Understanding Global Conflict & |
Coaperation: Intro fo Theory & History |-

Joseph S. Nye Jr. David A. Welch ‘
Ninth Edition |

Pearson New International Edition




Pearson New International Edition

Understanding Global Conflict &
Cooperation: Intro to Theory & History
Joseph S. Nye Jr. David A. Welch
Ninth Edition

PEARSON



Pearson Education Limited

Edinburgh Gate

Harlow

Essex CM20 2]JE

England and Associated Companies throughout the world

Visit us on the World Wide Web at: www.pearsoned.co.uk

© Pearson Education Limited 2014

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted
in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without either the
prior written permission of the publisher or a licence permitting restricted copying in the United Kingdom
issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency Ltd, Saffron House, 6-10 Kirby Street, London EC1N 8TS.

All trademarks used herein are the property of their respective owners. The use of any trademark
in this text does not vest in the author or publisher any trademark ownership rights in such

trademarks, nor does the use of such trademarks imply any affiliation with or endorsement of this
book by such owners.

ISBN 10: 1-292-02318-X
PEARSON ISBN 13: 978-1-292-02318-2

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Printed in the United States of America



P EA RS ON CUsSTOM L I B R A RY

Table of Contents

|. Glossary
Joseph S. Nye Jr./David A. Welch 1

2. Are There Enduring Logics of Cooperation in World Politics?
Joseph S. Nye Jr./David A. Welch 7

3. Explaining Conflict and Cooperation: Tools and Techniques of the Trade
Joseph S. Nye Jr./David A. Welch 43

4. From Westphalia to World War |
Joseph S. Nye Jr./David A. Welch 85

5. The Failure of Collective Security and World War
Joseph S. Nye Jr./David A. Welch 119

6. The Cold War
Joseph S. Nye Jr./David A. Welch 149

7. Post-Cold War Cooperation, Conflict, Flashpoints
Joseph S. Nye Jr./David A. Welch 201

8. Globalization and Interdependence
Joseph S. Nye Jr./David A. Welch 265

9. The Information Revolution and Transnational Actors
Joseph S. Nye Jr./David A. Welch 297

| 0. What Can We Expect in the Future?
Joseph S. Nye Jr./David A. Welch 329

Index 363



GLOSSARY

Actor Any person or body whose
decisions and actions have repercussions
for international politics. States, non-
governmental organizations, multina-
tional corporations, and even occasionally
individuals qualify as international actors.
Alliances Formal or informal arrange-
ments made between sovereign states,
usually to ensure mutual security.

Anarchy The absence of hierarchy. The
Westphalian system of sovereign states
is anarchic because there is no authority
above states. When used in the study of
international politics, anarchy is gener-
ally not used as a synonym for chaos,
since anarchic systems can be very
orderly.

Appeasement Generally, the act or
policy of accommodating the demands
of an assertive power in an attempt to
prevent conflict; more specifically, when
referring to British policy between the
two world wars, the policy of satisfying
Germany’s legitimate grievances.

Arab Spring The wave of protests and
uprisings against authoritarian regimes
in North Africa and the Middle East
that began in Tunisia in December 2010.

Asymmetry Situations in which states
or other actors with unbalanced power
capabilities are in opposition to one
another. The U.S. war against al Qaeda
is widely regarded as an asymmetrical
conflict.

Balance of power A term commonly
used to describe (1) the distribution of
power in the international system at any
given time, (2) a policy of allying with
one state or group of states so as to pre-
vent another state from gaining a pre-
ponderance of power, (3) a realist theory
about how states behave under anarchy,
or (4) the multipolar system of Europe
in the nineteenth century.

Bipolarity The structure of an inter-
national system in which two states

or alliances of states dominate world
politics. The Cold War division between
the United States and the Soviet Union is
often referred to as a bipolar system.
Bretton Woods New Hampshire resort
where a 1944 conference established the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and
World Bank.

Cold War The standoff between the
United States and the Soviet Union that
lasted from roughly the end of World
War II until the fall of the Berlin Wall in
1989. Though proxy wars were fought
on behalf of both sides around the globe,
U.S. and Soviet troops did not engage in
direct combat, making this a “cold” war
rather than a “hot” shooting war.
Collective security A means of main-
taining peace in which a group of states
agree on an institutional framework and
legal mechanism to prevent or respond
to aggression. Two examples of collec-
tive security actions under the auspices
of the United Nations were the Korean
War (1950-1953) and the Persian Gulf
War (1991).

Congress of Vienna An 1815 agreement
that marked the end of the Napoleonic
Wars and established the general frame-
work for the European international
system in the nineteenth century.

Constructivism An analytical approach
to international relations that empha-
sizes the importance of ideas, norms,
cultures, and social structures in shaping
actors’ identities, interests, and actions.
John Ruggie, Alexander Wendt, and
Peter Katzenstein are considered con-
structivists.

Containment A foreign policy designed
to prevent a potential aggressor from
expanding its influence geographically.
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Containment was the cornerstone of
American foreign policy toward Soviet
communism during the Cold War.
Cosmopolitanism The view that indi-
viduals, not sovereign states, are the
relevant moral units in world affairs,
and that moral principles such as human
rights are universal rather than culture-
specific. Charles Beitz is a prominent
cosmopolitan theorist.

Counterfactuals Thought experiments
that imagine situations with a carefully
selected change of facts. These are often
phrased as “what if” questions and are
employed in the analysis of scenarios in
international relations to explore causal
relationships.

Crisis stability A measure of the pressure
leaders feel to escalate to war during an
international crisis.

Cuban missile crisis A standoff in
October 1962 between the United

States and the Soviet Union over the
deployment of Soviet nuclear missiles in
Cuba. The crisis was resolved when the
Soviets removed their missiles, partly in
exchange for a secret agreement that the
United States would remove similar mis-
siles based in Turkey.

Dependency theory A theory of devel-
opment inspired by Marxism, popular
in the 1960s and 1970s, that predicted
wealthy countries at the “center” of the
international system would hold back
“peripheral” developing countries.
Deterrence A strategy of dissuading a
potential aggressor through threat

or fear.

Economic interdependence Situations
characterized by reciprocal economic
effects among countries or actors in
different countries. See Interdependence.
Fourteen Points Woodrow Wilson’s
blueprint for a settlement at the end of
World War I. Among its most important
features was a call for an international
institution that would safeguard collec-
tive security. See League of Nations.

Game Theory The analysis of how
rational actors will behave in contexts
of strategic interaction.

GATT (General Agreement on Tariffs
and Trade) An international agreement
on tariffs and trade that began in 1947
and was replaced in 1994 by the WTO
(World Trade Organization).
Geopolitics A theory of international
politics that considers the location,
proximity, and power of a state a key
cause of its behavior.

Glohalization At its broadest, the term
is used to describe worldwide networks
of interdependence. It has a number of
dimensions, including economic, cul-
tural, military, and political globaliza-
tion. It is not a new phenomenon—it
dates back at least to the Silk Road—
but due to the information revolution,
its contemporary form is “thicker and
quicker” than previous ones.

Global Public Goods Extension of the
public goods concept in economics,
which refers to goods that are nonrival
and nonexcludable. Examples include
knowledge and a stable climate.

Hard power The ability to obtain desired
outcomes through coercion or payment.
Hegemony The ability to exercise
control within a system of states. The
United States is often said to exercise
military hegemony today.

1GO (intergovernmental organization)
An organization whose members are
sovereign states. The United Nations,
IMF, and World Bank are examples

of IGOs. Commonly referred to as
international institutions.

IMF (International Monetary Fund) An
international institution set up after
World War II to lend money, primarily
to developing countries, to help stabilize
currencies or cover balance-of-payments
problems. See Bretton Woods.

INGO (international nongovernmental
organizations) A subset of NGOs with
an international focus. See NGO.
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Interdependence Situations characterized
by reciprocal effects among countries or
other actors.

International Court of Justice (ICJ) An
international tribunal for settling dis-
putes between states and for providing
legal opinions on questions submitted
to it by the UN General Assembly and
other authorized bodies. The Statute of
the International Court of Justice is an
integral part of the UN Charter (Chapter
XIV). Based in the Hague, the IC]J is the
successor to the League of Nations’ Per-
manent Court of International Justice.

International Criminal Court (ICC) A
permanent tribunal of last resort for try-
ing individuals charged with genocide,
crimes against humanity, or war crimes.
Established by the Rome Statute (1999)
and in operation since July 1, 2002.
International Criminal Tribunal for the
Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) An ad hoc
tribunal established by the UN Security
Council to prosecute those charged with
committing genocide, crimes against
humanity, or war crimes during the
violent breakup of Yugoslavia
(1991-1995).

International Criminal Tribunal for
Rwanda (ICTR) An ad hoc tribunal
established by the UN Security Council
to prosecute those charged with commit-
ting genocide, crimes against humanity,
or war crimes in Rwanda (1994).
International institutions See IGO.

International law The collective body
of treaties and accepted customary prac-
tices that regulate the conduct of states.
International law can also apply to
individuals who act in an international
context.

International society A way of concep-
tualizing the international system that
stresses the importance of international
law, norms, and rules (including rules
of protocol and etiquette), as well as
the rights and obligations of states.
Constructivists and British scholars of
the “English School” of International

Relations theory (some of whom are
classical realists) generally prefer to
speak of international society rather
than the international system. Neoreal-
ists prefer the opposite.

International system See System.
Intervention External actions that
influence the domestic affairs of a sover-
eign state. Most often this term is used to
refer to forcible interference by one or
more states in another state’s domestic
affairs.

Jus ad bellum That part of just war
doctrine that specifies the conditions
under which states may morally resort
to war. Traditionally, these include just
cause, right intention, legitimate author-
ity, last resort, and reasonable chance of
success. From the Latin “justice to war.”
Jus in bello That part of just war doc-
trine that specifies the ways in which
wars may morally be fought. Tradition-
ally, these include observing the laws

of war, maintaining proportionality
between the amount of force used and
the objective sought, and observing the
principle of noncombatant immunity.
From the Latin “justice in war.”

Just war doctrine  An intellectual tradi-
tion with origins in ancient Rome and
the early Christian church that provides
moral guidelines for the resort to force
and the use of force in war. St. Augustine
and St. Thomas Aquinas are important
historical figures in this tradition; Michael
Walzer is a well-known modern just war
theorist. Sometimes called “just war the-
ory.” See jus ad bellum and jus in bello.
League of Nations An international
organization dedicated to collective
security founded at the end of World
War I. Woodrow Wilson, the League’s
chief advocate, called for its creation

in his Fourteen Points at the end of the
war. The League failed owing to its
inability to prevent the aggressions that
led to World War IL.

Liberalism An analytical approach to
international relations in which states
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function as part of a global society that
sets the context for their interactions
and that stresses the domestic sources
of foreign policy. Classical liberalism
has intellectual roots in the writings of
Immanuel Kant, Jeremy Bentham, and
John Stuart Mill. Richard Rosecrance is
considered a liberal.

Marxism An analytical approach to
international relations, inspired by the
writings of Karl Marx and Friedrich
Engels, that sees economic classes as the
primary actors, and that explains pat-
terns and events in world affairs in terms
of the interactions between classes.
Immanuel Wallerstein is a prominent
Marxist international relations theorist.

Milieu goals Intangible goals such as
democracy or human rights, in contrast
to tangible possession goals such as
territory.

Multipolarity The structure of an inter-
national system in which three or more
states or alliances dominate world poli-
tics. Many scholars describe nineteenth-
century Europe as multipolar.

NAFTA (North American Free Trade
Agreement) A 1994 agreement among
the United States, Canada, and Mexico
that created a free-trade zone in North
America.

Nation A group of people who have
some combination of common language,
culture, religion, history, mythology,
identity, or sense of destiny, as well

as strong ties to a particular territory,
and, usually, aspirations for political
autonomy. All nations are peoples (see
People). Confusingly, the word “nation”
is often used to mean “state” (see State).

Nation-state An ethnically homogenous
state; that is, a state whose citizens are
all, or virtually all, members of a single
nation. Used both descriptively (e.g.,
with respect to Korea, Japan, and other
ethnically homogenous states) and pre-
scriptively (i.e., as a philosophical ideal—
impossible to realize in practice—that all
nations should have states of their own).

National interest A state’s perceptions
of its goals in the international system.
Realists, liberals, and constructivists all
have different accounts of how states
formulate their national interests.

Nationalism A celebration or assertion
of national identity that commonly finds
political expression in the claim of a right
of self-determination or self-government.
See Nation, Self-determination, and
Self-government.

Neoliberalism An analytical approach
to international relations in which the
actions of states are constrained by eco-
nomic interdependence and international
institutions. Robert Keohane is consid-
ered a neoliberal. See Interdependence
and International institutions.

Neorealism An analytical approach to
international relations, inspired by the
objectivity and rigor of natural science,
that sees the actions of states as con-
strained primarily by the distribution of
power in the international system.
Kenneth Waltz and John Mearsheimer
are well-known neorealists.

NGO (nongovernmental organization) In
the broadest definition, any organization
that represents interests other than those
of a state or multinational corporation.
Most references concern transnational
or international groups (sometimes
referred to as INGOs). Examples of
well-known NGOs include the Catholic
Church, Greenpeace, and the Interna-
tional Red Cross.

Nuclear deterrence A strategy used by
both the United States and Soviet Union
during the Cold War to dissuade each
other from provocative acts by threat of
annihilation. See Deterrence.

OPEC (Organization of Petroleum
Exporting Countries) An organization
of the world’s largest oil-producing
states that tries to coordinate policy on
oil production and pricing among its
members.

Peacehuilding A term coined by UN
Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali
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in 1992 describing a range of activities
by foreign military and civilian personnel
intended to stabilize war-torn societies,
build durable governance structures, and
lay the groundwork for long-term peace,
security, and development.

Peace enforcement The deployment of
well-armed foreign troops to compel one
or more warring parties to comply with
UN resolutions calling for a cessation of
hostilities.

Peacekeeping The deployment of
neutral, lightly armed foreign troops or
police to prevent conflict or maintain
peace in a state or between states. Many
peacekeeping operations are conducted
under UN auspices, but peacekeeping
can also be conducted by a regional
organization or a group of countries act-
ing outside the United Nations.

Peace of Westphalia The 1648 trea-
ties that formally concluded the Thirty
Years’ War and established state sover-
eignty as the chief organizing principle
in the international system.

People A group united by common
culture, tradition, or sense of kinship
(though not necessarily by blood, race,
or political ties), typically sharing a lan-
guage and system of beliefs. A people
with a sense of territorial homeland and
a shared political identity are a nation.
Peloponnesian War More accu-

rately, the Second Peloponnesian War,
documented by Thucydides; a conflict
between Athens and Sparta lasting

from 431 to 404 BCE that resulted in
the defeat of Athens and the end of the
Golden Age of Athenian democracy. See
Thucydides.

Power Generally, the ability to achieve
one’s purposes or goals; more specifi-
cally, the ability to affect others to get
the outcomes one wants. In a more
restricted definition, Robert Dahl defines
power as “the ability to get others to do
what they otherwise would not do.”
Prisoner’s Dilemma A classic strategic
interaction in which two independent

decision makers, each attempting to pur-
sue his or her rational self-interest, will
choose not to cooperate with each other
(i.e., to defect) and will thereby end up
worse off than if they had both chosen
to cooperate. Since the best possible out-
come in Prisoner’s Dilemma is to defect
while the other cooperates, the nonco-
operative outcome is a function of their
inability to trust. See Game theory.

Realism An analytical approach to
international relations in which the pri-
mary actors are states and the central
problems are war and the use of force.
Thucydides, Otto von Bismarck, E. H.
Carr, Hans Morgenthau, and Henry
Kissinger are all considered realists.

Self-determination The right of a peo-
ple to decide their own political fate.

Self-government The right of a people
to rule themselves.

Sensitivity The degree and rapidity of
the effects of interdependence. Describes
how quickly a change in one part of a
system leads to a change in another part.
Skeptics Those who believe that moral
categories have no place in discussions
of international relations because of the
lack of an international community that
can sanction rights and duties.

Soft power The ability to obtain desired
outcomes through attraction or persua-
sion rather than coercion or payment.

Sovereignty An absolute right to rule.

Stability See Crisis stability and System
stability.

State A sovereign, territorial political
unit.

State moralism The view that inter-
national morality depends on a society
of sovereign states playing by certain
rules, even if those rules are not always
obeyed; that moral obligations within
state borders are much greater than
across them.

Structure The configuration of units
within a system. Structures characterize
how units relate. Realists consider the
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distribution of power the most impor-
tant structural feature of the interna-
tional system; constructivists emphasize
its social dimensions (e.g., norms, rules,
and identity relationships).

Symmetry Situations in which states or
agents with relatively balanced power
capabilities are in opposition to one
another. The latter half of the Cold War
is widely regarded as a symmetrical con-
flict because of the rough nuclear bal-
ance between the United States and the
Soviet Union.

System A set of interrelated units that
interact in a regular way. The inter-
national system is a particular system
whose units are international actors, of
which sovereign states are currently the
most significant, and whose processes of
interaction include such things as diplo-
macy, negotiation, trade, and war.
System stability Generally, a measure
of the ability of a system to absorb
shocks without breaking down or
becoming disorderly; with respect spe-
cifically to the international system, a
measure of its war-proneness.

Thirty Years’ War A series of European
wars fueled by international, religious,
and dynastic conflicts that took place
from 1618 to 1648. See Peace of
Westphalia.

Thucydides An Athenian commander
whose book History of the Pelopon-
nesian War, a chronicle of the war
between Athens and Sparta, is one of
the earliest known works of history and
international relations. Thucydides is
widely considered the father of realism.

Transgovernmental relations Relations

between sub-units of national govern-
ments.

Transnational actor Any nonstate actor
that acts across international borders.
See Actor.

Treaty of Rome The 1957 treaty that
laid the groundwork for European inte-
gration, which led first to the creation
of a European Common Market and
eventually to the European Union and
the common euro currency.

Treaty of Utrecht The 1713 treaty that
ended the Wars of Spanish Succession
and established the legitimacy of both
British and French holdings in North
America.

Treaty of Westphalia See Peace of
Westphalia.

Unipolarity The structure of an inter-
national system in which one state exer-
cises preponderant power. Some analysts
refer to the current military power struc-
ture as a unipolar system dominated by
the United States.

Virtual history A particular style of
counterfactual analysis that infers what
would have happened had something
been different (the counterfactual) from
what actually did happen beforehand.

Vulnerability The relative cost of
changing the structure of a system of
interdependence. Can also be thought of
as the cost of escaping or changing the
rules of the game.

Westphalia See Peace of Westphalia.

World Bank An institution set up after
World War II to provide loans, technical
assistance, and policy advice to develop-
ing countries. See Bretton Woods.

WTO (World Trade Organization) An
international organization created in
1994 to regulate trade and tariffs among
its member states. See GATT.
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From Chapter 1 of Understanding Global Conflict and Cooperation, Ninth Edition. Joseph S. Nye, Jr.,
David A. Welch. Copyright © 2013 by Pearson Education, Inc. All rights reserved.
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Atlantic. In 1924, Charles Lindbergh’s flight took 33 hours. Fifty years

later, the Concorde did it in three hours. Ballistic missiles can do it in
30 minutes. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, a transatlantic flight
cost one-third of what it did in 1950, and a call from New York to London
cost only a small percentage of what it did at midcentury. Global Internet
communications are nearly instantaneous, and transmission costs are negligi-
ble. An environmentalist in Asia or a human rights activist in Africa today has
a power of communication once enjoyed only by large organizations such as
governments or transnational corporations. On a more somber note, nuclear
weapons have added a new dimension to war that one writer calls “double
death,” meaning that not only could individuals die, but under some circum-
stances the whole human species could be threatened. And as the September 11
terrorist attacks on New York and Washington in 2001 (“9/11”) illustrated,
technology is putting into the hands of nonstate actors destructive powers that
once were reserved solely for governments. As the effects of distance shrink,
conditions in remote, poor countries such as Afghanistan suddenly become
highly relevant to people around the globe.

The world is shrinking. The Mayflower took three months to cross the
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Yet some other things about international politics have remained the same over
the ages. Thucydides’ account of Sparta and Athens fighting the Peloponnesian
War 2,500 years ago bears an eerie resemblance to the Arab-Israeli conflict after
1947. Pliny the Elder complained about imbalances in Rome’s (mutually benefi-
cial) trade with India nearly 2,000 years ago in almost exactly the same language
with which members of Congress today complain about imbalances in the United
States’ (mutually beneficial) trade with China. There are basic logics to conflict and
cooperation that have remained surprisingly constant over the millennia, even if the
forms they take and the issues that give rise to them change (the ancient world never
had to worry about nuclear weapons, HIV/AIDS, or climate change). The world is
a strange cocktail of continuity and change.

The task for students of world politics is to build on the past but not be
trapped by it—to understand the continuities as well as the changes. We must
learn the traditional theories and then adapt them to current circumstances.

“I found in my experience in government that I could ignore neither the age-old
nor the brand-new dimensions of world politics.”
—Joseph S. Nye, Jr.

World politics would be transformed if separate states were abol-
ished, but world government is not around the corner. And while non-
state actors such as transnational corporations, nongovernmental
organizations, and terrorist groups present new challenges to govern-
ments, they do not replace states. The peoples who live in the nearly
200 states on this globe want their independence, separate cultures,
and different languages. In fact, rather than vanishing, nationalism and
the demand for separate states have increased. Rather than fewer states, this
century will probably see more. World government would not automatically
solve the problem of war. Most wars today are civil or ethnic wars. In the
two decades after the fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989, 220 armed
conflicts occurred in 75 different locations around the world. Nine were inter-
state wars, and 24 were intrastate wars with foreign intervention.! In fact, the
bloodiest wars of the nineteenth century were not among the quarreling states
of Europe but rather the Taiping Rebellion in China and the American Civil
War. We will continue to live in a world of rival communities and separate
states for quite some time, and it is important to understand what that means
for our prospects.

WHAT IS INTERNATIONAL POLITICS?

The world has not always been divided into a system of separate states. Over
the centuries there have been three basic forms of world politics. In a world
imperial system, one government controls most of the world with which it has
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contact. The greatest example in the Western world was the Roman Empire.
Spain in the sixteenth century and France in the late seventeenth century
tried to gain similar supremacy, but they failed. In the nineteenth century, the
British Empire spanned the globe, but even the British had to share the world
with other strong states. Ancient world empires—the Roman, Sumerian,
Persian, and Chinese—were actually regional empires. They thought they
ruled the world, but they were protected from conflict with other empires by
lack of communication. Their fights with barbarians on the peripheries of their
empires were not the same as wars among roughly equal states.

A second basic form of international politics is a feudal system, in which
human loyalties and political obligations are not fixed primarily by territo-
rial boundaries. Feudalism was common in Europe after the collapse of the
Roman Empire. An individual had obligations to a local lord, but might also
owe duties to some distant noble or bishop, as well as to the pope in Rome.
Political obligations were determined to a large extent by what happened to
one’s superiors. If a ruler married, an area and its people might find their
obligations rearranged as part of a wedding dowry. Townspeople born French
might suddenly find themselves Flemish or even English. Cities and leagues of
cities sometimes had a special semi-independent status. The crazy quilt of wars
that accompanied the feudal situation did not much resemble modern territo-
rial wars. These wars could occur within as well as across territories and were
shaped by crosscutting, nonterritorial loyalties and conflicts.

A third form of world politics is an anarchic system of states, composed of
states that are relatively cohesive but with no higher government above them.
Examples include the city-states of ancient Greece or Machiavelli’s fifteenth-
century Italy. Another example of an anarchic state system is the dynastic ter-
ritorial state whose coherence comes from control by a ruling family. Exam-
ples can be found in India or China in the fifth century BCE. Large territorial
dynasties reemerged in Europe in about 1500, and other forms of polities such
as city-states or loose leagues of territories began to vanish. In 1648, the Peace
of Westphalia ended Europe’s Thirty Years” War, sometimes called the last of
the great wars of religion and the first of the wars of modern states. In retro-
spect, we can see that the Peace of Westphalia enshrined the territorial sover-
eign state as the dominant political unit.

Today when we speak of the international system, we usually mean this
territorial system of sovereign states (or simply the “Westphalian system” for
short), and we define international politics as politics in the absence of a common
sovereign—opolitics among entities with no ruler above them. International politics
is a self-help system. The English philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) called
such an anarchic system a “state of nature.” For some, the words state of nature
may conjure up images of a herd of cows grazing peacefully on a farm, but that is
not what Hobbes meant. Think of a Texas town without a sheriff in the days of the
Old West, or Lebanon after its government broke down in the 1970s, or Somalia in
the 1990s. Hobbes did not think of a state of nature as benign; he saw it as a war
of all against all, because there was no higher ruler to enforce order. As Hobbes
famously declared, life in such a world would be nasty, brutish, and short.
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Because there is no higher authority above states, there are important
legal, political, and social differences between domestic and international poli-
tics. Domestic law is relatively clear and consistent. Police and courts enforce
it. By contrast, international law is patchy, incomplete, and rests on sometimes
vague foundations. There is no common enforcement mechanism. The world
lacks a global police force, and while there are international courts, they can
do little when sovereign states choose to ignore them.

Force plays a different role in domestic and international politics as well.
In a well-ordered domestic political system, the government has a monopoly
on the legitimate use of force. In international politics, no one has such a
monopoly. Because international politics is the realm of self-help, and some
states are stronger than others, there is always a danger that they may resort
to force. When force cannot be ruled out, mistrust and suspicion are common.

Domestic and international politics also differ in their underlying sense of
community. In a well-ordered domestic society, a widespread sense of com-
munity gives rise to common loyalties, standards of justice, and views of legiti-
mate authority. On a global scale, people have competing loyalties. Any sense
of global community is weak. People often disagree about what is just and
legitimate. The result is a great gap between two basic political values: order
and justice. In such a world, most people place national concerns before inter-
national justice. Law and ethics play a role in international politics, but in the
absence of a sense of community norms, they are weaker forces than in domes-
tic politics.

Some people speculate that of the three basic systems—world imperial,
feudal, and Westphalian—the twenty-first century may see the gradual evolu-
tion of a new feudalism, or less plausibly, an American world empire.

Differing Views of Anarchic Politics

International politics is anarchic in the sense that there is no government above
sovereign states. But political philosophy offers different views of how harsh a
state of nature need be. Hobbes, who wrote in a seventeenth-century England
wracked by civil war, emphasized insecurity, force, and survival. He described
humanity as being in a constant state of war. A half century later, John Locke
(1632-1704), writing in a more stable England, argued that although a state of
nature lacked a common sovereign, people could develop ties and make con-
tracts, and therefore anarchy was not necessarily an obstacle to peace. Those
two views of a state of nature are the philosophical precursors of two current
views of international politics, one more pessimistic and one more optimistic:
realism and liberalism.

Realism has been the dominant tradition in thinking about international
politics for centuries. For the realist, the central problem of international poli-
tics is war and the use of force, and the central actors are states. Among mod-
ern Americans, realism is exemplified by the writings and policies of President
Richard Nixon and his secretary of state, Henry Kissinger. The realist starts
from the assumption of the anarchic system of states. Kissinger and Nixon, for
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example, sought to maximize the power of the United States and to minimize
the ability of other states to jeopardize U.S. security. According to the realist,
the beginning and the end of international politics is the individual state in
interaction with other states.

The other tradition, liberalism, can be traced back in Western political philoso-
phy to Baron de Montesquieu and Immanuel Kant in eighteenth-century France and
Germany respectively, and such nineteenth-century British philosophers as Jeremy
Bentham and John Stuart Mill. A modern American example can be found in the
writings and policies of the political scientist and president, Woodrow Wilson.

Liberals see a global society that functions alongside states and sets an
important part of the context for state action. Trade crosses borders, people
have contacts with each other (such as students studying in foreign countries),
and international institutions such as the United Nations mitigate some of the
harsher aspects of anarchy. Liberals complain that realists portray states as
billiard balls careening off one another in an attempt to balance power. They
claim that this explanation is not adequate, as people do have contacts across
borders and because there is an international society. Realists, claim liberals,
overstate the difference between domestic and international politics. Because
the realist picture of anarchy as a Hobbesian “state of war” focuses only on
extreme situations, in the liberals’ view it misses the growth of economic inter-
dependence and the evolution of a transnational global society.

Realists respond by quoting Hobbes: “Just as stormy weather does not
mean perpetual rain, so a state of war does not mean constant war.”? Just
as Londoners carry umbrellas on sunny April days, the prospect of war in
an anarchic system makes states keep armies even in times of peace. Realists
point to previous liberal predictions that went awry. For example, in 1910,
the president of Stanford University said future war was no longer possible
because it was too costly. Liberal writers proclaimed war obsolete; civilization
had grown out of it, they argued. Economic interdependence, ties between
labor unions and intellectuals, and the flow of capital all made war impossible.
Of course, these predictions failed catastrophically when World War I broke
out in 1914, and the realists felt vindicated.

1910: THE “UNSEEN VAMPIRE” OF WAR

If there were no other reason for making an end of war, the financial ruin it
involves must sooner or later bring the civilized nations of the world to their

senses. As President David Starr Jordan of Leland Stanford University said at
Tufts College, “Future war is impossible because the nations cannot afford it.”

In Europe, he says, the war debt is $26 billion, “all owed to the unseen vampire,
and which the nations will never pay and which taxes poor people $95 million a
year.” The burdens of militarism in time of peace are exhausting the strength of the
leading nations, already overloaded with debts. The certain result of a great war
would be overwhelming bankruptcy.

—The New York World®
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Neither history nor the argument between the realists and liberals stopped
in 1914. The 1970s saw a resurgence of liberal claims that rising economic and
social interdependence was changing the nature of international politics. In the
1980s, Richard Rosecrance wrote that states can increase their power in two
ways, either aggressively by territorial conquest or peacefully through trade.
He used the experience of Japan as an example: In the 1930s, Japan tried ter-
ritorial conquest and suffered the disaster of World War II. But after the war,
Japan used trade and investment to become the second largest economy in the
world (measured by official exchange rates) and a significant power in East
Asia. Japan succeeded while spending far less on its military, proportionately
to the size of either its population or its economy, than other major powers.
Thus Rosecrance and modern liberals argue that the nature of international
politics is changing.

Some new liberals look even further to the future and believe that dramatic
growth in ecological interdependence will so blur the differences between
domestic and international politics that humanity will evolve toward a world
without borders. For example, everyone will be affected without regard to
boundaries if greenhouse gas emissions warm the planet. Problems such as
HIV/AIDS and drugs cross borders with such ease that we may be on our
way to a different world. Professor Richard Falk of Princeton argues that
transnational problems and values will alter the state-centric orientation of the
international system that has dominated for the last 400 years. Transnational
forces are undoing the Peace of Westphalia, and humanity is evolving toward
a new form of international politics.

In 1990, realists replied, “Tell that to Saddam Hussein!” Iraq showed
that force and war are ever-present dangers when it invaded its small neigh-
bor Kuwait. Liberals responded by arguing that politics in the Middle East is
the exception. Over time, they said, the world is moving beyond the anarchy
of the sovereign state system. These divergent views on the nature of inter-
national politics and how it is changing will not soon be reconciled. Realists
stress continuity; liberals stress change. Both claim to be more “realistic.”
Liberals tend to see realists as cynics whose fascination with the past blinds
them to change. Realists, in turn, think liberals are utopian dreamers ped-
dling “globaloney.”

Who’s right? Both are right and both are wrong. A clear-cut answer might
be nice, but it would also be less accurate and less interesting. The mix of
continuity and change that characterizes today’s world makes it impossible to
arrive at one simple, synthetic explanation.

Realism and liberalism are not the only approaches. For much of the
past century Marxism was a popular alternative for many people. Origi-
nally developed by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels and subsequently
enhanced and adapted by other theorists, Marxism focused on the domestic
economic structure of capitalist states. Its concentration on economic class,
production, and property relations has sometimes been called “economic
reductionism” or “historical materialism.” Marxists believed that politics
is a function of economics and predicted that the greed of capitalists would
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drive important events in international relations, ultimately proving their
own undoing as socialist revolution swept the globe. But Marxists underes-
timated the forces of nationalism, state power, and geopolitics. Their lack
of attention to the importance of diplomacy and the balance of power led
to a flawed understanding of international politics and incorrect predic-
tions. Even before the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the failure of
Marxist theory to account for peace among major capitalist states and war-
fare among various communist states undermined its explanatory value. For
example, it was difficult for Marxists to explain clashes between China and
the Soviet Union in 1969, the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia in 1978, or
the Sino-Vietnamese War of 1979.

In the 1960s and 1970s, dependency theory, which builds on Marxism,
was popular. It predicted that the wealthy countries in the “center” of the
global marketplace would control and hold back poorer countries on the
“periphery.” According to dependency theorists, the global economic and
political division between the First World (rich, liberal, capitalist countries)
and the Third World (developing countries), also known as the North-South
divide, is the result of both historical imperialism and the nature of capitalist
globalization. Dependency theory enjoyed some explanatory successes, such
as accounting for the failure of many poor countries to benefit from global
economic liberalization to the extent that orthodox liberal economic theory
predicted. It also drew attention to the curious and important phenomenon
of the “dual economy” in developing countries, in which a small, wealthy,
educated, urban economic elite interacted with and profited handsomely from
globalization, while the vast majority of impoverished, largely rural farmers,
laborers, and miners did not. But while dependency theory helped illumi-
nate some important structural causes of economic inequality, it had diffi-
culty explaining why, in the 1980s and 1990s, “peripheral” countries in East
Asia, such as South Korea, Singapore, and Malaysia, grew more rapidly than
“central” countries in North America and Europe. South Korea and Singapore
are now wealthy “developed” countries in their own right, and Malaysia is a
rising middle-income country. These weaknesses of dependency theory were
underlined when Fernando Henrique Cardoso, a leading dependency theorist
in the 1970s, turned to liberal economic policies after being elected president
of Brazil in the 1990s.

In the 1980s, analysts on both sides of the realist-liberal divide attempted
to emulate microeconomics by developing formal, deductive theories. Neoreal-
ists such as Kenneth Waltz and neoliberals such as Robert Keohane developed
structural models of states as rational actors constrained by the international
system. Neorealists and neoliberals increased the simplicity and elegance of
theory, but they did so at the cost of discarding much of the rich complexity
of classical realism and liberalism. “By the end of the 1980s, the theoretical
contest that might have been was reduced to relatively narrow disagreements
within one state-centric rationalist model of international relations.”*

More recently, a diverse group of theorists labeled constructivists has
argued that realism and liberalism both fail to explain long-term change in
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world politics adequately. For example, neither realists nor liberals predicted
the end of the Cold War, nor could they explain it satisfactorily after the fact.
Constructivists emphasize the importance of ideas and culture in shaping both
the reality and the discourse of international politics. They stress the ultimate
subjectivity of interests and their links to changing identities. There are many
types of constructivists, but they all tend to agree that neither realism nor liber-
alism paints a true picture of the world and that we need not just explanations
of how things are, but explanations of how they come to be. Constructivists
have focused on important questions about identities, norms, culture, national
interests, and international governance.® They believe that leaders and other
people are motivated not only by material interests, but also by their sense
of identity, morality, and what their society or culture considers appropriate.
These norms change over time, partly through interaction with others. Con-
structivists agree that the international system is anarchic, but they argue that
there is a spectrum of anarchies ranging from benign, peaceful, even friendly
ones to bitterly hostile, competitive ones. The nature of anarchy at any given
time depends upon prevailing norms, perceptions, and beliefs. As the prominent
constructivist scholar Alexander Wendt puts it, anarchy is what states make
of it. That is why Americans worry more about one North Korean nuclear
weapon than 500 British nuclear weapons, and why war between France and
Germany, which occurred twice in the last century, seems unthinkable today.®

Realists and liberals take for granted that states seek to promote their
“national interest,” but they have little to say about how those interests are
shaped or change over time. Constructivists draw on different disciplines to
examine the processes by which leaders, peoples, and cultures alter their pref-
erences, shape their identities, and learn new behaviors. For example, both
slavery in the nineteenth century and racial apartheid in South Africa in the
twentieth century were accepted by most states once upon a time. But both
later came to be widely condemned. Constructivists ask: Why the change?
What role did ideas play? Will the practice of war go the same way someday?
What about the concept of the sovereign state? The world is full of political
entities such as tribes, nations, and nongovernmental organizations. Only in
recent centuries has the sovereign state been dominant. Constructivists suggest
that concepts such as “state” and “sovereignty” that shape our understandings
of world politics and that animate our theories are, in fact, socially constructed;
they are not given. Nor are they permanent. Even our understanding of “secu-
rity” evolves. Traditional international relations theories used to understand
security strictly in terms of preventing violence or war among states, but in
today’s world “human security”—a relatively new concept—seems at least
as problematic. Moreover, a wider range of phenomena have become “secu-
ritized,” that is, treated politically as dire threats warranting extraordinary
efforts to address them. Scholars and politicians worry today not only about
interstate war, but also about poverty, inequality, and economic or ecological
catastrophe.

Feminist constructivists add that the language and imageries of war as a cen-
tral instrument of world politics have been heavily influenced by gender. Feminism
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gained strength as a critical approach in the early 1990s when traditional secu-
rity concerns lost some of their apparent urgency in the wake of the Cold War.
By focusing on social processes, nonelite issues, and transnational structures, and
by rejecting the established, limited focus on interstate relations, feminism aims to
study world politics more inclusively and reveal “the processes through which iden-
tities and interests, not merely of states but of key social constituencies, are shaped
at the global level.”” Feminist scholars highlight disparities between the sexes. For
example, out of 193 members of the United Nations, only 23 had female presi-
dents, chancellors, or prime ministers in 2011. Feminist critiques also illuminate
problematic aspects of globalization, such as the “export” or trafficking of women
and children and the use of rape as an instrument of war.

Constructivism is an approach that rejects neorealism’s or neoliberal-
ism’s search for scientific laws. Instead, it seeks contingent generalizations
and often offers thick description as a form of explanation. Some of the most
important debates in world politics today revolve around the meanings of
terms such as sovereignty, humanitarian intervention, human rights, and
genocide, and constructivists have much more to say about these issues than
do older approaches.® Constructivism provides both a useful critique and an
important supplement to realism and liberalism. Though sometimes loosely
formulated and lacking in predictive power, constructivist approaches remind
us of what realism and liberalism often miss. It is important to look beyond the
instrumental rationality of pursuing current goals and to ask how changing
identities and interests can sometimes lead to subtle shifts in states’ policies,
and sometimes to profound changes in international affairs. Constructivists
help us understand how preferences are formed and judgments are shaped. In
that sense, constructivist thought complements rather than opposes the two
main approaches.

“When I was working in Washington and helping formulate American foreign
policies as an assistant secretary in the State Department and the Pentagon,
I found myself borrowing elements from all three types of thinking: realism, lib-
eralism, and constructivism. I found all of them helpful, though in different ways
and in different circumstances.”

—Joseph S. Nye, Jr.

Sometimes practical men and women wonder why we should bother with
theory at all. The answer is that theory provides a road map that allows us to
make sense of unfamiliar terrain. We are lost without it. Even when we think
we are just using common sense, there is usually an implicit theory guiding our
actions. We simply do not know or have forgotten what it is. If we were more
conscious of the theories that guide us, we would be better able to understand
their strengths and weaknesses, and when best to apply them. As the British
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economist John Maynard Keynes once put it, practical men who consider
themselves above theory are usually listening to some dead scribbler from the
past whose name they have long forgotten.’

Building Blocks

Actors, goals, and instruments are three concepts that are basic to theoriz-
ing about international politics, but each is changing. In the traditional real-
ist view of international politics, the only significant “actors” are the states,
and only the big states really matter. But this is changing. The number of
states has grown enormously in the last half century: In 1945 there were about
50 states in the world; by the beginning of the twenty-first century, there were
nearly four times that many, with more to come. More important than the
number of states is the rise of nonstate actors. Today large multinational corpo-
rations straddle international borders and sometimes command more economic
resources than many states do (Table 1). At least 192 corporations have annual
sales that are larger than the gross domestic product (GDP) of more than half the
states in the world.!? While multinational corporations lack some types of power
such as military force, they are very relevant to a country’s economic goals. In
terms of the economy, IBM is more important to Belgium than is Burundi, a
former Belgian colony.

