon can feel
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relatively secure in a world without an equivalent threat. Unipolarity does
tempt and require that the U.S. dampen down challenges even to its inter-
ests, and not just to its capabilities. Thus there is dynamism introduced 
into the system. The U.S. must take on challenges from allied, ad hoc or
other groupings, and sometimes preemptively take action to keep even
smaller and medium size challenges from adding up, which could embolden
larger watchers, or groups of watchers. Using a microeconomic analog of 
the firm, Paul R. Viotti, Jr. says that under collusion, over time, states are
likely to see that cooperation rather than competition is better for all
concerned.4

The Persian Gulf War may have been as much an effort to halt the
foundation of an opposition alliance cluster as it was to stop Saddam
Hussein. Only an alliance of more capable states than those that currently
exist in the Middle East could balance the U.S. and cause trouble to
American foreign policy. Particularly worrisome to the U.S. would be if
modern Japan aligned with Germany, forging together the next two most
powerful states, especially if Japan and Germany acquired nuclear capability.
As an alliance, or axis, they may not challenge the U.S. directly or by inten-
tion, at least not initially, but third states with grievances against the U.S.
may rally over to Japan and Germany to champion their case, giving greater
weight, or polarity, to the Japan–German axis. That structural change would
take away much leverage from the U.S. and shift it toward a second center
of global power, causing the U.S. to expend greater resources, compromise 
or retreat.

By keeping Japan and Germany locked in separate spheres, Japan in rough
balance or contention with an emerging China in Asia, Germany within a
uniting Europe, the U.S. can hold off such an alignment while housing both
states within two overall U.S.-led condominiums. This results in a type of
double containment: Japan and Germany are contained within their separate
regions, and contained within the overall U.S. alliance system.

Yet the U.S. today, though it is the leading military and economic power,
is in at least two important ways less imposing than what its status might
connote. First, the U.S. must concern itself with the possible self-decline of
imperial overstretch. Since all states calculate to maintain their power and
sovereignty, this is always going to be a concern. Imperial overstretch, rather
than defeat on the battlefield or in the global economy, is a reigning super-
power’s only serious Achilles heel in the days of unipolarity. Even a major ter-
rorist event from a non-state actor cannot do more than cause limited and
temporary damage to a state like the U.S.
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Second, it is clear the U.S. can destroy the world many times over with its
nuclear and conventional weapons, but it cannot remake that same world
over many times. Though the U.S. remains the greatest single economy, it is
still basically a two-state nation. If one were to combine the GDP of
America’s next two competitors, Japan and Germany, together they would
nearly equal the GDP figure of the U.S. More would outweigh it. This fact
does not mean the U.S. could not still blunt, stymie or cause such powerful
secondary states to go into decline, to cooperate or to step aside. This is
because the force of a great economic power is leveraged through a single
state mechanism, not an economic alliance of states, which historically has
not worked over protracted time or over a variety of issues.

But a two-state nation possesses the finite resources and economic 
capabilities of a single actor, and faces a world nearing 200 states. Of course
multistates rarely, if ever successfully, perform the reverse—pool their eco-
nomic capabilities in successful concert against a hegemon. But in an unco-
operative world, even in the absence of a determined or allied economic state
action, the U.S. may not over time have the vision, offices, skill or inclina-
tion to sequentially bend the economic arms of groups of unwilling states
without risking its own assets, goodwill or self-depletion. The independent
goals of other states can pull in different directions. States can lag, reduce
their profile, or form regional blocs, insulating themselves as best they can
from U.S. manipulation. States may be attempting this now. Most trade
today is intra-regional, 52 percent in East Asia, 61 percent in the European
Union (EU).5 This suggests that a certain pattern of insularity vis-a-vis the
U.S. has set in. The U.S. must aim realistically on what it can do, or on vol-
untary or induced behavior to efficiently manage the problems of the emerg-
ing bloc tendencies around the world; and the U.S. may not be able to tempt
others into its camp via nation-building promises that are likely to fall short
of their mark.

Therefore, the unipolar structure today exhibits the following character-
istic: states are searching for their range of actions and relative ranking, which
is more problematic today than in the past, when military power seemed to
be the most important determinant of state power. In today’s environment,
economic power, technological innovation, financial growth and resilience,
even regime stability affects judgments of state power because they foretell a
state’s probable national objectives in an era absent of large war threat for the
time being. The time being is what most smaller states calculate, worry about
and react to in unipolarity because any number of factors can quickly and
perniciously reduce them. In the case of a state-like terrorist group like 
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al Qaida, believing they enjoyed the security of a strategic defensive homeland
in Afghanistan under the Taliban, Osama bin Laden made the error that the
U.S. would not have the will to pursue him through his caves in that
mountainous country. That mistake cost him his entire organization, and the
demise of the Taliban, as well. Therefore, a state’s choice of connections with
another state or states will determine much of how well off it can be.6

Thus an unsettling nervousness has emerged among lesser states because
more can go right or wrong for them in this less shepherded world. Since
lesser states cannot bracket one superpower with another as successfully in
unipolarity as some did in bipolarity, they exist somewhat more in isolation.
First, smaller states are not assured of alternate support in exchange for their
allegiance. Second, small states may not be able to stand up in significant or
consistent ways to the U.S., and they regret that. Third, as lesser states, they
are more vulnerable to even medium-size threats because they know they
may either have to face those challenges alone, or broker a deal with others
or the U.S., and that could damage their long-term interests.