A picture of the Middle East without warring states and outside powers would
be downright silly, but it would also be woefully inadequate if it did not include a
variety of nonstate actors. Multinational oil companies such as Shell, British Petro-
leum, and Exxon Mobil are one type of nonstate actor, but there are others. There
are large intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) such as the United Nations, and
smaller ones such as the Arab League and the Organization of Petroleum Export-
ing Countries (OPEC). There are nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), such as
the Red Cross and Amnesty International. There are also a variety of transnational
ethnic groups, such as the Kurds who live in Turkey, Syria, Iran, and Iraq, and
the Armenians, scattered throughout the Middle East and the Caucasus. Terrorist
groups, drug cartels, and criminal organizations span national borders and often
divide their resources among several states. International religious movements,
particularly political Islam in the Middle East and North Africa, add a further
dimension to the range of nonstate actors.

The question is not whether state or nonstate groups are more important—
usually the states are—but how new, complex coalitions affect the politics of a
region in a way that the traditional realist views fail to disclose. States are the major
actors in current international politics, but they do not have the stage to themselves.

What about goals? Traditionally the dominant goal of states in an anar-
chic system is military security. Countries today obviously care about their
military security, but they often care as much or more about their economic
wealth, about social issues such as stopping drug trafficking or the spread of
AIDS, or about ecological changes. Moreover, as we noted above, as threats
change, the definition of security changes; military security is not the only goal
that states pursue. Looking at the relationship between the United States and
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TABLE 1

The World’s 100 Largest Economic Units (2010)

PPP GDP (Country) or
REVENUE (Corporation),

RANK COUNTRY or CORPORATION $million
1 United States $14,657,800
2 People’s Republic of China $10,085,708
3 Japan $4,309,432
4 India $4,060,392
5 Germany $2,940,434
6 Russia $2,222,957
7 United Kingdom $2,172,768
8 Brazil $2,172,058
9 France $2,145,487
10 Italy $1,773,547
11 Mexico $1,629,917
12 South Korea $1,459,246
13 Spain $1,368,642
14 Canada $1,330,272
15 Indonesia $1,029,884
16 Turkey $960,511
17 Australia $882,362
18 Republic of China (Taiwan) $821,781
19 Iran $818,653
20 Poland $721,319
21 Netherlands $676,700
22 Argentina $632,223
23 Saudi Arabia $619,826
24 Thailand $584,768
25 South Africa $524,341
26 Egypt $498,176
27 Pakistan $464,711
28 Colombia $429,866
29 Malaysia $412,302
30 Walmart $408,214
31 Belgium $392,862
32 Nigeria $374,323
33 Sweden $352,327
34 Philippines $350,279
35 Venezuela $346,973
36 Austria $330,496
37 Switzerland $325,305
38 Greece $322,555

(Continued)
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Canada, where the prospects of war are essentially zero, a Canadian diplomat
once said his fear was not that the United States would march into Canada and
sack Toronto as it did in 1813, but that Toronto would be programmed out of
relevance by computers in Texas—a rather different dilemma from the tradi-
tional one of states in an anarchic system. Economic strength has not replaced
military security (as Kuwait discovered when Iraq invaded in August 1990),
but the agenda of international politics has become more complex as states
pursue a wider range of goals, including human security.

Along with the goals, the instruments of international politics are also
changing. The realist view is that military force is the only instrument that really
matters. Describing the world before 1914, the British historian A. J. P. Taylor
defined a great power as one able to prevail in war. States obviously use military
force today, but the past half century has seen changes in its role. Many states,
particularly large ones, find it more costly to use military force to achieve their
goals than was true in earlier times. As Professor Stanley Hoffmann of Harvard
University has put it, the link between military strength and positive achieve-
ment has been loosened.
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What are the reasons? One is that the ultimate means of military force,
nuclear weaponry, is hopelessly muscle-bound. Although they once numbered
more than 50,000, nuclear weapons have not been used in war since 1945.
The disproportion between the vast devastation nuclear weapons can inflict
and any reasonable political goal has made leaders understandably loath to
employ them. So the ultimate form of military force is for all practical pur-
poses too costly for national leaders to use in war.

Even conventional force has become more costly when used to rule nation-
alistic populations. In the nineteenth century, European countries conquered
other parts of the globe by fielding a handful of soldiers armed with modern
weapons and then administered their colonial possessions with relatively mod-
est garrisons. But in an age of socially mobilized populations, it is difficult to
rule an occupied country whose people feel strongly about their national iden-
tity. Americans found this out in Vietnam in the 1960s and 1970s; the Soviets
discovered it in Afghanistan in the 1980s. Vietnam and Afghanistan had not
become more powerful than the nuclear superpowers, but trying to rule these
nationalistically aware populations was too expensive for either the United
States or the Soviet Union. Foreign rule is very costly in an age of nationalism.
In the nineteenth century, Britain was able to rule India with a handful of sol-
diers and civil servants, which would be impossible in today’s world.

A third change in the role of force relates to internal constraints. Over
time there has been a growing ethic of antimilitarism, particularly in democra-
cies. Such views do not prevent the use of force, but they make it a politically
risky choice for leaders, particularly when it is massive or prolonged. It is
sometimes said that democracies will not accept casualties, but that is too sim-
ple. The United States, for example, expected some 10,000 casualties when it
planned to enter the Gulf War in 1990, but it was loath to accept casualties in
Somalia or Kosovo, where its national interests were less deeply involved. And
if the use of force is seen as unjust or illegitimate in the eyes of other states,
this can make it costly for political leaders in democratic polities. Force is not
obsolete, and terrorist nonstate actors are less constrained than states by such
moral concerns, but force is more costly and more difficult for most states to
use than in the past.

Finally, a number of issues simply do not lend themselves to forceful solu-
tions. Take, for example, economic relations between the United States and
Japan. In 1853, Commodore Matthew Perry sailed his “black ships” into
the harbor at Uraga and threatened bombardment unless Japan opened its
ports to trade. This would not be a very useful or politically acceptable way
to solve current U.S.-Japan trade disputes. Thus, while force remains a criti-
cal instrument in international politics, it is not the only instrument. The use
of economic interdependence, communication, international institutions, and
transnational actors sometimes plays a larger role than force. Military force is
not obsolete as a state instrument—witness the fighting in Afghanistan, where
the Taliban government had sheltered the terrorist network that carried out
the 9/11 attacks on the United States, or the American and British use of force
to overthrow Saddam Hussein in 2003. But it was easier to win the war than
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to win the peace in Iraq, and military force alone is not sufficient to pro-
tect against terrorism. While military force remains the ultimate instrument in
international politics, changes in its cost and effectiveness make today’s inter-
national politics more complex.

The basic game of security goes on. Some political scientists argue that the bal-
ance of power is usually determined by a leading, or hegemonic, state—such as
Spain in the sixteenth century, France under Louis XIV, Britain in most of the nine-
teenth century, and the United States in most of the twentieth century. Eventually
the top country will be challenged, and this challenge will lead to the kind of vast
conflagrations we call hegemonic, or world, wars. After world wars, a new treaty
sets the new framework of order: the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713, the Congress of
Vienna in 18135, the League of Nations in 1919, and the United Nations in 1945. If
nothing basic has changed in international politics since the struggle for supremacy
between Athens and Sparta, will a new challenge lead to another world war, or is
the cycle of hegemonic war over? Will a rising China challenge the United States?
Has nuclear technology made world war too devastating? Has economic interde-
pendence made it too costly? Will nonstate actors such as terrorists force govern-
ments to cooperate? Has global society made war socially and morally unthinkable?
We have to hope so, because the next hegemonic war could be the last. But first, it
is important to understand the case for continuity.

Follow Up

m Kenneth Waltz, Man, the State, and War: A Theoretical Analysis (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1959), pp. 1-15.

®  Richard Ned Lebow, A Cultural Theory of International Relations (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2008), pp. 1-28.

THE PELOPONNESIAN WAR

Thucydides (c. 460-400 BCE) is widely considered the father of realism, the per-
spective most people use when thinking about international politics even when
they do not know they are thinking theoretically. Theories are the indispensable
tools we use to organize facts. Many of today’s leaders and editorial writers
use realist theories even if they have not heard of Thucydides. A member of the
Athenian elite who lived during Athens’ greatest age, Thucydides participated in
some of the events described in his History of the Peloponnesian War. Robert
Gilpin, a notable realist, asserted, “In honesty, one must inquire whether or not
twentieth-century students of international relations know anything that Thucy-
dides and his fifth-century [BCE] compatriots did not know about the behavior
of states.” He then answered his own query: “Ultimately international politics
can still be characterized as it was by Thucydides.”!! Gilpin’s proposition is
debatable, but to debate it, we must know what Thucydides said. And what
better introduction to realist theory is there than one of history’s great stories?
However, like many great stories, it has its limits. One of the things we learn
from the Peloponnesian War is to avoid too simplistic a reading of history.
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A Short Version of a Long Story

Athens and Sparta (Figure 1) were allies that had cooperated to defeat the
Persian Empire in 480 BCE. Sparta was a conservative, land-oriented state
that turned inward after the victory over Persia; Athens was a commercial,
sea-oriented state that turned outward. In the middle of the century, Athens
had 50 years of growth that led to the development of an Athenian empire.
Athens formed the Delian League, an alliance of states around the Aegean Sea, for
mutual protection against the Persians. Sparta, in turn, organized its neighbors
on the Peloponnesian Peninsula into a defensive alliance. States that had joined
Athens freely for protection against the Persians soon had to pay taxes to the
Athenians. Because of the growing strength of Athens and the resistance of some
to its growing empire, a war broke out in 461. By 4435, the first Peloponnesian
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War ended and was followed by a treaty that promised peace for 30 years.
Thus Greece enjoyed a period of stable peace before the second, more signifi-
cant, Peloponnesian War.

In 434, a civil war broke out in the small, peripheral city-state of Epidamnus.
Like a pebble that begins an avalanche, this event triggered a series of reactions
that led ultimately to the second Peloponnesian War. Large conflicts are often
precipitated by relatively insignificant crises in out-of-the-way places, as we shall
see when we discuss World War L.

In Epidamnus, the democrats fought with oligarchs over how the country
would be ruled. The democrats appealed to the city-state of Corcyra, which
had helped establish Epidamnus, but were turned down. They then turned to
another city-state, Corinth, and the Corinthians decided to help. This angered
the Corcyraeans, who sent a fleet to recapture Epidamnus, their former
colony. In the process, the Corcyraeans defeated the Corinthian fleet. Corinth
was outraged and declared war on Corcyra. Corcyra, fearing the attack from
Corinth, turned to Athens for help. Both Corcyra and Corinth sent representa-
tives to Athens.

The Athenians, after listening to both sides, were in a dilemma. They did not
want to break the truce that had lasted for a decade, but if the Corinthians (who
were close to the Peloponnesians) conquered Corcyra and took control of its
large navy, the balance of power among the Greek states would tip against
Athens. The Athenians felt they could not risk letting the Corcyraean navy
fall into the hands of the Corinthians, so they decided to become “a little bit
involved.” They launched a small endeavor to scare the Corinthians, sending
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ten ships with instructions not to fight unless attacked. But deterrence failed;
Corinth attacked, and when the Corcyraeans began to lose the battle, the
Athenian ships were drawn into the fray more than they had intended. The
Athenian involvement infuriated Corinth, which in turn worried the Athenians.
In particular, Athens worried that Corinth would stir up problems in Potidaea,
which, although an Athenian ally, had historic ties to Corinth. Sparta prom-
ised to help Corinth if Athens attacked Potidaea. When a revolt did occur in
Potidaea, Athens sent forces to put it down.

At that point there was a great debate in Sparta. The Athenians appealed
to the Spartans to stay neutral. The Corinthians urged the Spartans to go to
war and warned them against failing to check the rising power of Athens.
Megara, another important city, agreed with Corinth because contrary to
the treaty, the Athenians had banned Megara’s trade. Sparta was torn, but
the Spartans voted in favor of war, according to Thucydides, because they
were afraid that if Athenian power was not checked, Athens might control the
whole of Greece: In other words, Sparta went to war to maintain the balance
of power among the Greek city-states.

Athens rejected Sparta’s ultimatum, and war broke out in 431. The Athenian
mood was one of imperial greatness, with pride and patriotism about their city
and their social system, and optimism that they would prevail in the war. The
early phase of the war came to a stalemate. A truce was declared after ten years
(421), but the truce was fragile and war broke out again. In 413, Athens under-
took a very risky venture. It sent two fleets and infantry to conquer Sicily, the
great island off the south of Italy, which had a number of Greek colonies allied
to Sparta. The result was a terrible defeat for the Athenians. At the same time,
Sparta received additional money from the Persians, who were only too happy to
see Athens trounced. After the defeat in Sicily, Athens was internally divided. In
411 the oligarchs overthrew the democrats, and 400 of them attempted to rule
Athens. These events were not the end, but Athens never really recovered. An
Athenian naval victory in 410 was followed five years later by a Spartan naval
victory, and by 404 Athens was compelled to sue for peace. Sparta demanded
that Athens pull down the long walls that protected it from attack by land-based
powers. Athens’ power was broken.

Causes and Theories

This is a dramatic and powerful story. What caused the war? Thucydides is
very clear. After recounting the various events in Epidamnus, Corcyra, and so
forth, he said that those were not the real causes. What made the war inevitable
was the growth of Athenian power and the fear this caused in Sparta.

Did Athens have a choice? With better foresight, could Athens have
avoided this disaster? Pericles, the Athenian leader in the early days of the
war, had an interesting answer for his fellow citizens. “[Y]our country has a
right to your services in sustaining the glories of her position. . . . You should
remember also that what you are fighting against is not merely slavery as
an exchange for independence, but also loss of empire and danger from the
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animosities incurred in its exercise. Besides, to recede is no longer possible . . .
[flor what you hold is, to speak somewhat plainly, a tyranny; to take it was
perhaps wrong, but to let it go is unsafe.”!? In other words, Pericles told his
fellow Athenians that they had no choice. Perhaps they should not be where
they were, but once they had an empire, there was not much they could do
about it without even larger risks. Thus Pericles favored war. But there were
other voices in Athens, such as those of the Athenian delegates to the debate
in Sparta in 432 BCE who urged the Spartans to “consider the vast influence of
accident in war, before you are engaged in it.”'® That turned out to be good
advice; why didn’t the Athenians heed their own counsel? Perhaps the Athenians
were carried away by emotional patriotism or anger that clouded their reason.
But there is a more interesting possibility: Perhaps the Athenians acted rationally
but were caught in a security dilemma.

Security dilemmas are related to the essential characteristic of international
politics: anarchy, the absence of a higher authority. Under anarchy, independ-
ent action taken by one state to increase its security may make all states less
secure. If one state builds its strength to make sure that another cannot threaten
it, the other, seeing the first getting stronger, may build its strength to pro-
tect itself against the first. The result is that the independent effort of each to
improve its security makes both more insecure. It is an ironic result, yet neither
has acted irrationally. Neither has acted from anger or pride, but from fear
caused by the threat perceived in the growth of the other. After all, building
defenses is a rational response to a perceived threat. States could cooperate to
avoid this security dilemmay; that is, they could agree that neither should build
up its defenses and all would be better off. If it seems obvious that states should
cooperate, why don’t they?

An answer can be found in the game called the Prisoner’s Dilemma.
(Security dilemmas are a specific type of Prisoner’s Dilemma.) The Prisoner’s
Dilemma scenario goes like this: Imagine that somewhere the police arrest two
men who have small amounts of drugs in their possession, which would prob-
ably result in one-year jail sentences. The police have good reason to believe
these two are really drug dealers, but they do not have enough evidence for
a conviction. As dealers, the two could easily get 25-year jail sentences. The
police know that the testimony of one against the other would be sufficient to
convict the other to a full sentence. The police offer to let each man off if he
will testify that the other is a drug dealer. They tell them that if both testify,
both will receive ten-year sentences. The police figure this way these dealers
will be out of commission for ten years; otherwise they are both in jail for only
a year and soon will be out selling drugs again.

The suspects are put in separate cells and are not allowed to communicate
with each other. Each prisoner has the same dilemma: If the other stays silent,
he can secure his own freedom by squealing on the other, sending him to jail
for 25 years, and go free himself; or he can stay silent and spend a year in
jail. But if both prisoners squeal, they each get ten years in jail. Each prisoner
thinks, “No matter what the other guy does, ’'m better off if I squeal. If he
stays quiet, I go free if I squeal and spend a year in jail if I don’t. If he squeals,
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I get ten years if I squeal and 25 years if I don’t.” If both think this way, both
will squeal and spend ten years in jail each. If they could trust each other not
to squeal, however, they would both be much better off, spending only one
year in jail.

That is the basic structural dilemma of independent rational action in a
situation of this kind. If the two could talk to each other, they might agree to
make a deal to stay silent and both spend one year in jail. But even if commu-
nication were possible, there would be another problem: trust and credibility.
Continuing with the metaphor in the Prisoner’s Dilemma, each suspect could
say to himself, “We are both drug dealers. I have seen the way the other acts.
How do I know that after we’ve made this deal, he won’t say, ‘Great! I’ve
convinced him to stay quiet. Now I can get my best possible outcome: free-
dom?!’?” Similarly, in international politics the absence of communication and
trust encourages states to provide for their own security, even though doing
so may reduce all states to mutual insecurity. In other words, one state could
say to another, “Don’t build up your armaments and I will not build up my
armaments, and we will both live happily ever after,” but the second state may
wonder whether it can afford to trust the first state.

The Athenian position in 432 looks very much like the Prisoner’s Dilemma.
In the middle of the century, the Athenians and Spartans agreed they were both
better off having a truce. Even after the events in Epidamnus and the dispute
between Corcyra and Corinth, the Athenians were reluctant to break it. The
Corcyraeans ultimately convinced the Athenians with the following argument:
“|Tlhere are but three considerable naval powers in Hellas [Greece], Athens,
Corcyra, and Corinth, and . . . if you allow two of these three to become one,
and Corinth to secure us for herself, you will have to hold the sea against the
united fleets of Corcyra and the Peloponnesus. But if you receive us, you will
have our ships to reinforce you in the struggle.”

Should Athens have cooperated with the Peloponnesians by turning Cor-
cyra down? If they had, what would have happened if the Peloponnesians had
captured the Corcyraean fleet? Then the naval balance would have been two
to one against Athens. Should Athens have trusted the Peloponnesians to keep
their promises? The Athenians decided to ally with Corcyra, thereby risking the
treaty—the equivalent of squealing on the other prisoner. Thucydides explains
why: “For it began now to be felt that the coming of the Peloponnesian War
was only a question of time, and no one was willing to see a naval power of
such magnitude as Corcyra sacrificed to Corinth.” !>

Inevitability and the Shadow of the Future

Ironically, the belief that war was inevitable played a major role in causing it.
Athens felt that if the war was going to come, it was better to have two-to-one
naval superiority rather than one-to-two naval inferiority. The belief that war
was imminent and inevitable was critical to the decision. Why should that be
so? Look again at the Prisoner’s Dilemma. At first glance, it is best for each pris-
oner to cheat and let the other fellow be a sucker, but because each knows the
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situation, they also know that if they can trust each other, both should go for
second best and cooperate by keeping silent. Cooperation is difficult to develop
when playing the game only once. Playing a game time after time, people can
learn to cooperate, but if it is a one-time game, whoever “defects” can get the
reward and whoever trusts is a sucker. Political scientist Robert Axelrod played
the Prisoner’s Dilemma on a computer with different strategies. He found that
after many games, on average the best results were obtained with a strategy he
called tit for tat—*1 will cooperate on my first move, and after that I will do
to you what you last did to me. If on the first move you defect, I will defect.
If you defect again, I should defect again. If you cooperate, I will cooperate. If
you cooperate again, I cooperate again.” Eventually, players find that the total
benefit from the game is higher by learning to cooperate. But Axelrod warns
that tit for tat is a good strategy only when you have a chance to continue the
game for a long period, when there is a “long shadow of the future.” On the
last move, it is always rational to defect.

That is why the belief that war is inevitable is so corrosive in international
politics. When you believe war is inevitable, you believe that you are very close
to the last move, and you worry about whether you can still trust your oppo-
nent. If you suspect your opponent will defect, it is better to rely on yourself and
take the risk of defecting rather than cooperating. That is what the Athenians
did. Faced with the belief that war would occur, they decided they could not
afford to trust the Corinthians or the Spartans. It was better to have the Cor-
cyraean navy on their side than against them when it looked like the last move
in the game and inevitable war.

Was the Peloponnesian War really inevitable? Thucydides had a pessimis-
tic view of human nature: “I have written my work,” he wrote, “not as an
essay which is to win the applause of the moment, but as a possession for all
time.”!® His history shows human nature caught in the situation of the Pris-
oner’s Dilemma then and for all time. Thucydides, like all historians, had to
emphasize certain things and not others. Thucydides concluded that the cause
of the war was the growth of the power of Athens and the fear it caused in
Sparta. But the Yale classicist Donald Kagan argues that Athenian power was
in fact not growing: Before the war broke out in 431 BCE the balance of power
had begun to stabilize. And though the Spartans worried about the rise of
Athenian power, Kagan says, they had an even greater fear of a slave revolt.
Both Athens and Sparta were slave states and both feared that going to war
might provide an opportunity for the slaves to revolt. The difference was that
the slaves, or Helots, in Sparta were 90 percent of the population—far greater
than Athens’ slave percentage—and the Spartans had recently experienced a
Helot revolt in 464 BCE.

Thus the immediate or precipitating causes of the war, according to
Kagan, were more important than Thucydides’ theory of inevitability admits.
Corinth, for example, thought Athens would not fight; it misjudged the
Athenian response, partly because it was so angry at Corcyra. Pericles over-
reacted; he made mistakes in giving an ultimatum to Potidaea and in punishing
Megara by cutting off its trade. Those policy mistakes made the Spartans think
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that war might be worth the risk after all. Kagan argues that Athenian growth
caused the first Peloponnesian War but that the Thirty-Year Truce doused that
flame. So, to start the second Peloponnesian War, “the spark of the Epidamnian
trouble needed to land on one of the rare bits of flammable stuff that had not
been thoroughly drenched. Thereafter it needed to be continually and vigor-
ously fanned by the Corinthians, soon assisted by the Megarians, Potidaeans,
Aeginetans, and the Spartan War Party. Even then the spark might have been
extinguished had not the Athenians provided some additional fuel at the crucial
moment.”!” In other words, the war was not caused by impersonal forces but by
bad decisions in difficult circumstances.

It is perhaps impudent to question Thucydides, a father figure to histori-
ans, but very little is ever truly inevitable in history. Human behavior is volun-
tary, although there are always external constraints. Karl Marx observed that
men make history, but not in conditions of their own choosing. The ancient
Greeks made flawed choices because they were caught in the situation well
described by Thucydides and by the Prisoner’s Dilemma. The security dilemma
made war highly probable, but highly probable is not the same as inevitable.
After all, the Joker in The Dark Knight constructed a version of the Prisoner’s
Dilemma for the passengers on the two Gotham City ferries wired with explo-
sives, but they opted to cooperate rather than defect. The 30-year unlimited
war that devastated Athens was not inevitable. Human decisions mattered.
Accidents and personalities make a difference even if they work within limits
set by the larger structure, the situation of insecurity that resembles the Pris-
oner’s Dilemma.

What modern lessons can we learn from this ancient history? We need to
be aware of both the continuities and the changes. Some structural features of
international politics predispose events in one direction rather than another.
That is why it is necessary to understand security dilemmas and the Prisoner’s
Dilemma. On the other hand, such situations do not prove that war is inevi-
table. There are degrees of freedom, and human decisions can sometimes pre-
vent the worst outcomes. Cooperation does occur in international affairs, even
though the general structure of anarchy often tends to discourage it.

It is also necessary to be wary of patently shallow historical analogies. Dur-
ing the Cold War, it was often popular to say that because the United States
was a democracy and a sea-based power while the Soviet Union was a land-
based power and had slave labor camps, America was Athens and the Soviet
Union was Sparta, locked into replaying a great historical conflict. But such
shallow analogies ignored the fact that ancient Athens was a slave-holding
state, wracked with internal turmoil, and that democrats were not always in
control. Moreover, unlike in the Cold War, Sparta won.

Another lesson is to be aware of the selectivity of historians. No one can
tell the whole story of anything. Imagine trying to tell everything that hap-
pened in the last hour, much less the entire story of your life or a whole war.
Too many things happened. A second-by-second account in which everything
was reported would take much longer to tell than it took for the events to hap-
pen in the first place. Thus historians always abstract. To write history, even
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the history of the last hour or the last day, we must simplify. We must select.
What we select is obviously affected by the values, inclinations, and theories in
our minds, whether explicit or inchoate.

Historians are affected by their contemporary concerns. Thucydides was
concerned about how Athenians were learning the lessons of the war, blam-
ing Pericles and the democrats for miscalculating. He therefore stressed those
aspects of the situation we have described as the Prisoner’s Dilemma. Yet
while these aspects of the war were important, they are not the whole story.
Thucydides did not write much about Athenian relations with Persia, or about
the decree that cut off Megara’s trade, or about Athens raising the amount
of tribute that others in the Delian League had to pay. We have no reason to
suspect that Thucydides’ history was deliberately misleading or biased, but it
is an example of how each age tends to rewrite history because the questions
brought to the vast panoply of facts tend to change over time.

The need to select does not mean that everything is relative or that his-
tory is bunk. Such a conclusion is unwarranted. Good historians and social
scientists do their best to ask questions honestly, objectively bringing facts to
bear on their topic. But they and their students should be aware that what is
selected is by necessity only part of the story. Always ask what questions the
writer was asking as well as whether he or she carefully and objectively ascer-
tained the facts. Beware of biases. Choice is a very important part of history
and of writing history. The cure to misunderstanding history is to read more,
not less.

Follow Up

®  Robert B. Strassler, ed., The Landmark Thucydides: A Comprehensive Guide to the Peloponnesian
War, trans. Richard Crawley (New York: Touchstone, 1996).

®  Donald Kagan, The Qutbreak of the Peloponnesian War (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press, 1969), pp. 31-56, 345-356.

THE RISE OF CHINA

Ever since Thucydides’ explanation of the Peloponnesian War, historians have
known that the rise of a new power has been attended by uncertainty and anxieties.
Often, though not always, violent conflict has followed. The rise in the economic
and military power of China, the world’s most populous country, will be a central
question for Asia and for American foreign policy at the beginning of a new
century. Explaining why democratic Athens decided to break a treaty that led to
war, Thucydides pointed to the power of expectations of inevitable conflict. “ The
general belief was that whatever happened, war with the Peloponnese was bound to
come,” he wrote. Belief in the inevitability of conflict with China could have similar
self-fulfilling effects.

— The Economist, June 27, 1998*8
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ETHICAL QUESTIONS AND
INTERNATIONAL POLITICS

Given the nature of the security dilemma, some realists believe that moral con-
cerns play no role in international conflicts. However, ethics do play a role in
international relations, although not quite the same role as in domestic politics.

Moral arguments have been used since the days of Thucydides. When
Corcyra went to Athens to plead for help against Corinth, it used the language
of ethics: “First, . . . your assistance will be rendered to a power which, herself
inoffensive, is a victim to the injustice of others. Second, you will give unfor-
gettable proof of your goodwill and create in us a lasting sense of gratitude.”!”
Substitute Kosovo for Corcyra and Serbia for Corinth, and those words could
be uttered in modern times.

Moral arguments move and constrain people. In that sense, morality is a
powerful reality. However, moral arguments can also be used rhetorically as
propaganda to disguise less elevated motives, and those with more power are
often able to ignore moral considerations. During the Peloponnesian War, the
Athenians sailed to the island of Melos to suppress a revolt. In 416 BCE, the
Athenian spokesmen told the Melians that they could fight and die or they
could surrender. When the Melians protested that they were fighting for their
freedom, the Athenians responded that “the strong do what they can and the
weak suffer what they must.”2? In essence, the Athenians stated that in a realist
world, morality has little place. Might makes right. When Iraq invades Kuwait,
or the United States invades Grenada or Panama, or the Indonesians suppress
a revolt in East Timor, they all to some degree employ similar logic. But, in
the modern world, it is increasingly less acceptable to articulate one’s motives
as plainly as Thucydides suggests the Athenians did in Melos. Does this mean
that morality has come to occupy a more prominent place in international
relations, or simply that states have become more adept at propaganda? Has
international politics changed dramatically, with states more attuned to ethical
concerns, or is there a clear continuity between the actions of the Athenians
2,500 years ago and the actions of Iraq or Serbia in the late twentieth century?

Moral arguments are not all equal. Some are more compelling than others.
We ask whether they are logical and consistent. For instance, when the activ-
ist Phyllis Schlafly argued that nuclear weapons are a good thing because God
gave them to the free world, we should wonder why God also gave them to
Stalin’s Soviet Union and Mao’s China.

A basic touchstone for many moral arguments is impartiality—the view
that all interests are judged by the same criteria. Your interests deserve the same
attention as mine. Within this framework of impartiality, however, there are
two different traditions in Western political culture about how to judge moral
arguments. One descends from Immanuel Kant, the eighteenth-century German
philosopher, the other from British utilitarians of the early nineteenth century
such as Jeremy Bentham. As an illustration of the two approaches, imagine
walking into a poor village and finding that a military officer is about to shoot
three people lined up against the wall. You ask, “Why are you shooting these
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peasants? They look quite harmless.” The officer says, “Last night somebody in
this village shot one of my men. I know somebody in this village is guilty, so I
am going to shoot these three to set an example.” You say, “You can’t do that!
You’re going to kill an innocent person. If only one shot was fired, then at least
two of these people are innocent, perhaps all three. You just can’t do that.” The
officer takes a rifle from one of his men and hands it to you, saying, “If you
shoot one of them for me, I’ll let the other two go. You can save two lives if you
will shoot one of them. I’'m going to teach you that in civil war you can’t have
these holier-than-thou attitudes.”

What are you going to do? You could try to mow down all the troops in
a Rambo-like move, but the officer has a soldier aiming his gun at you. So
your choice is to kill one innocent person in order to save two or to drop the
gun and have clean hands. The Kantian tradition says that all deliberate kill-
ing is wrong, so you should refuse to perpetrate the evil deed. The utilitarian
tradition suggests that if you can save two lives, you should do it. Now, sup-
pose that you sympathize with the Kantian perspective; imagine now that the
numbers were increased. Suppose there were 100 people against the wall. Or
imagine you could save a city full of people from a terrorist’s bomb by shoot-
ing one possibly innocent person. Should you refuse to save a million people in
order to keep your hands and conscience clean? At some point, consequences
matter. Moral arguments can be judged in three ways: by the motives or inten-
tions involved, by the means used, and by their consequences or net effects.
Although these dimensions are not always easily reconciled, good moral argu-
ment tries to take all three into account.

Limits on Ethics in International Relations

Ethics plays less of a role in international politics than in domestic politics for
four reasons. One is the weak international consensus on values. There are cul-
tural and religious differences over the justice of some acts. Second, states are
not like individuals. States are abstractions, and although their leaders are indi-
viduals, statesmen are judged differently than when they act as individuals. For
instance, when picking a roommate, most people want a person who believes
“thou shalt not kill.” But the same people might vote against a presidential can-
didate who says, “Under no circumstances will I ever take an action that will
lead to a death.” A president is entrusted by citizens to protect their interests, and
under some circumstances this may require the use of force. Presidents who saved
their own souls but failed to protect their people would not be good trustees.

In private morality, sacrifice may be the highest proof of a moral action,
but should leaders sacrifice their whole people? During the Peloponnesian
War, the Athenians told the leaders of the island of Melos that if they resisted,
Athens would kill all the men and sell the women and children into slavery.
Melos resisted and was destroyed. Should they have come to terms? In 1962,
should President Kennedy have run a risk of nuclear war to force the Soviets
to remove missiles from Cuba when the United States had similar missiles in
Turkey? Different people may answer these questions differently. The point is,
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when individuals act as leaders of states, their actions are judged somewhat
differently.

A third reason ethics plays a lesser role in international politics is the com-
plexity of causation. It is hard enough to know the consequences of actions in
domestic affairs, but international relations has another layer of complexity:
the interaction of states. That extra dimension makes it harder to predict con-
sequences accurately. A famous example is the 1933 debate among students
at the Oxford Union, the debating society of Oxford University. Mindful of
the 20 million people killed in World War I, the majority of students voted
for a resolution that they would never again fight for king and country. But
someone else was listening: Adolf Hitler. He concluded that democracies were
soft and that he could press them as hard as he wanted because they would
not fight back. In the end, he pressed too far and the result was World War II,
a consequence not desired or expected by those students who voted never to
fight for king and country. Many later did, and many died.

A more trivial example is the “hamburger argument” of the early 1970s,
when people were worried about shortages of food in the world. A number of
students in American colleges said, “When we go to the dining hall, refuse to eat
meat because a pound of beef equals eight pounds of grain, which could be used
to feed poor people around the world.” Many students stopped eating hamburger
and felt good about themselves, but they did not help starving people in Africa
or Bangladesh one bit. Why not? The grain freed up by some people not eating
hamburgers in America did not reach the starving people in Bangladesh because
those starving had no money to buy the grain. The grain was simply a surplus
on the American market, which meant American prices went down and farmers
produced less. To help peasants in Bangladesh required getting money to them so
they could buy some of the excess grain. By launching a campaign against eating
hamburger and failing to look at the complexity of the causal chain that would
relate their well-intended act to its consequences, the students failed.

Finally, there is the argument that the institutions of international soci-
ety are particularly weak and that the disjunction between order and justice is
greater in international than in domestic politics. Order and justice are both
important. In a domestic polity we tend to take order for granted. In fact, some-
times protesters purposefully disrupt order for the sake of promoting their view
of justice. But if there is total disorder, it is very hard to have any justice; wit-
ness the bombing, kidnapping, and killing by all sides in Lebanon in the 1980s,
in Somalia since the end of the Cold War, and in many parts of Afghanistan
today. Some degree of order is a prior condition for justice. In international
politics, the absence of a common legislature, central executive, or strong judi-
ciary makes it much harder to preserve the order that precedes justice.

Three Views of the Role of Morality

At least three different views of ethics exist in international relations: those
of the skeptics, the state moralists, and the cosmopolitans. Although there is
no logical connection, people who are realists in their descriptive analysis of
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world politics often tend to be either skeptics or state moralists in their evalu-
ative approach, whereas those who emphasize a liberal analysis tend toward
either the state moralist or cosmopolitan moral viewpoints.

Skeptics The skeptic says that moral categories have no meaning in inter-
national relations because no institutions exist to provide order. In addition,
there is no sense of community, and therefore there are no moral rights and
duties. For the skeptics, the classic statement about ethics in international poli-
tics was the Athenians’ response to the Melians’ plea for mercy: “The strong
do what they can and the weak suffer what they must.” Might makes right.
And that, for the skeptics, is all there is to say.

Philosophers often say that ought (moral obligation) implies can (the
capacity to do something). Morality requires choice. If something is impos-
sible, we cannot have an obligation to do it. If international relations are sim-
ply the realm of “kill or be killed,” then presumably there is no choice, and
that would justify the skeptics’ position. But international politics consists of
more than mere survival. If choices exist in international relations, pretending
choices do not exist is merely a disguised form of choice. To think only in terms
of narrow national interests is simply smuggling in values without admitting
it. The French diplomat who once said, “What is moral is whatever is good for
France,” was ducking hard choices about why only French interests should be
considered. The leader who says, “I had no choice,” often did have a choice,
albeit not a pleasant one. If there is some degree of order and of commu-
nity in international relations—if it is not constantly “kill or be killed”—then
there is room for choices. Anarchy means “without government,” but it does
not necessarily mean chaos or total disorder. There are rudimentary practices
and institutions that provide enough order to allow some important choices:
balance of power, international law, and international organizations. Each is
critical to understanding why the skeptical argument is not sufficient.

Thomas Hobbes argued that to escape from “the state of nature” in which
anyone might kill anyone else, individuals give up their freedom to a “leviathan,”
or government, for protection, because life in the state of nature is nasty, brutish,
and short. Why then don’t states form a superleviathan? Why isn’t there a world
government? The reason, Hobbes said, is that insecurity is not so great at the
international level as at the individual level. Governments provide some degree
of protection against the brutality of the biggest individuals taking whatever they
want, and the balance of power among states provides some degree of order.
Even though states are in a hostile posture of potential war, “they still uphold the
daily industry of their subjects.” The international state of nature does not create
the day-to-day misery that would accompany a state of nature among individuals.
In other words, Hobbes believed that the existence of states in a balance of power
alleviates the condition of international anarchy enough to allow some degree of
order.

Liberals point further to the existence of international law and customs.
Even if rudimentary, such rules put a burden of proof on those who break
them. Consider the Persian Gulf crisis in 1990. Saddam Hussein claimed that
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he annexed Kuwait to recover a province stolen from Iraq in colonial times. But
because international law forbids crossing borders for such reasons, an over-
whelming majority of states viewed his action as a violation of the UN charter.

The twelve resolutions passed by the UN Security Council showed clearly
that Saddam’s view of the situation ran against international norms. Law and
norms did not stop Saddam from invading Kuwait, but they did make it more
difficult for him to recruit support, and they contributed to the creation of the
coalition that expelled him from Kuwait.

International institutions, even if rudimentary, also provide a degree of
order by facilitating and encouraging communication and some degree of reci-
procity in bargaining. Given this situation of nearly constant communication,
international politics is not always, as the skeptics claim, “kill or be killed.”
The energies and attention of leaders are not focused on security and survival
all the time. Cooperation (as well as conflict) occurs in large areas of eco-
nomic, social, and military interaction. And even though cultural differences
exist about the notion of justice, moral arguments take place in international
politics and principles are enshrined in international law.

Even in the extreme circumstances of war, law and morality may some-
times play a role. Just war doctrine, which originated in the early Christian
church and became secularized after the seventeenth century, prohibits the
killing of innocent civilians. The prohibition on killing innocents starts from
the premise “thou shalt not kill.” But if that is a basic moral premise, how is
any killing ever justified? Absolute pacifists say that no one should kill anyone
else for any reason. Usually this is asserted on Kantian grounds, but some
pacifists add a consequentialist argument that “violence only begets more vio-
lence.” Sometimes, however, the failure to respond to violence can also beget
more violence. For example, it is unlikely that Osama bin Laden would have
left the United States alone if President George W. Bush had turned the other
cheek after 9/11. In contrast to pacifism, the just war tradition combines a
concern for the intentions, means, and consequences of actions. It argues that
if someone is about to kill you and you refuse to act in self-defense, the result
is that evil will prevail. By refusing to defend themselves, the good die. If one
is in imminent peril of being killed, it can be moral to kill in self-defense. But
we must distinguish between those who can be killed and those who cannot
be killed. For example, if a soldier rushes at you with a rifle, you can kill him
in self-defense, but the minute the soldier drops the rifle, puts up his hands,
and says, “I surrender,” he is a prisoner of war and you have no right to take
his life. In fact, this is enshrined in international law, and also in the U.S.
military code. An American soldier who shoots an enemy soldier after he sur-
renders can be tried for murder in an American court. Some American officers
in the Vietnam and Iraq wars were sent to prison for violating such laws. The
prohibition against intentionally killing people who pose no harm also helps
explain why terrorism is wrong. Some skeptics argue that “one man’s terror-
ist is just another man’s freedom fighter.” However, under just war doctrine,
you can fight for freedom, but you cannot target innocent civilians. Though
they are often violated, some norms exist even under the harshest international
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JUST WAR DOCTRINE

Classical just war doctrine grew out of the Roman and Christian traditions. Cicero,
St. Augustine, and St. Thomas Aquinas were key early thinkers. Today, just war
doctrine has broad appeal. There are many possible formulations, but all have two
components: principles of jus ad bellum, which specify the conditions under which it
is morally permissible to use force, and principles of jus in bello, which specify how
force may be used morally.

The five standard principles of jus ad bellum include (1) just cause, (2) right
intention, (3) legitimate authority, (4) last resort, and (5) reasonable chance of
success. Over the centuries, interpretations of these principles have changed. Just
cause used to be restricted almost entirely to self-defense, for example, but today
may include counterintervention or preventing humanitarian catastrophe. Kings and
emperors used to enjoy unquestioned legitimate authority, but increasingly world
opinion requires the approval of an international body such as the United Nations
Security Council.

The three main principles of jusin bello are (1) observe the laws of war, (2) maintain
proportionality, and (3) observe the principle of noncombatant immunity. The laws of
war have also evolved over the centuries and represent a much more stringent set of
constraints today than in medieval times. Modern military technology makes it more
difficult in some respects to maintain proportionality and protect innocent civilians, since
the destructive power of modern weaponry is vastly greater than in the age of the sword
and spear, but modern precision-guided munitions and advanced battlefield management
systems can compensate for this to some extent.

circumstances. The rudimentary sense of justice enshrined in an imperfectly
obeyed international law belies the skeptics’ argument that no choices exist in
a situation of war.