In the unipolar era so far we have observed that the U.S. has not inter-
vened regularly nor aggressively. From that observation, some might wonder
why states did not feel more free to engage in more adventurist foreign poli-
cies. But the difference is if the U.S. unexpectedly chooses to act against an
adventurist state, the penalties might be greater than such a state may be will-
ing to pay, with little prospect of effective, multilateral redress from allies.
This introduces some general caution in international politics and keeps the
foreign policies of second states piecemeal, and within a predictable and
incremental orbit. They must often react, rather than act, and smaller states
cannot conduct grand strategy. Behavior of this level will not threaten the
U.S., at least not in the short run.

Interconnectivity and Interdependence

Therefore, under unipolarity the relations of states has become characterized
by intermittent interconnectivity, whereby states exhibit relational creation,
extension and optional retreat with the recognition of constant amendment
with others, as each gauges the results of others. The relations among states
can be best described in terms of interconnectiveness. Since unipolarity,
many states have increased their relations with other states. The “bloc” 
phenomena is one manifestation of this. Linking up with others is one strat-
egy second states use to balance a hegemon. But there are others. Increased
linkages suggest a more active structure released from a prior one. While the
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degree of interconnectivity has increased for many, the world is not thereby
more interdependent. This is important because state relations have become
more flexible. Significant consequences will flow from an individual state’s
choice of relations today. Interconnectivity suggests the lack of permanent
alliance that states are willing to form because states are seeking to discover
their optimal mix of connections with others. Interdependence, by contrast,
commits states more deeply, and under unipolarity, that puts the assets 
of lesser states at greater risk as the U.S. twists its tentacles in unanticipated
ways.

In other words, the unipolar structure remains a dominant system-wide
attribute while interdependence is not. Interdependence is more limited, 
relevant perhaps most times to selected bilateral relations or small clusters of
states, and varies by strength for each. Interdependence by definition must
be at a low level generally throughout the system because of both the wide
and growing disparities between the most powerful and the least.

Bilateral interdependence is vastly ephemeral and without assured staying
power. In the late 1980s, the U.S. and Japan appeared to be at the apex of
their interdependence with a still intact Soviet challenge, a surging Japanese
economy and an America in modest but temporary economic recession. The
Gulf War, which triggered the bursting of the Japanese economic bubble
within a year of the Soviet decline, completely changed how we view that rela-
tionship, and put in further recess the implied near equality of interdepend-
ence between Japan and the U.S. Rather than catching up and overtaking the
U.S., Japan was seen as surprisingly dependent on it, symbolized by Clinton’s
$2 billion bailout to Japan in 1997. Interdependencies, though some states
approach that condition, are fleeting. Their impermanence suggests that they
do not compose the “structure” of the international system. Instead, interde-
pendencies comprise only temporary, substructural relations, or what I call
perceived or niche interdependence, of the general global structure. Therefore,
the level of interdependency among most states should not be mistaken for
structure, but rather seen only as a manifestation and result of structure. What
has been considered as the recent rise in interdependency around the world is
actually the rise in worldwide interactions, which frequently lead to intercon-
nectivity. Increased interconnectivity can result from such increased levels of
international interactions, but this is not interdependence. This was true not
only of the Bush coalition during the Persian Gulf War in 1991, but also
George W. Bush’s coalition built around the pursuit of global terrorism after
September 11.

The reason for this is that interdependence demands sustained state 
commitment and contradicts the state’s primary dictum of self-help and 
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self-survival. Depending on the cooperation of others because of the pull 
of economic assets located abroad, risks more than states can afford in a com-
petitive and suspicious world. It is, however, often said that civilian politi-
cians, eager to form alliances for their own purposes, are apt to cooperate
with others across borders. This is undoubtedly true. But if some politicians
behave as if they are not suspicious toward others outside their state, and in
time they should, certainly the militaries within their state are because they
fear the other state’s military assets, war-making or war alliance potential.
States will remain independent as long as militaries remain independent,
regardless of what one politician may do. No one can calm the military and
make them interdependent with other militaries. Militaries remain fiercely
independent and dedicated to the existence of the state because they created
the state. They remain the core ingredient of a state’s self-help make-up, and
they know it. Military organizations sit at the very origin and center of states,
and have a prime role in maintaining it, defending it and adjusting it. They
form the circle of last resort.

Moreover, militaries are not as versatile as economic assets, their functions
within the state are not easily adapted to other new purposes, even in the
twenty-first century. Militaries young and old continue to stand as sentinels
of the state. Militaries are relatively changeless, stand-alone defenders of
states and are an independent force whose main mission is to preserve the
political integrity of the state, regardless of who the civilian leaders are, say
or do. Successful states do not have long or deep disputes between their civil-
ian leaders and their militaries. A workable agreement must come into being,
and civilian leaders must give as good as they get if they hope to be effective,
long-tenure leaders. Militaries, on the other hand, have great staying power,
and generals know that political leaders more frequently come and go and
must often depend on them in crisis. Military leaders, as a class, are relatively
autonomous because they are not easily co-opted by office holders or eco-
nomic incentives. Down through history, militaries have not much evolved
in their basic function. Because they hold the gun, militaries can acquire the
necessary economic, social or material assets they require. Military leaders are
the most patriotic, mission-driven, disciplined group who both stand 
for their society, but in a sense, outside of civil society. This dualism gives
militaries much of their self-reliant qualities.7

In addition, the lethal and perhaps unknowable command structure to
the adversary of a nation’s military is such that even if civilian leaders, held
in check by interdependent ties, hold back their generals, some weapons may
be positioned, launched, or appear to be so, triggering a military response or
crisis from others. Thus militaries are not easy to hold down with unpopular
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policies because even a single shot or maneuver may be taken as the start of
aggression. Knowing this, a large and diffuse military organization holds a
powerful, autonomous escalation capacity that is risky for civilian leaders, or
scholars, to discount.

Dependence, of course, is to be avoided most of all, if possible.
Interdependence is a desired step above that and is preferred because it allows
relative “wiggle room.” Lesser states may accrue positive gains through it.
The emerging and apparent interdependence-inclined states of the EU are
coalescing because they are attempting to resist dependence on the U.S., or
the U.S.–Japan or U.S.–Asia bloc. It should not be understood that Europe
is more interdependent through its own inertia but that it is adjusting to
structural realities. Interdependence is a state-level strategy, not a broader
condition of international relations. Needing others is not necessarily
dependence but rather a subset of strategy or alliance politics. Bloc-forming
is a reaction to unipolarity. All states protect their interests, and cooperation
is often necessary to advance it, but it is a policy and not a natural feature of
structure. If it were, interdependence would have occurred long ago in his-
tory, and we would think differently of both individual and political behav-
ior than in fact we do today.

Susan Strange has remarked that in the modern day, the power of the state
has slipped into decline, and private multinational corporations (MNCs)
have replaced them. She deplores the replacement of the state by the corpo-
ration because the capitalist-inspired enterprise provides no social welfare to
the society’s population. Moreover, by inventing nuclear power, she implies
the state has, in a sense, legislated war out of existence, and thereby itself. 
For her, the only value of armies now is to quell internal disorder.8

But James Rosenau has noted, despite the rise of MNCs, the state
remains. In an increasingly globalized world, he says, people will tear away
from their adherence to a single, local loyalty or “highest loyalty,” and “give
way to the development of multiple loyalties.” This is likely to be true for
substate actors like corporations who are as happy to operate in foreign cities
as in American cities. But at the strategic level, highest loyalty is likely to
remain among national-level elites toward the state. It is inconceivable to
imagine, Rosenau concludes, U.S. generals, presidents or even important
senators developing multistate loyalties, except as temporary alliance arrange-
ments.9 I agree with this.

Even at the economic level, MNCs exist and have the power, as William
Keller and Louis Pauly imply, to globalize because they reside in a state. They
say that states “foster the operating environments in which they flourish.”
States tax, regulate and shape MNCs. The MNCs, on the other hand, are not
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producing fundamental global norms and integration of national systems.
The U.S., Germany and Japan alone are the “home states for the majority of
the world’s leading multinational firms.” This is not mere coincidence. States
continue to shape their future financing operations, R&D investment and
trading strategies. German MNCs still link to German banks. Japanese
MNCs still cling to their keiretsu, and the banks within. MNC growth
requires more than technical innovation. It also requires state investments in
“education, human resources (and) infrastructure.” MNCs are state-confined
structures. The proof is that other countries’ MNCs do not enter successfully
and displace them. Microsoft and IBM in the U.S. have not been displaced
by Fujitsu, and vice versa. Instead, there come into existence “sanctuary
markets—where leading export industries enjoy an unassailable position 
in their home base . . . .” Foreign direct investment (FDI) inward is
“effectively restricted or channeled, and local markets are protected in
opaque ways.” When basic corporate capital or technology is at stake, states
do not “stand idly by.” Though they are slow, states bring considerable
weight when they do act. States protect their MNCs by their policies, laws
and their marshall forces. In the end, big states determine their own grand
strategy, not MNCs—how much trade, what type, FDI, who is to open up,
stay closed or boycotted. States remain the basic unit of the international
system.10

Interconnectivity Under Unipolarity

The relations of states under unipolarity I call unistructuralism, though
unipolarity may connote too strong a level of capability for the U.S. today.
Unimodality, with less followership potential, may be a more appropriate
term. But the extent to which states now are more interconnected with other
states than ever before is a reflection of the presence of a single hegemon.
Whether states today are more interconnected than three or four decades ago
is a good question. Certainly societies are increasingly interconnected due to
travel, media, migration, education and the reestablishment of old divisions,
as with East and West Germany, and the new railroad that is to link two
North and South Korean cities after 2002.

But interconnectivity for states is more complex. Certainly nuclear
weapons, and their potential spread, in a sense has interconnected a larger
number of states because the concerned states must be wary of, respond to
and balance or bandwagon with other states. Such allies or clustered states
are connected in that each must take others into account when formulating
their foreign policies. The globalization of Western-style markets has further
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connected national economies, and logically some aspects of each state’s 
foreign economic policy becomes further linked with others. Even at the
conventional military level, a number of joint exercises or blended militaries,
including the United Nations’ PKO, and some modest EU operations, show
increases in the incidence of interconnected military policies and interests.
These interconnections, however, do not necessarily lead to a more perma-
nent interdependency, but rather, are a sign of each state’s diplomatic or
political policy to show cooperation, build confidence, reduce costs, achieve
limited regional goals or balance another power.

Such interconnectivities can reverse themselves without damaging the
central structure of the international system. Interconnectivity is the policy
attempt of states that test which foreign behaviors achieve their national
goals within the limits of structure. Those found wanting, or which are
rebuked, are discontinued. Interconnectivities that profit or maintain a state
without causing balancing action from others are continued. Interconnecti-
vity is on the increase generally, but is variable, depending on shifting state
goals, capabilities, resistance and will.