We can therefore reject complete skepticism because some room exists for
morality in international politics. Morality is about choice, and meaningful choice
varies with the conditions of survival. The greater the threats to survival, the less
room for moral choice. At the start of the Peloponnesian War, the Athenians
argued, “[P]raise is due to all who, if not so superior to human nature as to refuse
dominion, yet respect justice more than their position compels them to do.”?!
Unfortunately, the Athenians lost sight of that wisdom later in their war, but it
reminds us that situations with absolutely no choice are rare and that national
security and degrees of threat are often ambiguous. Skeptics avoid hard moral
choices by pretending otherwise. To sum up in an aphorism: Humans may not live
wholly by the word, but neither do they live solely by the sword.

Not all realists are skeptics, but those who take morality seriously con-
sider order at least as important. Without order, justice is difficult or impos-
sible. Moral crusades can even cause disorder. If the United States becomes too
concerned about spreading democracy or human rights throughout the world,
for example, it may create disorder that will actually do more damage than
good in the long run. The realist theologian and public affairs commentator
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Reinhold Niebuhr considered “moral and political factors” equally important.
Writing in the aftermath of World War II, Niebuhr insisted that “[w]e can
save mankind from another holocaust only if our nerves are steady and if our
moral purpose is matched by strategic shrewdness.”*?

The realists have a valid argument, up to a point. International order is
important, but it is a matter of degrees, and there are trade-offs between jus-
tice and order. How much order is necessary before we start worrying about
justice? For example, after the 1990 Soviet crackdown in the Baltic republics
in which a number of people were killed, some Americans urged a break in
relations with the Soviet Union. In their view, Americans should express their
values of democracy and human rights in foreign policy, even if that meant
instability and the end of arms control talks. Others argued that while con-
cerns for peace and for human rights were important, it was more important
to control nuclear weapons and negotiate an arms reduction treaty. In the
end, the American government went ahead with the arms negotiations, but
linked the provision of economic aid to respect for human rights. Over and
over in international politics, the question is not absolute order versus justice,
but how to trade off choices in particular situations. The realists have a valid
point of view, but they overstate it when they argue that it has to be all order
before any justice.

State Moralists State moralists argue that international politics rests on a
society of states with certain rules, although those rules are not always perfectly
obeyed. The most important rule is state sovereignty, which prohibits states
from intervening across borders into others’ jurisdiction. The political scientist
Michael Walzer, for example, argues that national boundaries have a moral
significance because states represent the pooled rights of individuals who have
come together for a common life. Thus, respect for the sovereignty and territo-
rial integrity of states is related to respect for individuals. Others argue more
simply that respect for sovereignty is the best way to preserve order. “Good
fences make good neighbors,” in the words of the poet Robert Frost.

In practice, these rules of state behavior are frequently violated. In the last
few decades, Vietnam invaded Cambodia, China invaded Vietnam, Tanzania
invaded Uganda, Israel invaded Lebanon, the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan,
the United States invaded Grenada and Panama, Iraq invaded Iran and Kuwait,
the United States and Britain invaded Iraq, and NATO bombed Serbia because of
its mistreatment of ethnic Albanians in the province of Kosovo—to name just a
few examples. Determining when it is appropriate to respect another state’s sov-
ereignty is a long-standing challenge. In 1979, Americans condemned the Soviet
invasion of Afghanistan in strong moral terms. The Soviets responded by pointing
to the Dominican Republic, where in 1965 the United States sent 25,000 troops
to prevent the formation of a communist government. The intention behind the
American intervention in the Dominican Republic—preventing a hostile regime
from coming to power in the Caribbean—was quite similar to the intention of the
Soviet Union’s intervention in Afghanistan: that is, preventing the formation of a
hostile government on its border.
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To find differences, we have to look further than intentions. In terms of
the means used, very few people were killed by the U.S. intervention in the
Dominican Republic, and the Americans soon withdrew. In the Afghan case,
many people were killed, and the Soviet forces remained for nearly a dec-
ade. In the 1990s, some critics compared the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait with
the American invasion of Panama. In December 1989, the United States sent
troops to overthrow the Panamanian dictator Manuel Noriega, and in August
1990, Iraq sent troops into Kuwait to overthrow the emir. Both the United
States and Iraq violated the rule of nonintervention. But again there were dif-
ferences in means and consequences. In Panama, the Americans put into office
a government that had been duly elected but that Noriega had not permitted
to take power. The Americans did not try to annex Panama. In Kuwait, the
Iraqi government tried to annex the country and caused much bloodshed in
the process. Such considerations do not mean that the Panama case was all
right or all wrong, but problems often arise when applying simple rules of
nonintervention and sovereignty.

Cosmopolitans Cosmopolitans such as the political theorist Charles Beitz see
international politics not just as a society of states, but as a society of indi-
viduals. When we speak about justice, say the cosmopolitans, we should speak
about justice for individuals. They argue that realists focus too much on issues
of war and peace. Cosmopolitans contend that if realists focused on issues of
distributive justice—that is, who gets what—they would pay more attention to
the interdependence of the global economy. Constant economic intervention
across borders can sometimes have life-or-death consequences. For example,
it is a life-or-death matter if you are a peasant in the Philippines and your child

INTERVENTION

Imagine the following scene in Afghanistan in December 1979:

An Afghan communist leader came to power promoting a platform of greater
independence from the Soviet Union. This worried Soviet leaders, because an
independent regime on their border might foment trouble throughout Central Asia
(including Soviet Central Asia) and would create a dangerous precedent of a small
communist neighbor escaping the Soviet Empire. Imagine the Russian general in
charge of the Soviet invasion force confronting the renegade Afghan leader, whom
he is about to kill, explaining why he is doing these things against the international
rules of sovereignty and nonintervention. “As far as right goes, other countries in
our sphere of influence think one has as much of it as the other, and that if any
maintain their independence it is because they are strong, and that if we do not
molest them it is because we are afraid; so that besides extending our empire we
should gain in security by your subjection; the fact that you are a border state and
weaker than others, rendering it all the more important that you should not succeed
in thwarting the masters of Central Asia.”

Thus spoke the Athenians to the leaders of Melos (5.97), with but minor
substitutions! Intervention is not a new problem.
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dies of a curable disease because the local boy who went to medical school is
now working in the United States for a much higher salary.

Cosmopolitans argue that national boundaries have no moral standing;
they simply defend an inequality that should be abolished if we think in terms
of distributive justice. Realists (who include both moral skeptics and some
state moralists) reply that the danger in the cosmopolitans’ approach is that it
may lead to enormous disorder. Taken literally, efforts at radical redistribu-
tion of resources are likely to lead to violent conflict, because people do not
give up their wealth easily. A more limited cosmopolitan argument rests on the
fact that people often have multiple loyalties—to families, friends, neighbor-
hoods, and nations; perhaps to some transnational religious groups; and to the
concept of common humanity. Most people are moved by pictures of starv-
ing Somali children or Darfur refugees, for some common community exists
beyond the national level, albeit a weaker one. We are all humans.

Cosmopolitans remind us of the distributive dimensions to international
relations in which morality matters as much in peace as in war. Policies can be
designed to assist basic human needs and basic human rights without destroy-
ing order. And in cases of gross abuse of human rights, cosmopolitan views
have been written into international laws such as the international convention
against genocide. As a result, policy makers are more conscious of moral con-
cerns. For example, President Bill Clinton has said that one of his worst mis-
takes was not to have done more to stop genocide in Rwanda in 1994, and the
United States and other countries later supported African peacekeeping troops
in efforts to suppress genocidal violence in the Sudanese province of Darfur.

Of the approaches to international morality, the skeptic makes a valid
point about order being necessary for justice but misses the trade-offs between
order and justice. The state moralist who sees a society of states with rules
against intervention illustrates an institutional approach to order but does
not provide enough answers regarding when some interventions may be justi-
fied. Finally, the cosmopolitan who focuses on a society of individuals has
a profound insight about common humanity but runs the risk of fomenting
enormous disorder by pursuing massive redistributive policies. Most people
develop a hybrid position; labels are less important than the central point that
trade-offs exist among these approaches.

Because of the differences between domestic and international politics,
morality is harder to apply in international politics. But just because there
is a plurality of principles, it does not follow that there are no principles at
all. How far should we go in applying morality to international politics? The
answer is to be careful, for when moral judgments determine everything,
morality can lead to a sense of outrage, and outrage can lead to heightened
risk. Prudence can be a virtue, particularly when the alternative is disastrous
unintended consequences. After all, there are no moral questions among the
dead. But we cannot honestly ignore morality in international politics. Each
person must study events and make his or her own decisions about judgments
and trade-offs. The enduring logic of international conflict does not remove
the responsibility for moral choices, although it does require an understanding
of the special setting that makes those choices difficult.
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While the specific moral and security dilemmas of the Peloponnesian War
are unique, many of the issues recur over history. As we trace the evolution of
international relations, we will see again and again the tension between real-
ism and liberalism, between skeptics and cosmopolitans, between an anarchic
system of states and international organizations. We will revisit the Prisoner’s
Dilemma and continue to grapple with the ethical conundrums of war. We
will see how different actors on the world stage have approached the crises
of their time and how their goals and instruments vary. As mentioned at the
outset, certain variables that characterize international politics today simply
did not exist in Thucydides’ day: no nuclear weapons; no United Nations; no
Internet; no transnational corporations; no cartels. The study of international
conflict is an inexact science combining history and theory. In weaving our
way through theories and examples, we try to keep in mind both what has
changed and what has remained constant so we may better understand our
past and our present and better navigate the unknown shoals of the future.
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STUDY QUESTIONS

1.

What role should ethical considerations play in the conduct of interna-
tional relations? What role do they play? Can we speak meaningfully
about moral duties to other countries or their populations? What are
America’s moral obligations in Iraq? In Afghanistan?

How well did the Iraq war satisfy the principles of jus ad bellum and

jus in bello? What about Afghanistan?

Is there a difference between moral obligations in the realms of domestic
politics and international politics? On the basis of the Melian dialogue,
did the Athenians act ethically? Did the Melian elders?

What is realism? How does it differ from the liberal view of world poli-
tics? What does constructivism add to realism and liberalism?

What does Thucydides pinpoint as the main causes of the Peloponnesian
War? Which were immediate? Which were underlying?

What sort of theory of international relations is implicit in Thucydides’
account of the war?

Was the Peloponnesian War inevitable? If so, why and when? If not, how
and when might it have been prevented?
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KEY CONCEPTS

To make sense of something, you need an appropriate conceptual toolkit that
includes a useful vocabulary, ways of drawing inferences that help you see
how things work, and strategies for solving problems. Understanding global
conflict and cooperation is no exception.

Unlike physicians, engineers, or natural scientists, people who study world
politics have relatively little in the way of highly specialized vocabulary. We
borrow words from other fields, or from common usage. The upside of this is
that the barriers to entry are low; almost anyone can have a sensible discus-
sion about world politics. How many people can have a casual dinnertime
conversation about plasmapheresis or quantum tunneling? The downside is
that there is an unusually high risk of ambiguity and confusion, because the
same word can mean quite different things in different contexts, and many
words have two or more possible meanings in the same context. Ambiguity is
not something that we can purge from the English language, but we can learn
to spot potentially confusing usages. Before we delve too deeply into the inter-
play of theory and history, therefore, it is useful to spend some time exploring
key concepts. We will then go on to examine some useful tools and techniques
for drawing inferences about world politics.

States, Nations, and Nation-States

Perhaps the single most important concept used in the study of world politics
is the sovereign state. Unfortunately, it is also one of the most confusing—
partly because it is two concepts bundled together, sovereignty and state. Most
people would agree that the state is the most important actor in the interna-
tional system (we will explore the terms “actor” and “system” more closely
in a moment), although realists and liberals would disagree about the relative
importance of other actors. Realists would insist that states are the only signif-
icant actors, while liberals would argue that states are only the most important
among many. But what, exactly, is a “state”?

A state is a particular type of political unit that has two crucial character-
istics: territoriality and sovereignty. Territoriality is straightforward: A state
governs a specific, identifiable portion of the Earth’s surface. Sovereignty is
the absolute right to govern it. In most cases, when you encounter the word
“state” in a discussion of world politics, the best single synonym would be
“country.” Britain, France, Argentina, and Japan are all states. Being sover-
eign means that they have no higher authority to which they must answer.
Different countries have different political systems that locate sovereignty in
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different places. In traditional monarchies, kings or queens are sovereign and
enjoy supreme authority over the territories they govern. In democracies, the
people hold sovereignty and delegate government to their elected representa-
tives and other state officials. But whatever the ultimate source of sovereignty,
all states have governments that pass laws, enforce order, and are supposed to
defend the people who live within their borders.

The United States of America is a state in this sense as well. However, it is
a federation of lower-level political units that rather inconveniently also hap-
pen to be called “states.” The same is true for a number of other countries,
such as Australia, India, and Mexico. This is one obvious possible source of
confusion. Michigan, New South Wales, Uttar Pradesh, and Chihuahua are all
states, but they are not countries. They are territorial, but they are not sover-
eign. While they have delegated areas of jurisdiction, they are answerable to
their federal constitutions.

“When concepts are used in more than one way, confusion is easy. A southern
colleague of mine began her university teaching career in the upper Midwest.
The first course she taught was a comparative politics course titled ‘The State in
Western Europe.’ In it she explored the wide variety of structures and practices
of various European political systems. After a few weeks, one student timidly
approached her after class with a puzzled look on his face.‘Professor,” he said,
‘T know you’re from Georgia and this is Wisconsin; but when you talk about “‘the
state,” you do mean Wisconsin, don’t you?’”’

—Joseph S. Nye, Jr.

A third possible source of confusion is that the word “state” is often used
to refer to the government of a country—or, more precisely, to the structure
and practices of the institutions and offices that make up the government.
This usage is common in the comparative politics subfield of political science,
where you will often hear Singapore (for example) described as a “strong
state” because its central government has a great deal of authority, and the
United States as a “weak” state because of its system of checks and balances
and a very generous set of constitutionally protected individual rights. Obviously,
in terms of material power, the United States is much stronger than Singapore, so
one must be very careful to interpret phrases such as “strong state” and “weak
state” appropriately. Context is key.

Another word often used as a synonym for state is “nation.” This is a par-
ticularly unfortunate practice, because the word “nation” is commonly used to
denote a group of people who have some combination of common language,
culture, religion, history, mythology, identity, or sense of destiny. A decent
but imperfect synonym for this kind of “nation” is “ethnic group.”! Kurds,
Tamils, Québécois, and Navajo are all nations in this sense, but none of them
is a state. Abraham Lincoln famously said in his Gettysburg Address, “Four
score and seven years ago, our forefathers brought forth upon this continent a
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ARE EU MEMBERS “SOVEREIGN STATES”?

The European Union (EU) is a fascinating example of supranational integration.
Its 27 member states have agreed to set up supranational institutions such as

the European Parliament and Council of Ministers (which are responsible for
legislation), a European Commission (the EU’s executive arm), and the European
Court of Justice and Court of First Instance (judicial arms). The EU is a single
market and customs union with free movement of goods, services, capital, and
people; it attempts to harmonize policies in a wide range of issue areas; and it
strives to speak with one voice on the world stage. Sixteen EU members have
embraced a common currency, the euro, which is second in importance only to
the U.S. dollar in the world economy. At the same time, the members only loosely
coordinate their common defense and foreign policies.

Does all of this mean that the members are no longer sovereign states?
Technically, no; every member country retains the right to withdraw from the EU
at any time it chooses. However, withdrawal would be very costly, and it is difficult
to imagine anything other than very extreme circumstances prompting it. Indeed,
no state is contemplating withdrawal at the moment, while several states, such as
Turkey, are seeking entry.

The EU is the best, but not the only, example of supranational integration.
Egypt and Syria formed the United Arab Republic (UAR) in 1958, but it fell
apart after only three years. A more interesting and somewhat more successful
experiment was the East African Community (EAC) in 1967, binding Kenya,
Tanzania, and Uganda. The EAC fared quite well until torn apart by ideological
differences and personality clashes among the three countries’ leaders. In 2001,
the EAC was reborn, and in 2007, Burundi and Rwanda joined as well. Yet the
reincarnation of the EAC has a long way to go before it proves as effective as the
EU in promoting the common and individual interests of its member states.

new nation, conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men
are created equal.” It would have been much better if he had said state rather
than nation, because the United States of America is a multinational state.

It was common among eighteenth- and nineteenth-century liberal politi-
cal philosophers to believe that every nation should have a state of its own,
and groups such as the Kurds and Tamils struggled for this for years. A state
whose citizens are overwhelmingly members of a single nation is a nation-
state. There are few true nation-states in the world today. Japan and the two
Koreas are notable exceptions; 98.5 percent of the inhabitants of Japan are
ethnic Japanese, and an even higher proportion of the inhabitants of North
and South Korea are ethnic Koreans. Most countries of the world today are
far from being ethnically homogenous.

National groups within states often claim a right to self-government or self-
determination. Self-determination is the ability to decide one’s own political fate.
This frequently includes a claim to a state of one’s own. Québec separatists, for
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example, claim a right to self-determination for the purpose of carving a new
country out of Canada. Sometimes groups claiming a right to self-determination
seek to detach the territories in which they live from one country and join it to
another, as did ethnic Germans in Austria, Czechoslovakia, and Poland between
the two world wars.? Groups that claim a right to self-government may be happy
to live within the territory of an existing multinational state, but may seek exten-
sive rights and prerogatives to look after their own affairs. Wales, for example,
is not a sovereign state—it is part of the United Kingdom—but the Welsh enjoy
quite a significant degree of self-government, which is exercised by the aptly
named Welsh National Assembly.

The difficulty with the idea of the nation-state as a philosophical ideal is
that nations are often intermingled and spread out in diasporas over vast dis-
tances. It would be impossible to draw borders in such a way as to give each
nation a state of its own. Even if this were possible, a powerful norm against
redrawing settled borders has emerged over the course of the last century, in
part in reaction to the carnage caused by the partial, inconsistent, and unsuc-
cessful attempt to realize the nation-state ideal in Europe after World War
I. In another era, Kurds and Tamils might have been in luck: Their claims
to self-determination might have been greeted with sympathy from power-
ful countries, and possibly even with active political support. Nowadays the
international community is reluctant to recognize secession in all but the most
severe cases of genocide, oppression, violent state collapse, or rare mutual
agreements such as the Czech and Slovak “velvet divorce” in 1993.

For the sake of clarity, it is always important to pay careful attention to
what people actually mean when they use terms such as state, nation, and
nation-state. You will find them being used interchangeably a large propor-
tion of the time. It does not help that the world’s preeminent organization of
sovereign states is called the United “Nations,” or that we call what happens
between states “international™ politics!

How do states come to be? A group of people cannot simply mark out
some turf, run up a flag, and call themselves a state (though one disgruntled
Australian farmer and his family tried to do exactly this in 1970).3 To be a
state, one must be recognized as a state—by other states. In this sense, being a
state is a bit like being a member of a club: Existing members must admit you.

What do other states look at to decide whether to recognize a new
sovereign state? There is no generally agreed-upon checklist, but five issues
tend to dominate their deliberations: first, whether there is a government with
de facto control over a certain territory; second, whether other states claim the
territory, and if so, how strong their claim is; third, whether the people seek-
ing to establish a new state are historically oppressed; fourth, whether those
people consider their government legitimate; and fifth, but not least important,
whether recognizing the new state as sovereign would affect their own claims
and interests. Countries such as China that face significant domestic secessionist
movements are often reluctant to recognize new states out of fear of setting a
precedent that could backfire, even if in other respects the case for statehood
is sound. With some critical mass of recognition—being accepted as a member
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of the United Nations is the gold standard—a new state takes its place among
the countries of the world and shoulders the rights, privileges, and obligations
of statehood. Its government comes to be accepted internationally—for the
most part, at any rate—as the rightful spokesperson for the inhabitants of the
territory and the ultimate authority within its borders. The two newest aspir-
ants for sovereign statehood are Kosovo, which declared unilateral independ-
ence from Serbia in 2008, and Palestine, which made a push for recognition
in 2011. Most observers believe that they will attain UN membership in the
fullness of time. Somaliland has had less luck: Despite its unilateral declaration
of independence from Somalia in 1991, it remains unrecognized by any UN
member state.

The club-membership dimension of statehood is functional, but not per-
fect; it does generate occasional anomalies. Taiwan, for example, is for all
practical purposes an independent country, but only 23 sovereign states recog-
nize it as such. It does not have a seat at the UN. Since the People’s Republic of
China considers Taiwan a renegade province, Taiwanese officials must conduct
most of their international business in a roundabout way. At the same time,
there are many countries in the world—Somalia, Zimbabwe, and Afghanistan
come to mind—that are recognized globally as sovereign states, but that fail
to satisfy the most basic condition of sovereign statehood: namely, having a
legitimate government that exercises effective control within its borders.

International Actors, Power, and Authority

Realists and liberals disagree on whether the state is the only significant
actor in world politics. An actor is any person or body whose decisions and
actions have repercussions for international politics. When speaking about
actors in general, we don’t use proper nouns; when we speak of particular
actors, we do. Of course, technically only people make decisions and take
actions, so when we talk of “the state” as an actor, we are abstracting for
the sake of simplicity. You will commonly hear or read (for example) that
Germany attacked Poland in 1939, although it would be more accurate

SYSTEMS AND WAR

After the last war, the international system developed two rigid camps. This
bipolarity led to a loss of flexibility and heightened insecurity. One of the new
alliances developed around an authoritarian land-based power, the other around
a democratic power with an expansive commerce and culture that held naval
supremacy. Each side feared that the other would achieve a decisive advantage
in the conflict that both expected. Ironically, it was civil conflict in a small, weak
state threatening a marginal change in the alliances that heightened the sense of
threat in both alliances and actually triggered the war.

Which war does this describe: the Peloponnesian War, World War I, or the
Cold War?
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to say that Germans attacked Poles. This kind of anthropomorphizing is very
standard. It is important to be aware of it, however, because when we anthro-
pomorphize the state—or any other collective actor, such as a multinational
corporation or an NGO—it can incline us to assume wrongly that these are
unitary actors with interests, minds, and wills of their own. Very often, what
happens in the world can only be understood if we pay attention to the disa-
greements, debates, and sometimes even struggles that take place inside states.
A major reason why President John F. Kennedy and Soviet Chairman Nikita
Khrushchev cut an abrupt deal to end the Cuban missile crisis in 1962 was
because both had become frightened of the unanticipated, inadvertent, and
sometimes insubordinate actions of their own militaries, which threatened to
drag the superpowers into nuclear war. This was a situation in which those
who should really only have been agents of the state (soldiers, diplomats,
and bureaucrats are only ever supposed to act in accordance with superiors’
instructions) were behaving inappropriately as actors. Of course, not all actors
are anthropomorphized collectivities. Individual human beings can be inter-
national actors as well. Osama bin Laden was an international actor, as is
Bono—not to put them on the same moral plane, of course! Even movie actors
can be actors.* Mia Farrow, for example, managed to influence China’s policy
on Darfur.

While liberals are more inclined than realists to believe that multinational
corporations, NGOs, churches, diasporas, transnational criminal networks,
drug cartels, terrorist groups, charitable foundations, celebrities, and any
number of other types of actors can do things that have real consequences
in international politics, both agree that states are the most important, for
four main reasons. First, all but “failed” states (the Somalias, Zimbabwes, and
Afghanistans of the world)® have the capacity in principle to control the flow
of people, goods, and money across borders. No state controls this perfectly,
but most states control it fairly effectively. Second, states normally are the only
actors that wield significant armies. Some other actors are capable of organ-
ized violence on a small scale, but functioning states have an unusual capacity
to wield organized violence on a massive scale. (In failed states or states that
are experiencing civil war, substate actors occasionally have this capacity.)
Third, only states have the power to tax and spend in significant amounts. The
Mafia taxes by running protection rackets, and drug cartels raise significant
funds by illegal business, but on a scale dwarfed by most states, and only as
long as they manage to avoid or corrupt the law. Fourth, only states promul-
gate and enforce laws. States are answerable to no higher authority.

These four considerations demonstrate that, compared to other actors, the
state typically wields more power. Power is another key concept in the study
of global conflict and cooperation. However, like love, it is easier to experi-
ence than to define or measure.

Power is the ability to achieve one’s purposes or goals. More specifically,
it is the ability to affect others to get the outcomes one wants. Robert Dahl,
a Yale political scientist, defines power as the ability to get others to do what
they otherwise would not do. But when we measure power in terms of the
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changed behavior of others, we have to know their preferences. Otherwise, we
may be as mistaken about our power as was the fox who thought he was hurt-
ing Br’er Rabbit when he threw him into the briar patch. Knowing in advance
how other people or states would behave in the absence of our efforts is often
difficult.

The behavioral definition of power can be useful to analysts and historians
who devote considerable time to reconstructing the past, but to practical poli-
ticians and leaders it may seem too ephemeral. Because the ability to influence
others is usually associated with the possession of certain resources, political
leaders commonly define power this way. These resources include population,
territory, natural resources, economic size, military forces, and political stabil-
ity, among others. The virtue of this definition is that it makes power appear
more concrete, measurable, and predictable than the behavioral definition.
Power in this sense means holding the high cards in the international poker
game. A basic rule of poker is that if your opponent is showing cards that can
beat anything you hold, fold. If you know you will lose a war, don’t start it.

Some wars, however, have been started by the eventual losers, which sug-
gests that political leaders sometimes take risks or make mistakes. Japan in
1941 and Iraq in 1990 are examples. Often the opponent’s cards are not all
showing in the game of international politics. As in poker, bluffing and decep-
tion can make a big difference. Even without deception, mistakes can be made
about which power resources are most relevant in particular situations. For
example, France and Britain had more tanks than did Nazi Germany in 1940,
but Hitler’s tanks were better engineered, and his generals used them more
effectively.

Power conversion is a basic problem that arises when we think of power
in terms of resources. Some countries are better than others at converting their
resources into effective influence over other countries’ behavior, just as some
skilled card players win despite being dealt weak hands. Power conversion is
the capacity to convert potential power, as measured by resources, to realized
power, as measured by the changed behavior of others. To predict outcomes
correctly, we need to know about a country’s skill at power conversion as well
as its possession of power resources.

Another problem is determining which resources provide the best basis
for power in any particular context. Tanks are not much good in swamps;
uranium was not a power resource in the nineteenth century. In earlier peri-
ods, power resources were easier to judge. For example, in the agrarian econ-
omies of eighteenth-century Europe, population was a critical power resource
because it provided a base for taxes and recruitment of infantry. In terms
of population, France dominated Western Europe. Thus at the end of the
Napoleonic Wars (1799-1815), Prussia presented its fellow victors at the
Congress of Vienna (1815) with a precise plan for its own reconstruction in
order to maintain the balance of power. Its plan listed the territories and pop-
ulations it had lost since 1805 and the territories and populations it would
need to regain equivalent numbers. In the prenationalist period, it was not
significant that many of the people in those provinces did not speak German
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or feel themselves to be Prussian. However, within half a century, nationalist
sentiments would matter very much.

Another change of context that occurred during the nineteenth century
was the growing importance of industry and rail systems that made rapid
mobilization possible. In the 1860s, Chancellor Otto von Bismarck’s Germany
pioneered the use of railways to transport armies in Europe for quick victories.
Although Russia had always had greater population resources than the rest of
Europe, they were difficult to mobilize. The growth of the rail system in west-
ern Russia at the beginning of the twentieth century was one of the reasons
the Germans feared rising Russian power in 1914. Further, the spread of rail
systems on the continent helped deprive Britain of the luxury of concentrating
on naval power. There was no longer time, should it prove necessary, to insert
an army to prevent another great power from dominating the continent.

The application of industrial technology to warfare has long had a pow-
erful impact. Advanced science and technology have been particularly critical
power resources since the beginning of the nuclear age in 1945. But the power
derived from nuclear weapons has proven to be so awesome and destructive
that its actual application is muscle-bound. Nuclear war is simply far too costly.
Indeed, there are many situations where any use of force may be inappropriate
or too costly.

Even if the direct use of force were banned among a group of countries,
military force would still play an important background role. For example,
the American military role in deterring threats to allies, or of assuring access
to a crucial resource such as oil in the Persian Gulf, means that the provision
of protective force can be used in bargaining situations. Sometimes the linkage
may be direct; more often it is a factor not mentioned openly but present in the
back of leaders’ minds.

Coercing other states to change is a direct or commanding method of exer-
cising power. Such hard power can rest on payments (“carrots”) or threats
(“sticks”). But there is also a soft or indirect way to exercise power. A country
may achieve its preferred outcomes in world politics because other countries
want to emulate it or have agreed to a system that produces such effects. In this
sense, it can be just as important to set the agenda and attract others in world
politics as it is to force others to change in particular situations. This aspect of
power—that is, getting others to want what you want—is called attractive or
soft power. Soft power can rest on such resources as the appeal of one’s ideas
or on the ability to set the political agenda in a way that shapes the prefer-
ences others express. Parents of teenagers know that if they have structured
their children’s beliefs and preferences, their power will be greater and will last
longer than if they had relied only on active control. Similarly, political leaders
and constructivist theorists have long understood the power that comes from
setting the agenda and determining the framework of a debate. The ability to
establish preferences is often associated with intangible power resources such
as culture, ideology, and institutions that constructivists emphasize.

Soft power is not automatically more effective or ethical than hard power.
Twisting minds is not necessarily better than twisting arms. Moral judgments
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depend on the purposes for which power is used. The terrorist leader Osama
bin Laden, for example, had soft power in the eyes of his followers who car-
ried out the 9/11 attacks. Nor is soft power necessarily more closely asso-
ciated with liberal than realist theory. Neorealists such as Kenneth Waltz
tend to be materialists who pay little attention to the role of ideas. In their
efforts to be parsimonious they impoverished realist theory. Classical real-
ists such as Machiavelli and Morgenthau never neglected ideas as a source
of power.

Power is the ability to affect others to get the outcomes you want regard-
less of whether its sources are tangible or not. Soft power is often more diffi-
cult for governments to wield and slower to yield results. Sometimes it is com-
pletely ineffective. But analysts ignore it at their peril. For example, in 1762,
when Frederick the Great of Prussia was about to be defeated by a coalition of
France, Austria, and Russia, he was saved because the new Russian tsar, Peter
III (1728-1762), idolized the Prussian monarch and pulled his troops out of
the anti-Prussian coalition. In 1917, Great Britain had greater soft power than
Germany over American opinion, and that affected the United States’ entry on
Britain’s side in World War I. More recently, the election of Barack Obama in
2008 gave an immediate boost to American soft power because his image and
his message held great appeal even in parts of the world that had become nota-
bly hostile to U.S. policy. But translating these enhanced soft power resources
into tangible outcomes has been neither linear nor easy.

Hard and soft power are related, but they are not the same. Material suc-
cess makes a culture and ideology attractive, and decreases in economic and
military success lead to self-doubt and crises of identity. But soft power does
not rest solely on hard power. The soft power of the Vatican did not wane
as the size of the Papal States diminished in the nineteenth century. Canada,
Sweden, and the Netherlands today tend to have more influence than some
other states with equivalent economic or military capability. The Soviet Union
had considerable soft power in Europe after World War II but squandered it
after its invasions of Hungary in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968. Many
would argue that the United States enjoyed enormous soft power in the
immediate wake of 9/11, but squandered much of it in the aftermath through
artless, muscular unilateralism.

What resources are the most important sources of power today? A look
at the five centuries since the birth of the sovereign state shows that different
power resources played critical roles in different periods. The sources of power
are never static, and they continue to change in today’s world. Moreover, they
vary in different parts of the world. Soft power is becoming more important in
relations among the postindustrial societies in an information age in which the
democratic peace prevails; hard power is often more important in industrial-
izing and preindustrial parts of the world.

In an age of information-based economies and transnational interdependence,
power is becoming less transferable, less tangible, and less coercive. Traditional
analysts would predict the outcome of conflict mainly on the basis of whose army
wins. Today, in conflicts such as the struggle against transnational terrorism, it is
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equally important whose story wins. Hard power is necessary against hard-
core terrorists, but it is equally important to use soft power to win the hearts
and minds of the mainstream population that might otherwise be won over by
the terrorists.

“The capacity to know when to use hard power, when to use soft power, and when
to combine the two, I call smart power.”
—Joseph S. Nye, Jr.

The transformation of power is not the same in all parts of the world.
The twenty-first century will certainly see a greater role for informational and
institutional power, but as events in the Middle East demonstrate, hard mili-
tary power remains an important instrument. Economic scale, both in markets
and in natural resources, will also remain important. The service sector grows
within modern economies, and the distinction between services and manufac-
turing continues to blur. Information will become more plentiful, and the criti-
cal resource will be organizational capacity for rapid and flexible response.
Political cohesion will remain important, as well as the nurturing of a univer-
salistic, exportable popular culture.

Note the slightly complicated relationship between power and authority.
Authority can be a power resource when others respect it, but you can have
power without having authority. The United States had the power to oust
the duly elected Guatemalan president, Jacobo Arbenz Guzman, in a CIA-
engineered coup in 1954, but it did not have the authority to do so. Guatemala
was a sovereign state. Power is an empirical notion, whereas authority is a
moral, normative, or juridical concept. Authority requires legitimacy. While
the international system of sovereign states is anarchic in the legal distribu-
tion of authority, it is never truly anarchic in the distribution of power. In
unipolar systems, one country enjoys a preponderance of power and can effec-
tively set the terms of international cooperation and enforce or elicit compli-
ance. In a bipolar system, two countries of similar power enjoy primacy within
their particular sphere or among other states aligned with them (lesser pow-
ers or client states). In a multipolar system, three or more countries wield an
unusual degree of power. We usually call the strongest country within a unipo-
lar system a hegemon (from the Greek meaning “leader”); we call the strongest
countries in a modern bipolar system superpowers; and we call the strongest
countries within multipolar systems great powers.

International System and International Society

We have been using the word “system” frequently to this point. What do we
mean by it? According to the dictionary, a system is a set of interrelated units.
The units or components of systems interact in a regular way that may be more
or less complicated. We use the terms structure to describe the configuration
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of the units, and process to capture their interactions. The distinction between
structure and process at any given time can be illustrated by the metaphor of
a poker game. The structure of a poker game is in the distribution of power,
that is, how many chips the players have and how many high cards they are
dealt. The process is how the game is played and the types of interactions
among the players. (How are the rules created and understood? Are the play-
ers good bluffers? Do they obey the rules? If players cheat, are they likely to
get caught?) For example, allowing the players in Prisoner’s Dilemma games
to communicate with one another alters the nature of the game. So, too, when
states communicate with one another and reach mutually beneficial agree-
ments or create well-understood norms and institutions, they add to the reper-
toire of state strategies and can thus alter political outcomes.

The international system is an example of a particular kind of system,
namely, a political system. In contrast to many domestic political systems,
which are easy to identify because of their clear institutional referents (the pres-
idency, Congress, Parliament, and so forth), the current international political
system is less centralized and less tangible. Without the United Nations, an
international system would still exist. Do not be misled, however, by the insti-
tutional concreteness of domestic political systems. They also include intan-
gible aspects such as public attitudes, the role of the press, or some of the
unwritten conventions of constitutions. Put another way, systems can be mate-
rial, ideational, or both. Computers, human bodies, and the ecosphere are all
material systems. Computers have power supplies, processors, memory chips,
buses, keyboards, storage devices, and screens, all of which interact electrome-
chanically according to the laws of physics. Languages are ideational systems;
their components are words, and their processes of interaction are captured
by rules of grammar and syntax. The international system is a combination of
material things and ideas.

To some extent representing something as a “system” is an exercise in
mental housekeeping, because at the end of the day everything is connected to
everything else. We can more easily make sense of the world, for example, by
distinguishing a computer from the electrical grid required to operate it, and
by distinguishing the electrical grid from the hydrological processes that make
it possible for dams to generate power on flowing rivers. But in fact these all
interact. The international system is a mental construction as well. What hap-
pens in it is affected not only by state and nonstate actors, but also by other
systems. Greenhouse gas emissions, for example, will result in climate change,
altered sea levels, altered rainfall patterns, changes in vegetation, and large-
scale migrations. These are likely to trigger intrastate conflicts, as has already
happened in Darfur, and may trigger interstate conflicts as well. We might lit-
erally say that the solar system affects the international political system via the
atmospheric system. But it is unwieldy and counterproductive to attempt to
think of everything as part of one enormous system. Treating the international
system as something discrete makes it possible to talk more sensibly of what
happens in the world than would be possible otherwise, even if, in a technical
sense, everything is connected to everything else.
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While the ordering principle of the international system is anarchic,
the system itself is not chaotic. Most global interactions are orderly in the
sense that they follow regular, largely predictable patterns. In most respects,
these interactions are rule-governed. International law is a weak cousin of
domestic law, but in fact rates of compliance with international law are
often not that different from those with domestic law. If anything, egregious
violations of international law are comparatively rare, while most countries’
domestic legal systems groan under a heavy caseload of both criminal and
civil violations. The marks of an orderly social system (such as the interna-
tional system of sovereign states) are that institutions and practices exist
for handling disputes; that most conflicts are resolved peacefully; that there
exists an authoritative body of rules (laws, regulations, guidelines, accept-
able practices, etc.); that there is a good level of compliance with the rules;
and that there are methods of dealing with noncompliance. How can we
explain this?

The answer is that relatively few parts of the world can accurately be
described as being in a Hobbesian state of nature. The international system is
not a pool table on which states-as-billiard-balls careen off one another blindly
in an endless series of conflicts. The international system is social. Just because
there is no world government (i.e., the international system is anarchic in the
distribution of authority) does not mean that there is no such thing as an inter-
national society. There are rules of conduct, an increasingly rich body of inter-
national law, well-specified rights and obligations, even rules of international
etiquette—diplomatic practices, honors, and so on—in short, all of the fea-
tures of “polite society.” Slights can trigger international conflict, just as they
can trigger interpersonal conflict in everyday life. Indeed, Bismarck deliberately
engineered the Franco-Prussian War (1870-1871) by violating well-entrenched
norms of diplomatic protocol: first by attempting to place a Prussian king on
the throne of Spain without consulting France beforehand, and then by leaking
confidential French diplomatic communications to the international press (the
famous “Ems Telegram”).® Realists on the one hand, and liberals and construc-
tivists on the other, disagree on the degree to which the international system is
genuinely social. Realists think it is social only in a thin, superficial sense, while
liberals and constructivists think the social constraints on action are much
thicker. But virtually all agree that the social dimensions of international poli-
tics promote orderly interaction.

System Stability and Crisis Stability

International systems are stable if they are able to absorb shocks without
breaking down. Systems break down when they are no longer able to serve
their intended purposes. A major purpose of the international system is to
safeguard the sovereignty and security of its members. Minor wars are not
necessarily evidence of system breakdown, since sometimes the only way to
protect the sovereignty and security of certain states is to wage war against
others. For this reason, the renowned Australian scholar Hedley Bull wrote at
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length about war as an institution—in the sense of a recognized and regulated
practice—for maintaining order.” But major wars jeopardize the sovereignty
and security of most or all states and are evidence of system instability.

What makes a system stable? One important factor is the quality of the
social fabric of international society. The stronger the normative and institu-
tional threads binding states, and the denser the connections between them, the
greater the stake states have in preventing system breakdown, and the more
avenues they have available for resolving disagreements before they can get
out of hand. The weaker the social context—the more the system resembles
a Hobbesian state of nature, in other words—the more states depend upon
self-help.

In a Hobbesian anarchy, according to systems theorists such as Kenneth
Waltz, distributions of power are crucial to system stability. Unipolar systems
tend to erode as states try to preserve their independence by balancing against
the hegemon, or a rising state eventually challenges the leader. In multipolar or
dispersed-power systems, states form alliances to balance power, but alliances
are flexible. Wars may occur, but they will be relatively limited in scope. In
bipolar systems, alliances become more rigid, which in turn contributes to the
probability of a large conflict, perhaps even a global war. Some analysts say that
“bipolar systems either erode or explode.” This happened in the Peloponnesian
War when Athens and Sparta tightened their grips on their respective alliances.
It was also true before 1914, when the multipolar European balance of power
gradually consolidated into two strong alliance systems that lost their flexibility.
But predictions about war based on multipolarity versus bipolarity encountered
a major anomaly after 1945. During the Cold War the world was bipolar with
two big players, the United States and its allies and the Soviet Union and its
allies, yet no overall central war occurred for more than four decades before the
system eroded with the decline of the Soviet Union. Some people say nuclear
weapons made the prospect of global war too awful. Thus the structure of the
international system offers a rough explanation for system stability, but does not
explain enough all by itself.