Under unipolarity, smaller states are testing, realigning, trying to balance
or achieve increments of assets to maximize their independent strategies. 
But some aspects of the long-term, traditional alliances of the Cold War era
persist. A kind of fatalistic interdependence exists among at least some of
them. Interconnectivity can be a long-term relationship, intermittent,
medium or short-term, is reversible and can be abruptly broken off.
Interconnectivity does not connote ties that bind or divide, but encompasses
both. Interconnectivity represents the lines that tie, and may be thin or thick
between states. Duration of the relationship is separate from the magnitude
or value of the relationship because duration is determined by more than
economic criteria. In this way, interconnectivity is a more neutral term 
that does not bring with it the baggage of interdependence, which implies
the mixing of national sovereignty with deep foreign tentacles.

Bipolarity caused a form of long-term interconnectivity because of the
entrenched and enduring nature of the relationship between the two super-
powers. That relationship tended to trap their respective camps into semi-
permanent relations that were indeed very costly to break. States that broke
away would face at a minimum, a myriad of tasks that might put at risk what
their societies had been trying to accomplish to that point. Such breakaway
states would lose the benefits of their original sponsor and face the prospect
of converting their militaries, economies, ideologies and sympathies to fit in
with, and hope to be taken in by, the other side. Egypt in the 1960s and
1970s may be among the few such cases, but needing greater weapons Egypt
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knew it had little choice other than Soviet arms, and was later able to 
proceed through the transition to U.S. arms with relative confidence because
of its potential value to U.S. interests in the Middle East.

Under unipolarity, the interconnectivity of states is more varied and more
performance-based, not ideological. State-to-state relations can be enduring
in bipolarity, as with Japan, Britain and other frontline U.S. allies. But the
relationship between these allied states, not simply between the U.S. and the
one state, is what also becomes important, and problematic. Allies to the
U.S., for example, need not be allies with each other. Had China succeeded
in becoming America’s economic partner, as the Clinton administration had
once called for, that would have only further complicated and raised the
negative factors between China and Japan, and others. Both Asian states
would compete for U.S. benefits and each may perceive the other as profit-
ing more, or unfairly, or out of proportion to their value—and that alone
could tilt local balances or cause local threats to grow. The same logic applies
to all other linkages be they dedicated or episodic because the nature of
interconnectivity is sensitive to the changes in both strategic and regional
balances.

Consistent with structural realism, under changed conditions of unipo-
larity, states continue to seek as much autonomy as they can achieve because
they are concerned with relative ranking and the sustainability of their gov-
ernments in this more active world. Iraq’s continuing attempt to develop
strategic weapons suggests that even medium-size states pursue independent
strategies in the face of UN sanctions and world condemnation, even when
it means depriving the Iraqi society of basic necessities for life. Ten years after
the Gulf War, the U.S. is still not showing success in stopping Saddam’s
dogged movement toward acquiring NBC capabilities. U.S. weapons inspec-
tor Scott Ritter stated that inside Iraq today there are undiscovered “capabil-
ities” that he believes exist, and that Clinton “tired” of pursuing the
inspection ordeal.11 The George W. Bush administration may be forced to
revisit that problem.

Moreover, despite its inability to provide consistent electricity to its people
on a daily basis, even in its capital city New Delhi, India is purchasing more
than $2 billion worth of arms from Russia. India is acquiring antimissile sys-
tems, up to 50 Sukhoi fighter planes, 3 frigates and 2 submarines. It is India’s
“biggest defense deal signed this century.” India is balancing China, but also
fears the growing Islamic threat headed by Pakistan, made seemingly more
antagonistic by its nuclear testing and military leadership takeover in 2000.12

Anupam Srivastava says India’s growing missile ambitions are designed to
offset both Pakistan and an evolving Chinese capability, and include larger
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missions, like “attack, deterrence or active defense,” as well as for increased
multilateral influence. India believes that China’s long-range missile capabil-
ity, aimed to deter the U.S. from interfering with its aims in East China Sea,
can easily be redirected to threaten India. For its tactical missile needs against
both Pakistan and China, Indian strategists have concluded they need 350
nuclear missiles. New Delhi also hints of a future need to balance Russia, as
well. Currently, India possesses the most advanced nuclear missile capability
among developing states, with ICBMs capable of ranges around 7,000 miles,
and include sea-launchable cruise missiles. Submarine capability is expected
in November 2007.13 This purchase underlines the fact that the state will
provide for its security needs first, its population second.

Lawrence Freedman provides an illustration that shows how unipolarity
strongly influences the way lesser states maneuver or form strategies even in
warfare. Since they cannot directly fight with the U.S., lesser states wish to
either keep the U.S. out of the wars they think they can win, or bring the
U.S. into a war they may lose. This explains why Saddam tried, albeit poorly,
to “internalize” the Iran–Iraq War in his favor and to the disadvantage of
Iran, while three years later Saddam attempted to keep the U.S. out of his
invasion of Kuwait by threatening to widen it, or cause environmental
destruction if the U.S. entered.14

Interconnectivity and the Asian Financial Crisis

Interconnective dynamics, and even a heightened degree of interdependence,
has gained greater importance at the financial level of clustered smaller 
states under unipolarity. The consequences can be quite significant.
Interconnectivity heavily contributed to the Asian financial crisis, which
accelerated after the fall of property and stock market prices in Thailand in
July, 1997. The essence of globalization, writes Blanca Heredia, is not the
widespread emergence of goods and capabilities but rather the increased
mobility of capital. International transactions of equities and bonds among
leading economies in 1980 expanded from 10 percent of GDP to “well over
100% in 1995.” The growth rate of FDI doubled relative to world GDP in
the same period, and now daily foreign exchange market turnover “surged
from about $200 billion in the mid-1980s to around $1.2 trillion in 1995—
approximately 85% of total world reserves.”15