Arguably, the Cold War system was stable because it also exhibited crisis
stability. In a crisis-unstable situation, if two or more countries find themselves
in an acute international crisis, they will feel enormous pressure to strike the
first blow. To use a simple metaphor, imagine you and an adversary are stand-
ing in the open, each armed with a gun. Neither of you is quite sure of the
other’s intentions. If either of you thinks there is a chance that shots might be
fired, then you both have a powerful incentive to shoot first. Whoever shoots
first is more likely to survive. A situation such as this is very likely to escalate
quickly to violence.

Now imagine that you and your adversary are locked in a room, knee-
deep in gasoline, armed only with a match. In this situation, neither of you
has a strong incentive to strike the first match. If you did, your adversary
would surely be killed or badly injured, but so would you. You both have a
powerful incentive to try to find a peaceful way out. Such a situation is highly
crisis-stable.
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To a very significant degree, crisis stability is a function of technology—
or, perhaps more accurately, prevailing beliefs about technology, as reflected
in military doctrine. When the prevailing military technology is believed to
favor the offense, decision makers feel pressure to strike the first blow. When
it is believed to favor the defense, they do not. At the beginning of World War
I, European leaders believed that there was a great advantage in taking the
offensive, and the July crisis of 1914 escalated very quickly. (In this belief they
were tragically mistaken. As the carnage of the following four years would
demonstrate, well-entrenched infantry armed with machine guns and backed
by mass artillery cut attacking armies to pieces.) During the Cold War, prevail-
ing beliefs about military technology were almost certainly correct: Neither
the United States nor the Soviet Union could defend against a nuclear attack,
but there was little doubt that they could count upon being able to launch
a devastating retaliatory blow. This situation, aptly called “Mutual Assured
Destruction” (or MAD), was highly crisis-stable.

The “National Interest”

The final key concept that needs clarification before we proceed further is
the national interest. Leaders and analysts alike assert that “states act in their
national interest.” That statement is normally true, but it does not tell us much
unless we know how states define their national interests.

Realists say that states have little choice in defining their national interest
because of the international system. They must define their interest in terms
of power or they will not survive, just as a company in a perfect market that
wants to be altruistic rather than maximize profits will not survive. So for the
realists, a state’s position in the international system determines its national
interests and predicts its foreign policies.

Liberals and constructivists argue that national interests are defined by
much more than the state’s position in the international system, and they have
a richer account of how state preferences and national interests are formed.
The definition of the national interest depends in large part on the type of
domestic society and culture a state has. For example, a domestic society that
values economic welfare and places heavy emphasis on trade, or that views
wars against other democracies as illegitimate, defines its national interests
very differently from a despotic state that is similarly positioned in the inter-
national system. Liberals argue that this is particularly true if international
institutions and channels of communication enable states to build trust; this
helps them escape from the Prisoner’s Dilemma.

Because nonpower incentives can help shape how states define their inter-
ests, it is important to know how closely a particular situation approximates a
Hobbesian state of nature. In a Hobbesian system, you may be killed by your
neighbor tomorrow, and limited opportunities exist for democracy or trade
preferences to influence foreign policy. Survival comes first. But if institutions
and stable expectations of peace moderate the Hobbesian anarchy, then some
of these other factors related to domestic society and culture are likely to play
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a larger role. Realist predictions are more likely to be accurate in the Middle
East, for example, and liberal predictions in Western Europe. Knowing the
context helps us gauge the likely predictive value of different theories.

It is important to bear in mind that the national interest is almost always
contested. People who would agree at an abstract level that power and security
are important national interests very often disagree about the concrete policies
that would promote them. Sometimes policy preferences are completely oppo-
site and incompatible. During the period between the two World Wars, there
was a vibrant debate in the United States between those who believed that the
best way to promote American security was to avoid becoming entangled in
the thorny power politics of Europe and East Asia, and those who believed
that American security depended upon actively working with others to check
the rising power and imperial ambitions of Germany and Japan. There is also
a historically important debate between those who see morality and the pur-
suit of the national interest as separate and incompatible, and those who think
that a country’s conception of what is right and just is a fundamental part of
its national interest. What is not open for debate is the fact that anyone seek-
ing to promote a particular foreign policy will inevitable try to wrap it in the
mantle of the national interest. The concept, in other words, is not merely a
shorthand for vital state goals—it is also a playing field on which policy mak-
ers and policy entrepreneurs contend.

Follow Up

®  Barry Buzan, “From International System to International Society: Structural
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LEVELS OF ANALYSIS

A system is greater than the sum of its parts. Systems can create consequences
not intended by any of their components. Think of the market system in eco-
nomics. Every firm in a perfect market tries to maximize its profits, but the
market system produces competition that reduces profits to the break-even
point, thereby benefiting the consumer. The businessperson does not set out to
benefit the consumer, but individual firms’ pattern of behavior in a perfect mar-
ket leads to that effect. In other words, the system produces the consequences,
which may be quite different from the intention of the actors in the system.
The international political system can similarly lead to effects the actors did
not originally intend. For example, in 1917 when the Bolsheviks came to power in
Russia, they regarded the whole system of interstate diplomacy that had preceded
World War I as bourgeois nonsense. They intended to sweep away the interstate
system and hoped that revolutions would unite all the workers of the world and
abolish borders. Transnational proletarian solidarity would replace the interstate
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system. Indeed, when Leon Trotsky took charge of the Russian Foreign Ministry,
he said his intent was to issue some revolutionary proclamations to the peoples
of the world and then “close up the joint.” But the Bolsheviks found that their
actions were soon affected by the nature of the interstate system. In 1922, the new
communist state signed the Treaty of Rapallo with Germany. It was an alliance of
the outcasts, the countries that were not accepted in the post—-World War I diplo-
matic world. In 1939, Josef Stalin entered a pact with his ideological archenemy,
Adolf Hitler, in order to turn Hitler westward. Soviet behavior, despite Trotsky’s
initial proclamations and illusions, soon became similar to that of other actors in
the international system.

The distribution of power among states in an international system helps
us make predictions about certain aspects of states’ behavior. The tradition of
geopolitics holds that location and proximity will tell a great deal about how
states will behave. Because neighbors have more contact and points of poten-
tial friction, it is not surprising that half of the military conflicts between 1816
and 1992 began between neighbors.® A state that feels threatened by its neigh-
bor is likely to act in accord with the old adage that “the enemy of my enemy
is my friend.” This pattern has always been found in anarchic systems. For
example, the Indian writer Kautilya pointed out in the third century BCE that
the states of the Indian subcontinent tended to ally with distant states to pro-
tect themselves against their neighbors, thus producing a checkerboard pat-
tern of alliances. Machiavelli noted the same behavior among the city-states in
fifteenth-century Italy. In the early 1960s, as West African states emerged from
colonial rule, there was a great deal of talk about African solidarity, but the
new states soon began to produce a checkerboard pattern of alliances similar
to what Kautilya described in ancient India. Ghana, Guinea, and Mali were
ideologically radical, while Senegal, Ivory Coast, and Nigeria were relatively
conservative, but they were also balancing against the strength of their neigh-
bors. Another example was the pattern that developed in East Asia after the
Vietnam War. If the Soviet Union were colored black, China would be red,
Vietnam black, and Cambodia red. A perfect checkerboard pattern developed.
Ironically, the United States entered the Vietnam War because policy makers
believed in the “domino theory,” according to which one state would fall to
communism, leading another state to fall, and so forth. With more foresight,
the United States should have realized that the game in East Asia was more
like checkers than dominoes, and the United States might have stayed out. The
checkerboard pattern based on “the enemy of my enemy is my friend” is an
old tradition of geopolitics that helps us make useful predictions in an anar-
chic situation.

How can we make sense of a pattern or tendency such as this? World
politics is not something one can manipulate the way a physicist or a chemist
can manipulate the conditions of an experiment in the lab. What happens,
happens, and we must try to make sense of it without the benefit of controlled
experiments. This almost always means that we must be more guarded in our
conclusions, because certain valuable strategies for identifying and ruling out
spurious explanations are simply not available. Yet we do make judgments
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about why things happen in world politics, and we never do so without rea-
son. What tips and tricks can we use? How reliable are they?

Systems are not the only way of explaining what happens in international
politics. In Man, the State, and War, Kenneth Waltz distinguishes three levels
of causation for war, which he calls “images”: the individual, the state, and
the international system. The checkerboard pattern that so frequently develops
as a result of “the enemy of my enemy is my friend” could be a function of
dynamics at any one (or more) of these levels of analysis. So a good place to
start, when attempting to determine why things happen in world politics, is to
see whether we get the most explanatory power by looking at the reasons why
people (such as leaders) do what they do (the individual level of analysis), by
looking at what happens within individual states (the state level), or by look-
ing at the interactions between actors (the system level).

The Individual Level

Explanations at the level of the individual are useful when it genuinely matters
who is making decisions. Most analysts believe that the United States would
have attacked al Qaeda training camps in Afghanistan after 9/11 and toppled
the Taliban regime if it failed to cooperate no matter who was president. If Al
Gore rather than George W. Bush had won the 2000 presidential election, we
probably still would have seen Operation Enduring Freedom, or something
very much like it. But few analysts think that a President Gore would have
attacked Iraq in 2003. Neither domestic political nor systemic imperatives
made that likely, the way they made Afghanistan likely. The Iraq War was
very much a war of choice, and to explain it we have to look at the specific
reasons why President Bush and his senior advisors chose it.

There is little doubt that individuals sometimes matter. Pericles made a
difference in the Peloponnesian War. In 1991, Saddam Hussein was a critical
factor in the Gulf War. Sometimes individuals matter, but not in isolation from
other considerations. In the 1962 Cuban missile crisis, Kennedy and Khrush-
chev faced the possibility of nuclear war and the ultimate decision was in their
hands. But why they found themselves in that position cannot be explained
at the level of individuals. Something in the structure of the situation brought
them to that point. Similarly, knowing something about the personality of
Kaiser Wilhelm II or Hitler is necessary to an understanding of the causes of
World War I and World War II, but it is not a sufficient explanation. It made
a difference that Kaiser Wilhelm fired his chancellor, Otto von Bismarck, in
1890; but that does not mean World War I was brought about primarily by
Kaiser Wilhelm.

While one way of using the individual level of analysis is to focus on fea-
tures specific to individual people (their personalities, their life histories, and
so forth), another way is to look for explanations in people’s common char-
acteristics—in the “human nature” common to all individuals. For example,
we could take a Calvinist view of international politics and assign the ultimate
cause of war to the evil that lies within each of us. That would explain war
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as the result of an imperfection in human nature. But such an explanation
overpredicts: It does not tell us why some evil leaders go to war and others
do not, or why some good leaders go to war and others do not. Sometimes
generalizations about human nature lead to unfalsifiable explanations. Some
realists locate the ultimate source of conflict in a relentless drive for power.
The Australian historian Geoffrey Blainey, for example, argues: “One gener-
alization about war aims can be offered with confidence. The aims are simply
varieties of power. The vanity of nationalism, the will to spread an ideology,
the protection of kinsmen in an adjacent land, the desire for more territory or
commerce, the avenging of a defeat or insult, the craving for greater national
strength or independence, the wish to impress or cement alliances—all these
represent power in different wrappings. The conflicting aims of rival nations
are always conflicts of power.”? If every goal counts as a quest for power, then
the statement “the quest for power causes wars” is an unfalsifiable tautology.
Something that explains everything explains nothing.

More fruitful are explanations that leverage psychological tendencies. Many
students of international politics assume that psychological considerations do
not matter: Leaders of states either are, or can be assumed to be, “rational”
actors. If they are rational, then all we need to know in order to understand or
predict the choices they make are the costs and benefits of each. Any rational
actor facing a situation reminiscent of the Prisoner’s Dilemma, according to this
view, can be expected to defect rather than cooperate. But while some people do
make decisions on the basis of good-quality cost-benefit analysis, there are many
situations in which this is simply not possible, owing to a lack of information.
In any case, we know that many people do not, or cannot, make decisions in
this way even when it is possible to do so. Using psychological considerations to
explain apparent deviations from “rational” actions can be very helpful.

This is precisely how the field of political psychology examines global
conflict and cooperation. There are four main approaches. One is cognitive
psychology. Cognitive psychology examines the processes by which people
seek to make sense of raw information about the world. Cognitive psycholo-
gists have shown that people do this by looking for commonalities between
what they are trying to make sense of and things they already know or
believe—between the unfamiliar, in other words, and the familiar. Shocked
by the horrors inflicted upon the world by dictators such as Adolf Hitler and
Benito Mussolini, for instance, Western leaders after World War II tended to
think that any dictator claiming to have suffered some injustice at the hands of
other countries was, in fact, an opportunistic aggressor. Sometimes they were
right. But sometimes they were wrong. A case in which they were wrong was
1956, when Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser asserted Egypt’s right to
control the Suez Canal because it cut through Egyptian territory. When Nasser
nationalized the canal, French and British leaders leapt to the conclusion that
Nasser was “just like Hitler” and had to be resisted. The result was an unnec-
essary war that greatly complicated Middle Eastern politics, dividled NATO
allies, distracted the world’s attention from the Soviet crackdown in Hungary,
and severely damaged Britain’s power and prestige.
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A second approach is motivational psychology. Motivational psychologists
explain human behavior in terms of deep-seated psychological fears, desires,
and needs. These needs include self-esteem, social approval, and a sense of effi-
cacy. Motivational psychology helps us understand, for example, why almost
all German diplomats before World War I gave false or misleading reports on
the likely reactions of European countries to Austrian and German military
moves. They were simply frightened of the consequences of not telling the
notoriously intolerant German foreign ministry what it wanted to hear. The
one German diplomat who accurately reported the likely response of Britain to
a German violation of Belgian neutrality, Ambassador Prince Karl Lichnowsky
in London, was dismissed in Berlin as having “gone native”—a judgmental
error that itself can be explained in terms of a well-documented motivational-
psychological tendency: namely, the desire to avoid the psychological pain of
admitting one’s own error. Since Germany’s entire strategy for swift victory
in 1914 depended upon Britain staying out of the war, Lichnowsky’s reports
would have been extremely unsettling if they had been accepted.

A third approach, and a more recent one, is to apply insights from bebavio-
ral economics, and particularly from prospect theory. Prospect theory explains
deviations from rational action by noting that people make decisions very dif-
ferently depending upon whether they face prospects of gain or prospects of
loss. Most notably, people take much greater risks to avoid losses than they
would be willing to take to achieve gains. Identifying how leaders frame their
choices can help us understand and even anticipate how willing they will be to
take risks. Indeed, since many choice situations can be described equally well
in the language of losses or gains (ten lives out of a hundred lost is the same as
ninety lives saved), strategically reframing choices can induce people to make
different choices. The general tendency people exhibit toward loss-aversion
helps us understand, for example, why people escalate commitments to los-
ing courses of action. The more a gambler loses at the slot machines in Las
Vegas, the less willing he or she will be to stop playing, because the desire to
recoup the loss gets stronger and stronger. Similarly, the more lives the United
States lost in the Vietnam War, the less willing it was to throw in the towel.
Unlucky gamblers and leaders who fight losing battles often quit only when
they exhaust their resources.

Finally, the fourth approach, psychobiography, explains leaders’ choices in
terms of their psychodynamics. This approach locates idiosyncratic personality
traits in generally recognized neuroses and psychoses. A fascinating example of
this is Alexander and Juliette George’s psychobiography of Woodrow Wilson and
Colonel House, which seeks to explain America’s heavy hand at the Paris peace
talks of 1919 and its subsequent failure to join the League of Nations—President
Wilson’s pet project—in terms of Wilson’s need for control, his unwillingness to
compromise, and his intolerance of opposition, all of which, the Georges argue,
can be traced to traumatic childhood experiences at the hands of an overbearing
father.!® Equally fascinating are the many psychobiographies of Adolf Hitler,
which stress the importance of his desire to compensate for self-loathing and sexual
frustration.!! It is now routine for the U.S. intelligence community to compile
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psychological profiles of foreign leaders, with an eye toward better predicting
their behavior. But while psychobiography is always fascinating, it shares many
of the weaknesses of the Freudian tradition out of which it springs, the most
important of which are unfalsifiability and the difficulty of independent corrobo-
ration. When explanations for international political events rest upon the sub-
conscious fears, needs, and desires of world leaders—many of whom are dead or
otherwise unavailable for close examination—it is difficult to know how to have
high confidence in them.

The State Level

When we seek to explain things at the state level of analysis, we ask whether
what happens in world politics is a function of domestic politics, various fea-
tures of domestic society, or the machinery of government. Domestic consider-
ations clearly sometimes matter. After all, the Peloponnesian War began with
a domestic conflict between the oligarchs and the democrats in Epidamnus.
The domestic politics of Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire played
significant roles in the onset of World War I. To understand the end of the
Cold War, we must look inside the Soviet Union at the failure of its centrally
planned economy. It is easy to find examples in which domestic considerations
mattered, but can we generalize about them? After we have said that they are
important, is there anything else to say?

Marxism and liberalism both put a great deal of emphasis on the state
level of analysis. Both hold that states will act similarly in the international
system if they are similar domestically. Marxists argue that the source of war
is capitalism. In Lenin’s view, monopoly capital requires war: “Inter-imperial-
ist alliances are inevitably nothing more than a truce in the periods between
wars.” 2 War can be explained by the nature of capitalist society, whose ineq-
uitable distribution of wealth leads to underconsumption, stagnation, and
lack of domestic investment. As a consequence, capitalism leads to imperial-
ist expansionism abroad, which helps sell surplus production in foreign mar-
kets, creates foreign investment opportunities, and promises access to natural
resources. Such imperialism also fuels the domestic economy through higher
military spending. Thus, Marxism predicts arms races and conflict between
capitalist states. The theory did not do a very good job of explaining the onset
of World War I. Moreover, it does not fit the experience of the second half of
the twentieth century. Communist states, such as the Soviet Union, China, and
Vietnam, were involved in military clashes with each other, while the major
capitalist states in Europe, North America, and Japan maintained peaceful
relations. The arguments that capitalism causes war do not stand up in histori-
cal experience.

Classical liberalism, the philosophy that dominated much of British and
American thought in the nineteenth century, came to the opposite conclusion:
According to liberal thinkers, capitalist states tend to be peaceful because war
is bad for business. One strand of classical liberalism was represented by free
traders such as Richard Cobden (1804-18635), who led the successful fight
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to repeal England’s Corn Laws, protectionist measures that had regulated
Britain’s international grain trade for 500 years. Like others of the Manchester
School of British economists, he believed that it was better to trade and to
prosper than to go to war. If we are interested in getting richer and improv-
ing the welfare of citizens, asserted Cobden, then peace is best. In 1840 he
expressed the classical view, saying “We can keep the world from actual war,
and I trust that the world will do that through trade.”'3

The liberal view was very powerful on the eve of World War I. A number
of books, including a classic by Norman Angell, The Great Illusion (1910),
said that war had become too expensive. To illustrate the optimism of classical
liberalism on the eve of World War I, we can look at the philanthropists of that
era. Andrew Carnegie, the steel magnate, established the Carnegie Endowment
for International Peace in 1910. Carnegie worried about what would hap-
pen to the money he had given to this foundation after lasting peace broke
out, so he put a provision in his will to cover this possibility. Edward Ginn, a
Boston publisher, did not want Carnegie to get all the credit for the forthcoming
permanent peace, so he set up the World Peace Foundation devoted to the
same cause. Ginn also worried about what to do with the rest of the money
after peace was firmly established, so he designated it for low-cost housing for
young working women.

This liberal outlook was severely discredited by World War I. Even
though bankers and aristocrats had frequent contact across borders, and labor
also had transnational contacts, none of this helped stop the European states
from going to war with each other. Statistical analysis has found no strong
correlation between states’ involvement in war and whether they are capitalist
or democratic. The classical Marxist and liberal views are opposites in their
understandings of the relationship between war and capitalism, but they are
similar in locating the causes of war in domestic politics, and especially in the
nature of the economic system.

State-level explanations of this kind suffer from some of the same difficul-
ties as human-nature explanations. If certain types of societies cause war, then
why do some “bad” societies or “bad” states not go to war? And why do some
“good” societies or “good” states go to war? Insert your favorite description
for “good” and “bad”—*“democratic,” “communist,” “capitalist,” or what-
ever. For example, after World War I there was a great deal of enthusiasm for
the belief that the victory of the democracies would mean less danger of war.
But clearly democracies can go to war and often do. After all, Athens was a
democracy. Marxist theorists argued that war would be abolished when all
states were communist, but obviously there have been military clashes among
communist countries—witness China versus the Soviet Union or Vietnam ver-
sus Cambodia. Thus the nature of the society, democratic or capitalist or com-
munist, is not a predictor of whether it will go to war.

One proposition is that if all countries were democratic, there would
be less war. In fact, cases in which liberal democracies have fought against
other liberal democracies are difficult to find, although democracies have
fought against authoritarian states in many situations. The reasons for this
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empirical finding and whether it will continue to hold in the future are not
clear, but it suggests something interesting to investigate at this second
level of analysis.

A relatively recent state-level line of inquiry is the bureaucratic politics
approach. Bureaucratic politics explanations look not to the domestic politi-
cal or economic arrangements of states, but to the interplay of governmental
agencies and officials. One strand focuses on organizational dynamics, and
in particular the routines and standard operating procedures upon which all
complex organizations depend in order to function. Arguably, an important
reason why World I War broke out was because European armies in general
and the German army in particular had crafted rigid military plans that limited
leaders’ choices in the heat of crisis. This, coupled with the “cult of the offen-
sive,” which glorified the cavalry and tactics of maneuver, made the situation
in July and August 1914 highly crisis-unstable. A second strand stresses the
role of parochial bureaucratic interests. It is possible, for example, to explain
some arms races by noting how competition for resources between branches of
the military leads to escalating budgets, adversaries feeling less secure, adver-
saries spending more on defense, and ultimately a classic security dilemma.
Perhaps the most famous insight from bureaucratic politics is captured by
Miles’s Law: “Where you stand depends on where you sit.” If Miles’s Law
were correct, then decision makers engaged in policy debates would seek to
promote not national interests, but the interests of the departments, agencies,
or branches of government that they represent. Evidence for Miles’s Law is
mixed. There are cases that fit the pattern. When he was the state of California’s
director of finance under Governor Ronald Reagan, Caspar Weinberger was
known as “Cap the Knife” for the gusto with which he slashed budgets. Later,
as President Reagan’s secretary of defense, his enthusiastic advocacy for ever
higher military spending prompted one Republican senator to call him “a draft
dodger in the war on the federal deficit.”'* Yet other studies show at most a
weak link between bureaucratic position and policy preferences, or no link
at all. In any case, while it is possible to imagine that bureaucratic considera-
tions can help us understand specific policy choices states make, it is harder to
imagine how they might be harnessed to explanations of general patterns in
world politics.

The System Level

Interesting explanations often involve interplay between two or more lev-
els of analysis. A satisfying explanation of the outbreak of World War
I might invoke a combination of three factors: rigid bipolarity (a structural
feature of the international system); crisis-unstable military plans and doc-
trines (a result of military cultures within states, particularly Germany); and
serious motivated errors of judgment by key leaders (a psychological con-
sideration). But how do we know which is most important? And where do
we start when we want to explain the outbreak of war? Do we start from
the outside in? This would mean starting with system-level analysis,
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looking at the way the overall system constrains state action. Or do we start
from the inside out? This would mean starting with the individual or state level.

Because we often need information about more than one level of analysis,
a good rule of thumb is to start with the simplest approach. If a simple expla-
nation is adequate, it is preferable to a more complicated one. This is called the
rule of parsimony or Occam’s razor, after the philosopher William of Occam
(c. 1287-1347), who argued that good explanations shave away unnecessary
detail. Parsimony—the ability to explain a lot with a little—is only one of the
criteria by which we judge the adequacy of theories. We are also interested in
the range of a theory (how much behavior it covers) and its explanatory fit
(how many loose ends or anomalies it accounts for). Nonetheless, parsimony
suggests a place to start. Because systemic explanations tend to be the simplest,
they provide a good starting point. If they prove to be inadequate, then we can
look at the units of the system or at individual decision makers, adding com-
plexity until a reasonable fit is obtained.

How simple or complicated should a systemic explanation be? Some neo-
realists, such as Kenneth Waltz, argue for extreme parsimony and focus only
on structure. Liberals and constructivists argue that Waltz’s concept of system
is so spare that it explains very little.

Economists characterize the structure of markets by the concentration of sell-
ers’ power. A monopoly has one big seller, a duopoly two big sellers, and an oli-
gopoly several big sellers. In a perfect market, selling power is widely dispersed.
Firms that maximize profits in a perfect market benefit the consumer. But the
result would be different for a monopoly or oligopoly. In these systems, large
firms can increase profits by restricting production in order to raise prices. Thus
when the structure of the system is known, economists are better able to predict
behavior and who will benefit. So it is that the structure of the international sys-
tem can help us understand behavior within it. Note that in a perfect market, we
do not need to look inside firms or at the personalities of CEOs in order to under-
stand or predict the behavior of the market as a whole. We can assume that firms
are rational, unitary actors, because over time those who do not make business
decisions as if they were rational, unitary actors (or very close to the ideal) will
fail. They will be selected out of the system, to use a Darwinian metaphor. Over
the long run, only firms that respond well to the incentives of the marketplace
will survive. This is not necessarily true of firms in monopolistic or oligopolistic
markets. If we want to understand those markets, sometimes we must under-
stand something about the firms and personalities that dominate them.

Does the international system resemble a perfectly competitive market?
Not exactly. There are many states in the world, certainly, but they rarely get
“selected out of the system,” so it is more difficult to justify the assumption
that they can be treated “as if” they were unitary, rational actors. Still, in a
Hobbesian world, states would face powerful incentives to be on their guard,
make adequate provision for their security, and take advantage of opportuni-
ties to increase their wealth and power. States that could not provide for their
own security—owing, perhaps, to having much bigger and much more power-
ful neighbors—would face strong incentives to find allies. They might seek to
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DEMOCRACY AND PEACE

A coalition for democracy—it’s good for America. Democracies, after all, are
more likely to be stable, less likely to wage war. They strengthen civil society. They
can provide people with the economic opportunities to build their own homes, not
to flee their borders. Our efforts to help build democracies will make us all more
secure, more prosperous, and more successful as we try to make this era of terrific
change our friend and not our enemy.

— President William J. Clinton, remarks to the 49th Session
of the UN General Assembly, September 26, 1994

The survival of liberty in our land increasingly depends on the success of liberty in
other lands. The best hope for peace in our world is the expansion of freedom in
all the world. America’s vital interests and our deepest beliefs are now one. ... So
it is the policy of the United States to seek and support the growth of democratic
movements and institutions in every nation and culture, with the ultimate goal of
ending tyranny in our world.

— President George W. Bush, second inaugural address,
Washington, DC, January 20, 2005

balance the power of the strongest states. This logic has given rise to the most
extensive body of systemic theory in the study of international politics—realist
balance-of-power theory—about which we will have more to say later in this
chapter.

Non-Hobbesian systems behave very differently. The more social the sys-
tem, the less the logic of self-help applies. Liberalism and constructivism are
better suited to the study of highly social systems, because the interactions of
the units are more reliably governed by laws, rules, norms, expectations, and
taboos. Liberalism and constructivism pay a great deal of attention to the ori-
gin and evolution of these social constraints on state action. Since explaining
them often requires examining the role of domestic political considerations or
of individual norm entrepreneurs, liberal and constructivist theories tend to
cross levels of analysis.

Follow Up
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PARADIGMS AND THEORIES

To study something systematically, you need a way of organizing the tools and
techniques that you use. The conceptual toolkit and the “handbook” (as it were)
for using the tools is called a “paradigm.” As Columbia University sociologist
Robert Merton put it, a paradigm is “a systematic statement of the basic assump-
tions, concepts, and propositions employed by a school of analysis.” Paradigms,
according to Merton, serve a “notational function,” keeping concepts in order;
they specify assumptions and the logical connections between them; they pro-
mote the cumulation of useful theories that explain things we observe in the
world; they help us identify new puzzles; and they promote rigorous analysis
instead of mere description.!® Paradigms can be thought of as the foundations
on which we build ever-taller (and narrower) structures of knowledge.

The structures themselves are theories. Theories are provisional statements
about how the world works. We derive theories from paradigms.

We use hypotheses to test theories. A hypothesis is a statement about what
we should expect to observe in the world if our theories were true. If our expecta-
tions are dashed, we reject the hypothesis and rework (or discard) the theory. If
our expectations are met, we consider the theory confirmed and go on to expand
it, refine it, or build other theories compatible with it, gradually building up a
body of propositions about the world in which we can have confidence. From
time to time we abandon one paradigm in favor of another if it cannot perform
as well. The Newtonian paradigm dominated physics for almost 300 years, and it
did an excellent job of helping us explain how the physical world worked under
most conditions (indeed, it is still useful for many practical applications). But
Newtonian physics could not help us explain how things behaved at extremely
small time and distance scales, or at speeds approaching the speed of light. A later
paradigm—Einstein’s relativity—performed much better.

We have already met the four dominant paradigms in the study of world pol-
itics: realism, liberalism, Marxism, and constructivism. Each begins with certain
unquestioned assumptions called “axioms” (axioms are always necessarys; it is
impossible to question everything, because one would never actually get around
to explaining anything). Each employs a particular set of concepts, though in the
case of these four paradigms they often employ many of the same ones. Each
generates particular bodies of theory. Table 1 provides a snapshot comparison.

Realism

By now the contours of realism as a paradigm should be familiar. It is worth
recalling, though, that despite the apparent simplicity of realism as reflected in
Table 1, realism is actually a fairly large tent. Realists of all stripes agree that
states are the most important actors in the international system, that anarchy
has a powerful effect on state behavior, and that at the end of the day all
politics is power politics. But classical realism differs quite significantly from
neorealism (sometimes called “structural realism”). As we have seen, classical
realists such as Machiavelli and Morgenthau paid attention to ideas as well
as material power. They saw foreign policy as something that could spring
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TABLE 1

Key Features of Paradigms

REALISM

LIBERALISM

MARXISM

CONSTRUCTIVISM

Key actors

States

States, nonstate actors

Economic classes

States, nonstate actors

Dominant human
drive(s)

Fear, desire to dominate

Fear, desire to live well

Greed

Need for orderly,
meaningful social life

Actors’ primary
goals

All states seek power
or security

Actors seek welfare and
justice in addition to
security

The capital-owning class
seeks to maximize profit; the
working class seeks fair wages
and working conditions

Actors’ interests are
socially constructed
through interaction

Actors’ dominant
instrument

Key Axioms

Military power

Military power, trade,
investment, negotiation,
persuasion

Wealth (capital-owning class);
labor (working class)

Depends upon
historical period and
social context

Dominant processes
of interaction

Competition

Competition and
cooperation

Exploitation

Depends upon
historical period and
social context

Dominant structural
feature of
international system

Hobbesian anarchy

Non-Hobbesian
anarchy

Economic inequality

Social constraints
(e.q., laws, rules,
norms, taboos)

Dominant bodies of
theory

Balance-of-power theory;
theories of hegemonic
transition and
hegemonic war

Neoliberal institutionalism;
“Democratic Peace.”

Dependency theory; theories
of revolution

Structuration;
theories of norm
evolution
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from domestic sources as well as from systemic pressures. They even noted the
important role considerations of ethics would play in shaping foreign policy,
though they tended to bemoan this as insufficiently hard-nosed and practical.
Classical realists had more of a humanistic approach to world politics than a
scientific one. Many of them were prominent historians or philosophers. In
contrast, neorealists seek to emulate the natural sciences and are much more
concerned with generating purely systemic theories.

There are other distinctions to make within realism as well. “Defensive
realists” tend to stress security as the dominant state goal, whereas “offensive”
realists tended to stress power. These are both varieties of what Cambridge
University political scientist James Mayall calls “hard realists,” in contrast
to “soft realists,” who would include the maintenance of international order
among state goals. Many of the so-called English School writers on interna-
tional relations, such as Hedley Bull, fall broadly within this category.

So realism is a bit like Baskin-Robbins: There may be 31 flavors, but they
are all ice cream. What realists of all kinds share is a commitment to the view
that there is an immutable logic to world politics that is perhaps best summed
up by the aphorism inspired by an 1848 statement Lord Palmerston made in
the British House of Commons: namely, that states have no permanent friends
or permanent enemies, merely permanent interests. But there is ample room
for debate within realism, and vibrant ongoing research programs that attempt
to help us answer questions such as: Do states balance power, or do they bal-
ance threat? When do they balance, and when do they bandwagon? What is
the fate of American leadership in the world? How will world politics change
as countries such as China and India rise?

Liberalism

We have not yet had as much chance to explore liberalism as we have realism,
so it would be helpful here to unpack it in somewhat more detail, particularly
since it is enjoying a recent resurgence. The two world wars and the failure
of collective security in the interwar period had discredited liberal theories.
Most writing about international politics in the United States after World War
IT was strongly realist. However, as transnational economic interdependence
increased, the late 1960s and 1970s saw a revival of interest in liberal theories.

There are three strands of liberal thinking: economiic, social, and political.
The political strand has two parts, one relating to institutions and the other to
democracy.

The economic strand of liberalism focuses heavily on trade. Liberals argue
that trade is important, not because it prevents states from going to war, but
because it may lead states to define their interests in a way that makes war
less important to them. Trade offers states a way to transform their position
through economic growth rather than through military conquest. Richard
Rosecrance points to the example of Japan.'® In the 1930s, Japan thought
the only way to gain access to markets was to create a “Greater East Asia
Co-Prosperity Sphere,” which in turn required conquering its neighbors and
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I The Berlin wall coming down

requiring them to trade preferentially with Japan. Already in 1939, Eugene
Staley, a Chicago economist, argued that part of Japan’s behavior in the 1930s
could be explained by economic protectionism. Staley believed that when eco-
nomic walls are erected along political boundaries, possession of territory is
made to coincide with economic opportunity. A better solution for avoiding
war is to pursue economic growth in an open trading system without military
conquest. In the postwar period, Japan successfully transformed its position in
the world through trade. It is now the world’s third largest national economy,
measured in purchasing power parity terms—behind only the United States
and China.

Realists reply that Japan was able to accomplish this amazing economic
growth because somebody else was providing for its security. Specifically,
Japan relied on the United States for security against its large nuclear neigh-
bors, the Soviet Union and China. Some realists predicted that, with the Soviet
Union gone, the United States would withdraw its security presence in East
Asia and raise barriers against Japanese trade. Japan would remilitarize, and
eventually there would be conflict between Japan and the United States. But
liberals replied that modern Japan is a very different domestic society from
the Japan of the 1930s. It is among the least militaristic in the world, partly
because the most attractive career opportunities in Japan are in business, not
in the military. Liberals argue that the realists do not pay enough attention
to domestic politics and the way that Japan has changed as a result of eco-
nomic opportunities. Trade may not prevent war, but it does change incen-
tives, which in turn may lead to a social structure less inclined to war.
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The second form of liberalism is social. It argues that person-to-person con-
tacts reduce conflict by promoting understanding. Such transnational contacts
occur at many levels, including through students, businesspeople, and tourists.
Such contacts make others seem less foreign and less hateful. That, in turn, leads
to a lower likelihood of conflict. The evidence for this view is mixed. After all,
bankers, aristocrats, and labor union officials had broad contacts in 1914, but
that did not stop them from killing one another once they put on military uni-
forms. Obviously, the idea that social contact breeds understanding and pre-
vents war is far too simple. Nonetheless, it may make a modest contribution
to understanding. Western Europe today is very different from 1914. There are
constant contacts across international borders in Europe, and text editors try
to treat other nationalities fairly. The images of the other peoples of Europe are
very different from the images of 1914. Public opinion polls show that a sense of
European identity coexists with a sense of national identity. The Erasmus Pro-
gram of the European Union encourages students to study in the universities of
other European countries. Transnational society affects what people in a democ-
racy want from their foreign policy. It is worth noting how France responded
to the reunification of Germany in 1990. A residue of uncertainty and anxiety
remained among the foreign policy experts, but public opinion polls showed
that most French people welcomed German unification. Such attitudes were a
sharp contrast to those when Germany first unified in 1871.

The first version of the third form of liberalism emphasizes the role of
institutions; this strand is often labeled “neoliberalism.” Why do interna-
tional institutions matter? According to Princeton political scientist Robert
O. Keohane, they provide information and a framework that shapes expecta-
tions. They allow people to believe there is not going to be a conflict. They
lengthen the shadow of the future and reduce the acuteness of the security
dilemma. Institutions mitigate the negative effects of anarchy (uncertainty
and an inability to cultivate trust). Hobbes saw international politics as a
state of war. He was careful to say that a state of war does not mean constant
fighting, but a propensity to war, just as cloudy weather means a likelihood
of rain. In the same sense, a state of peace means a propensity toward peace:
people can develop peaceful expectations when anarchy is stabilized by inter-
national institutions.

Institutions stabilize expectations in four ways. First, they provide a sense of
continuity; for example, most Western Europeans expect the European Union to
last. It is likely to be there tomorrow. At the end of the Cold War, many Eastern
European governments agreed and made plans to join the European Union. That
affected their behavior even before they eventually joined in 2004. Second, insti-
tutions provide an opportunity for reciprocity. If the French get a little bit more
today, the Italians might get a little more tomorrow. There is less need to worry
about each transaction because over time it will likely balance out. Third, institu-
tions provide a flow of information. Who is doing what? Are the Italians actually
obeying the rules passed by the European Union? Is the flow of trade roughly
equal? The institutions of the union provide information on how it is all work-
ing out. Finally, institutions provide ways to resolve conflicts. In the European
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Union, bargaining goes on within the Council of Ministers and in the European
Commission, and there is also a European court of justice. Thus institutions cre-
ate a climate in which expectations of stable peace develop.

Classical liberals also expect to see islands of peace where institutions
and stable expectations have developed. The political scientist Karl Deutsch
called such areas “pluralistic security communities” in which war between
countries becomes so unthinkable that stable expectations of peace develop.
Institutions helped reinforce such expectations. The Scandinavian countries,
for example, once fought each other bitterly, and the United States fought
Britain and Mexico. Today such actions are unthinkable. The advanced indus-
trial countries seem to have a propensity for peace, and institutions such as
the European Union, the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA),
and the Organization of American States create a culture in which peace is
expected and provide forums for negotiation. Expectations of stability can
provide a way to escape the Prisoner’s Dilemma.

Some realists expect the security dilemma to reemerge in Europe despite
the liberal institutions of the European Union. After the high hopes that
greeted European integration in 1992, some opposition arose to further unity,
particularly in disputes over the single European currency, the euro, which
entered circulation in 2002. Countries such as Great Britain feared that ced-
ing further power to the European Union would jeopardize the autonomy
and prosperity of the individual states. Efforts in 2003 and 2004 to develop
a new European constitution proved difficult, and in 2005, voters in France
and the Netherlands refused to ratify it. At the same time, Britain and others
worried that if they opted out of the European Union entirely, countries such
as Germany, France, and Italy that opted in would gain a competitive edge.
Despite such obstacles to further integration, the former communist countries
of central Europe were attracted to joining. While the European Union is
far from being a true superstate, its institutions helped transform relations
between European states.

Liberals also argue that realists pay insufficient attention to democratic
values. Germany today is a different country from the Germany of 1870, 1914,
or 1939. It has experienced a half century of democracy, with parties and
governments changing peacefully. Public opinion polls show that the German
people do not seek an expansive international role. Thus liberals are skeptical
of realist predictions that fail to account for the effects of democracy.

Is there a relationship between domestic democracy and a state’s propensity
to go to war? Current evidence suggests that the answer is yes, but with qualifi-
cations, and for reasons that are not yet entirely clear. The Prussian philosopher
Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) was among the first to suggest that democracies
are less warlike than authoritarian states. Absolute rulers can easily commit
their states to war, as did Frederick the Great when he wanted Silesia in 1740
or Saddam Hussein when he invaded Kuwait in 1990. But Kant and other clas-
sical liberals pointed out that in a democracy the people can vote against war.
Moreover, it is the people, rather than the rulers, who bear the heaviest costs of
war. It stood to reason, Kant believed, that the people would be less inclined to
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war than would their leaders. But the fact that a country is democratic does not
mean its people will always vote against war. As we have seen, democracies are
likely to be involved in wars as often as other countries, and democratic elector-
ates often vote for war. In ancient Greece, Pericles roused the people of Athens
to go to war; in 1898, the American electorate dragged a reluctant President
McKinley into the Spanish-American War. In 2003, opinion polls and a con-
gressional vote supported President Bush’s calls for war against Iraq, though
public opinion later soured as the conflict dragged on.