Because Southeast Asia’s trade was largely intra-regional, as one country
went down it pulled the others down, too. “Had they been less integrated,”
writes Robert Wade, “the regional multiplier effects would have been much
smaller.” By 1997 the U.S. economy looked very attractive and investors
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flowed there and this added to the fall. To pinpoint the cause, the “sharp
pullout of funds by investors across the region triggered the slump (which
was) panicky.” The net private investment into the five most damaged
economies—Thailand, South Korea, Malaysia, Indonesia and the
Philippines was a plus $93 billion in 1996, a minus $12 billion the following
year, amounting to 11 percent of their combined GDP. International capital
flows are today 70 times international trade. These capital flows are “mostly
short term: 80% have a maturity date of 7 days or less.”16 Interconnected
capital flight can rapidly devastate even the growing, previously strong
regional economies of Asia’s tigers.

The currencies of five Southeast Asian states diminished 35–80 percent,
and put those economies under extreme pressure, where 40 million people
live on less than $1 per day. Karl Jackson specifies that excessive foreign bor-
rowing was the prime culprit in the crisis, “exceeding 50% of GDP in
Thailand, Indonesia and the Philippines.” Short-term loans due within a
year added further burden, amounting to 13, 14 and 22 percent of the GDP
of Korea, Indonesia and Thailand. Nonperforming loans were estimated to
be higher than 20 percent.

China also contributed to the crisis. By 1996, most of China’s economic
construction boom centering around Shanghai and Beijing had been com-
pleted, resulting in a drop of an estimated 50 percent in production levels in
1997 involving 900 major industrial products, dropping employment and
resulting in nonperforming loans in major Chinese banks. Even China’s auto
production fell to half its levels by late 1996. As China’s economy leveled off,
it could neither absorb Southeast Asian exports nor assist them. Also, China’s
cheaper exports after 1994 “undercut Southeast Asia’s” economy. China pro-
duced a 100 percent increase in its exports between 1993–1996. The lack of
a strong economic center in Europe or Japan provided no escape and also
contributed to the crisis. International capital flight quickly depressed Asian
domestic elite confidence, and they moved their assets to safer Western
accounts.17

As Ethan Kapstein explains it, “contagion” is a phenomenon in which
assets from states residing close to a failing economic state will also experi-
ence a similar economic drain. This is because international investors in an
otherwise healthy state will observe financial failings in the neighboring
states and “fear that it will spread” to them next door. Fleeing the healthy
state thus causes that state’s economic decline, precipitated not by its inter-
nal weakness but by its geographic location.18

In that period of time, Japan could not rescue the crisis because it was
experiencing its own economic decline. Japanese consumer confidence
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dropped as the U.S. entered war in the Persian Gulf, threatening oil deliver-
ies. Japan’s “high rent society” and “inefficient second economy” kept subse-
quent urges toward growth down to near zero. Japan’s excess savings
contributed to the crisis at its early stages because of the excess savings that
flooded Japanese banks and then were rerouted into available but risky
Southeast Asian projects. The much ballyhooed solution of exporting out of
trouble did not materialize because Asian firms had no money to buy raw
materials, components or acquire local banking support to produce and
export at higher levels.19

A possible solution to the crisis was proposed by the Japanese in 1997 to
create a regional Asia Fund managed in Tokyo that would inject monies into
failing states right away. The proposed fund was to have fewer conditions on
its clients and quicker delivery of monies than the IMF, which required inter-
nal economic restructuring. But the U.S. immediately insisted the IMF was
to remain in charge. This shows that the U.S. wished to maintain control in
the region. Some have even suggested that the U.S. is the “root cause” of the
Asian financial problem because America’s “dollarization” required Asian
companies to meet U.S. corporate performance “set in the U.S.” If they did
not, Asia’s companies would not attract sufficient returns to investors and
negatively affect growth.

On the other end, U.S. firms were the first to profit from the decline.
U.S.-based Merrill Lynch hired the “best ex-employees” from the defunct
Yamaichi Securities firm, formerly Japan’s fourth largest broker. Travellers,
which merged with Citicorp, has also just formed links with “Nikko
Securities, one of the remaining big three brokerage houses.” Firms of the
hegemon are getting richer, further extending economic unipolarity.20

The U.S. Over Japan

Under unipolarity, the U.S. is making good use of its position in the inter-
national system over Japan in the security field, as well. The U.S. maintains
235 bases and facilities in Japan. The U.S. economic interest is $400 billion
per year in its Asia Pacific trade, with 3 million U.S. jobs tied to that trade.
U.S. presence in Japanese bases provides a sense of security for the more than
1,500 U.S. companies in Japan, as well as a deterrent to war and maintains
sustainability in the region, especially after the loss of the Philippine bases.
Yokosuka, a naval city two hours from Tokyo, remains America’s only deep
water port in Asia. The U.S. encampments in South Korea, by comparison,
are no substitute for those in Japan, which feature simple A-frame outposts
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lacking equivalent facilities for U.S. troops, and the Korean population is
unfriendly to U.S. troop presence. If the Japanese bases were abandoned, the
U.S. would have to pull back to Alaska and Hawaii to maintain current capa-
bilities, and the distance would make rapid application of force more diffi-
cult. U.S. troops require first-class repair services, and a large, willing civilian
population skilled in the widest range of manufacturing, engineering and
high-tech resources.21