Michael Doyle, a political scientist at Columbia, has pointed to a more lim-
ited proposition that can be derived from Kant and classical liberalism, namely,
the idea that liberal democracies do not fight other liberal democracies. The fact
that two democratic states do not fight each other is a correlation, and some cor-
relations are spurious. Fires and the presence of fire engines are highly correlated,
but we do not suspect fire engines of causing fires. One possible source of spuri-
ous causation is that democratic countries tend to be rich countries, rich coun-
tries tend to be involved with trade, and according to trade liberalism, they are
not likely to fight each other. But that dismissal does not fit with the fact that rich
countries have often fought each other—witness the two world wars. Liberals
suggest that the cause behind the correlation is a question of legitimacy. Maybe
people in democracies think it is wrong to fight other democracies because there
is something wrong with solving disputes through killing when the other peo-
ple have the right of consent. In addition, constitutional checks and balances on
making war may work better when there is widespread public debate about the
legitimacy of a battle. It is harder to rouse democratic peoples when there is no
authoritarian demon like Hitler or Saddam Hussein.

Although “democratic peace” theory requires further exploration and
elaboration, it is striking how difficult it is to find cases of liberal democracies
waging war against other liberal democracies. Whatever the reason—whether
liberal democracies share and respect a common set of principles of peaceful
dispute resolution, whether they identify with each other, or whether because
of something else (perhaps different explanations work best in different cases)—
democratic peace theory suggests that if the number of democracies in the world
grows, interstate war should decline. The past two decades have been somewhat
encouraging. According to Freedom House, the number of “free countries”—
truly liberal democracies—has risen since the end of the Cold War from 65 to 87
(i.e., from 40 percent to 45 percent).!” But caution is in order. The democratic
peace theory may be less true in the early stages of transition to democracy, and
may not fit states whose democratic transition is unfinished. Some of the new
democracies may be plebiscitary democracies without a liberal domestic proc-
ess of free press, checks on executive power, and regular elections. The warring
governments of Croatia, Serbia, and Bosnia were elected, though they were far
from liberal democracies. The same was true of Ecuador and Peru, which fought
a border skirmish in 1995. The character of a democracy matters a great deal.

Keeping these qualifications in mind, we should be cautious about making
foreign policy recommendations on the basis of the democratic peace theory
alone. Elections do not guarantee peace. International democracy promotion,
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as advocated by presidents Clinton and Bush, may help promote peace and
security in the long term, but democratic transitions may increase the procliv-
ity for war in the early stages of transition.

Marxism

A third major paradigm of International Relations is Marxism. As we have
seen, it was clear enough in its predictions about the world that we are in a
fairly good position to assess it. Marxists clearly but inaccurately predicted the
death of capitalism as a result of imperialism, major war, socialist revolution,
and the rise of communism. Instead we have seen changes in the nature of capi-
talism, an end to imperialism, the decline of major interstate war, a slowing of
the rate of socialist revolution (and even the transformation of some revolution-
ary socialist states into liberal capitalist ones), and the collapse of communism.

Marxism appears to have suffered from three main weaknesses. First, it
attempted to reduce politics to economics. People care about economics, of
course, but they care about many other things as well. People’s primarily loy-
alties rarely lie with their economic class. Second, it erred in conceiving of the
state as a simple tool of a particular class. While wealthy capitalists are often
very influential in the politics of their country, their narrow, self-serving inter-
ests rarely drive foreign policy, and never for terribly long. (The best examples,
perhaps, would be the ability of certain U.S. multinational corporations to
persuade policy makers in Washington to try to overthrow Latin American
governments that had nationalized their properties, or seemed likely to do so,
during the Cold War. Certainly corporate interests played a role in shaping
various unsuccessful attempts to overthrow Cuban president Fidel Castro and
successful attempts to overthrow socialist governments in Guatemala in 1954
and Chile in 1973.) Third, Marxism had an overly rigid understanding of the
progress of history. Marx and his followers spoke at length about the inevita-
ble collapse of capitalism and the inevitable triumph of communism, but they
seem to have underestimated the role of both chance and human choice. Argu-
ably, nothing in life is inevitable, except for death and taxes.

Still, Marxism has contributed something valuable, via dependency the-
ory, to our understanding of patterns of development and underdevelopment,
and also to the problem of growing global inequality. Marx did not err when
he saw the potential of capitalism to concentrate wealth, and he was certainly
correct to draw our attention to the dangers of gross economic inequality—
one of the most significant drivers of substate conflict in the world today.
Smart people are rarely wrong about everything, just as no one is ever right
about everything.

Constructivism

Constructivism is a relatively new paradigm for the study of world politics
that draws heavily from the field of sociology. Constructivism makes use
of a “thicker” understanding of “structure” than do earlier paradigms. For
constructivists, structures include not just the number or configuration of
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units, but also the “intersubjective meanings”—the shared discourses, ideas,
practices, norms, rules, and logics of appropriateness—that help make them
who they are and enable them to interact in an intelligible way. Social struc-
tures thus understood shape both identities and interests. Someone who
grows up in rural Afghanistan will be a dramatically different person, with
rather different goals, from someone who grows up in Los Angeles.

At the same time, when people interact in a social context, they alter it, if
only marginally. Accordingly, social structures change over time. The concept
of agent-structure interaction is a bit like the “karma” score in the popular
Fallout series of video games: whether your character does nice things or nasty
things, thus gaining or losing karma, affects how nonplayer characters interact
with you and can even affect the ending of the game.

The crucial insights of constructivism, therefore, are (1) that “agents” and
structures interact in a cyclical and reciprocal way; (2) that the identities and
interests of agents are not given, but are instead the product of social interac-
tion; and (3) that over time, intersubjective meanings change as a result of
social interaction, resulting in changes in rules, norms, legitimate expectations,
and even, eventually, in the very character of the international system itself.

Compared to realism, liberalism, and Marxism, constructivism is relatively
new—so new that there remain fundamental differences among constructivists
as to its status as a paradigm. One view, championed by Ohio State political
scientist Alexander Wendst, is that constructivism is a purely formal approach to
international politics, not a substantive one. As such, it is not directly compara-
ble to realism, liberalism, or Marxism. Unlike these other paradigms, construc-
tivism makes no strong assumptions about human nature, and cannot therefore
generate substantive claims or expectations about how actors behave. In this
sense it is a bit like game theory, which is a purely formal mathematical tech-
nique for representing interactions. Another view, however, is that constructiv-
ism merely qualifies the ways in which human nature expresses itself by noting
the importance of social and cultural context. On this view, constructivism is
a bit like the “nurture” view in the nature vs. nurture debate. Realism, liberal-
ism, and Marxism all tend to cluster closer to the “nature” end of the spectrum
(with neorealism arguably furthest along)—but since all four perspectives lie on
a single spectrum, they are all essentially comparable.

The differences between these two views of constructivism are impor-
tant to people whose primary interest is ironing out the wrinkles in Interna-
tional Relations theory, but for someone interested primarily in explaining
why things happen in the world—and, if possible, anticipating how things will
unfold in the future—they have a common practical implication: namely, that
there is no way of avoiding hard work! We cannot simply assume that people
will behave in such-and-such a way. We need to know who they are, what they
want, and how they see the world in order to understand what they do, and to
know these things, we have to understand the social and cultural contexts in
which they are embedded. We have to “reconstruct” the world in order to
explain it, and this requires a great deal of information—and a correspond-
ingly great deal of time and energy. But constructivist scholars willing to invest
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the effort have succeeded in explaining things that are difficult to explain from
realist, liberal, or Marxist perspectives: for example, the rise of antimilitarism
in Japan; the spread of powerful international norms against slavery, territo-
rial revision, and weapons of mass destruction; the rapid evolution of the glo-
bal human rights regime; the spread of feminism and environmentalism; and
the development of pluralistic security communities.'

Since realism packs a lot of punch into assumptions, it has a much easier
time than constructivism in generating predictions. Realist predictions are not
always right—the end of the Cold War did not, in fact, weaken Western soli-
darity, contrary to the prognostications of many prominent realists—but at
least realism gives us ready tools for making predictions. One of the crucial
axioms of constructivism is that international politics is “path-dependent”:
What will happen tomorrow is less a function of immutable mechanisms such
as the balance of power than of the historical background against which lead-
ers must choose today. Prediction, on this view, requires being able to tease
out plausible future paths and identifying those that are most likely. Not only
is this task inherently harder, it means that our confidence in our predictions
must rapidly decline the further we project into the future.

Constructivist explanations are not always incompatible with realist, lib-
eral, or Marxist ones. The liberal story about postwar antimilitarism in Japan,
for instance—the story that appeals to economic opportunity—is fully com-
patible with a constructivist story that stresses the reaction of the Japanese
people to the shame, betrayal, and suffering they experienced at the hands of
earlier militaristic leaders. We do not have to choose between them; both sto-
ries can be true in their own way. Moreover, in some circumstances it may be
possible to “nest” other paradigms’ explanations within a constructivist one.
There is reason to believe, for example, that realism works best when explain-
ing periods of history in which key practitioners of diplomacy were them-
selves believers in realism. U.S. foreign policy was never more “realist” than
when Henry Kissinger was secretary of state. Liberalism performs best when
explaining periods of history in which key players were devout liberals, such
as Woodrow Wilson. From a constructivist perspective, this strong interaction
of agents and structures is hardly surprising.
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COUNTERFACTUALS AND “VIRTUAL HISTORY”

In 1990, President Vaclav Havel of Czechoslovakia spoke before the U.S.
Congress. Six months earlier he had been a political prisoner. “As a play-
wright,” Havel said, “I’'m used to the fantastic. I dream up all sorts of
implausible things and put them in my plays. So this jolting experience of
going from prison to standing before you today, I can adjust to this. But
pity the poor political scientists who are trying to deal with what’s prob-
able.”!” Few people, including Soviets and Eastern Europeans, predicted
the collapse of the Soviet Empire in Eastern Europe in 1989. Humans some-
times make surprising choices, and human history is full of uncertainties.
How can we sort out the importance of different causes at different levels
of analysis?

International politics is not like a laboratory science. We cannot do con-
trolled experiments because it is impossible to hold other things constant while
looking at one thing that changes. Aristotle said one should be as precise in
any science as the subject matter allows: Do not try to be too precise if the
precision will be spurious. International politics involves so many variables,
so many changes occurring at the same time, that events are often overdeter-
mined. But as analysts, we still want to sort out causes to get some idea of
which ones are more important than others. Mental experiments called coun-
terfactuals can be useful tools in helping us determine this.

Counterfactuals are contrary-to-fact conditionals, but it is simpler to
think of them as thought experiments to explore causal claims. Because there
is no actual, physical laboratory for international politics, we imagine situa-
tions in which one thing changes while other things are held constant and then
construct a picture of how the world would look. In fact, we use counterfactu-
als every day. Many students might say, “If I had not eaten so much dinner, I
could concentrate better on this reading.”

Though often without admitting it, historians use a more elaborate version
of the same procedure to weigh causes. For example, imagine that the kaiser
had not fired Bismarck in 1890. Would that have made World War I less likely?
Would Bismarck’s policies have continued to lower the sense of threat that other
countries felt from Germany and thus curbed the growing rigidity of the two
alliance systems? In this instance, the use of a counterfactual examines how
important a particular personality was in comparison to structural factors. Here
is another counterfactual related to World War I: Suppose Franz Ferdinand’s
driver in Sarajevo had not mistakenly turned down the wrong street, unexpect-
edly presenting Gavrilo Princip with a target of opportunity. Would war have
still started? This counterfactual illuminates the role of the assassination (as well
as the role of accident). How important was the assassination? Given the overall
tensions inherent in the alliance structure, might some other spark have ignited
the flame had this one not occurred? Did the assassination affect anything other
than the timing of the outbreak of war?

Contrary-to-fact conditional statements provide a way to explore whether
a cause is significant, but there are also pitfalls in such “iffy history.” Poorly
handled counterfactuals may mislead by destroying the meaning of history.
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The fact is that once something has happened, other things are not equal,
because events are path-dependent: Once something happens, the probabilities
of possible futures change. Some events become more likely, others less.

We can use four criteria to test whether our counterfactual thought exper-
iments are good or useful: plausibility, proximity, theory, and facts.

Plausibility

A useful counterfactual has to be within the reasonable array of options. This
is sometimes called cotenability. It must be plausible to imagine two conditions
existing at the same time. Suppose someone said that if Napoleon had had stealth
bombers, he would have won the Battle of Waterloo (1815). She may say that
such a counterfactual is designed to test the importance of military technology,
but it makes little sense to imagine twentieth-century technology in a nineteenth-
century setting. The two are not cotenable. Although it might be good for laughs,
it is not a fruitful use of counterfactual thinking because of the anachronism
involved. In real life, there never was a possibility of such a conjunction.

Proximity in Time

Each major event exists in a long chain of causation, and most events have mul-
tiple causes. The further back in time we go, the more causes that must be held
constant. The closer in time the questioned event is to the subject event (did
A cause B?), the more likely the answer is yes. Consider Pascal’s (1623-1662)
famous counterfactual statement that if Cleopatra’s nose had been shorter, she
would have been less attractive to Marc Antony, and the history of the Roman
Empire would have been different. If the history of the Roman Empire had been
different, the history of Western European civilization would have been differ-
ent. Thus the length of Cleopatra’s nose was one of the causes of World War L. In
some trivial sense, that may be true, but millions of events and causes channeled
down to August 1914. The contribution of Cleopatra’s nose to the outbreak of
World War I is so small and so remote that the counterfactual is more amusing
than interesting when we try to ascertain why the war broke out. Proximity in
time means that the closeness of two events in the chain of causation allows us
to better control other causes and thereby obtain a truer weighing of factors.

Relation to Theory

Good counterfactual reasoning should rely on an existing body of theory that
represents a distillation of what we think we know about things that have hap-
pened before. We should ask whether a counterfactual is plausible considering
what we know about all the cases that have given rise to these theories. Theories
provide coherence and organization to our thoughts about the myriad causes
and help us to avoid random guessing. For example, there is no theory behind
the counterfactual that if Napoleon had had stealth aircraft he would have won
the Battle of Waterloo. The very randomness of the example helps explain why
it is amusing, but also limits what we can learn from the mental exercise.

79



80

Explaining Conflict and Cooperation: Tools and Techniques of the Trade

But suppose we were considering the causes of the Cold War and asked,
what if the United States had been a socialist country in 1945; would there
have been a Cold War? Or suppose the Soviet Union had come out of World
War II with a capitalist government; would there have been a Cold War? These
counterfactual questions explore the theory that the Cold War was caused
primarily by ideology. An alternative hypothesis is that the bipolar interna-
tional structure caused the Cold War—that some sort of tension was likely
even if the United States had been socialist, as balance-of-power theory would
predict. Counterfactual inferences can be bolstered by looking at factual pat-
terns invoking factual comparisons. After the Cold War, we did not witness
a wholesale reconfiguration of alliances designed to balance the now unchal-
lenged supremacy of the United States, suggesting that ideological affinity
trumps balance of power considerations at least among liberal states. But dur-
ing the Cold War, at least in certain parts of the world, we did see communist
states balancing against each other, and since the Cold War both Russia and
China have been wary of the United States. So we are on fairly firm ground
concluding that both ideology and balance of power were relevant, but that
they were not equally relevant to all players. In general, counterfactuals related
to theory are more interesting and more useful because the mental exercise ties
into a broader body of knowledge, and by focusing our attention on theoreti-
cally informed counterfactuals, we can often come up with something new and
interesting to say about the theories themselves.

Facts

It is not enough to imagine fruitful hypotheses. They must be carefully exam-
ined in relation to the known facts. Counterfactuals require accurate facts
and careful history. In examining the plausibility of a mental experiment, we
must ask whether what is held constant is faithful to what actually happened.
We must be wary of piling one counterfactual on top of another in the same
thought experiment. Such multiple counterfactuals are confusing because too
many things are being changed at once, and we are unable to judge the accu-
racy of the exercise by a careful examination of its real historical parts.

A particularly good way of disciplining a counterfactual is virtual bistory,
a term coined by Harvard historian Niall Ferguson. Done properly, it limits the
dangers of implausibility and remoteness in time by answering questions about
what might have happened strictly in terms of what did happen. In the 2008 film
Virtual JFK, Koji Masutani explores the question of whether President Kennedy
would have committed U.S. troops heavily to the Vietnam War, as his successor
did, had he lived to win reelection in 1964. He answers the question by looking
carefully at what Kennedy did whenever he faced a decision about committing
American troops to battle overseas. Six times in his presidency, Kennedy con-
fronted just such a decision; all six times he avoided it. Not only did Kennedy
demonstrate a powerful aversion to militarizing disputes, he also displayed deep
skepticism about the advice he was receiving from his military and intelligence
officials who were urging him to do so. By extrapolating from Kennedy’s actual
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behavior and known disposition, it is possible to discipline the counterfactual
in a way that increases our confidence in the judgment that Kennedy would not
have committed large numbers of American troops to Vietnam.

Some historians are purists who say counterfactuals that ask what might

have been are not real history. Real history is what actually happened. Imag-
ining what might have happened is not important. But such purists miss the
point that we try to understand not just what happened, but why it happened.
To do that, we need to know what else might have happened, and that brings
us back to counterfactuals. So while some historians interpret history as sim-
ply the writing down of what happened, many historians believe that good
counterfactual analysis is essential to good historical analysis. The purists help
warn us against poorly disciplined counterfactuals such as Napoleon’s stealth
bombers. But, there is a distinction between saying that some counterfactual
analysis is trivial and saying that good counterfactual analysis is essential to
clear thinking about causation.

Follow Up
®  Philip E. Tetlock and Aaron Belkin, eds., Counterfactual Thought Experiments in World
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STUDY QUESTIONS

1. What are the relationships among the concepts “state,” “nation,” and
“nation-state”?

2. How might authority be a source of power? Would it be a source of hard
power or soft power?

3. What is the relationship between system stability and crisis stability?

4. What are Waltz’s three images? Can they be combined? If so, how?

5. Why do liberals think democracy can prevent war? What are the limits
to their view?

6. What is the difference between the structure and process of an international
system? Is constructivism useful for understanding how processes change?

7. What is counterfactual history? Can you use it to explain the causes of
the war in Afghanistan?

NOTES

1. A nation is an “imagined community,” in the words of Benedict Anderson,

and so it is often difficult to define objectively; to some extent a nation is a
self-defined entity. Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections
on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1991).
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From Westphalia to World War I

he primary political unit has varied in human history from time to

time and from place to place. In isolated, rural, hunter-gatherer socie-

ties, small-scale groups such as tribes or even extended family units
tended to dominate. With urbanization and the development of more spe-
cialized social and economic roles, larger-scale units such as city-states and
small kingdoms came to the fore. As societies advanced technologically,
organizationally, and militarily, they sometimes exercised dominion over
vast areas. The largest contiguous political unit of all time was the Mongol
Empire, which at its height in 1279 ck stretched from the Sea of Japan to the
Baltic and from the South China Sea to the Persian Gulf. The British Empire
in 1922 covered nearly one-quarter of the Earth’s surface and ruled over
nearly a quarter of the human population. Typically, different political units
would dominate in different places at the same time. While Kublai Khan
ruled the territorially well-defined Mongol Empire, Europe was a patch-
work of feudal kingdoms, bishoprics, principalities, and lesser fiefdoms, and
North America was home to mostly nomadic or seminomadic tribes. Only
in the twentieth century did a single form of political organization come to
dominate the entire globe: namely, the sovereign state. Today, the entire
land mass of the planet—with the exception of Antarctica, which by treaty
has been off-limits to territorial claims since 1961—is under the jurisdiction
of a sovereign state or (as in the case of Taiwan) its functional equivalent.
How did this come to be?

While many political units all over the globe throughout history have
been well defined territorially, ruled internally, and subservient to no outside
authority, the modern sovereign state as we know it, with its specified rights,
privileges, and obligations to international society, is a European creation. In
fact, one might go so far as to say that it is Europe’s most successful export. For
hundreds of years after Europe had abandoned feudalism for the Westphalian
system, powerful European countries ventured abroad and directly or indi-
rectly ruled virtually the entire world. Countries committed to respecting the
autonomy of other polities in their home neighborhood, in other words, very
much ignored it elsewhere. In the wake of World War II, European empires
gradually collapsed. Nationalist groups worldwide fought for or negotiated
formal independence. Though eager to throw off colonial yokes, independence
movements were just as eager to adopt the Westphalian model.

The Peace of Westphalia was actually a set of treaties, of which the two
most important, the treaties of Osnabriick and Miinster (1648), ended the
Thirty Years’ War.! While there are no precise figures for casualties, the
Thirty Years’ War was certainly one of the deadliest in European history.
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Most of the destruction occurred in the territory of modern Germany, or
what was then called the Holy Roman Empire (about which Voltaire once
quipped that it was “neither holy, nor Roman, nor an empire”). There were
as many issues and stakes as participants, but one important underlying con-
flict was religious. The Peace of Westphalia effectively entrenched the prin-
ciple of cuius regio, eius religio, whereby each ruler would have the right
to determine the religion of his or her own state. The treaties did not quite
amount to a full endorsement of the principle of state sovereignty as we know
it today, as they contained rights of intervention to enforce their terms, but, as
University of British Columbia political scientist Kalevi Holsti puts it, “[B]y
providing a legal basis for the developing territorial particularisms of Europe,
and by terminating the vestiges of relations between superiors and inferiors,
with authority emanating downward from the Emperor and the Pope, the
documents licensed an anarchical dynastic states system and the internal con-
solidation of its members.”?

Although political philosophers would later justify the principle of state
sovereignty with reference to the rights of political communities to regulate
their own affairs according to their own visions of the good life, there is a
good case to be made that it was, in fact, appealing primarily because it would
empower and enrich rulers. Columbia sociologist Charles Tilly compares the
state with a protection racket in which rulers justify extracting “rents” (i.e.,
surplus funds) from hapless citizens by pleading the necessities of state secu-
rity.> This was also part of the attraction of sovereign statehood for some
rapacious Third World leaders during the period after decolonization, several
of whom managed to enrich themselves considerably.

The Peace of Westphalia did not eliminate war from Europe, but it did
moderate its severity and intensity. The European great powers continued
to vie for primacy. The Netherlands enjoyed a brief period of commercial
hegemony in the seventeenth century, thanks largely to the efforts of the
Dutch East India Company, and were among the first Europeans (along with
the Portuguese) to establish a long-lasting imperial presence overseas. France
under Louis XIV (1638-1715) attained a degree of preeminence in Europe;
succeeded in engineering a centralized, modern bureaucratic state; and
colonized much of North America. Britain, which contended with both the
Netherlands and France for maritime supremacy (despite its formidable eco-
nomic and naval power and its astonishing success in acquiring overseas colo-
nial territory, Britain never became a major land power in Europe), gradually
established its claim for preeminence in the eighteenth and nineteenth centu-
ries by defeating French forces on the Plains of Abraham in Québec (1759),
by defeating the combined French and Spanish fleets in the Battle of Trafalgar
(1805), and by helping to defeat Napoleon at the Battle of Waterloo (1815).
Despite its embarrassing and costly loss of colonies in the American Revolu-
tionary War, Britain became the world’s most powerful country in the nine-
teenth century because of its early industrialization, its control of the seas, its
dominance of capital markets, and the embrace of the pound as the world’s
reserve currency.
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Most of the wars fought in Europe between the Thirty Years’ War and the
Napoleonic Wars were short, sharp, and geographically limited. They were
fought over dynastic issues, territorial disputes, and in some cases merely to
prevent certain states from becoming too powerful. In this period, European
states did not have wars whose purpose was to rewrite the fundamental rules
of the game. Put another way, it was a very stable international system. European
leaders did not have revolutionary goals. In the eighteenth century, for exam-
ple, the basic rule of the game was: Protect the legitimacy of monarchical
states—the divine right of rulers—and maintain a balance of power among
them (the 1713 Treaty of Utrecht referred explicitly to the importance of
the balance of power). Consider Frederick the Great of Prussia (1740-1786)
and the way he treated his neighbor Maria Theresa (1717-1780) of Austria.
In 1740, Frederick decided he wanted Silesia, a province belonging to Maria
Theresa. Frederick had no great revolutionary cause, only a simple goal of
aggrandizement. He did not try to incite a popular revolution against Maria
Theresa by appealing to the people in Silesia to overthrow the German-speaking
autocrats of Vienna. After all, Frederick was a German-speaking autocrat in
Berlin. He took Silesia because he wanted it and was careful not to do any-
thing else that would damage Austria or the basic principle of monarchical
legitimacy.

Compare that to the French Revolution (1789-1799) half a century later,
when the prevailing view in France was that all monarchs should be sent to
the gallows or the guillotine and that power should emanate from the people.
Napoleon spread this revolutionary idea of popular sovereignty throughout
Europe, and the Napoleonic Wars (1799-1815) posed an enormous challenge
to both the rules of the game and the balance of power. The moderate pro-
cess and stable balance of the system in the middle of the century changed to
a revolutionary process and unstable balance at the end of the century. We
refer to changes like the French Revolution as exogenous to a structural theory
because they cannot be explained inside the theory. This is an example of how
a realist structural theory can be supplemented by constructivist work. Con-
structivism is well suited to explaining phenomena such as the rise of a norm
of popular (as opposed to monarchical) sovereignty.

In addition to changing their goals, states can also change their
means. The process of a system is also affected by the nature of the instru-
ments actors use. Different means can have stabilizing or destabilizing
effects. Some instruments change because of technology. For example, the
development of new weapons such as the machine gun made World War I
a particularly bloody encounter. Means can also change because of new social
organization. In the eighteenth century, Frederick the Great not only had
limited goals, he was also limited by his means. He had a mercenary army
with limited loyalties and poor logistics. Eighteenth-century armies gener-
ally campaigned in the summer, when food was readily available or when
the treasury had accumulated enough gold to pay soldiers who were often
from the fringes of society. When the food or the gold ran out, the soldiers
deserted. The French Revolution changed the social organization of war to
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what the French called the levée en masse, or what we call “conscription” or
“the draft.” As constructivists point out, soldiers’ sense of identity changed.
People came to understand themselves as citizens, rallied to the concept of a
national homeland, and felt that all should participate. War was no longer a
matter among a few thousand mercenaries who campaigned far away; war
now involved nearly everyone. This large-scale involvement and mass support
overwhelmed the old mercenary infantries. The change in the means avail-
able to states also helped change certain processes of the eighteenth-century
international system.

MANAGING GREAT POWER CONFLICT:
THE BALANCE OF POWER

The European system of sovereign states was stable from Westphalia to the
Napoleonic Wars in large part because of the fairly effective operation of the
balance of power.

What exactly is the balance of power? It is one of the most frequently used
concepts in international politics, but it is also one of the most confusing. The
term is loosely used to describe and justify all sorts of things. The eighteenth-
century British philosopher David Hume characterized the balance of power
as a constant rule of prudent politics, but the nineteenth-century British liberal
Richard Cobden called it “a chimera—an undescribed, indescribable, incompre-
hensible nothing.”* Woodrow Wilson, the American president during World
War I, thought the balance of power was an evil principle because it encouraged
statesmen to treat countries like cheeses to be cut up for political convenience
regardless of the concerns of their peoples.

Wilson also disliked the balance of power because he believed it caused
wars. Defenders of balance-of-power policies argue that they produce stabil-
ity. However, as we have seen, peace and stability are not the same thing.
Over the five centuries of the European state system, the great powers were
involved in 119 wars. Peace was rare; during three-quarters of the time there
was war involving at least one of the great powers. Ten of those wars were
large general wars with many of the great powers involved—what we call
hegemonic or world wars. Thus if we ask whether the balance of power pre-
served peace very well over the five centuries of the modern state system, the
answer is no.

That is not surprising because states balance power not to preserve peace,
but to preserve their independence. The balance of power helps preserve the
anarchic system of separate states. Not every state is preserved. For example,
at the end of the eighteenth century, Poland was, indeed, cut up like a cheese,
with Poland’s neighbors—Austria, Prussia, and Russia—all helping themselves
to a large slice. More recently, in 1939 Stalin and Hitler made a deal in which
they carved up Poland again and gave the Baltic states to the Soviet Union.
Thus Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia spent half a century as Soviet republics
until 1991. The balance of power has not preserved peace and has not always
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preserved the independence of each state, but it has preserved the anarchic
state system.

The difficulty of measuring changing power resources is a major problem
for leaders trying to assess the balance of power. For analysts of international
politics, additional confusion ensues when the same word is used for different
things. We must try to separate and clarify the underlying concepts covered by
the loose use of the same words. The term balance of power commonly refers
to at least four different things.

Balances as Distributions of Power

The term balance of power can be used, first, simply to describe a distribution
of power. If you hear the phrase “the current balance of power,” then you
are probably hearing someone use the term in this purely descriptive sense. In
the 1980s, it was common to hear some Americans argue that if Nicaragua
became a communist state, this would change the Cold War balance of power.
This might have been true, but it would have done so only marginally, so in
the grand scheme of things, it was not a very interesting or important insight.
This purely descriptive use of the term can be powerful rhetorically, but it is
often of limited use analytically.

A special (and rare) use of the phrase in this sense is to describe a situation
in which power is distributed equally. This usage conjures up the image of a
set of scales in equilibrium. While some realists argue that the international
system is most stable when there is an equal balance of power, others argue
the system is most stable when one side has a preponderance of power so the
others dare not attack it. This is the view held by proponents of hegemonic
stability theory. In this view, a strong dominant power is the best guarantee of
stability. But according to hegemonic stability theory’s first cousin, hegemonic
transition theory, when the strongest power begins to slip, as it inevitably will,
or as a new aspirant for hegemony arises, war is particularly likely. A declin-
ing hegemon or states fearing a rising power will take desperate measures to
protect their position, while a rising power will gamble to attain hegemony.
As we will see later in this chapter, hegemonic transition theory sheds light
on the outbreak of World War 1. It also helps us make sense of Thucydides’
account of the origins of the Peloponnesian War: Sparta’s fear of the allegedly
growing power of Athens led it to take the bold and risky gamble of support-
ing Corinth.

We must be cautious about such theories, for they tend to overpredict
conflict. In the 1880s, the United States passed Great Britain as the largest
economy in the world. In 18935, the United States and Britain disagreed over
borders in South America, and it looked as if war might result. There was a
rising challenger, a declining hegemon, and a cause of conflict, but you do not
read about the great British-American War of 1895 because it did not occur.
As Sherlock Holmes pointed out, we can get important clues from dogs that
do not bark. In this case, the absence of war leads us to look for other causes.
Realists point to the rise of Germany as a more proximate threat to Britain.
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Liberals point to the increasingly democratic nature of the two English-speaking
countries and to transnational cultural ties between the old leader and the new
challenger. The best we can conclude about the balance of power in the first
sense of the term is that changes in the distribution of power among leading
states may be one factor that helps explain war and instability, but they are
clearly not the whole story.

Balance of Power as Policy

The second use of the term balance of power refers to a deliberate policy of
balancing. Lord Palmerston’s dictum that states have no permanent friends
or permanent enemies, merely permanent interests, is a view that any strong
proponent of balance-of-power politics would hold. Indeed, as British foreign
secretary in the mid-1800s, Palmerston pursued balance-of-power politics
consistently. When Hitler invaded the Soviet Union in 1941, Prime Minister
Winston Churchill (1874-1965) embraced balance-of-power politics as well.
Churchill was a strong anticommunist who disliked Soviet leader Josef Stalin,
but an alliance with Stalin was vital to prevent Nazi Germany from dominat-
ing Europe. “If Hitler invaded Hell,” Churchill famously said, “I would make
at least a favourable reference to the Devil in the House of Commons.”>

Leaders who embrace a balance-of-power policy are almost certainly also
likely to hold an essentially realist view of international politics. For this rea-
son, the consistent pursuit of a balance-of-power policy is often referred to by
the German word realpolitik.

A key instrument for attempting to maintain a balance of power is alli-
ance. Alliances are agreements that sovereign states enter into with each other
in order to ensure their mutual security. As was the case with Britain’s alli-
ance with the Soviet Union in World War II, they can be motivated by purely
military concerns: Two medium-sized states might decide they will be more
secure against threats from a larger state by forming an alliance. Traditionally,
military alliances have been one of the focal points of international politics.
But states might also ally for nonmilitary reasons. From time to time two or
more states may be drawn together into an alliance for economic reasons, or
because of ideological or cultural affinity. This is particularly true in those
parts of the modern world where purely military concerns are receding, such
as in Europe and North America today.

Alliances collapse for as many reasons as they form, but in general states
cease to ally when they come to see each other as irrelevant or as threats to
their security. That might occur because the regime in one state changes.
Before, the two states might have shared a common ideology; now they are
opposed. Thus China and the United States were allies when the Nationalists
were in power before 1949 and enemies after the Communists came to power
in 1949. Of course, there may be other reasons for an alliance to end. One
state may grow more powerful. It might view the other state as a rival, while
the other state might view it as a threat and look for alliances elsewhere to
balance that threat.
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Balance of Power as Theory

A third use of the term balance of power is to describe a more or less automatic
equilibration of power in the international system. This is balance-of-power
theory.

Balance-of-power theory predicts that states will act to prevent any one
state from developing a preponderance of power; or put another ways, it pre-
dicts that leaders will, as a matter of course, embrace a balance-of-power
policy simply because they cannot afford not to. Recall that realists see the
Westphalian system as a Hobbesian anarchy in which fear is endemic and trust
is in short supply. They see it as a “self-help” system in which the only way to
be sure of surviving is to do what one can to prevent any other state or group
of states from attaining a preponderance of power. This can be done through
internal adjustment (e.g., spending more on the military), external collabora-
tion (e.g., allying with other countries), or both.

In domestic politics, we often see bandwagoning instead of balancing:
Politicians often flock to a likely winner. Balance-of-power theory, however,
predicts that a state will join whoever seems weaker, because states will act to
keep any one state from becoming preponderant. Bandwagoning in interna-
tional politics risks one’s independence. In 1939 and 1940, the Italian dictator
Benito Mussolini joined Hitler’s attack on France as a way to get some of the
spoils, but Italy became more and more dependent on Germany. That is why
a balance-of-power policy says, “Join the weaker side.” Balance of power is a
policy of helping the underdog because if you help the top dog, it may eventu-
ally turn around and eat you.

Balance-of-power theory does not predict that states will make common
cause with states that share ideological or cultural characteristics. When Iran
and Iraq went to war in the early 1980s, some observers thought all Arab
states would support Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, a largely Arab and Sunni Mus-
lim state ruled by a secular Ba’ath Party, against Ayatollah Khomeini’s Iran,
an overwhelmingly Persian theocracy in which the minority Shi’ite version of
Islam dominated. But Syria, despite being a Sunni Arab state with a secular
Ba’athist leader, supported Iran. Why? Because Syria was worried about the
growing regional power of its neighbor Iraq. Syria chose to balance Iraqi power
regardless of its ideological preferences. Efforts to use ideology to predict state
behavior are often wrong, whereas counterintuitive predictions based on bal-
ancing power are often correct.

Of course, there are exceptions. Human behavior is not fully determined.
Human beings have choices, and they do not always act as predicted. Certain
situations predispose people toward a certain type of behavior, but we cannot
always predict the details. If someone shouts “Fire!” in a crowded lecture hall,
we could predict that students would run for exits, but not which exits. If all
choose one exit, the stampede may prevent many from getting out. Theories
in international politics often have large exceptions. Even though balance-of-
power theory provides a clear way of making predictions in international poli-
tics, its record is far from perfect.
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Why do countries sometimes eschew balance of power and join the
stronger rather than the weaker side, or stand aloof, thus ignoring the risks
to their independence? Some countries may see no alternatives or believe they
cannot affect the balance. If so, a small country may decide it has to fall within
the sphere of influence of a great power while hoping that neutrality will pre-
serve some freedom of action. For example, after World War II Finland was
defeated by the Soviet Union and was far from the center of Europe. The Finns
felt neutrality was safer than trying to become part of the European balance of
power. They were in the Soviet sphere of influence, and the best they could do
was bargain away independence in foreign policy for a large degree of control
over their domestic affairs.

Another reason that balance-of-power predictions are sometimes wrong
has to do with perceptions of threat. For example, a mechanical account-
ing of the power resources of countries in 1917 would have predicted that
the United States would join World War I on the side of Germany because
Britain, France, and Russia had 30 percent of the industrial world’s resources
while Germany and Austria had only 19 percent. This did not happen, in part
because the Americans perceived the Germans as militarily stronger and the
aggressor in the war.

Perceptions of threat are often influenced by proximity. A neighbor may be
weak on some absolute global scale, but threatening in its region or local area.
Consider Britain and the United States in the 1890s: Britain could have fought,
but instead chose to appease the United States. It conceded to the United States
on many issues, including the building of the Panama Canal, which allowed
America to improve its naval position. One reason is that Britain was more
worried about its neighbor Germany than it was about the distant Americans.
The United States was larger than Germany, but proximity affected which
threat loomed larger in British eyes. Proximity also helps explain the alliances
after 1945. The United States was stronger than the Soviet Union, so why
didn’t Europe and Japan ally with the Soviet Union against the United States?
The answer lies partly in the proximity of the threat. From the point of view of
Europe and Japan, the Soviets were an immediate threat and the United States
was far away. The Europeans and the Japanese called in the distant power to
rebalance the situation in their immediate neighborhood. The fact that prox-
imity often affects how threats are perceived qualifies any predictions based on
a simple mechanical toting up of power resources.

Another exception to balance-of-power predictions relates to the growing
role of economic interdependence in world affairs. According to a balance-of-
power policy, France should not wish to see Germany grow, but because of
economic integration, German growth stimulates French growth. French poli-
ticians are more likely to be reelected when the French economy is growing.
Therefore, a policy of trying to hold back German economic growth would
be foolish because the French and German economies are so interdependent.
In economic considerations, joint gains would often be lost by following too
simple a balance-of-power policy.
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Finally—contrary to the predictions of balance-of-power theory—
ideology sometimes does cause countries to join the top dog rather than the
underdog. Even in Thucydides’ day, democratic city-states were more likely
to align with Athens and oligarchies with Sparta. Britain’s appeasement of the
United States in the 1890s or the Europeans joining with the Americans in an
alliance of democracies after 1945 owed something to the influence of ideology,
as well as to the proximity of a threat. But it is easy—and can be dangerous—
to overestimate the relevance of ideology. Many Europeans believed that
Stalin and Hitler could not come together in 1939 because they were at oppo-
site ends of the ideological spectrum, and yet they did. Likewise, in the 1960s
the United States mistakenly assumed that all communist countries repre-
sented a united, monolithic threat. A policy based on balance of power would
have predicted that China, the Soviet Union, Vietnam, and Cambodia would
balance one another, as they eventually did. Had American leaders foreseen
this, no doubt they would have found a far less expensive way to pursue sta-
bility in East Asia than by committing more than half a million troops to the
war in Vietnam.

Balances of Power as Historical Multipolar Systems

The fourth way in which the term balance of power is sometimes used is
to describe historical cases of multipolarity. The historian Edward Vose
Gulick, for example, used the term “the classical balance of power” to refer
to eighteenth-century Europe’s multipolar system. We often use the phrase
“the nineteenth-century balance of power” to refer to the European system
between the Napoleonic Wars and World War L. In this sense, a balance of
power requires a number of countries that follow a set of rules of the game
that are generally understood. Since this use of the term balance of power
refers to historical systems, we look at the two dimensions of systems, struc-
ture and process.

Follow Up

m  Edward Vose Gulick, Europe’s Classical Balance of Power (New York: Norton, 1967).
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THE NINETEENTH-CENTURY
BALANCE-OF-POWER SYSTEM

The nineteenth-century balance-of-power system produced the longest inter-
val without world war in the modern state system: from 1815 to 1914. But it
was a dynamic system that was far from entirely peaceful. Changes in its struc-
ture and processes were instrumental in bringing about two cataclysmic world
wars in 1914 and 1939. We must therefore be careful not to romanticize or
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oversimplify a complex story. The concepts and distinctions we have discussed
to this point can help us navigate the complexity and better understand the
nineteenth-century origins of the great twentieth-century conflicts.

Structure

If we look at the structure of the nineteenth-century balance-of-power system
as understood by neorealists—that is, as a simple distribution of power—we
can identify three distinct periods (see Table 1). The first began with the defeat
of Napoleon at Waterloo. Napoleon had tried to establish French hegemony
over Europe. His efforts united the other great powers in a coalition that even-
tually defeated France. Had he succeeded, the European system would have
been unipolar. But after Napoleon’s defeat in 1815 the Congress of Vienna
restored the old multipolar order, with five major powers balancing one
another: Britain, Russia, France, Prussia, and Austria. These five powers often
shifted alliances to prevent any one of them from dominating the continent.
From 1815 to 1870, the European system could be characterized as a “loose
multipolarity.”

When Germany and Italy unified, Europe now had six major powers. The big
change came with the unification of Germany in 1871. Prior to this, “Germany”
consisted of 37 states and had been an arena of international politics in which
others intervened. After 1871, Germany became a united actor. Furthermore,
it was located right in the center of Europe, which had tremendous geopoliti-
cal consequences. From a structural perspective, a united Germany could be
a problem if it were either too strong or too weak. If Germany were strong
enough to defend itself against both Russia and France at the same time, it
would also be strong enough to defeat either Russia or France alone; but if
Germany were not strong enough to defeat Russia and France simultaneously,
it might suffer the same fate as Poland did at the hands of its neighboring great
powers: invasion, dismemberment, or domination.

During this second structural phase, German power steadily rose. For a
while, Bismarck’s brilliant diplomacy prevented a newly unified, rapidly grow-
ing German state in the center of Europe from destabilizing the system. But a
combination of the growing wariness of Germany in the other capitals of Europe
and a series of missteps by Bismarck’s successors ushered in the third structural
phase. By 1907 the European balance of power had lost all flexibility. Two sets
of alliances developed and rigidified: the Triple Entente (Great Britain, France,
and Russia) and the Triple Alliance (Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy). The

TABLE 1

Structural Changes in the Pre-World War I Balance of Power

1815-1871 Loose Multipolarity
1871-1907 Rise of Germany
1907-1914 Bipolarity of Alliances
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polarization of the European balance of power into two tight blocs resulted in
an inability to maintain balance, which, as we shall shortly see, contributed sig-
nificantly to the outbreak of World War I.

Process

We cannot explain structural changes in the European system by looking solely
at changes in the distribution of power. Process, which classical realists and
constructivists emphasize, was crucially important. If we look at the ways in
which the system worked, and if we take into account the changes in European
culture and ideas that influenced patterns of relations among states, we can
distinguish five different phases (see Table 2).

Following Napoleon, European great powers sought to maintain order
in part by holding periodic congresses in which they deliberated jointly and
attempted to strike agreements that would both preserve the balance of
power and stem the revolutionary tide of liberal nationalism. This system
came to be known as the Concert of Europe. The Concert came into effect
at the Congress of Vienna, at which the victors of Waterloo brought France
back into the fold and agreed on certain rules of the game to equalize the
players. From 1815 to 1822 the Concert was active and effective. European
states met frequently to deal with disputes and to maintain an equilibrium.
They accepted certain interventions to keep governments in power domesti-
cally when their replacements might lead to a destabilizing reorientation of
policy. From 1822 to 1854 the Concert was less active and somewhat less
effective. Ultimately, liberal nationalist revolutions challenged the practices
of providing territorial compensation or restoring governments to maintain
equilibrium, and the Concert ceased to function. As constructivists point
out, the ideas of nationalism became too strong to allow such an easy cutting
up of cheeses.

The third period in the nineteenth-century balance-of-power system,
from 1854 to 1870, was far less moderate and was marked by five wars.
One, the Crimean War, was to some extent a classic balance-of-power war
in which France and Britain sought to prevent Russia from gaining at the
expense of a declining Ottoman Empire. The other conflicts, however, were
related to the unification of Italy and Germany. Political leaders aban-
doned old rules and began to use nationalism instrumentally. Bismarck, for

TABLE 2

Processes of the Pre-World War I Balance of Power

1815-1822 Concert of Europe

1822-1854 Loose Concert

1854-1871 Nationalism and the Unification of Germany and Italy
1871-1890 Bismarck’s Revived Concert

1890-1914 The Loss of Flexibility
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example, was not an ideological German nationalist. He was, in fact, a
deeply conservative man who wanted Germany united under the Prussian
monarchy. But he was quite prepared to use nationalist appeals and to engi-
neer nationalist wars against Denmark, Austria, and France to bring this
about. He returned to a more conservative style once he had accomplished
his goals.

The fourth period, 1871 to 1890, was the Bismarckian balance
of power in which the new Prussian-led Germany played the key role.
Bismarck played flexibly with a variety of alliance partners and tried to
divert France into imperialistic adventures overseas so as to distract its
attention from the provinces of Alsace and Lorraine that it lost to Germany
at the conclusion of the Franco-Prussian War. He limited German imperial-
ism in order to keep the balancing act in Europe centered on Berlin. The
hallmarks of Bismarck’s alliance system were its flexibility and its complexity.
The former made the resulting balance-of-power system stable because it
allowed for occasional crises or conflicts without causing the whole edi-
fice to crumble. But its complexity was its weakness. Its smooth operation
required an expert juggler such as Bismarck who was able to keep several
balls in the air. Bismarck’s successors were not as gifted. They failed to
renew his treaty with Russia, and they mistakenly allowed Britain, France,
and Russia to gradually come together. They also failed to put the brakes
on Austrian confrontations with Russia over the Balkans. Finally, Germany
became involved in overseas imperialism and attempted to challenge Britain’s
naval supremacy. These policies exacerbated fears of rising German power
and further polarized the system.

While each of these five phases has distinct characteristics, the character-
istics themselves and the changes from one phase to another were driven by a
number of powerful trends that proceeded more or less unabated throughout
the entire period, affecting states’ goals, the instruments at their disposal for
pursuing them, and their incentives for cooperation. The most important of
these trends were the growth of liberalism and the growth of nationalism.
As a result of these, the state and the ruler gradually ceased being the same.
More than a century before Waterloo, Louis XIV had famously said: “L’ézat,
c’est moi” (“I am the state”)—and no one had contradicted him. By the early
nineteenth century, such a claim would have triggered an uproar. Napoleon
may have failed to change the structure of European politics by failing to estab-
lish French hegemony, but he succeeded in changing the process by spreading
revolutionary ideas across Europe. The Congress of Vienna held these ideas at
bay for a while, but the volcanic forces of nationalism and liberalism erupted
in the revolutions of 1848, signaling the beginning of the end of monarchical
rule.

As the century progressed, both peoples and leaders began to see them-
selves differently. The nationalist challenge to the legitimacy of dynastic rul-
ers led to some strange alliances that defied the classical balance of power.
For example, in 1866, France failed to support Austria when it was attacked
by Prussia, a major error from a structural realist point of view. France was
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STRUCTURE AND PROCESS

Statesmen regularly judged the European balance to be satisfactory or unsatisfactory
on the basis of factors that had little or nothing directly to do with power and its
distribution—e.g., the rank and status a state enjoyed, its honor and prestige,
whether it was considered worthy of alliance, whether it was allowed a voice in
international questions, etc. It helps explain how crises could and did arise when the
balance of power was not affected or threatened, but the balance of satisfactions was.
It shows how devices other than power-political ones—international laws, Concert
practices, alliances used as devices for restraining one’s ally—were more common
and more useful in promoting and preserving the European equilibrium than power-
political ones such as rival alliances or blocking coalitions.

— Paul Schroeder, "The Nineteenth Century System”®

opposed to Austrian repression of nationalism in the part of Italy that Austria
occupied. Bismarck played on the nationalistic views of other German states
in unifying Germany under Prussian leadership, but nationalism became a
restraint on what could be done later. When Bismarck took Alsace-Lorraine
from France in 1871, he created nationalist resentment in France that prevented
France and Germany from becoming potential alliance partners in the future.
As constructivist approaches point out, the new ideologies changed states’ goals
and made the process of international politics less moderate over the course of
the nineteenth century.

There were also changes in the means. The application of new industrial
technology to military purposes produced massively powerful yet inflex-
ible instruments of war. The development of railways made possible moving
large numbers of troops from one place to another very quickly, but doing so
required precise scheduling, which reduced crisis stability by reducing mobili-
zation options and giving first-movers a crucial advantage in the first few days
of war. The development of machine guns, heavy artillery, and trench warfare
made a mockery of the idea of short, sharp, limited wars that Bismarck had
used so successfully in the 1860s. Changes in technology, just like changes in
ideas, altered leaders’ perceptions of what was possible and what was desir-
able. Thus we need to look at both structure and process if we want to under-
stand the changes in the nineteenth-century balance-of-power system that led
to World War L.
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A MODERN SEQUEL

The so-called German problem from the nineteenth century reemerged in debates
when East and West Germany were reunified in 1990. At first, Foreign Minister
Eduard Shevardnadze of the Soviet Union argued that the reunification of
Germany would profoundly destabilize the balance of power in Europe. Leaders
once again asked, “How many German-speaking states are consistent with
stability in Europe?’” Over time, that question has had different answers. As we
have seen, the Congress of Vienna in 1815 included thirty-seven German-speaking
states. Bismarck felt there should be two, not one. He did not want the Austrians
included in his new German empire because he feared they would dilute Prussian
control of the new state. Hitler had a different answer: one, which would be the
center of a world empire, thus leading to World War I1. In 1945, the victorious
Allies eventually decided on three: East Germany, West Germany, and Austria.
When asked how many Germanys there should be, one Frenchman at the end of
World War II allegedly quipped, “I love Germany so much that the more there
are, the better.”

The decline of Soviet power in Eastern Europe in the late 1980s ended
the bipolar structure of postwar politics and made possible Germany’s
reunification. But reunification created new anxieties about the union of
80 million people with Europe’s largest economy located in the heart of the
continent. Would Germans search for a new role? Would they again cast about,
turn eastward, and then westward? Would they be drawn into the countries to
their east where German influence had always been strong? John Mearsheimer,
a University of Chicago political scientist, said the answer was “‘back to the
future.” He relied on structural realist analysis to reach pessimistic conclusions
that the future will be like the past because the structure of the situation is
similar to the past.

But things have changed in three ways. At the structural level, the
United States is involved in Europe, and the United States is nearly four
times the size of the reunified Germany. Structuralists worry that the
Americans will not stay involved. With the Cold War over, at some point
the Americans may turn isolationist and go home. But there are important
nonstructural changes as well. The process of international politics in Europe
has been transformed by the development of new institutions that liberals
emphasize. The European Union unites Germany and other European states
in a way in which they were never tied together before. A third change is not
at the system level, but at the domestic level. Constructivists point out that
Germany’s domestic politics represent a half century of democracy, and changes
in popular values have transformed a warfare state into a welfare state. The
Germany that caused trouble in the heart of Europe in 1870, 1914, and 1939
was not democratic. Which of these approaches, structural or process or
domestic, will best predict the future of Europe? We should pay attention to
all three, but thus far predictions based on process and domestic change
seemed to have fared best.
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CHRONOLOGIES: EUROPE

The Seventeenth Century

=" 1618-1648

= 1643-1715
= 1648
= 1649-1660

= 1652-1678

= 1660
= 1682-1725
= 1683
= 1685

= 1688-1689
= 1688-1697

Thirty Years’” War: conflict between Catholic and Protestant
Europe; last of the great religious wars; Germany devastated
Louis X1V, king of France

Peace of Westphalia; end of Thirty Years’ War

English king Charles I beheaded; Commonwealth under Oliver
Cromwell

Series of Anglo-French and Anglo-Dutch wars for supremacy of
the seas

Stuart restoration in England; accession of Charles II

Peter the Great begins “westernization”” of Russia

Turkish siege of Vienna repulsed

Louis XIV revokes Edict of Nantes; persecution of French
Protestants

Glorious Revolution in England

War of the League of Augsburg; general war against Louis
X1V

The Eighteenth Century

= 1700-1721

= 1701-1714

= 1707
= 1740-1748
= 1756-1763

= 1775-1783
= 1789-1799
= 1799

= 1799-1815

Great Northern War: Russia, Poland, and Denmark oppose
Swedish supremacy in the Baltic; Russia emerges as a European
power

War of the Spanish Succession and the Treaty of Utrecht,
which result in the permanent separation of French and Spanish
thrones; further decline of French power

Great Britain formed by union of England and Scotland

War of the Austrian Succession

Seven Years’ War: Britain and France in colonial wars; France
ejected from Canada and India; Britain emerges as world’s major
colonial power

War of the American Revolution
French Revolution
Coup d’état by Napoleon Bonaparte in France

Napoleonic Wars make France preeminent power on European
continent

The Nineteenth Century

= 1801
= 1804-1814
= 1806

United Kingdom formed by union of Great Britain and Ireland
Napoleon I, emperor of France

End of Holy Roman Empire; imperial title renounced by
Francis 11

(Continued)
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THE ORIGINS OF WORLD WARI

World War I killed more than 15 million people. In one battle, the Somme,
1.3 million were killed and wounded. Compare that to 36,000 casualties
when Bismarck defeated Austria in 1866. The United States lost about
55,000 troops in both Korea and Vietnam. World War I was a horrifying
war of trenches, barbed wire, machine guns, and artillery that ground up
a generation of Europe’s youth. It not only destroyed people, it destroyed
three European empires: German, Austro-Hungarian, and Russian. Until
World War I, the global balance of power was centered in Europe. After
World War I, Europe still mattered, but the United States and Japan emerged
as major players. World War I also ushered in the Russian Revolution in
1917 and the beginning of the ideological battles that racked the twentieth
century.

How could such an event happen? Prince Bernhard von Biilow, the German
chancellor from 1900 to 1909, met with his successor, Theobald von Bethmann
Hollweg, in the chancellor’s palace in Berlin shortly after the war broke out.
Here is how von Biillow described what he remembered:

Bethmann stood in the center of the room; shall I ever forget his face, the
look in his eyes? There is a picture by some celebrated English painter, which
shows the wretched scapegoat with a look of ineffable anguish in its eyes,
such pain as I now saw in Bethmann’s. For an instant we neither of us spoke.
At last I said to him, “Well, tell me, at least, how it all happened.” He raised
his long, thin arms to heaven and answered in a dull, exhausted voice: “Oh, if
I only knew!” In many later polemics on war guilt I have often wished it had
been possible to produce a snapshot of Bethmann Hollweg standing there at
the moment he said those words. Such a photograph would have been the best
proof that this wretched man had never wanted war.”

Generations of historians have examined the origins of World War I
and tried to explain why war came. As we will see, it is impossible to isolate
one cause, but it is possible to break the question down into distinct levels.
At each of these levels, the balance of power—as a multipolar system and
as the policy of separate states and individual leaders—is essential to an
understanding of the war’s outbreak. As the alliance system became less
flexible, the balance of power became less multipolar and the likelihood of
war increased.

Three Levels of Analysis

Parts of the answer lie at each of the three levels of analysis. Parsimony sug-
gests we start with the simplest causes, see how much they explain, and go on
to more complexity as needed. Thus we look first at the system-level explana-
tions, both the structure and the process; then at the domestic societal level;
and finally at the individuals. Then we will use counterfactual thought experi-
ments to see how the pieces fit together to explain World War 1.
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Serbian nationalist Gavrilo Princip kills Austrian archduke
Franz Ferdinand and his wife Sophie, Duchess of Hohenberg,
in Sarajevo, June 28, 1914

At the structural level, there were two key elements: the rise of German power
and the increased rigidity in the alliance systems. The rise of German power was
truly impressive. German heavy industry surpassed that of Great Britain in the
1890s, and the growth of German gross national product at the beginning of
the century was twice that of Great Britain’s. In the 1860s, Britain had 25 percent
of the world’s industrial production, but by 1913 its share had shrunk to
10 percent, and Germany’s share had risen to 15 percent. Germany transformed
some of its industrial strength into military capability, including a massive naval
armaments program. A strategic aim of Germany’s “Tirpitz Plan” of 1911 was
to build the second largest navy in the world, thereby advancing itself as a world
power. This expansion alarmed Britain’s First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston
Churchill. Britain began to fear becoming isolated and worried about how it
would defend its far-flung empire. These fears were increased during the Boer
War due to German sympathy for the Boers, the Dutch settlers in South Africa,
against whom Britain was fighting at the end of the century.

In 1907, Sir Eyre Crowe, permanent secretary of the British Foreign Office,
wrote a document famous in the history of British foreign policy, a long mem-
orandum in which he tried to interpret German foreign policy. He concluded
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that although German policy was vague and confused, Britain clearly could
not allow one country to dominate the continent of Europe. Crowe argued
that the British response was nearly a law of nature.

Britain’s response to Germany’s rising power contributed to the second
structural cause of the war: the increasing rigidity in the alliance systems in
Europe. In 1904, parting from its geographically semi-isolated position as a bal-
ancer off the coast of Europe, Britain moved toward an alliance with France.
In 1907, the Anglo-French partnership broadened to include Russia (already
allied with France) and became known as the Triple Entente. Germany, seeing
itself encircled, tightened its relations with Austria-Hungary. As the alliances
became more rigid, diplomatic flexibility was lost. The balance of power could
no longer operate through the shifting alignments that characterized the balance
of power during Bismarck’s day. Instead, the major powers wrapped themselves
around two poles. The tightening of alliances accentuated the security dilemma
that defensive realists emphasize in their analyses.

What about changes in the process? One was the continued rise of nationalism.
In Eastern Europe there was a movement calling for all Slavic-speaking peoples to
come together. Pan-Slavism threatened both the Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian
empires, which each had large Slavic populations. A nationalistic hatred of Slavs
arose in Germany. German authors wrote about the inevitability of the Teutonic-
Slavic battles, and schoolbooks inflamed nationalist passions. Nationalism proved
to be stronger than socialism when it came to bonding working classes together
and stronger than the capitalism that bound bankers together. Indeed, it proved
stronger than family ties among the monarchs. Just before the war broke out, the
kaiser wrote to Russian tsar Nicholas II (1868-1918) and appealed to him to avoid
war. He addressed his cousin as “Dear Nicky” and signed it “Yours, Willie.” The
kaiser hoped that because war was impending over the assassination of a fellow
royal family member, the Austrian archduke Franz Ferdinand, the tsar would see
things the same way he did. But by then nationalism had overcome any sense of
aristocratic or monarchical solidarity, and that family telegram did nothing to
prevent war.

A second cause for the loss of moderation in the early twentieth-century
balance of power was a rise in complacency about peace. This is an example
of the importance of changing ideas that constructivists emphasize. The great
powers had not been involved in a war in Europe for 40 years. There had been
crises—in Morocco in 1905-1906, in Bosnia in 1908, in Morocco again in
1911, and the Balkan wars in 1912—but they had all been manageable. How-
ever, the diplomatic compromises that resolved these conflicts caused frus-
tration. Afterward, there was a tendency to ask, “Why should my side back
down? Why didn’t we make the other side give up more?” Additionally, there
was growing acceptance of social Darwinism. Charles Darwin’s ideas of sur-
vival of the fittest made good sense as a way of explaining why some genetic
traits arise and others disappear in natural species over the course of many
generations, but they were misapplied to human society and to unique events.
Darwin’s ideas were used to justify the view that “the strong should prevail.”
And if the strong should prevail, why worry about peace? Long wars seemed



From Westphalia to World War I

unlikely, and many leaders believed short, decisive wars won by the strong
would be a welcome change.

A third contributing factor to the loss of flexibility in the early twentieth-
century balance of power was German policy. As Eyre Crowe said, it was
vague and confusing. There was a terrible clumsiness about the kaiser’s policy
of seeking greater power that offensive realists focus upon. The Germans were
no different from other colonial powers in having “world ambitions,” but they
managed to press them forward in a way that antagonized everybody at the
same time—ijust the opposite of the way Bismarck played the system in the
1870s and 1880s. The kaiser focused too much on hard power and neglected
soft power. The Germans antagonized the British by starting a naval arms
race (Figure 1). They antagonized the Russians over issues in Turkey and the
Balkans. They antagonized the French over a protectorate in Morocco. The
kaiser tried to shock Britain into a friendship, believing that if he scared Britain
enough, it would realize how important Germany was and pursue improved
relations. Instead, he scared the British first into the arms of the French, and
then into the arms of the Russians. So by 1914, the Germans thought they had
to break out of this encirclement and thereby deliberately accepted the risk of
war. Thus the rise of nationalism, increased complacency, social Darwinism,
and German policy all contributed to the loss of moderation in the interna-
tional system and helped contribute to the onset of World War 1.

The second level of analysis allows us to examine what was happening in
domestic society, politics, and government prior to World War I. We can safely
reject one explanation at that level: Russian revolutionary Vladimir Lenin’s
argument that the war was caused by capitalism. In Lenin’s view, World War
I was simply the final stage of capitalist imperialism. But the war did not arise
out of imperialist conflicts on the colonial peripheries, as Lenin had expected.
In 1898, Britain and France confronted each other at Fashoda in the Sudan as
the British tried to complete a north-south line from South Africa to Egypt,
while the French tried to create an east-west line of colonies in Africa. If war
had occurred then, it might have fit Lenin’s explanation. But, in fact, the war
broke out sixteen years later in Europe, and even then bankers and business-
men strongly resisted it. Bankers believed the war would be bad for business.
Sir Edward Grey, the British foreign minister, thought he had to follow Eyre
Crowe’s advice and that Britain had to prevent Germany from gaining mastery
of the European balance of power. But Grey also worried about getting the
London bankers to go along with declaring war. We can therefore reject the
Leninist explanation. But two other domestic causes need to be taken more
seriously: the internal crises of the declining Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman
empires, and the domestic political situation in Germany.

Both Austria-Hungary and Ottoman Turkey were multinational empires
and were therefore threatened by the rise of nationalism. In addition, the
Ottoman government was very weak, very corrupt, and an easy target for
nationalist groups in the Balkans that wanted to free themselves from centuries
of Turkish rule. The Balkan wars of 1912 pushed the Turks out, but in the
next year the Balkan states fell to war among themselves while dividing the
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THE KAISER’S REACTION TO
BRITAIN’S DECLARATION OF WAR

Edward VII [the kaiser’s uncle and king of England, 1901-19101 in the grave

is still stronger than I, who am alive! And to think there have been people who
believed England could be won over or pacified with this or that petty measure!!!
... Now this whole trickery must be ruthlessly exposed and the mask of Christian
pacifism roughly and publicly torn from the face [of Britainl, and the pharisaical
sham peace put in the pillory!! And our consuls in Turkey and India, agents and so
forth, must fire the whole Mohammedan world to fierce revolt against this hateful,
lying, unprincipled nation of shopkeepers; for if we are to bleed to death, England
will at least lose India.

—Kaiser Wilhelm II°

spoils. These conflicts whetted the appetite of some Balkan states to fight Austria;
if the Turks could be pushed out, then why not the Austrians too?

Serbia took the lead among the Balkan states. Austria feared disintegra-
tion from this nationalistic pressure and worried about the loss of status that
would result. In the end, Austria went to war against Serbia not because a
Serb assassinated its archduke, Franz Ferdinand (1863-1914), but because
Austria wanted to weaken Serbia and prevent it from becoming a magnet for
nationalism among the Balkan Slavs. General Conrad von Hétzendorf, the
Austrian chief of staff in 1914, laid bare his motives very clearly: “For this
reason, and not as vengeance for the assassination, Austria-Hungary must
draw the sword against Serbia. . . . The monarchy had been seized by the
throat and had to choose between allowing itself to be strangled, and making
a last effort to prevent its destruction.”® Disintegration of an empire because
of nationalism was the more profound cause of the war; the slain Franz Fer-
dinand was a pretext.

Another important domestic-level explanation of World War I lay in the
politics of Germany. German historian Fritz Fischer and his followers argue that
Germany’s social problems were a key cause of the war. According to Fischer,
Germany’s efforts toward world hegemony were an attempt by German elites
to distract attention from the poor domestic integration of German society. He
notes that Germany was ruled by a domestic coalition of landed aristocrats and
some very large industrial capitalists called the Coalition of Rye and Iron. This
ruling coalition used expansionist policies to provide foreign adventures instead
of domestic reform—circuses in place of bread. They viewed expansionism as an
alternative to social democracy. Internal economic and social tensions are not
sufficient to explain World War I, but they do help explain one source of the
pressure that Germany put on the international system after 1890.

A final domestic-level explanation appeals to the crisis instability of the
situation in the summer of 1914. Military leaders in all countries shared a
“cult of the offensive” favoring rapid mobilization and deployment, dramatic
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strategies involving sudden flanking movements of armies or dramatic break-
through assaults, and freewheeling tactics of maneuver. In fact, as we have
seen, the prevailing military technology of the day did not favor the offense,
but European leaders believed that it did (a phenomenon we can explain at the
individual level of analysis by noting that generals frequently expect the next
war to look like the last, and the most recent large-scale European war—the
Franco-Prussian War of 1870-1871—was indeed a freewheeling affair). Once
the July crisis hit, leaders felt enormous pressure to get in the first blow. Of
course, this particular explanation does not help us understand why Europe
sat on a powderkeg. It does, however, help us understand why the spark in the
Balkans traveled so quickly along the fuse.

What about the first level of analysis, the role of individuals? What
distinguished the leadership on the eve of World War I was its mediocrity.
The Austro-Hungarian emperor, Franz Joseph (1830-1916), was a tired old
man who was putty in the hands of General Conrad and Count Leopold von
Berchtold, his duplicitous foreign minister. Ironically, Franz Ferdinand, the
crown prince who was assassinated at Sarajevo, would have been a restrain-
ing force, for the potential heir had liberal political views. In Russia, Tsar
Nicholas II was an isolated autocrat who spent most of his time resisting
change at home. He was served by incompetent foreign and defense ministers
and was strongly influenced by his sickly and neurotic wife. Most important
was Kaiser Wilhelm II (1859-1941), who had a great sense of inferiority.
He was a blusterer, a weak man who was extremely emotional. He led Ger-
many into a risky policy without any skill or consistency. As political scien-
tist Richard Ned Lebow puts it:

[Wilhelm] II did not want war, if only because he did not trust his nerves
not to give way under the strain of any really critical situation. The moment
there was danger, his majesty would become uncomfortably conscious that he
could never lead an army into battle. He was well aware that he was neuras-
thenic. His more menacing jingo speeches were intended to give the foreigner
the impression that here was another Frederick the Great or Napoleon.'”

It did not help the kaiser to make sound decisions, either, that sycophantic
German diplomats were filing overly rosy reports from most other great power
capitals to please their vindictive superiors in the foreign ministry.

Personality did make a difference. There was something about the leaders,
the kaiser in particular, that made them significant contributory causes of the
war. The relationships among some of the systemic, societal, and individual
causes are illustrated in Figure 2.

Was War Inevitable?

When several causes exist, each of which is sufficient, we call a situation over-
determined. If World War I was overdetermined, does that mean it was inevi-
table? The answer is no; war was not inevitable until it actually broke out in
August 1914. And even then it was not inevitable that four years of carnage
had to follow.
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FIGURE 2
Causes of World War I

Let us distinguish three types of causes in terms of their proximity in time
to the event we are studying. The most remote are deep causes, then come
intermediate causes, and those immediately before the event are precipitat-
ing causes. By analogy, ask how the lights came to be on in your room. The
precipitating cause is that you flicked the switch, the intermediate cause is that
someone wired the building, and the deep cause is that Thomas Edison discov-
ered how to distribute electricity. Another analogy is building a fire: The logs
are the deep cause, the kindling and paper are the intermediate cause, and the
actual striking of the match is the precipitating cause.

In World War I, the deep causes were changes in the balance of power and
certain aspects of the domestic political systems. Especially important reasons
were the rise of German strength, the development of a bipolar alliance system,
the rise of nationalism and the resultant destruction of two declining empires,
and German politics. The intermediate causes were German policy, the rise in
complacency about peace, and the personal idiosyncrasies of the leaders. The
precipitating cause was the assassination of Franz Ferdinand at Sarajevo by a
Serbian terrorist and its rapid escalation owing to acute crisis-instability.

Looking back, things always look inevitable. Indeed, we might say that if
the assassination had not occurred, some other precipitating incident would
have caused the war. Some say precipitating events are like buses—they come
along every ten minutes. Thus the specific event at Sarajevo was not all that
important; some incident would probably have occurred sooner or later. This
type of argument can be tested by counterfactual history. We can ask, “What
if?” and “What might have been?” as we look carefully at the history of the
period. What if there had been no assassination in Sarajevo? What if the Social
Democrats had come to power in Germany? There is also the issue of prob-
ability. The deep and intermediate causes suggested a high probability of war,
but a high probability is not the same as inevitability. Using the metaphor

109



110

From Westphalia to World War I

of the fire again, logs and kindling may sit for a long time and never be lit.
Indeed, if it rains before somebody comes along with a match, they may not
catch fire even when a Sarajevo occurs.

Suppose there had been no assassination in Sarajevo in 1914, and no cri-
sis occurred until 1916; what might have happened? One possibility is that
the growth in Russian strength might have deterred Germany from recklessly
backing Austria. In 1914, General Helmuth von Moltke and Foreign Secretary
Gottlieb von Jagow, two of the German leaders who were most influential in
precipitating the war, believed that war with Russia was inevitable. They knew
Germany would have a problem fighting a war on two fronts and would have to
knock out one side before fighting the other. Russia, although larger, was techno-
logically backward and had a poor transportation system, so it could be put off
for the second strike. They reasoned that Germany ought first to rush westward
to knock out the French. After victory in the west, Germany could turn east and
take its time to defeat the Russians. Indeed, that was the Schlieffen Plan (Figure 3),
the war plan of the German general staff, which called for a rapid sweep through
Belgium (violating Belgian neutrality in the process) to knock out France quickly,
and then to turn east.

But this strategy might have become obsolete by 1916 because Russia
was using French money to build railroads. In the 1890s it would have taken
the Russians two or three months before they could have transported all their
troops to the German front, giving Germany ample time to fight France first. By
1910, that time had shrunk to eighteen days, and the German planners knew
they no longer had a large margin of safety. By 1916, the margin would have
been gone and Germany might have had to drop its two-front strategy. Con-
sequently, some German leaders thought that a war in 1914 was better than
a war later. They wanted to seize the crisis to wage and win a preventive war.

If no assassination and crisis had occurred in 1914, and the world had made
it to 1916 without a war, it is possible the Germans might have felt deterred,
unable to risk a two-front war. They might have been more careful before giving
Austria a blank check to deal with Serbia as it liked. Or they might have dropped
the Schlieffen Plan and concentrated on a war in the east only. Or they might
have come to terms with Great Britain or changed their view that the offense had
the advantage in warfare. In summary, in another two years, a variety of changes
related to Russian strength might have prevented the war. Without war, German
industrial strength would have continued to grow. Ironically, without war, the
British historian A. J. P. Taylor has speculated, Germany might have won mas-
tery over Europe. Germany might have become so strong that France and Britain
would have been deterred.

We can also raise counterfactuals about what might have happened in Britain’s
internal affairs if two more years had passed without war. In The Strange Death of
Liberal England, historian George Dangerfield tells of Britain’s domestic turmoil.
The Liberal Party was committed to withdrawing British troops from Ireland while
the Conservatives, particularly in Northern Ireland, were bitterly opposed. There
was a prospect of mutiny in the British army. If the Ulster Revolt had developed,
it is quite plausible that Britain would have been so internally preoccupied that it
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would not have been able to join the coalition with France and Russia. Certainly
many historically significant changes could have occurred in two more years of
peace.

What Kind of War?

Another set of counterfactuals raises questions about what kind of war would
have occurred rather than whether a war would have occurred. It is true that
Germany’s policies frightened its neighbors and that Germany in turn was afraid
of being encircled by the Triple Entente, so it is reasonable to assume war was
more likely than not. But what kind of war? The war did not have to be what we
now remember as World War I. Counterfactually, four other wars were possible.

One was a simple local war. Initially, the kaiser expected a replay of the
Bosnian crisis of 1908-1909 when the Germans backed the Austrians, and
Austria was therefore able to make Russia stand down in the Balkans. On July
5, 1914, the kaiser promised full support to Austria-Hungary. And with that,
he went on vacation. When the kaiser returned from his cruise, he found that

Britain’s King George V visits his cousin Kaiser Wilhelm II
at Potsdam for a wedding a little more than a year before
the outbreak of World War I
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the Austrians had filled in the blank check he left them by issuing an ultima-
tum to Serbia. When he realized that, the kaiser made efforts to keep the war
from escalating; hence the Willie-Nicky telegrams referred to earlier. If his
efforts had been successful, we might today recall not World War I, but merely
a relatively minor Austro-Serbian War of August 1914.

A second counterfactual possibility was a one-front war. When the
Russians mobilized their troops, the Germans also mobilized. The kaiser
asked General von Moltke whether he could limit the preparations to just the
eastern front. Moltke replied that it was impossible, because any change in
the timetables for assembling the troops and supplies would create a logistical
nightmare. He told the kaiser that if he tried to change the plans, he would
have a disorganized mass instead of an army. However, after the war, General
Hermann von Staab of the railway division of the German army admitted
that it might have been possible, after all, to alter the mobilization schedules
successfully. Had the kaiser known that and insisted, there might have been a
one-front war.

A third counterfactual is to imagine a two-front war without Britain: Germany
and Austria versus France and Russia. If the British had not been there to make the
difference, Germany might well have won. It is possible that Britain might not have
joined if Germany had not invaded Belgium, although Belgium was not the main
cause of Britain entering the war. For some people, like Sir Edward Grey and the
Foreign Office, the main reason for entering the war was the danger of German
control of the Continent. But Britain was a democracy, and the Liberal Party in
the Cabinet was split. The left Liberals opposed war, but when Germany swept
through Belgium and violated Belgian neutrality, it allowed the prowar Liberals to
overcome the reluctance of the antiwar Liberals and to repair the split in the British
Cabinet.

Finally, a fourth counterfactual is a war without the United States. By early
1918, Germany might have won the war if the United States had not tipped
the military balance by its entry in 1917. One of the reasons the United States
became involved was the German submarine campaign against Allied and
American shipping. There was also some German clumsiness: Germany sent
a message, now known as the Zimmermann telegram, instructing its embassy
in Mexico to approach the Mexican government regarding an alliance against
the United States. Washington regarded these intercepted instructions as a hos-
tile act. These factors ensured that the United States would enter the war.

Our counterfactual analysis first suggests ways in which the war might not
have occurred in 1914, and second, ways in which the war that occurred did
not have to become four years of carnage, which destroyed Europe as the heart
of the global balance of power. It suggests that World War I was probable, but
not inevitable. Human choices mattered.

The Funnel of Choices

History is path dependent. Events close in over time, degrees of freedom are
lost, and the probability of war increases. But the funnel of choices available
to leaders might open up again, and degrees of freedom could be regained
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Flawed Thinking on the Eve of War

(see Figure 4). If we start in 1898 and ask what was the most likely war in
Europe, the answer would have been war between France and Britain, which
were eyeball to eyeball in a colonial dispute in Africa. But after the British and
French formed the Entente in 1904, a Franco-British war looked less likely.
The first Moroccan crisis in 1905 and the Bosnian crisis in 1908 made war
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The Narrowing Funnel of Choices

with Germany look more likely. But some interesting events occurred in 1910.
Bethmann Hollweg, the German chancellor, sought détente with Britain.
Britain implied that it would remain neutral in any European war if Germany
would limit its navy. At that same time, it looked as if renewed colonial fric-
tion between Britain and Russia in Asia and between the British and the French
threatened a collapse or erosion of the Triple Entente. In other words, in 1910
the funnel of choices started to widen again.

But the funnel closed once more in 1911 with the second Moroccan crisis.
When France sent troops to help the sultan of Morocco, Germany demanded
compensation in the French Congo and sent a gunboat to Agadir on the coast
of Morocco. Britain prepared its fleet. French and German bankers lobbied
against war, and the kaiser pulled back. But these events deeply affected public
opinion and raised fears about German intentions.

Although the Balkan wars in 1912 and 1913 and the increased pressure
on Austria set the scene for 1914, there was also a renewed effort at détente in
1912. Britain sent Lord Haldane, a prominent Liberal politician, to Berlin, and
the British and Germans resolved a number of the issues. Also, by this time it
was clear that Britain had won the naval arms race. Perhaps the funnel would
open up again.

In June 1914, the feeling that relations were improving was strong enough
for Britain to send four of its great dreadnought battleships to Kiel, Germany,
for a state visit. If Britain had thought war was about to occur, the last thing
it would have done was put four of its prime battleships in an enemy harbor.
Clearly, the British were not thinking about war at that point. In fact, on
June 28, British and German sailors were walking together along the quay in
Kiel when they heard the news that a Serbian terrorist had shot an Austrian
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archduke in a faraway place called Sarajevo. History has its surprises, and
once again, probable is not the same as inevitable.

Lessons of History Again

Can we draw any lessons from this history? We must be careful about lessons.
Analogies can mislead, and many myths have been created about World War
I. For example, some say World War I was an accidental war. World War I
was not purely accidental. Austria went to war deliberately. And if there was
to be a war, Germany preferred a war in 1914 to a war later. There were mis-
calculations over the length and depth of the war, but that is not the same as
an accidental war.

It is also said that the war was caused by the arms race in Europe. But by
1912, the naval arms race was over, and Britain had won. While there was
concern in Europe about the growing strength of the armies, the view that the
war was precipitated directly by the arms race is too simple.

On the other hand, we can draw some valid warnings from the long slide
into World War I. One lesson is to pay attention to the process of a balance-
of-power system as well as to its structure or distribution of power. Here the
constructivists make an important point that some realists miss. Moderation
evolves from the process. Stability is not assured by the distribution of power
alone. Another useful lesson is to beware of complacency about peace or
believing that the next crisis is going to fit the same pattern as the last crisis:
The July crisis of 1914 was supposed to be a repeat of the Bosnian crisis of
1908, though clearly it was not. World War I was supposed to be a repeat of
the Franco-Prussian War. In addition, the experience of World War I suggests
it is important to have military forces that are stable in crisis, without any feel-
ing that one must use them or lose them. The railway timetables were not the
major determinants of World War I, but they did make it more difficult for
political leaders to buy time for diplomacy.

Today’s world is different from the world of 1914 in two important ways:
One is that nuclear weapons have made large-scale wars more dangerous, and
the other, as constructivists note, is that the ideology of war, the acceptance
of war, is much weaker. In 1914, war was thought to be inevitable, a fatalistic
view compounded by the social Darwinist argument that war should be wel-
come because it would clear the air like a good summer storm. On the eve of
World War I that was indeed the mood. Winston Churchill’s book The World
Crisis captures this feeling very well:

There was a strange temper in the air. Unsatisfied by material prosperity, the
nations turned fiercely toward strife, internal or external. National passions,
unduly exalted in the decline of religion, burned beneath the surface of nearly
every land with fierce, if shrouded, fires. Almost one might think the world
wished to suffer. Certainly men were everywhere eager to dare.!!

They dared and they lost, and that is the lesson of 1914.
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CHRONOLOGY: THE ROAD TO WORLD WAR I

= 1905-1906 First Moroccan crisis: Kaiser visits Tangier as Germany attempts
to supplant France; settled to France’s satisfaction at the Algeciras
Conference
= 1908 Austria proclaims annexation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Slavic
territories it had administered since 1878; Serbia threatens war
but is powerless without Russian backing; Germany supports
Austria-Hungary, deterring Russia
= 1911 Second Moroccan crisis: German gunboat Panther appears at Agadir
in attempt to force France into colonial concessions in other areas
in return for German recognition of French claims in Morocco
= 1912 First Balkan War: Bulgaria, Serbia, and Greece defeat Turkey and
gain Thrace and Salonika; Austria-Hungary helps create Albania as
check to Serbian power
= 1913 Second Balkan War: Serbia, Greece, and Romania defeat Bulgaria
and gain territory at the latter’s expense
= 1914
June 28 Assassination of Austrian archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife
at Sarajevo
July 5 Austria seeks and obtains German backing against Serbia
July 23 Austria sends harsh ultimatum to Serbia
July 25 Serbia rejects some terms of ultimatum; seeks Russian support
July 26 British foreign minister Sir Edward Grey proposes conference to
resolve the crisis; Germany and Austria reject proposal
July 28 Austria declares war on Serbia
July 29 Austrian forces bombard Belgrade; Russia mobilizes against Austria
July 30 Russia and Austria order general mobilization; French troops
withdraw ten kilometers from German border

July 31 Germany delivers ultimatum to Russia, demanding demobilization;
Russia does not reply

August 1 Germany declares war on Russia; British fleet mobilizes; France
mobilizes as German forces invade Luxembourg

August 2 Germany demands unimpeded passage through Belgium
August 3 Belgium rejects German ultimatum; Germany declares war on France

August 4  German troops march into Belgium; Britain declares war on Germany
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STUDY QUESTIONS

1.

2.
3.