After the Okinawa rape case involving U.S. military personnel, it was
speculated that the U.S. presence in Japan might be considerably scaled
down. But that did not happen. U.S. forces have agreed to some reductions,
but have otherwise not conceded much. U.S. forces occupy about one-third
of the land of Japanese defense forces, or 314 sq. km., but it is interesting to
note that the U.S. Air Force occupies the same quantity of airfield as
Japanese air forces do. Further, U.S. carriers continue to practice takeoffs and
landings in Iwojima, and use other islands as firing ranges. Additional
Japanese islands off the coast are also being considered for U.S. defense relo-
cation as a result of the modest Okinawa reductions. The U.S. wishes to
maintain its stronghold in Okinawa. That location is important to U.S.
interests because it is physically closer to East Asia as a whole, where the U.S.
can project its all East Asian presence.22

Japanese bases also served as a take off point for the Persian Gulf War in
1991. Because of war shortages, the U.S. government even asked Japan to
grant it “priority.” One report suggested that the U.S. “directly approached
NEC” for electronics, and the Japanese government used civilian ships to
transport military electronics to the Gulf on behalf of the Americans. Even
the more recent 1996 air strikes on Iraq “involved” Japanese bases, though
the Japanese government refused to confirm it. Since that time, a noted secu-
rity authority has said that the 47,000 U.S. troops stationed in Japan are
“designed to play a leading military role as far away as the Middle East.”23

After September 11, the Japanese Prime Minister even promised to dispatch
some of its naval assets to support U.S. operations around Afghanistan, over-
turning Japan’s constitution that forbids dispatching troops overseas.

In further exchange for base reductions, and because of Japan’s poor mil-
itary support during and since 1991, the U.S. military has extracted more
from Japan. The new 1997 U.S.–Japan Defense “framework” agreement
obligates Japanese forces to step up from local defense to general cooperation
with U.S. forces. The U.S. demanded that Japan acquire 75 missile destroy-
ers, 25 offensive submarines (16 hunter-killer), 125 P3Cs, 14 interceptor
squadrons and 8 support and early warning aircraft. U.S. forces are inducing
Japan to widen its sea-lane patrols and prepare to offer positive 
support in the “initial stages of war.” However, during any real conflict, 
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U.S. forces have said they would retain “command and control over 
operations” of joint forces.24

Japan’s Efforts to be Independent

At least some Japanese leaders continue to press for an optimal, realistic sta-
tus of independence for themselves even while under the American umbrella.
They know in the present unipolar moment they cannot resist U.S. influence
directly with much hope of success. So they make do by preparing incre-
mentally for the two possibilities of continuing under U.S. leadership, or
striking out on their own, simultaneously. But the shift from bipolarity to
unipolarity itself has caused the Japanese much new ambivalence. Will Japan
balance or continue to bandwagon with the U.S.? Do the Japanese view the
Americans as still reliable under unipolarity?

No longer pressed by as great a Soviet threat, some Japanese are beginning
to worry about the reliability of continued U.S. protection, and at the same
time, about their own capabilities against their greatest likely threats.

With an apparent inability to reverse course in a timely way, Russia expe-
rienced nine straight years of economic decline since its breakup, and the
civilian Japanese government downgraded the Kremlin’s short-term threat
level. But Japan’s military continues to maintain a wary posture. They report
that while greatly reducing its force presence, Russia continues to introduce
new military weapons into the region, including its Akula-class nuclear
attack submarine. Even today, the Russian Pacific Fleet “still maintains lim-
ited operation of both strategic and attack submarines” in at least coastal
patrols. There are also still 3,500 Russian troops on the northern territories,
four islands in dispute between the two countries, after it was thought that
the troops would leave. For its part, the Japanese know that Russia sees the
U.S.–Japan security agreement as a “threat to Soviet sea lanes” and also as a
threat to its subbase in the Sea of Okhotsk, as well as its “diplomatic leverage
in the region.” Russian vessels routinely scout Japan’s trade and oil routes.
The Japanese are concerned because even if a small military operation were
to occur, or even if dummy mines were planted through the Malaccan Strait,
Japanese sources believe the Yen would tumble and oil prices would double
overnight.25

But despite a seemingly modest Russian threat, Japan is looking with
more concern toward China, who has been purchasing power projection
weapons in the last few years. Beijing’s post–Persian Gulf War policy repre-
sents a sharp and potentially menacing problem. China has turned away
from its traditional “People’s War” doctrine emphasizing manpower for
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defense to being able to fight “local wars under high-technology conditions,”
which grants it more “offensive than defensive scenarios.” For this new doc-
trine, China has imported new weapons. The U.S. has “maintained stringent
restrictions on arms sales” to China, though “Russia, Israel, European and
even some Asian suppliers have eagerly sought to fill the vacuum.” From the
Kremlin, China has purchased four submarines “which have potential cruise
missile launch capacity, and is understood to be considering the purchase of
more.” Such platforms, if equipped with nuclear warheads, would give China
credible second-strike capability, effectively balancing the U.S. at the nuclear
level. Waltz has said that he believes China has already achieved that.
Currently China has one submarine that carries 12 missiles, and is reported
to have 17–20 ICBMs capable of reaching the U.S. At the moment, China
lacks the warhead miniaturization technology to produce warheads small
enough to fit onto submarines or other advanced delivery platforms. But
China has reportedly made efforts to obtain those and related secrets from
Los Alamos via espionage.