Was World War I inevitable? If so, why and when? If not, when and how
could it have been avoided?
How might you apply Waltz’s images to the origins of World War I?
Which of the following factors do you consider most significant in
explaining the outbreak of World War I?
. alliance systems
. public opinion
. military doctrine or military leadership (specify countries)
. political leadership (specify countries)
. economic pressures or forces

misperception
. other (specify)
Thucydides argues that the underlying cause of the Peloponnesian War
was the growth of Athenian power and the fear this caused in Sparta. To
what extent was World War I caused by the growth of German power
and the fear this caused in Britain? Or the growth of Russian power and
the fear this caused in Germany?
To what extent, if any, was World War I “accidental”? Does it make sense
to talk about “accidental” wars? What about “unintended” ones? What
kind of war was intended? By whom?
What do realist, liberal, and constructivist approaches add to our under-
standing of the origins of World War I?
What are some “lessons” from 1914 that might help policy makers avoid
war today?
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Victorious Allied leaders Georges Clemenceau, Woodrow Wilson, and David Lloyd George
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THE RISE AND FALL OF COLLECTIVE SECURITY

World War I caused enormous social disruption and shock waves of revul-
sion at the senseless slaughter (Table 1). Balance-of-power politics was widely
blamed for the war. Woodrow Wilson, the American president during World
War I, was a classic nineteenth-century liberal who regarded balance-of-power
policies as immoral because they violated democratic principles and national
self-determination. He argued, “The balance of power is the great game now
forever discredited. It’s the old and evil order that prevailed before this war.
The balance of power is a thing that we can do without in the future.”!

Wilson had a point, because balance-of-power policies do not give priority to
democracy or peace. As we have seen, the balance of power is a way to preserve the
sovereign state system. States act to prevent any state from becoming preponderant.
The resulting balance of power allows for war or violations of self-determination if
that is the only way to preserve independence. However, World War I was so dev-
astating, chaotic, and brutal that many people began to think that war to preserve
the balance of power was no longer tolerable. But if the world could not afford a
balance-of-power system, what would take its place?

Sovereign states could not be abolished, Wilson admitted, but force could
be tamed by law and institutions, as it was at the domestic level. The liberal
solution was to develop international institutions analogous to domestic leg-
islatures and courts, so that democratic procedures could be applied at the

TABLE 1

War Deaths, 1914-1918

COUNTRY DEATHS
Austria-Hungary 1,250,000
Britain (including empire) 900,000
Bulgaria 100,000
France 1,500,000
Germany 1,750,000
Italy 600,000
Romania 300,000
Russia 1,750,000
Serbia 50,000
Turkey 30,000
United States 112,000
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international level. Some liberals of the day thought that not only was World
War I fought to make the world safe for democracy, but in turn democ-
racy could make the world more peaceful. In January 1918, Wilson issued
a fourteen-point statement of America’s reasons for entering the war. The
fourteenth point was the most important. It called for “a general association
of nations [he meant states] to be formed under specific covenants for the
purpose of affording mutual guarantees of political independence and ter-
ritorial integrity to great and small states alike.” In effect, Wilson wanted to
change the international system from one based on balance-of-power politics
to another based on collective security.

The League of Nations

Although critics called Wilson a utopian, he believed that organizing interna-
tional security could be a practical approach to world politics. He knew mere
paper agreements and treaties would not be sufficient; organizations and rules
were needed to implement the agreements and enforce the rules. This is why
Wilson put so much faith in the idea of a League of Nations. Moral force was
important, but a military force was necessary to back it up. Security had to be
a collective responsibility. If all nonaggressive states banded together, Wilson
believed, the preponderance of power would be on the side of the Good. Inter-
national security would be a collective responsibility in which nonaggressive
countries would form a coalition against aggressors. Peace would be indivisible.

How could the states bring about such a new system of collective security?
First, make aggression illegal and outlaw offensive war. Second, deter aggres-
sion by forming a coalition of all nonaggressive states. If all pledged to aid
any state that was a victim anywhere in the world, a preponderance of power
would exist on the side of the nonaggressive forces. Third, if deterrence failed
and aggression occurred, all states would agree to punish the state that com-
mitted aggression. This doctrine of collective security bore some similarities to
balance-of-power policies in that states tried to deter aggression by developing
a powerful coalition, and if deterrence failed they were willing to use force.

But there were three important differences between the collective-security
and balance-of-power approaches. First, in collective security the focus was on
the aggressive policies of a state rather than its capacity. This contrasted with
balance-of-power politics, in which alliances were created against any state that
was becoming too strong; that is, the focus was on the capacity of states. Second,
unlike in a balance-of-power system in which coalitions were formed in advance,
coalitions in a collective-security system could not be predetermined because it
was not known which states would be aggressors. However, once aggression
occurred, all states would band against the aggressor. Third, collective security
was designed to be global and universal, with no neutrals or free riders. If too
many countries were neutral, the coalition of the Good might appear weak and
diminish the coalition’s ability to deter or punish the aggressor.

The doctrine of collective security was embodied in the Covenant of the
League of Nations, which, in turn, was part of the treaties that ended World
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War 1. Several of the articles of the League of Nations Covenant were espe-
cially noteworthy. In Article 10, states pledged to protect all members against
aggression. In Article 11, any war or threat of war was declared to be of con-
cern to all states. In Articles 12 and 135, states agreed to submit their disputes
to arbitration and not to go to war until three months after arbitration failed.
Article 16, the critical article, said any war disregarding the League of Nations
procedures would be regarded as a declaration of war against all the members
of the League of Nations. The state that started a war would be immediately
subject to economic sanctions, and the Council of the League might recom-
mend further military measures.

This sounds straightforward, but there were ambiguities. All members had
to agree to apply collective security. Each state had a veto. When states signed
the Covenant they agreed to abide by Article 16, but in practice it was up
to each state to decide what kinds of sanctions to apply and how to imple-
ment them; they were not bound by any higher authority. Thus, the League of
Nations was not a move toward world government in which a higher author-
ity could commit the member states to certain policies. It was not the end of
the anarchic system of states, but rather an effort to make the states collec-
tively discipline unruly members.

Collective security implicates two related concepts: sovereignty and inter-
national law. The definition of sovereignty, as we have seen, is very simple:
legal supremacy within a given territory. As championed by state moralists
and as recognized by the League of Nations, the sovereignty of the state is
absolute and inviolable; a state government has full authority within its bor-
ders. It can limit that authority only with its own consent—that is, if a govern-
ment signs a treaty allowing another government to have some influence in its
domains, or agreeing to be bound by the decisions of others. These are agreed
limitations rather than an infringement of sovereignty. Thus, by signing on to
the League of Nations, states would voluntarily give up some sovereignty to
the international community in return for the guarantees of collective security
and international law.

As understood by Wilson and implied in the League of Nations charter,
international law transcended national law and hence sovereignty in particu-
lar situations. Ever since the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, a central tenet of
international law has been that states are sovereign except when they violate
international law, in which case they are subject to punishment. Collective
security was to international law what the police are to domestic law. How-
ever, international law enjoyed far less acceptance among states than domestic
law. Many states refused to be constrained by international law and saw com-
pliance as voluntary rather than mandatory.

The United States and the League of Nations

The unwillingness of some states to relinquish a degree of sovereignty in
exchange for collective security lay at the heart of one of the League’s most
notable weaknesses: the failure of the United States to join its own creation.



The Failure of Collective Security and World War 11

The American Senate refused to ratify the Treaty of Versailles, which con-
tained language endorsing the creation of the League of Nations. As a result,
the collective-security system had to function without what would have been
its biggest player.

Why did the United States hold back when, to a large extent, the League
was an American liberal plan to reorder world politics? After World War I,
most Americans wanted to return to “normalcy.” Many defined “normal”
as avoiding involvement in international affairs. Opponents of American
involvement in world affairs claimed that the Monroe Doctrine of 1823
limited American interests to the Western Hemisphere, and noted George
Washington’s warning that the United States should avoid open-ended for-
eign commitments. The leader of this opposition to the League of Nations,
Senator Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts, feared that Article 16 of the
Covenant would dilute both American sovereignty and the constitutional
power of the Senate to declare war. Lodge suspected the United States might
be drawn into distant wars on the basis of the League’s decisions to enforce
collective security rather than by the Senate’s decision or the will of the
American people.

The debate between President Wilson and his opponents is sometimes
portrayed as a clash between idealism and realism, but it can also be seen
as a debate between different forms of American moralism. Wilson’s obdu-
rate refusal to negotiate terms with Lodge—one of his more notable char-
acter traits, as Alexander and Juliette George point out in their fascinating
psychobiography?—was part of the problem. But the Senate’s resistance
reflected a long-standing American attitude toward the balance of power
in Europe. Opponents of the League believed that European states pursued
immoral policies in the name of the balance of power, and that America
should not become an active player in such games. In fact, however, the
United States was able to ignore the balance of power in the nineteenth
century because Americans were enjoying a free ride behind Britain’s fleet.
Other European countries could not penetrate the Western Hemisphere to
threaten Americans. And though the United States was isolationist toward
Europe, it was not at all isolationist when it came to interfering in the
affairs of its weak neighbors in Central America, Mexico, or Cuba. At the
end of World War I Americans were torn between two forms of moralism,
and the isolationist impulse toward the European balance of power won.
The result was that the country that had tipped the balance of power in
World War I refused to accept responsibility for the postwar order.

The Early Days of the League

What France wanted more than anything else at the end of World War I was a
set of military guarantees ensuring that Germany could not rise again. Because
the United States would not join the League of Nations, France pressed Britain
for a security guarantee and military preparations in case Germany recovered.
Britain resisted on the grounds that such an alliance would be against the
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A LIBERAL VISION

My conception of the League of Nations is just this, that it shall operate as the
organized moral force of men throughout the world, and that whenever or wherever
wrong and aggression are planned or contemplated, this searching light of conscience
shall be turned upon them.

— Woodrow Wilson®

spirit of collective security, because it would identify the aggressor in advance.
Moreover, Britain saw France as stronger than Germany and argued there was
no need for an alliance, even on traditional balance-of-power terms. Britain
said it was important to reintegrate Germany into the international system,
just as the Congress of Vienna had brought France back into the Concert of
Europe at the end of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815. War passions had abated
more quickly in Britain than in France, and the British felt it was time to
appease the Germans by bringing them back into the process.

Unmoved by these arguments, France formed alliances with Poland,
which had been reborn at the end of World War I, and with the “Little
Entente,” the new states of Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, and Romania,
which had emerged out of the former Austro-Hungarian Empire. The French
policy fell between two stools: Not only were these alliances against the spirit
of collective security, but they did not do very much for France in terms of
the balance of power. Poland was on bad terms with its neighbors and, as
France’s ally, acted as a poor substitute for Russia, which had been ostra-
cized because of the Bolshevik Revolution. The Little Entente states were
destabilized by ethnic problems and domestic divisions, and as a result were also
feeble allies.

Germany emerged from World War I enormously weakened (Figure 1). It
lost 25,000 square miles of territory that had been home to 7 million people.
Signed in June 1919, the Treaty of Versailles forced Germany to reduce its
army to only 100,000 men and prohibited it from having an air force. The
treaty contained the famous “war guilt clause,” placing the blame for war
solely on Germany. Because the victors believed that Germany was respon-
sible, they argued Germany should pay for its costs. The reparations bill was
$33 billion, a sum Germans thought impossibly high given their damaged eco-
nomic position. When they initially failed to pay, France sent troops to occupy
Germany’s Ruhr industrial area until they did. After engaging in passive resist-
ance, Germany suffered enormous inflation that wiped out the savings of its
middle class. That, in turn, removed one of the sources of internal stability as
the Weimar Republic struggled to create democracy.

Italy had never been keen on the Paris peace treaties or the League
of Nations. Italy had originally been allied with Germany and Austria-
Hungary, but at the beginning of the war, the Italians decided they would
get a better payoff from the Allies and switched sides. In the secret Treaty of
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London signed in 19135, Italy was promised compensation at the expense of
the part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire that became postwar Yugoslavia.
The Italians expected that these promises would be honored, but Woodrow
Wilson objected to such old-fashioned spoils-of-war behavior. In addition,
after Benito Mussolini and the fascists took power in 1922, one of their
foreign policy aims was to gain glory and finally fulfill the destiny of a new
Roman Empire. These goals were inconsistent with the new vision of collec-

tive security.

With such a start, it is remarkable the League was able to achieve anything
at all. Yet 1924-1930 was a period of relative successes. Plans were made to
scale down the reparations Germany had to pay. In 1924, governments signed
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a protocol on the peaceful settlement of disputes in which they promised to
arbitrate their differences. Perhaps most important, in 1925, the Treaty of
Locarno allowed Germany to enter the League of Nations and gave Germany
a seat on its council.

The Treaty of Locarno had two aspects. In the west, Germany guaran-
teed that its borders with France and Belgium would be inviolable. Alsace-
Lorraine, taken by Bismarck in the Franco-Prussian War (1870-1871), had
been returned to France by the Treaty of Versailles, and Germany promised
to demilitarize a zone along the Rhine. Locarno reaffirmed those results. In
the east, Germany promised to arbitrate before pursuing changes in its eastern
borders with Poland and Czechoslovakia. This second clause should have set
off a warning bell, however, for there were now two kinds of borders around
Germany—an inviolable part in the west and a negotiable part in the east. But
at that time, these agreements looked like progress.

The League managed to settle some minor disputes, such as one between
Greece and Bulgaria, and it began a process of disarmament negotiations. Fol-
lowing up on the 1921 Washington Conference, in which the United States,
Britain, France, Italy, and Japan had agreed to a measure of naval disarma-
ment, the League organized a preparatory commission for broader disar-
mament talks, setting the scene for a worldwide conference that finally met
(too late) in 1932. In addition, in 1928, states agreed to outlaw war in the
Kellogg-Briand Pact, named after the American and French foreign ministers.
Most important, the League became a center of diplomatic activity. Although
not members, the Americans and the Russians began to send observers to the
League meetings in Geneva. The world financial collapse in October 1929
and the success of the National Socialist (or Nazi) Party in the 1930 German
elections were harbingers of problems to come, yet there was still a sense of
progress at the September 1930 annual assembly of the League of Nations. But
that optimism about the collective-security system was dispelled by two crises
in the 1930s over Manchuria and Ethiopia.

The Manchurian Failure

To understand the Manchurian case, we must understand the situation in
Japan. Japan had transformed itself from a potential victim of imperialist
aggression in the mid-nineteenth century to a very successful imperialist power
by the century’s end. Japan defeated Russia in the Russo-Japanese War (1904-
1905), colonized Korea in 1910, and joined the Allies in World War I. After
the war, Japan sought recognition as a major power. Europeans and Americans
resisted. At the Paris peace talks in 1919, the Western governments rejected
a Japanese proposal that the Covenant of the League affirm the principle
of racial equality. This decision mirrored the domestic political sentiment in
the American Congress, which, in the 1920s, passed racist laws excluding
Japanese immigrants. Simultaneously, Britain ended its bilateral treaty with
Japan. Many Japanese thought the rules were changed just as they were about
to enter the club of the great powers.*
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China was the other actor in the Manchurian crisis. The 1911 revolu-
tion led to the fall of the Manchu or Qing dynasty that had ruled China
since 1644 and established a republic. But the country quickly fell into chaos
as regional civil wars broke out among contending warlords. Manchuria,
though part of China, was under the sway of one of these warlords and
maintained a quasi-independent status. With Chiang Kai-shek (1887-1975)
as chief military adviser to the republic, the Chinese Nationalist movement
tried to unify the country and bitterly criticized the unequal treaties that had
humiliated and exploited China ever since the end of the imperialist Opium
Wars of the nineteenth century. As the Nationalists gained strength in the
1920s, friction with Japan increased, and China declared a boycott against
Japanese goods.

Meanwhile, in Japan, military and civilian factions contended for dom-
inance. The global economic crisis that began in the late 1920s left Japan,
an island nation, extremely vulnerable. The military cliques gained the upper
hand. In September 1931, the Japanese army staged an incident along the
Manchurian Railway, where they had had a right to station troops since the
Russo-Japanese War. This act of sabotage on the Manchurian Railway pro-
vided Japan with a pretext to take over all of Manchuria. Although Japan
said its actions were intended to protect the Manchurian Railway, it went fur-
ther and set up a Japanese-controlled puppet state called Manchukuo, install-
ing China’s last Manchu emperor, Pu Yi, as its ruler. China appealed to the
League of Nations to condemn Japan’s aggression, but Japan prevented pas-
sage of a resolution asking it to withdraw its troops. In December 1931, the
League agreed to send a committee under the British statesman Victor Bulwer-
Lytton to investigate the events in Manchuria. Lord Lytton finally reported to
the League in October 1932. His report identified Japan as the aggressor and
rejected Japan’s pretext as an unjustified intervention. Although his report rec-
ommended that the members of the League of Nations not recognize the state
of Manchukuo, it did not call for applying Article 16 sanctions against Japan.
In February 1933, the Assembly of the League of Nations voted 42 to 1 to
accept Lytton’s report on the Japanese invasion of Manchuria. The one oppos-
ing vote was Japan, which then announced its intention to withdraw from the
League of Nations. Overall, the Manchurian case showed the procedures of
the League of Nations to be slow, cautious, and totally ineffective. The Man-
churian episode tested the League, and it failed.

The Ethiopian Debacle

The last great test of the League of Nations’ collective-security system came in
Ethiopia in 1935. This time sanctions were applied, but the outcome was again
failure. Italy had long planned to annex Ethiopia; not only was it near Italy’s
colonies in Eritrea on the Red Sea, but the ruling Italian fascists felt affronted
that the Ethiopians had defeated an Italian effort to colonize them during the
imperialist era in the nineteenth century. Fascist ideologists argued that this
historic “wrong” should be rectified. Between 1934 and 19335, Italy provoked
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incidents on the border between Ethiopia and Eritrea. It did so despite the
existence of a peace treaty between Ethiopia and Italy, despite the fact that
Italy had signed the Kellogg-Briand Pact outlawing war, and despite its com-
mitment as a member of the League of Nations to arbitrate for three months
before doing anything.

In October 1935, Italy invaded Ethiopia. The invasion was a clear-cut
case of aggression, and the Council of the League avoided an Italian veto by
the procedural device of calling for a special conference to decide what sanc-
tions to impose against Italy. Fifty states attended, and eight days after the
invasion the conference recommended to member states that they impose four
sanctions: an embargo on the sale of all military goods to Italy; a prohibition
against loans to Italy; cessation of imports from Italy; and refusal to sell cer-
tain goods that could not be easily bought elsewhere, such as rubber and tin.
But three things were missing: Italy was still allowed to buy steel, coal, and oil;
diplomatic relations were not broken; and Britain did not close the Suez Canal
to Italy, allowing it to continue shipment of materials to Eritrea.

Why didn’t the members of the League of Nations do more? There was
general optimism that the recommended sanctions would force Italy to with-
draw from Ethiopia. Sanctions certainly had an effect on the Italian econ-
omy: Italian exports declined by about one-third during the following year,
the value of the Italian lira declined, and there were estimates that Italy’s
gold reserves would be exhausted in nine months. But aside from inflicting
economic damage, sanctions did not cause Mussolini to change his policies
toward Ethiopia. The anger of Britain and France over Ethiopia was more
than offset by their concern for the European balance of power. Britain
and France wanted to avoid alienating Italy because Germany, now under
Hitler’s leadership, was regaining its strength, and Britain and France thought
it would be useful to have Italy in a coalition to balance Germany. In 1934,
when it looked as though Hitler would annex Austria, Mussolini moved
Italian troops to the Austrian border, and Hitler backed down. The British
and French therefore hoped Mussolini could be persuaded to join a coalition
against Germany.

Traditional diplomats did not fight the League of Nations’ collective-
security system; they reinterpreted it according to the old balance-of-power
approach. From a balance-of-power perspective, the last thing they wanted
was to become involved in a distant conflict in Africa when there were press-
ing problems in the heart of Europe. Distant aggression in Africa, said the
traditional realists, was not a threat to European security. Conciliation and
negotiation were needed to bring the Italians back into the coalition to balance
Germany. Not surprisingly, the British and French began to get cold feet about
sanctions. Sir Samuel Hoare and Pierre Laval, the British and French foreign
ministers, met in December 1935 and drew up a plan that divided Ethiopia
into two parts, one Italian and the other a League of Nations zone. When
someone leaked this plan to the press, there was outrage in Britain. Accused
of having sold out the League of Nations and collective security, Hoare was
forced to resign.
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But within three months, British opinion turned again. In March 1936,
Hitler denounced the Locarno treaties and marched German troops into the
demilitarized Rhineland. Britain and France immediately stopped worrying
about Ethiopia. They met with Italy to consult about how to restore the bal-
ance of power in Europe. Consequently, the balance of power in Europe pre-
vailed over the application of the collective-security doctrine in Africa. In May
1936, the Italians completed their military victory, and by July the sanctions
were removed.

The best line in this tragedy was spoken by the Haitian delegate to the
League of Nations: “Great or small, strong or weak, near or far, white or
colored, let us never forget that one day we may be somebody’s Ethiopia.”®
Within a few years, most European nations fell prey to Hitler’s aggression
in World War II. The world’s first efforts at collective security were a dis-
mal failure.

Follow Up

®  George Scott, The Rise and Fall of the League of Nations (New York: Macmillan, 1974).

B Graham Ross, The Great Powers and the Decline of the European States System, 1919-1945
(London: Longman, 1983), pp. 109-126.

THE ORIGINS OF WORLD WAR II

World War II overshadows all other wars in terms of its human costs, esti-
mated to be between 35 and 50 million people. The war was noted for
advances in weaponry. Tanks and planes that had just been introduced and
played an insignificant role in World War I dominated World War II. Radar
played a significant role, for example, in the Battle of Britain, one of the turn-
ing points in World War II. And at the end of the war, of course, the atomic
bomb ushered in the dawn of the nuclear age.

World War II ended with unconditional surrender. Unlike World War I,
the Allies occupied Germany and Japan and transformed their societies dur-
ing the occupation. The “German problem” was solved for half a century by
dividing Germany. World War II also created a bipolar world in which the
United States and the Soviet Union emerged from the conflict much stronger
than the world’s former great powers. The war represented the end of Europe
as the arbiter of the balance of power. Now Europe became an arena where
outsiders contended, somewhat like Germany before 1870. The end of World
War I in 1945 created the framework for world order until 1989.

Hitler's War?

World War II (1939-1945) is often called “Hitler’s war.” While true, this
label is too simple. World War II was also old business, Act II of the Great
War that ended Europe’s hegemony in 1918; the interwar period was only an
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I Hitler greeted by the Reichstag in 1939

intermission. Hitler wanted war, but not the war we now know as World War
II. He wanted a short, sharp war. Another reason it was not simply Hitler’s
war was the war in the Pacific. Hitler had continually, but unsuccessfully,
urged the Japanese to attack the British colony of Singapore or to attack Sibe-
ria to divert Soviet troops away from Europe. Japan did neither; it surprised
Hitler by attacking the American naval base at Pear] Harbor instead. The war
in the Pacific, while part of World War II, had different origins and was more
a traditional imperial effort at regional hegemony.

On the other hand, we can go too far in emphasizing other causes. Some
historians have nearly exonerated Hitler. A. J. P. Taylor argues that while
Hitler was a terrible person and a very unpleasant adventurer, he was merely
an opportunist stepping into the power vacuums created by the appeasement
policies of the Western democracies. But Taylor goes too far. For example,
Hitler’s 1924 book, Mein Kampf, set forth a vague plan that Taylor dismisses
as Hitler’s ranting in resentment of the French invasion of the Ruhr. But Hitler
wrote another, secret book in 1928 that repeated many of the arguments in
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ONE HISTORIAN’S VIEW OF HITLER

Here, it seems to me, is the key to the problem whether Hitler deliberately aimed at
war. He did not so much aim at war as expect it to happen, unless he could evade

it by some ingenious trick, as he had evaded civil war at home. Those who have evil
motives easily attribute them to others; and Hitler expected others to do what he
would have done in their place.

—A. J. P. Taylor, The Origins of the Second World War®

Mein Kampf. Even if it was not a detailed plan, it was a clear indication of
what he wanted to do.

Taylor also deals too lightly with the “Hossbach memorandum.” Colonel
Hossbach, an aide to Hitler, took notes at a meeting at Berchtesgaden in 1937
that detailed Hitler’s plan to seize foreign territory by 1943, before Germany’s
adversaries had fully rearmed. Hitler knew it was important to take opportu-
nities when they arose in the east, and that Austria and Czechoslovakia would
be his first targets. Taylor dismisses the importance of this memo by saying
it was not an official memorandum. Since Taylor wrote, additional evidence
has come to light. We know Hitler talked often of this timetable and of these
objectives. The Hossbach memorandum generally predicted Hitler’s actions.

Hitler’s Strategy

Hitler had four options after he came to power in 1933, and he rejected three of
them. He could have chosen passivity, accepting Germany’s weakened interna-
tional position. He could have tried enrichment through economic growth (like
Japan after World War II) and led Germany to international influence through
industrial expansion. He could have limited bis goals to revision of the Treaty
of Versailles and regained some of Germany’s 1918 losses. This option seemed
likely even if some other leader had come to power in Germany. By the 1930s,
the Western democracies were sensitive to the injustice of blaming Germany for
all of World War I. But these three strategies were rejected by Hitler, who chose
instead an expansionist strategy to break out from what he saw as Germany’s
containment. In his view, Germany, stuck in the middle of Europe, could not
live forever encircled. It had to gain land. He would go east for living space,
expand his base, and at a later stage go for a larger world role.

Hitler followed this fourth option through four phases. First, he set out
to destroy the Versailles framework through a very clever set of diplomatic
maneuvers. In October 1933, he withdrew from the League of Nations and
from the disarmament conference the League had convened. He blamed the
withdrawal on the French, who he said were not willing to cut their forces,
thereby making it impossible for Germany to continue in the League or the
conference. In January 1934, he signed a treaty with Poland, disrupting the
arrangements France had been trying to make with Poland and the smaller
Eastern European states through the “Little Entente.” In March 1935, Hitler
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denounced the military clauses of the Versailles treaty, saying Germany would
no longer be restricted to an army of 100,000. Instead, he announced plans to
triple the army and build an air force.

The British, French, and Italians met at Stresa (in Italy) to respond to
Hitler’s activities, but before they could reach a consensus, Hitler invited
Britain to enter negotiations on a naval treaty. Britain leapt at the opportu-
nity, thereby disrupting any coordinated response from the Stresa meeting. In
March 1936, when events in Ethiopia diverted attention from central Europe,
Hitler moved his troops into the Rhineland, which had been demilitarized
by the Locarno Pact. He blamed France for forcing him to do this, claiming
France had destroyed the Locarno treaty by developing an arrangement with
the Soviet Union. He dropped hints that he might return to the League of
Nations after the other states in Europe accepted his views about the revisions
of the Versailles treaty, a clever maneuver that played on guilt and uncer-
tainty in many Western capitals.

The second phase (1936-1940) was Hitler’s expansion into the small
countries neighboring Germany. In 1936, Hitler outlined a four-year economic
plan for a military buildup in order to be ready for war by 1940. He signed
the Axis Pact with Italy and an Anti-Comintern Pact with Japan. (Founded
by Lenin in 1919 to foment worldwide Bolshevik-style revolution, the Com-
munist International, or Comintern, changed its policy in 1935 under Stalin
to support so-called “Popular Front” governments—antifascist coalitions
comprised of socialists, anarchists, and “bourgeois parties.”) Hitler also inter-
vened on the side of the fascists in their war against a left-wing, democratically
elected, popular-front government in Spain. Hitler justified sending troops and
bombers to support the fascist general Francisco Franco in the Spanish Civil
War (1936-1939) as part of the protection of the West against the threat of
Bolshevism. In 1937, Spain became a testing ground for Germany’s military
muscle when Hitler’s pilots bombed defenseless civilian populations and anni-
hilated the Basque city of Guernica, a savage attack immortalized in what
many regard as Pablo Picasso’s best and most disturbing painting. Despite
widespread international outcry, France, Great Britain, and the United States
did little or nothing to defend the Spanish Republic. The following year, Chan-
cellor Kurt von Schuschnigg of Austria called for a plebiscite on whether Aus-
tria should reunite with Germany, hoping that the Austrian people would vote
against it before Hitler forced it upon them. But Hitler intervened. In the 1938
anschluss (“coming together”), German troops marched into Vienna, ending
Austrian independence.

Czechoslovakia was next. Hitler pressured Czechoslovakia by pushing the
issue of national self-determination for the 3 million Germans in the Sude-
tenland section of Czechoslovakia. This area where Czechoslovakia borders
Germany was militarily important because it included the Bohemian moun-
tains, the natural line of defense for Czechoslovakia and the logical place
for it to resist a potential German attack. Hitler argued that the post—-World
War I settlement that put these German-speaking people in Czechoslovakian
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territory was a violation of their self-determination and another example of
the perfidy of the Western countries. He demanded that the German-speaking
territory be permitted to leave Czechoslovakia to join the German fatherland.
The Czechs became worried and mobilized portions of their reserves. That
infuriated Hitler, who vowed to crush Czechoslovakia.

These events also alarmed Britain, which did not want war to break out in
Europe. Neville Chamberlain, the British prime minister from 1937 to 1940,
made three trips to Germany to try to stave off war. Chamberlain believed
it was not possible for Britain to defend Czechoslovakia because of the dis-
tance, and because Britain had no troops on the Continent. More important,
he did not think Czechoslovakia was worth war, and he knew Britain was not
ready for war. As the bombing of Guernica had shown, air power was becom-
ing more significant, fear of bombing campaigns was growing, and Cham-
berlain realized the British air defense and radar systems were not ready for
an air war. (Some British officials also thought that Sudeten Germans had a
valid complaint about being forcibly detached from Germany and given to
Czechoslovakia after World War 1.) For this combination of reasons, Cham-
berlain met with Hitler at Munich in September 1938 and agreed to the parti-
tion of Czechoslovakia, giving the Sudetenland to Germany if Hitler would
promise to leave the rest of Czechoslovakia alone. Hitler promised, and Cham-
berlain returned to Britain claiming that he had saved Czechoslovakia and
achieved “peace for our time.”

Only six months later, in March 1939, German troops rolled into the rest
of Czechoslovakia and took the capital city, Prague. A shocked Britain realized
Hitler might seek further conquests and that his next target might be Poland.
Divided in the eighteenth century, Poland was re-created as a state after World
War I and given a corridor to the port of Danzig on the Baltic Sea, though
the area included German-speaking people. Once again, Hitler used the same
tactics. He claimed that having German-speaking people inside Polish territory
was a violation of self-determination, another example of the perfidy of the
Versailles treaty. This time, Britain and France tried to deter Hitler by issuing
a guarantee to defend Poland.

Hitler then pulled off a brilliant diplomatic coup. Despite having said he
would protect the West against Bolshevism, Hitler suddenly signed a treaty
with Stalin in August 1939. The pact gave Hitler a free hand to do what he
wanted in the West. It also included a secret protocol for another partition of
Poland. Stalin and Hitler each agreed to take a part. Hitler seized his part by
starting a war against Poland on September 1, 1939. This time, he was not
looking for another Munich agreement in which the British would step in and
give him part of Poland in return for promises of moderation.

Phase three of Hitler’s strategy was short. Germany achieved military mas-
tery on the Continent in 1940 (Figure 2). After Hitler took Poland, things were
temporarily quiet; this period was called the “phony war.” Hitler expected
Britain to sue for peace. In the spring of 1940, however, Hitler feared Britain
would move troops to Norway. He preempted a British landing in Norway by
sending his troops there first. Then he launched his blitzkrieg into Holland,
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ANOTHER HISTORIAN’S VIEW OF HITLER

The charismatic nature of Hitler’s position as Fuhrer—a quasi-messianic
personalized form of rule that arose from the desire for national rebirth and

unity in a country traumatized by national humiliation and paralyzed by political
collapse—could of its essence not settle into “normality” or routine, or sag into
more conservative authoritarianism. Visionary goals of national redemption
through European domination and racial purification were at the heart of the
regime. These meant constant dynamism and self-perpetuating, intensifying
radicalism. The longer the regime lasted, the more megalomaniac were its aims,
the more boundless its destructiveness. Its gamble for world supremacy meant an
alliance against extremely powerful allies. It was a gamble against the odds, in
which the regime asked its own destruction and that of Germany itself. This was
Nazism’s essential irrationality. Hitler’s charismatic leadership implied, therefore,
not just an unprecedented capacity for destruction, but also an inbuilt tendency for
self-destruction. In this sense the suicide of the German dictator on 30 April 1945
was not merely a welcome but also a logical end to the Third Reich.

—Ian Kershaw, “Hitler and the Nazi Dictatorship”®

Belgium, and France. Sending his tanks through the supposedly impenetrable
Ardennes Forest in May 1940, Hitler took the French and British by surprise.
He had skirted the Maginot Line of French fortifications that guarded most of
the French border with Germany. German forces drove the British troops back
to the port of Dunkirk, where they had to leave their equipment and evacu-
ate what was left of the men across the English Channel. Thus, Hitler became
master of the European continent west of the Soviet Union through a brilliant
set of moves in 1940.

The fourth phase of Hitler’s plans, “the phase of overreaching” (1941-
1945), unleashed the full-scale war. Hitler had long wanted to move east against
the Soviet Union. But he wanted to dispose of Britain first to avoid the possibil-
ity of a war on two fronts. If he could gain air supremacy, he could then cross
the channel and invade Britain. But Hitler’s air force was defeated in the Battle
of Britain (July—October 1940). Unable to gain air supremacy, Hitler was faced
with a conundrum: Should he put off his plans to attack the Soviet Union?

Hitler decided to attack the Soviet Union even though he had been unable
to defeat Britain, thinking he could beat Stalin quickly, and then go at Britain
once again. Furthermore, he believed that attacking the Soviet Union would
deprive the British of any potential alliance with the Soviet Union. In June
1941, Hitler attacked the Soviet Union, a massive mistake. In December 1941,
after the Japanese attacked Pear] Harbor, he made another huge mistake: He
declared war on the United States. Hitler probably did this to keep Japan
locked into the war, since he had been urging Japan to join him, and he took
the occasion to unleash his U-boat campaign against American shipping. In
doing so, he also unleashed the global war that ended his Third Reich.
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The Role of the Individual

What role did Hitler’s personality play in causing World War II? It was prob-
ably not the crucial factor in the first phase. The Western democracies were so
guilt-ridden, weak, and internally divided that any clever German nationalist
probably would have been able to revise the Versailles system. But the second
and third phases that brought mastery over Europe depended on Hitler’s skill,
audacity, and bellicose nature. He often overruled his conservative generals
and staff. Hitler wanted war and was willing to take risks. The fourth phase,
which brought on global war and failure, is also attributable to two aspects of
Hitler’s personality. First, Hitler’s appetite grew with the eating. He was con-
vinced of his own genius, but that conviction led him to two crucial mistakes:
invading the Soviet Union before he finished off Britain; and declaring war
on the United States, which gave Franklin Roosevelt, the American president
from 1933 to 1943, a pretext to become engaged in a war in Europe as well as
in the Pacific (Roosevelt had been eager to join Britain in war against Hitler,
but was unable to bring along a wary Congress until after Pearl Harbor).

Hitler’s other great flaw was his racist ideology. Promoting the myth of
a superior Aryan master race deprived him of critical assets. For example,
when Germany first invaded the Soviet Union, many Ukrainians and others
revolted against Stalin’s brutality. But Hitler regarded the Slavs as an inferior
people, unworthy of an alliance with him against Stalin. He also thought the
United States was weak because of its population of blacks and Jews. He used
to joke about Roosevelt having a Jewish ancestor. He failed to understand
that American pluralism could be a source of strength. Moreover, his anti-
Semitism led him to expel some of the scientists crucial to developing the
atomic bomb. In short, his individual leadership was a crucial factor in World
War II. The kind of war it was and its outcome depended very much on
Hitler’s monomaniacal personality.®

Systemic and Domestic Causes

Of course, there were also other causes. World War II was more than just
Hitler’s war, and that is the value of A. J. P. Taylor’s interpretation. There
were systemic causes, both structural and procedural. At the structural level,
World War I did not solve the German problem. The Versailles treaty was
harsh enough to stir up German nationalism, but not harsh enough to leave
the Germans incapable of doing something about it. Furthermore, the absence
of the United States and the Soviet Union from the balance of power until
very late in the game meant that Germany was undeterred from pursuing
its expansionist policies. In addition, the processes of the international sys-
tem were immoderate. Germany was a revisionist state bent on destroying
the Versailles treaty system. In addition, the growth of ideologies—the great
“isms” of fascism and communism—engendered hatred and hindered com-
munication in the 1930s.

Three domestic-level changes were also particularly important. First,
the Western democracies were torn apart by class cleavages and ideological
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disputes. Coordinated foreign policy making was nearly impossible. For exam-
ple, when Léon Blum, a French socialist, came to power after 1936, French
conservatives used the slogan, “Better Hitler Than Blum.” In 1939, the British
conservative government sent a mission to Moscow to see whether they could
sign a treaty with Stalin, but both the mission and the government were inter-
nally divided. Before the British could make up their minds, Hitler had beat
them to it. One reason for the delay was the British upper-class reluctance to
deal with communists.

A second domestic-level cause of the war was economic collapse. The Great
Depression was systemic in the sense that it affected all countries and grew out
of the inability of the major capitalist states to establish effective international
economic coordination to deal with imbalances in transnational trade and finan-
cial flows. But the Depression had powerful effects on domestic politics and
class conflict. The enormous amount of unemployment had the political effect
of pouring gasoline on a fire: It contributed to the Nazi takeover in Germany
and weakened the governments of the Western democracies.

The third domestic cause was the U.S. policy of isolationism. The United
States came out of World War I with the world’s strongest economy, but
it refused to fully accept the responsibilities of that position. In the 1930s,
the Great Depression increased internal preoccupation and significantly deep-
ened isolationism. In his first term, President Franklin Roosevelt, along with
other Americans, paid little attention to Europe. After his reelection in 1936,
Roosevelt began to realize that if Hitler became too strong, he might domi-
nate Europe and eventually threaten the United States. In 1937, Roosevelt
began to speak about events in Europe, but the American public did not want
to get involved. In 1940, Roosevelt traded destroyers to the British in return
for military basing rights in British territories in the Western Hemisphere. In
1941, he persuaded Congress to approve “lend-lease” war supplies to Britain
to prevent it from being defeated by Hitler. However, Roosevelt was limited
by domestic opinion on how far he could go in resisting Hitler. Only Japan’s
attack on Pearl Harbor and Hitler’s subsequent declaration of war ended
America’s isolationism.

How do these domestic, personal, and systemic causes fit together? We
could say that the deep causes of World War II were systemic—the unfinished
business of World War I. The intermediate causes were largely domestic—the
social and ideological disruptions that produced Hitler in Germany and the
political and economic weaknesses in the democracies. The precipitating cause
was Adolf Hitler’s strategy for domination (see Figure 3).

HITLER’S VIEW OF HITLER

Now Poland is in the position in which I wanted her. . . . T am only afraid that at
the last moment some swine or other will submit to me a plan for mediation.

—Adolf Hitler, August 27, 1939’
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Was War Inevitable?

Was a second world war inevitable? No, but it became increasingly likely as
time passed. In 1926 (after the Locarno treaties), the likelihood diminished, but
after the Great Depression in 1929 and Hitler’s ascent to power in 1933, the
funnel of choices narrowed until the war became global in 1941 (see Figure 4).
The failure of World War I to solve “the German problem” meant there
was already in 1918 some probability of a second war. If the Western democ-
racies had chosen to appease Germany in the 1920s and treat it less punitively,
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FIGURE 4

Was War Inevitable?
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the democratic government of the Weimar Republic might have been pre-
served. Or, if the United States had ratified the Treaty of Versailles and stayed
in Europe to preserve the balance of power (as it did after 1945), Hitler might
not have risen to power. There might have been a war in Europe, but not
necessarily a world war. In the 1930s, the shock of the economic depression
fueled the rise of ideologies that glorified aggression, making war more likely.

Counterfactually, suppose Britain and France had confronted Germany
and made an alliance with the Soviet Union early in the 1930s. Or imag-
ine that the United States had joined the League of Nations. Hitler might
have been deterred or delayed. He might not have had such dramatic early
successes and might have been overthrown by his own generals, who had
contemplated such a coup several times and who had repeatedly secretly con-
tacted British officials to warn them of Hitler’s warlike intentions and to beg
them to do something to stop him.!® But because these things did not happen,
Hitler’s personality and strategy became the key precipitating cause. By the late
1930s, once Hitler began to plan war, it became almost inevitable. Even so,
some historians believe that if France and Britain had launched an offensive in
September 1939, they might have defeated Germany.