Besides the new subs, China has purchased 50 Sukhoi attack jets. But
China’s immediate short-term goals seem to be strengthening its claims on
Taiwan and the Spratly Islands. The lack of a full array of integrated weapons
systems still prevent China from projecting and sustaining power. China’s
amphibious-warfare ships can place up to three infantry divisions; but with-
out air defense, better interservice coordination or an improved centralized
command control capabilities, China may attack but not stay long enough
to see victory, yet. Concentrating on its economic development, Deng
Xiaoping said, “we should not fight a war for 50 years.” Thus at this moment
China does not seem to be a primary security threat to the U.S.26

But there are derivative problems. In the post–Cold War era, China’s con-
tinuing sensitivity to possible encroachments stems from its “unique” sense
that in its past history it was “dismembered” by foreign powers. Hong Kong
was taken from it, Taiwan escaped from it. This has made China more vigi-
lant to questions of political independence concerning the Senkaku (Daioyu)
and Spratly Islands. Moreover, after having been forced to back down by
U.S. naval forces in July 1996 in the Taiwan Straits, the Chinese military has
“for the first time since the 1950s” begun to “think seriously about how to
use force to bring Taiwan under its sway.” China is developing a hovercraft
fleet to “speed across the Taiwan Strait,” and to “contest sea control of a sig-
nificant defense perimeter in the Western Pacific itself.” In its military
budget, China has prioritized its naval and air capabilities. In recent patrols,
China has “repeatedly entered Japanese waters around the Senkaku Islands in
utter disregard of warnings voiced by Japanese authorities.”27
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Wu Xinbo writes that since 1992, after decades of stable diplomatic
friendship based on expanding trade, Sino-Japanese relations have “entered a
period of competitive co-existence,” in which each has become suspicious of
each other’s security aims. China fears perhaps a U.S.–Japan agenda that may
attempt to incorporate Taiwan, which China believes is Japan’s top priority.
The new 1997 U.S.–Japan defense guidelines have propelled Japan to assist
the U.S. in policing East Asia, not just modest local defense, making the Asia
Pacific a “U.S.–Japan condominium.” The Chinese are worried that with the
acquisition of Theatre Missile Defense, Japan will acquire “a kind of strate-
gic balance with respect to the PRC by using a TMD system to nullify the
threat from China’s limited strategic forces.” China has even 
speculated that TMD could lead to the development of “offensive weapons”
by Japan.28

China intends to build a “green water” navy within a few years across the
eastern Pacific to the “first island chain” that includes the Kuriles and
Philippines. Peter Jensen clarifies, “blue water” begins after that, encompass-
ing the U.S. bases at Guam and the Marianas, which China plans to extend
by 2050, and to branch out toward the Indian Ocean, as well. China has
covertly formed alliances with seafaring pirates who attack ships from coun-
tries China wishes to pressure. Beijing has formed a relationship with the
military regime in Myanmar to build and rent naval facilities in Burma’s
extended ports. David Shambaugh adds that by 2005–2007, China is
thought to have a credible capability to block and attack Taiwan to establish
domination in the area, and this would invite direct U.S. military reaction.29

How does Japan view its security situation in the region, does it plan to
rely on the U.S. umbrella? The answer may be, Tokyo still remembers when
JFK said, “Ich bin ein Berliner” (I am a Berliner), but recall that he did not
also say, “But I am a Tokyo-ite, as well.” Younger Japanese are skeptical about
the reliability of the U.S. umbrella, and believe Japan needs to directly play
a larger role in world affairs. Japanese increasingly feel that dependence on
U.S. defense is “unsustainable.”30

The Japanese military also does not feel that the U.S. is so inextricably
committed to Japan. In recent years, a Japanese source reports that many
generals have little faith in the U.S.–Japan security treaty, though their beliefs
improved after greater joint exercises.31

Observing regional developments, the Japanese military have said they
want offense, not just the “defensive capabilities” they developed over the
past five decades. In the 1980s, there was a “general rebellion” within the mil-
itary establishment itself over the Soviet action in Afghanistan, and other
regional wars because Japan was unprepared with merely defensive systems.
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The military advocated a new policy called “forward defense” against possi-
ble bases of attack aimed at Japan, and advocated a 2 percent military budget,
not the present 1 percent ceiling set by an earlier decision. One general even
remarked that under surprise attack, the Japanese reaction from its own civil-
ian authorities would likely be too slow. Consequently, local military com-
manders would probably act “extralegally.” In a famous incident, the Joint
Chief of Staff Hiroomi Kurisu, Japan’s highest military officer, even denied
the validity of civilian control.32

Since 1897, the Japanese have been students of Alfred Thayer Mahan 
who taught that a dominating navy was essential for a nation’s greatness. 
A small navy today is not capable of patrolling sea-lanes as distant as between
Vladivostok and the Indian Ocean, and the Japanese navy knows it. The 
U.S. Navy cannot patrol the entire region, at least not on its own, and is
increasingly relying on the expansion of Japan’s navy. Further, recalling the
island-by-island World War II strategy of the American Armada, which
destroyed Japan’s seapower before attacking the main island, Tokyo today 
is keenly aware of the value of its adjacent seas. Japan’s sealane protection 
of its petroleum imports calls for an effective convoy escort, especially for 
oil tankers, and that requires helicopter carriers and offensive power projec-
tion in “all directions.” Ninety-nine percent of Japan’s oil passes from the
Persian Gulf to the Indian Ocean to the Malaccan and Taiwan Straits. Japan
is forced by its trade-oriented economy to no longer simply worry about
protecting narrow sealanes, but whole areas, and that requires a blue water
navy.33

British defense experts say that the upgradation of the 1997 U.S.–Japan
Defense Guidelines “gives Japan its highest military profile in East Asia since
the end of the Second World War.” Suddenly, Japan has become a “signifi-
cant regional force.” Japan’s newest tank-landing carrier craft, revealed 
in 1998, features a thorough flight deck that can serve as a “small aircraft 
carrier,” and may be Harrier capable now.34 This is the beginning of power
projection.

Because of its new 1997 agreement, Japan has been called upon to 
join U.S. forces in military operations “surrounding” Japan that are 
“situational . . . not geographical.” “Rear area” support used to mean the 
Sea of Japan but now is omnidirectional. This means “air and sealane
defense.” In a protracted Korean peninsula, conflict Japanese forces may be
brought into “front-line combat defense,” possibly requiring “air cover” as
well as ASW, and at the tactical level defense can quickly turn to offense.
Japan’s four AWACS already monitor beyond Japan’s territories, and since 
its embarrassment over its non-detection of a North Korean missile test last
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fall, the military will no doubt press for greater independent monitoring
capability.35

What are Japan’s Nuclear Options?

Since 1966 an official Japanese study concluded that it was “highly unthink-
able” that the U.S. would risk a nuclear exchange with its leading adversaries
Russia or China “for the sake of Japan.” A former director of Japan’s Nuclear
Energy Division states that the U.S. is only likely to defend Japan in a con-
ventional way. Even as prominent a civilian leader as former prime minister
Keiichi Miyazawa warned in 1971 that Japan could go nuclear if the U.S.
“push(ed) Japan around too much.” It is understood among Tokyo leader-
ship circles that Japan would go nuclear if the current five nuclear powers fail
to eliminate their nuclear weapons, if Russia, China or North Korea further
threaten Japan or if the U.S. umbrella loses its credibility.36 The nuclear line
is looking thinner.

Japanese prime ministers have set the stage by saying that nuclear forces
are not prohibited by Japan’s constitution and that nuclear warheads can be
deployed for defensive purposes. They have also stated that the “3 nuclear
principles” are a “policy” decision, not a constitutional prohibition. An
already well established civilian nuclear power program gives Japan a “built-in
weapons option”. Even by the 1970s, Japanese studies acknowledged that if
they direct nuclear reactors to military purposes Japan could produce 20–30
warheads per year. It is interesting that the U.S. is assisting the Japanese in
perfecting techniques to “separate supergrade plutonium” at its Tokai plant,
as revealed by Greenpeace.

An important phrase in a 1969 study states that Japan should be ready
“should tactical nuclear weapons be introduced in a future emergency.” At
present, Japan’s F-16s are nuclear-capable and can reach eastern Russia, and
some East Asia targets. But Japan is also developing a potential strategic
delivery system. Japan has tested solid-fuel rockets that could be “directly
converted to intercontinental-range missiles . . . comparable to that of the
U.S. ICBMs.” They would have a range of 7,000–8,000 miles. The Japanese
blended their H-2 rocket with a solid-propellant motor with the upper stages
of a more advanced vehicle. The new vehicle may possibly carry between 
5 and 10 warheads. One American space scientist estimated that Japan could
deploy a counter-value technology “in a matter of months.”37

The U.S. is not opposed to Japan’s acquisition of nuclear capabilities. 
This was true as far back as three decades ago. Beginning with the Nixon
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administration, the U.S. thought it had to further induce Japan to stay under
U.S. influence, given its opening toward China, and “might even agree, in
time, to a two-key nuclear arrangement under partial U.S. control.” This is
important given that the U.S. concept of “theatre deterrence” was seen as no
longer a case of ICBM exchange to protect Japan or other allies but allowing
allies to “have their own tactical nuclear capabilities,” minimizing damage to
U.S. territory. The White House announced in November 1971 that the
“U.S. is prepared to provide Japan nuclear warheads or the know-how to
manufacture nuclear warheads.”38 This would balance out the European
nuclear forces already possessed by Britain and France, giving the U.S. a two-
ocean nuclear ally partnership.

At the tactical interoperability level, the U.S. and Japan may have gone
farther in their joint nuclear patrols than has been previously known.
Because U.S. subs or other vessels may sink in conflict or by accident, and
only Japanese subs are likely to be nearby, an intriguing scenario has
emerged. A source close to the Japanese navy has said that Japanese sub-
marines may have been given the responsibility to offload, recover and pos-
sibly be able to utilize or make operational the weapons systems, including
Tomahawk and nuclear weapons, onto Japanese vessels. In principle, if true,
it would be only a small step for the Japanese to receive training and opera-
tional capability in recovering, loading, carrying, and potentially deploying
tactical nuclear weapons from disabled U.S. platforms.39 But given the poli-
tics of the region, this kind of arrangement is a big step. It should also be
understood as an effect of close-in, joint security realities and is a logical, if
quite significant, extension of Japan’s military capability as it closes out, per-
haps in a way that approaches full circle, so much of its history in the twen-
tieth century. Japan, under unipolarity, may be extending its connection with
the U.S. but may also be slowly wobbling out of orbit.
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