The Pacific War

The war in the Pacific had separate origins. Japan’s attention was focused on
East Asia, and it was not deeply involved in European events. In the 1920s,
Japan was far from being a perfect democracy, but it did have a parliamentary
system. However, in the 1930s, the military and extreme nationalists gained
control of the government. Their policy of imperialist expansion was widely
popular. Japan had always worried about maintaining access to the raw mate-
rials it had to import to sustain its economy. When the Depression cut Japan’s
trade, the Japanese feared that if they did not change their situation, they
would face a bleak future. Acting as a regional hegemon, Japan tried to create
what it called the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere (a wonderful euph-
emism for the conquest of one’s neighbors). Japan believed this would allow it
to resist threats from Britain and the United States, who were still major naval
powers in the Pacific.

Japan first expanded at the expense of China. Japan’s brutal war in China
brought Japan into diplomatic conflict with the United States, which supported
the Chinese Nationalists. After France fell to Hitler in 1940, the Japanese took
advantage of the opportunity to extend their control over French Indochina
(modern-day Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos). At this point, the Japanese expan-
sionists had three options. One was to strike westward against the Soviet Union.
Since clashes had already occurred between Japanese and Soviet forces along
the border in Manchuria, some people thought a Japanese-Soviet war along the
Manchurian border was most likely. The second option for the Japanese was to
strike south and seize the Dutch East Indies (today’s Indonesia), which had the
oil Japan needed. Option three was to strike east against the United States, by
far the riskiest of the three options.
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I The attack on Pearl Harbor, December 7, 1941

The Japanese eventually chose both options two and three. On December
7, 1941, they struck east against the United States and south toward Indonesia
and the Philippines. While the move south was for raw materials, the attack
on the United States is more difficult to explain. Given the disparity in power
resources, the Japanese knew they could not ultimately win a war against the
United States, but they hoped the surprise attack on Pearl Harbor would so
demoralize the United States that full-scale war would never erupt. That was
a gross miscalculation on the part of the Japanese, but from the perspective
of the Japanese government, it seemed a better risk than the sure defeat they
believed would ensue if they did nothing.

By the fall of 1941, Japanese expansionists no longer considered the Soviet
Union a viable target. Hitler’s attack on the Soviet Union had removed the
Soviet threat to Japan. At the same time, the Americans tried to deter the
Japanese from striking south by placing an embargo on oil shipments to Japan.
As President Roosevelt put it, “The United States would slip a noose around
Japan’s neck and give it a jerk now and then.” Assistant Secretary of State
Dean Acheson was quoted at the time as saying this would not lead to war
because “no rational Japanese could believe that an attack on us could result
in anything but disaster for his country.”'! But the Japanese felt that if they
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did not go to war with the United States, they would eventually suffer defeat
in any case. With 90 percent of their oil imported, they calculated that their
navy could not last for even a year if that supply were cut off; therefore, they
concluded it was better to go to war than to be slowly strangled.

In addition to restricting Japan’s oil supplies, the United States demanded
that Japan withdraw from China. The Japanese believed this would cut them off
from the area they viewed as their economic hinterland. As a Japanese military
officer explained to Emperor Hirohito, the situation was like that of a patient
with a serious illness: “An operation, while it might be extremely dangerous,
would still offer some hope of saving his life.”'? From their point of view, it
was not totally irrational for Japan to go to war because it was the least bad of
the alternatives they saw. If Germany defeated Britain, and American opinion
was discouraged by the suddenness of the attack, a negotiated peace might
result. A poorly reasoned form of the Japanese leaders’ mood was expressed by
Vice Army Chief of Staff Ko Tsukada:

In general, the prospects if we go to war are not bright. We all wonder if there
isn’t some way to proceed peacefully. There is no one who is willing to say,
“Don’t worry, even if the war is prolonged, I will assume all responsibility.”
On the other hand, it is not possible to maintain the status quo. Hence, one
unavoidably reaches the conclusion that we must go to war.!3

Of course, Japan had the option of reversing its aggression in China and
Southeast Asia, but that was unthinkable for the military leaders with their
expansionist and bellicose outlook. Thus on December 7, 1941, the Japanese
attacked Pearl Harbor (see Figure 5).

What about the three levels of analysis as applied to the Pacific war? The
role of the individual is certainly less pronounced than it was with Hitler in
Europe, but individual policy makers nonetheless influenced the trajectory
of events. In Japan, expansionist generals and admirals wanted to increase
Japan’s regional dominance and actively sought an expanded war: west to
China; south to Singapore, Indonesia, and the Philippines; and east to U.S.
possessions in the Pacific. Military leaders such as General Hideki Tojo played
a leading role in determining government policy. However, Tojo supported
policies identical to those of many other high-ranking military and political
leaders. While Hitler had military and industrial support in Germany, he made
decisions largely on his own. In Japan, there was a greater diffusion of power
at the top, and decisions were more the result of consensus among the political
and military elite.

The role of the individual was also important for determining U.S. policy.
Franklin Roosevelt was willing to impose punitive sanctions in response to
Japanese aggression in Southeast Asia, but many in Congress and through-
out America were uneasy with Roosevelt’s activist and confrontational
foreign policy. There was still strong isolationist sentiment in the United
States in 1940 and 1941. If an isolationist such as Senator Burton Wheeler of
Montana, Senator Gerald Nye of North Dakota, or Senator Hiram Johnson of
California had been president, the United States might have tried to appease
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JAPAN’S PREDICAMENT, AS SEEN BY ITS
LEADERS

Even if we should make concessions to the United States by giving up part of our
national policy for the sake of a temporary peace, the United States, its military
position strengthened, is sure to demand more and more concessions on our part;
and ultimately our empire will lie prostrate at the feet of the United States.

— Records of Japan’s 1941 Policy Conferences

Japanese aggression rather than confront it, and consequently, Japan might
never have felt the need to attack the United States. Of course, Japanese aggres-
sion would then have been unchecked, and Japan would have established itself
as the regional power in the western Pacific.

In terms of domestic and systemic causes, we have seen how at a domestic
level the increased militarism of Japan’s government made war more likely.
And as with Europe in the 1930s, the economic collapse in both Japan and the
United States affected the foreign policies of both countries. Japan became more
expansionist, while until 1940 the United States became even more isolated.
In addition, the domestic chaos in Nationalist China continued in the 1930s,
making it more vulnerable to Japanese expansion. That, in turn, increased
the influence of the militarists within Japanese domestic politics. Through-
out the interwar period, lingering resentment among the Japanese for the U.S.
unwillingness to enshrine the principle of racial equality in the Covenant of the
League of Nations poisoned relations between Tokyo and Washington. At the
system level, the Treaty of Versailles had left the ambitions of Japan in China
unsatisfied, while the economic problems of the 1930s made it more diffi-
cult for Japan to obtain the raw materials it needed by trade alone. And the
breakdown between 1931 and 1933 of the already weak League of Nations’
collective-security system in Asia removed any institutional constraints on
Japan’s imperial ambitions. Unlike the war in Europe, both the deep and inter-
mediate causes of the war in the Pacific were largely domestic—the shift toward
expansion in Japan and toward greater isolationism in the United States, and
the chaos of 1930s China. The precipitating causes were Roosevelt’s decision
to implement a full embargo in July 1941 and the resulting decision of the
Japanese military to attack the United States on December 7.

Appeasement and Two Types of War

What lessons can we draw from this? Some say the key lesson of the 1930s
is that appeasement does not work—indeed, that it is downright evil. But
appeasement is not bad per se; it is a classic tool of diplomacy. It is a policy
choice to allow for changes in the balance of power that benefit a rival state.
Rather than attempting to deter or contain the aggression of adversaries, a
state might prefer to allow its adversaries modest gains. On the eve of the
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Peloponnesian War, Corinth tried to persuade Athens that it should be allowed
to absorb Corcyra. However, Athens refused to appease Corinth and chose
instead to fight. Given subsequent events, it is possible that Athens would
have done better to appease Corinthian ambitions than to challenge them over
Corcyra. Appeasement was used successfully in 1815 when the victorious
powers appeased the defeated but still strong France. In the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, Britain very effectively appeased the rising United
States.!* We could even argue that appeasement might have been the right
policy for the Western Allies to have taken toward Germany in the 1920s,
particularly since the British were especially willing to try appeasement when
it would satisfy “legitimate grievances” (many in Britain came to have seri-
ous moral qualms about the Treaty of Versailles’ territorial dismemberment of
Germany)."> One of the great ironies of the interwar period is that the West
confronted Germany in the 1920s when it should have been appeased and
appeased Germany in the 1930s when it should have been confronted.

Appeasement was the wrong approach to Hitler, but British prime min-
ister Neville Chamberlain was not such a coward as the Munich experience
makes him out to be. He wanted to avoid another world war. In July 1938,
he said,

When I think of those four terrible years [1914-1918] and I think of the 7 million
young men who were cut off in their prime and 13 million who were maimed
and mutilated, the misery and suffering of the mothers and fathers, sons and
daughters, I must say that there are no winners in a war, but all losers. It is those
thoughts which make me feel thatitis my prime duty tostrain every nerve toavoid
repetition of the Great War in Europe.'®

Chamberlain’s sins were not his intentions, but rather his ignorance and
arrogance in failing to appraise the situation properly. And in that failure he
was not alone.

World Wars I and II are often cast as two quite different models of war:
accidental war versus planned aggression. World War I is sometimes por-
trayed as an unwanted spiral of hostility. To some extent, it might have been
avoided with appeasement, though German demands might not have been eas-
ily accommodated. Political scientist David Calleo has argued, “The proper
lesson is not so much the need for vigilance against aggressors, but the ruinous
consequences of refusing reasonable accommodation of upstarts.”!” World
War II, however, was definitely not an unwanted spiral of hostility—it was a
failure to deter Hitler’s planned aggression. In that sense, the policies appro-
priate for preventing World Wars I and II were almost opposite. Accommo-
dation of Germany might have helped delay or forestall World War I, and
deterrence of Germany might have prevented World War II, but the policies
were reversed. In trying to avoid a repetition of World War I, British leaders
in the 1930s helped precipitate World War II. At the same time, the efforts
of U.S. leaders to deter Japan helped bring on war in the Pacific. Deterrence
failed because the Japanese felt cornered in a situation in which the alternative
of peace looked worse than risking a war.
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Of course, these two models of war are too simple. World War I was
not purely accidental, and World War II was not merely the result of
Hitler’s planned aggression (certainly in the Pacific, it was not the result
of Hitler’s aggression at all). The ultimate lesson is to be wary of overly
simple historical models. Always ask whether a model is true to the facts of
history and whether it really fits the current reality. It helps to remember
the story of Mark Twain’s cat. As Twain pointed out, a cat that sits on a
hot stove will not sit on a hot stove again; but neither will it sit on a cold
one. It is necessary to know which stoves are cold and which are hot when
using historical analogies, or when using World Wars I and II as models for
understanding later events.
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CHRONOLOGY: BETWEEN THE WORLD WARS

= 1919 Peace Conference opens at Versailles; adoption of Weimar
Constitution

= 1920 Creation of the League of Nations

= 1921-1922 Washington conference on naval armaments

= 1922 Permanent Court of Justice at The Hague established; Treaty

of Rapallo between Germany and the Soviet Union; Mussolini
assumes power in Italy

= 1923 France and Belgium occupy the Ruhr in response to German
default on coal deliveries; Nazi Beer Hall Putsch aborted

= 1924 Dawes Plan for reparations accepted; Geneva Protocol for the
peaceful settlement of international disputes adopted

= 1925 Locarno Conference and treaties

= 1926 Germany admitted to the League of Nations

= 1928 Kellogg-Briand Pact signed

= 1930 London Naval Conference

= 1931 Japanese invasion of Manchuria; failure of the Austrian
Credit-Anstalt; Bank of England forced off the gold standard

= 1932 Disarmament conference; Lausanne Conference on German

reparations

(Continued)
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= 1933 Adolf Hitler becomes chancellor of Germany; Reichstag fire;
Enabling Act passed establishing Nazi dictatorship; Germany
withdraws from the disarmament conference and League of

Nations
= 1934 Soviet Union joins the League of Nations
= 1935 Germany renounces the disarmament clauses of the Versailles

treaty; Franco-Russian alliance formed; Anglo-German naval
agreement reached; Italian invasion of Ethiopia; Hoare-Laval
Pact

= 1936 Germany denounces Locarno pacts and reoccupies the Rhineland;
Italy wins the war in Ethiopia; League of Nations discredited as
a political instrument; Rome-Berlin axis formed; Anti-Comintern
Pact formed

= 1936-1939 Civil war in Spain

= 1937 Japan launches attacks on Nanjing and other Chinese cities

= 1938 German invasion and annexation of Austria; Chamberlain meets
Hitler at Berchtesgaden, Godesberg, and Munich to resolve the
German-Czech crisis; Munich agreement signed

= 1939 Crisis in Czechoslovakia; Germany occupies all of
Czechoslovakia; British and French pledges to Poland and
guarantees to Greece and Romania; Italy invades Albania;
Russian-German (Molotov—von Ribbentrop) Pact; Germany
invades Poland; Britain and France declare war on Germany

= 1940 Hitler invades Denmark and Norway; Hitler invades the
Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg, and France; Battle of
Britain; Japan occupies French Indochina

= 1941 Hitler invades the Soviet Union; Japan attacks Pearl Harbor

STUDY QUESTIONS

1.

2.

What “lessons” of World War I did policy makers draw at the time?
How did it affect their behavior in the interwar period?

How did the concept of collective security differ from balance-of-
power politics? Is the notion of collective security utopian? If not,
how might collective security have worked better during the interwar
period?

Was World War II inevitable? If so, why, and when? If not, when and
how could it have been avoided?

To what extent can the outbreak of World War II be attributed to the
personalities of the leaders involved?

What might be some lessons of the interwar period that might help policy
makers avoid war today?

Was Japan irrational to attack the United States?
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of the twentieth century was the absence of World War III. Instead,

there was a cold war, a period of intense hostility without actual war.
The hostility was so intense that many expected armed conflict between the
superpowers. Fighting occurred, but it was on the peripheries and not directly
between the United States and the Soviet Union. The Cold War lasted four
decades, from 1947 to 1989. The height of the Cold War was from 1947 to
1963, when there were few serious negotiations between the United States and
the Soviet Union. There were not even any summit meetings between 1945 and
1955. In 1952, George Kennan, the U.S. ambassador in Moscow, compared
his isolation in the American embassy to his experience of being interned dur-
ing World War Il in Berlin. The later phases of the Cold War in the 1970s and
1980s were very different. The Americans and Soviets had many contacts, and
they constantly negotiated arms control. The end of the Cold War was sudden
and surprising, and quickly followed changes in Soviet policies after Mikhail
Gorbachev came to power in 1985. Soviet hegemony over Eastern Europe col-
lapsed in 1989, and the Soviet Union itself disintegrated in 1991.

Given its violent first half, a most remarkable feature of the second half

DETERRENCE AND CONTAINMENT

Why did the Cold War not turn hot? There are several possible reasons for this,
as we shall shortly see. Because of its unusual trajectory, the Cold War offers
a unique perspective on international relations, and it illuminates the dynam-
ics of two foreign policy choices that were made: the choice to deter and the
choice to contain. To deter is to dissuade through fear. Although frequently
associated with the Cold War, deterrence was not a new concept in interna-
tional politics. Throughout history, countries built armies, formed alliances,
and issued threats to deter other countries from attacking. During the Cold
War and with the advent of nuclear weapons, the superpowers attempted to
maintain peace more by dissuading an attack by threatening painful retalia-
tion than by preparing to defend against an attack after it had occurred. Cold
War deterrence depended upon the maintenance of large nuclear arsenals,
but it was also an extension of balance-of-power logic. Deterrence by nuclear
threat was one way each superpower tried to prevent the other from gaining
advantage and hence upsetting the balance of power between them. As we
shall see, deterrence often aggravated the tension between the United States
and the Soviet Union, and it is not necessarily easy to demonstrate that deter-
rence worked. There is always the danger of spurious causation. If a professor
said her lectures kept elephants out of the classroom, it would be difficult to
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disprove her claim if no elephants ever came to class. We can test such claims
by using counterfactuals: How likely is it that elephants would come to class
if someone else had been lecturing? Similarly, what provides a better expla-
nation for peace during the Cold War—nuclear deterrence, or an absence of
aggressive designs? We knew during the Cold War that the United States had
no desire for military conquest, but Americans assumed that the Soviets did.
Now that Soviet Cold War archives are open, it appears that Soviet leaders
were just as uncertain of American intentions as Americans were of theirs.

Fearing Soviet expansionism, the United States practiced containment.
This was a specific policy of surrounding the Soviet Union with U.S. allies
and U.S. bases, and of promoting a liberal economic and political world order
outside of the Soviet sphere of influence. But like deterrence, containment did
not originate with the Cold War, even though the term did. Containment has
been a tool of foreign policy for centuries. In the eighteenth century, the con-
servative monarchical states of Europe attempted to contain the ideology of
liberty and equality espoused by the French Revolution, and even earlier, the
Catholic Church in the Counter-Reformation attempted to contain the spread
of the Reformation and the ideals of Martin Luther. There are different forms
of containment. It can be offensive or defensive. It can use military power in
the form of war or alliances; it can use economic power in the form of trad-
ing blocs or sanctions; and it can use soft power in the form of promoting
ideas and values. During the Cold War, the United States wavered between
an expansive policy of containing communism and a more limited policy of
containing the Soviet Union; but throughout it used a combination of hard
and soft power resources.

Follow Up

m  Alexander L. George and Richard Smoke, Deterrence in American Foreign Policy (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1974).

B George F. Kennan, “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” Foreign Affairs 25:4 (July 1947),
pp. 566-582.

EXPLAINING THE COLD WAR
Three Approaches

Who or what caused the Cold War? Almost since it began, those questions
have been the subject of fierce debate among scholars and policy makers.
There are three main schools of opinion: traditionalists, revisionists, and pos-
trevisionists.

The traditionalists argue that the answer to the question of who started
the Cold War is quite simple: Stalin and the Soviet Union. At the end of
World War II, American diplomacy was defensive, while the Soviets were
aggressive and expansive. The Americans only slowly awoke to the nature of
the Soviet threat.
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What evidence do the traditionalists cite? Immediately after the war, the
United States was proposing a universal world order and collective security
through the United Nations. The Soviet Union did not take the United Nations
very seriously because it wanted to expand and dominate its own sphere of
influence in Eastern Europe. After the war, the United States demobilized its
troops, whereas the Soviet Union left large armies in Eastern Europe. The
United States recognized Soviet interests; for example, when Roosevelt, Stalin,
and Churchill met in February 1945 at Yalta, the Americans went out of their
way to accommodate Soviet interests. Stalin, however, did not live up to his
agreements, particularly by not allowing free elections in Poland.

Soviet expansionism was further confirmed in the eyes of traditionalists
when the Soviet Union was slow to remove its troops from northern Iran after
the war. Eventually they were removed, but only under pressure. In 1948, the
communists took over the Czechoslovakian government. The Soviet Union
blockaded Berlin in 1948 and 1949, trying to squeeze the Western govern-
ments out. And in 1950, communist North Korea’s armies invaded South
Korea. According to the traditionalists, these events gradually awakened the
United States to the threat of communist expansionism and launched the
Cold War.

The revisionists, who wrote primarily in the 1960s and early 1970s,
believe the Cold War was caused by American rather than Soviet expansion-
ism. Their evidence is that at the end of World War I, the world was not really
bipolar—the Soviets were much weaker than the United States, which was
strengthened by the war and had nuclear weapons while the Soviets did not.
The Soviet Union lost up to 30 million people, and industrial production was
only half its 1939 level. Stalin told American ambassador Averell Harriman
in October 1945 that the Soviets would turn inward to repair their domestic
damage. What is more, say the revisionists, Stalin’s external behavior early in
the postwar period was quite moderate: In China, Stalin tried to restrain Mao
Zedong’s communists from taking power; in the Greek civil war, he tried to
restrain the Greek communists; and he allowed noncommunist governments
to exist in Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and Finland.

Revisionists come in two varieties that stress the first and second levels
of explanation. Level one revisionists stress the importance of individuals and
claim that Roosevelt’s death in April 1945 was a critical event, because American
policy toward the Soviet Union became harsher after President Harry S. Tru-
man took office. In May 1945, the United States so precipitously cut off the
lend-lease program of wartime aid that some ships bound for Soviet ports had
to turn around in mid-ocean. At the Potsdam Conference near Berlin in July
1945, Truman tried to intimidate Stalin by mentioning the atomic bomb. In
the United States, the Democratic Party gradually shifted from the left and
center to the right. In 1948, Truman fired Henry Wallace, his secretary of agri-
culture, who urged better relations with the Soviets. At the same time, James
Forrestal, Truman’s new secretary of defense, was a strong anticommunist.
These revisionists say these personnel changes help explain why the United
States became so anti-Soviet.
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The level two revisionists have a different answer. They see the problem
not in individuals, but in the nature of U.S. capitalism. Gabriel and Joyce
Kolko and William A. Williams, for example, argue that the American econ-
omy required expansionism and that the United States planned to make the
world safe, not for democracy, but for capitalism. American economic hegem-
ony could not tolerate any country that might try to organize an autonomous
economic area. American leaders feared a repeat of the 1930s, because with-
out external trade, there would be another Great Depression. According to
level two revisionists, the Marshall Plan of aid to Europe was simply a way to
expand the American economy. The Soviets were correct to reject it as a threat
to their sphere of influence in Eastern Europe. In Williams’s words, Americans
always favored an open-door policy in the international economy because they
expected to walk through it.

The postrevisionists of the late 1970s and 1980s, as exemplified by Yale
historian John Lewis Gaddis, have yet another explanation that focuses on the
structural level. They argue that the traditionalists and revisionists are both
wrong because nobody was to blame for starting the Cold War. It was inevi-
table, or nearly so, because of the bipolar structure of the postwar balance of
power. In 1939 there was a multipolar world with seven major powers, but
after the destruction wrought by World War II, only two superpowers were
left: the United States and the Soviet Union. Bipolarity plus the postwar weak-
ness of the European states created a power vacuum into which the United
States and the Soviet Union were drawn. They were bound to come into con-
flict and therefore, say the postrevisionists, it is pointless to look for blame.

Postrevisionists also note that the Soviets and the Americans had differ-
ent kinds of goals at the end of the war. The Soviets were more concerned
with securing control of territory—both home territory and a buffer sphere of
influence—while Americans were primarily interested in setting up a liberal,
rule-governed international order. American milieu goals, in other words,
clashed with the Soviets’ tangible possession goals. The United States promoted
the global UN system; the Soviets worked to consolidate control of Eastern
Europe. But these differences were no reason for Americans to feel sanctimo-
nious, say the postrevisionists, for the United States benefited from the United
Nations and, with a majority of allies voting, was not very constrained by it.
The Soviets may have had a sphere of influence in Eastern Europe, but the
United States also had a sphere of influence in the Western Hemisphere and
Western Europe.

The United States and the Soviet Union were both bound to expand, say
the postrevisionists, not because of the economic determinism that the revi-
sionists stress, but because of the age-old security dilemma of states in an anar-
chic system. Neither the Americans nor the Soviets could allow the other to
dominate Europe any more than Athens could afford to let the Corinthians
gain control of Corcyra’s navy. As evidence, postrevisionists cite Stalin’s com-
ment to a Yugoslav leader, Milovan Djilas, in 1945: “This war is not as in the
past; whoever occupies a territory also imposes on it his own social system.
Everyone imposes his own system as far as his army can reach.”! In other
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words, in an ideological bipolar world, a powerful state would use its military
power within its sphere of influence to reshape other societies in its image
in order to ensure its own security. Roosevelt had said something similar to
Stalin in the fall of 1944: “In this global war there is literally no question,
political or military, in which the United States is not interested.”? Given this
bipolar structure, say the postrevisionists, a spiral of hostility set in: Hard lines
in one country bred hard lines in the other. Both began to perceive the enemy
as analogous to Hitler in the 1930s. As perceptions became more rigid, the
Cold War deepened.

Since the end of the Cold War, a modest flow of documents from formerly
inaccessible Soviet archives has given new vigor to the debate over which side
started the confrontation. Gaddis, for example, has become increasingly con-
vinced that the Soviet Union was primarily responsible for the onset and the
nature of the superpower conflict. He cites the ideological rigidity of Stalin
and other Soviet leaders, as well as the Kremlin’s equally rigid commitment
to maintaining a formal empire in its sphere of influence. Gaddis’s move back
toward a traditionalist viewpoint has garnered a skeptical reception in some
scholarly quarters, guaranteeing that the debate will continue into the foresee-
able future.

Roosevelt’s Policies

Franklin Roosevelt wanted to avoid the mistakes of World War I, so instead of
a Versailles-like peace, he demanded Germany’s unconditional surrender. He
wanted a liberal trade system to avoid the protectionism that had damaged the
world economy in the 1930s and contributed to the onset of war. The United
States would avoid its tendency toward isolationism that had been so damaging
in the 1930s. It would join a new and stronger League of Nations in the form of
a United Nations with a powerful Security Council. Cordell Hull, U.S. secretary
of state during most of the war, was a committed Wilsonian, and public opin-
ion in the United States was strongly in favor of the United Nations.

To promote his great design, Roosevelt needed to maintain bipartisan
domestic support for his international position. Externally, he needed to reas-
sure Stalin that his security needs would be met by joining the United Nations.
Roosevelt has been accused of a naive approach to postwar planning. His
design was not naive, but some of his tactics were. He placed too much faith
in the United Nations, overestimated the likelihood of American isolation-
ism, and, most important, underestimated Stalin. Roosevelt thought he could
treat Stalin the way he would treat a fellow American politician, throwing
his arm around him, bonding politician to politician. Roosevelt did not fully
realize that Stalin, along with his men, was a totalitarian “who in the name of
the people, murdered millions of them; who to defend against Hitler, signs a
pact with him, divides the spoils of war with him, and like him, expels, exter-
minates, or enslaves neighboring peoples; who stands aside and fulminates
against the democracies as Germany moves west, and then blames them for
not helping enough when Hitler moves east.”*
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Roosevelt misinterpreted Stalin, but Roosevelt did not sell out American
interests at the Yalta Conference in 19435, as some later claimed. Roosevelt
was not naive in all aspects of his policy. He tried to tie economic aid to politi-
cal concessions by the Soviets and refused to share the secrets of the atomic
bomb with them. He was simply realistic about who would have troops in
Eastern Europe at the end of the war, and, therefore, who would have leverage
in that region. Roosevelt’s mistakes were in thinking that Stalin saw the world
his way, that he understood domestic politics in the United States, and that
the same American political skills in which a leader blurred differences and
appealed to friendship would work in dealing with Stalin.

Stalin’s Policies

Stalin’s immediate postwar plans were to tighten domestic control. World War
IT did tremendous damage to the Soviet Union, not just the terrible losses of
life and industry already described, but also to the ideology of communism.
Many in the Soviet Union collaborated with the Germans because of their
deep resentment over the harshness of communist rule. Germany’s invasion
seriously weakened Stalin’s control. Indeed, Stalin had to increase his appeals
to Russian nationalism during the war because the weakened communist ide-
ology was insufficient to motivate his people. (In the Soviet Union at the time,
and in Russia today, the war is called “The Great Patriotic War.”) Stalin’s iso-
lationist policy at the end of the war was designed to cut off external influences
from Europe and the United States. Stalin used the United States as an objec-
tive enemy as a way of cultivating mistrust of outsiders and increasing central
control over the Soviet people. But it does not follow that Stalin wanted the
Cold War that actually developed.

Stalin preferred some cooperation, especially if it helped him pursue his
goals in Eastern Europe and brought him some economic assistance from the
United States. As a good communist, he believed the United States would have
to give him economic assistance because the capitalist system had to export
capital due to insufficient demand at home. Stalin also believed that in ten or
fifteen years, the next crisis of the capitalist system would come along, and at
that time the Soviet Union would have recovered and be ready to benefit in the
inevitable conflict with the capitalists.

In foreign policy terms, Stalin wanted to protect himself at home, as well
as maintain the gains the Soviet Union had made in Eastern Europe from the
1939 pact with Hitler. Stalin also wanted to probe soft spots, something bet-
ter done when there is no crisis. In 1941, Stalin told the British foreign minis-
ter, Anthony Eden, that he preferred arithmetic to algebra; in other words, he
wanted a practical rather than a theoretical approach. When Winston Churchill
proposed a formula on the postwar division of influence in the Balkans—that
is, some countries under British control, some under Soviet control, and others
50/50—Stalin was quite receptive to the idea. Some of Stalin’s early caution in
supporting communist governments right away in China, Czechoslovakia, and
Hungary fit quite well with this arithmetic rather than algebraic approach to
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achieving his objectives. Stalin was a committed communist who, although he
saw the world through the lens of communism, often used pragmatic tactics.

Phases of the Conflict

The early stages of the Cold War can be divided into three phases: 1945-1947,
the prelude and slide into the Cold War; 1947-1949, the onset of the Cold
War; and 1950-1963, the height of the Cold War.

Neither Stalin nor Truman was looking for a cold war. At the end of
World War II, Truman sent Roosevelt’s former aide Harry Hopkins to
Moscow to see if some arrangements could be worked out. Even after the
Potsdam Conference, Truman continued to see Stalin as a moderate. Indeed,
as late as 1949, he compared Stalin to his old friend Boss Pendergast in Kansas
City. In 1946, George Kennan, writing from Moscow as the U.S. embassy’s
chargé d’affaires, was trying to warn American decision makers about Stalin’s
true nature and intentions, and Winston Churchill gave a famous speech
in Fulton, Missouri, warning that an “iron curtain” was descending across
Europe. While Secretary of State James Byrnes was still trying to negotiate a
postwar treaty with the Soviets, Truman asked his aide Clark Clifford to pre-
pare a report on what the Soviets were really planning. Clifford talked with
a variety of people and concluded that Kennan was right: The Soviets were
going to expand whenever they found an inexpensive opportunity. When Truman
received the report in December 1946, however, he told Clifford he did not
want its results widely known, for he was still trying to follow Roosevelt’s
great design and had not yet developed a new strategy.

Six issues contributed to the eventual change of American strategy and the
onset of the Cold War. One was Soviet actions in Poland and Eastern Europe.
Poland, of course, had been one of the precipitating causes of World War II,
and Americans believed that Stalin broke a clear commitment to hold free elec-
tions in Poland after the war. However, it was not clear what Stalin had agreed
to do. When Stalin and Roosevelt met at Tehran in 1943, Roosevelt raised
the Polish issue, but he appealed to Stalin in the context of the looming 1944
American election: There were many Polish-American voters, and he needed
to tell them there would be elections in Poland after the war. Stalin, who never
worried about elections in the Soviet Union, did not take Roosevelt’s concerns
seriously. The February 1945 Yalta agreement was also somewhat ambigu-
ous, and Stalin stretched the meaning as far as he could by setting up a puppet
government in Warsaw after Soviet troops had driven out the Germans. The
Americans felt cheated, but Stalin felt the Americans would adjust to the real-
ity that Soviet troops had liberated Poland.

Second, in May 1945, the lend-lease aid program was abruptly stopped,
and the economic relationship between the United States and the Soviet Union
became strained. The precipitous termination of lend-lease was to some extent
a bureaucratic mistake, but the overall situation was not improved when in
February 1946 the United States refused Soviet requests for loans. The Soviets
interpreted both acts as hostile.
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Germany was a third problem. At the Yalta meeting, the Americans and the
Soviets agreed that Germany should pay $20 billion in reparations, with half
going to the Soviet Union. The details of how and when the payments would
be made were not worked out at Yalta, although both sides agreed they would
be negotiated later. At the Potsdam meeting in July 1945, the Soviets demanded
their $10 billion; furthermore, they wanted it from the western zones of Germany
that the Americans, British, and French had occupied. Harry Truman, worried
about how Germany would be reconstructed, said that if the Soviets wanted to
take $10 billion out of Germany, they should take it out of the eastern zone they
occupied; if there was anything left over after the reconstruction of the western
side of Germany, he would let the Soviets know. Thus began a series of divisions
between the Americans and the Soviets about how to reconstruct Germany. The
Americans, along with the British and French, created a single currency in the
western zones (the deutsche mark), starting the process of West German integra-
tion, which in turn caused the Soviets to tighten control of the eastern zone of
Germany.

East Asia was a fourth issue. The Soviets were neutral in the Pacific war
until the very last week. Then the Soviets declared war and opportunistically
seized from Japan Outer Manchuria, southern Sakhalin Island, and the entire
Kurile Island chain. At Potsdam, the Soviets asked for an occupation zone in
Japan, like the American occupation zone in Germany. Truman’s response
was, in effect, that the Soviets arrived at the party late, so they would get
no zone. From an American point of view, this seemed perfectly reasonable,
but the situation reminded the Soviets of Eastern Europe, where the Americans
wanted free elections and influence, but the Soviet armies had arrived there
first. So the Soviets saw the Far Eastern situation as analogous to Eastern
Europe, while the Americans saw it as one more example of the Soviets press-
ing for their own expansion.

A fifth issue was the atomic bomb. Roosevelt had decided not to share the
secret of the atomic bomb with the Soviet Union. Most historians now agree
that Truman dropped the bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki primarily to bring
a quick end to the war with Japan, not to intimidate the Soviet Union, as some
revisionists have claimed. But he did expect the bomb to have some political
effects. At the Potsdam meeting, when Truman told Stalin that America had
an atomic bomb, Stalin remained poker-faced and seemingly unimpressed. Of
course, Stalin already knew about it from his own spies, but his equanimity
was a bit of a jolt to the Americans. In 1946, when the United States set forth
the Baruch Plan for UN control of nuclear weapons, Stalin rejected it because
he wanted to build his own bomb. As he saw it, a bomb under international
control would still be an American bomb—for only the Americans knew how
to build it. Stalin believed it would be far better for Soviet security to have
their own, which they eventually developed in 1949.

The sixth issue concerned countries in the eastern Mediterranean and the
Middle East, where the British had been influential before World War II. After
the war, several things occurred. First, the Soviets refused to remove their
troops from northern Iran in March 1946. The United States supported Iran in
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a debate within the United Nations. The Soviets eventually moved out, but not
without a good deal of bitterness. The Soviet Union also began to put pressure
on Turkey, its neighbor to the south, at the same time that the communists
seemed to be winning the civil war in Greece. Once again, the West believed
the Soviets were attempting to expand.

These six issues were real, though some misperceptions were involved in
almost all of them. Could they have been solved by negotiation and appease-
ment? Would appeasement have worked? Probably not. Kennan argued that
Stalin was intent on probing any soft spots. Appeasement would have been
interpreted as a soft spot and invited more probing. In June 1946, Maxim
Litvinov, the former Soviet foreign minister, warned an American counter-
part against any concessions, because the root cause of the tension was “the
ideological conception prevailing here that conflict between Communist and
capitalist worlds is inevitable.” Concessions would merely lead “to the West’s
being faced, after a more or less short time, with the next series of demands.”’
Appeasement probably would not have worked, but harder bargaining might
have limited some of the events that led to the onset of the Cold War. A tac-
tical appeal to Stalin’s pragmatism from a firmer American position, plus a
willingness to negotiate, might have worked out better in that early period,
from 1945-1947.

The second phase, the onset of the Cold War from 1947-1949, followed
from the problems in Greece and Turkey (Figure 1). Britain, severely weakened
by World War II, felt it could no longer provide security in the eastern Medi-
terranean. The United States had to decide whether to let a vacuum develop
or to replace British power by providing assistance to Greece and Turkey.
This involved a considerable break from traditional American foreign policy.
Truman was not sure that American public opinion would support such a
move. There was still fear that isolationism would be the mainstay of Amer-
ica’s postwar foreign policy. Truman asked Senator Arthur Vandenberg, the
Republican leader from Michigan, whether the Senate would go along with
aiding Greece and Turkey. Vandenberg said Truman would have to “scare the
hell out of them” to get congressional support for this break with traditional
American policy. Thus, when Truman explained the policy change, he did not
talk about the need to maintain a balance of power in the eastern Mediterra-
nean by providing aid to Greece and Turkey. Instead, he talked about the need
to protect free people everywhere. This moralistic, ideological explanation for
American assistance became known as the Truman Doctrine.

George Kennan, by then back in the State Department, objected to this
ideological approach to formulating foreign policy, arguing that it was too
open-ended and would get the United States into trouble. Indeed, there were
enormous ambiguities in the policy of containment that flowed from the
Truman Doctrine. Was the United States interested in containing Soviet
power or communist ideology? At the beginning, containing Soviet power
and containing communist ideology seemed to be the same, but later in the
Cold War when the communist movement split, the ambiguities became
important.
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Was Truman wrong to exaggerate the sense of threat and the ideological
rationale for the policy change? Some observers feel it is harder to change pub-
lic opinion in democracies than it is to change policies in totalitarian countries.
They argue that exaggeration speeds up the process of change in democracies.
It is necessary to tug harder on the reins when trying to turn an unruly team
of horses. Regardless of whether the exaggeration was necessary, it helped
change the nature of the Cold War.

In June 1947, Secretary of State George Marshall announced a plan for
economic aid to Europe. The initial Marshall Plan proposal invited the Soviet
Union and the Eastern Europeans to join if they wished, but Stalin put strong
pressure on the Eastern Europeans not to do so. Stalin saw the Marshall Plan
not as American generosity, but as an economic battering ram to destroy his
security barrier in Eastern Europe. When Czechoslovakia indicated it would
like U.S. aid, Stalin tightened the screws in Eastern Europe, and the commu-
nists took full power in Czechoslovakia in February 1948.

Truman heard echoes of the 1930s in these events. He began to worry
that Stalin would become another Hitler. The United States advanced plans
for West German currency reform; Stalin replied with the Berlin blockade. The
United States answered with an airlift and began plans for an anticommunist
alliance, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). Hostility began to
escalate in a tit-for-tat fashion.

The most rigid phase of the Cold War occurred after two shocks in 1949:
The Soviet Union exploded an atomic bomb, much sooner than some American
leaders thought they could; and the Chinese Communist Party took control of
mainland China, forcing the Nationalists to retreat to the island of Taiwan.
The alarm in Washington was illustrated by a secret government document,
National Security Council Report 68 (NSC-68), which forecast a Soviet attack
in four to five years as part of a plan for global domination. NSC-68 called for
a vast increase in U.S. defense expenditures. Beset by budget problems, Presi-
dent Truman resisted NSC-68 until June 1950, when North Korea’s troops
stormed into South Korea.

The effect of the Korean War was like pouring gasoline onto a modest fire
(Figure 2). It confirmed all the worst Western suspicions about Stalin’s expan-
sionist ambitions and led to a huge increase in the American defense budget.
Why did Stalin permit North Korea to invade South Korea? Khrushchev gives

ROOSEVELT AND STALIN: MUTUAL

MISUNDERSTANDINGS

The President acted as if genuine cooperation as the Americans understood the
term were possible both during and after the war. Roosevelt apparently had
forgotten, if indeed he ever knew, that in Stalin’s eyes, he was not all that different
from Hitler, both of them being heads of powerful capitalist states whose long-term
ambitions clashed with those of the Kremlin.

— William Taubman, Stalin’s Ametican Policy®
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an explanation in his memoirs: Kim Il Sung, the North Korean leader, pressed
Stalin for the opportunity to unify the peninsula. The United States had said
Korea was outside its defense perimeter; Secretary of State Dean Acheson had
articulated this position, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff had planned accord-
ingly. To Stalin, Korea looked like a soft spot. But when North Korea actually
attacked South Korea, Truman responded in a knee-jerk rather than a calculat-
ing way: Truman remembered Hitler moving into the Rhineland and recalled
the maxim that aggression must be resisted everywhere. Calculated plans about
defense perimeters were overshadowed by the historical analogies triggered
by North Korea’s invasion. The United States was able to mobilize the UN
Security Council to endorse collective security (which was possible because the
Soviet Union was then boycotting the Security Council over its failure at that
point to give the communist government in Beijing the China seat, instead of
the Nationalist government in Taiwan) and sent troops to Korea under the UN
flag to push the communists back above the thirty-eighth parallel that bisected
the peninsula and had previously divided North and South.

At first, North Korea’s armies swept down the peninsula almost to the tip.
In September 1950, however, an American amphibious landing at Inchon, half-
way up the peninsula, routed the North Koreans. Had the United States stopped
there, it could have claimed victory by restoring the preinvasion status quo; but
Truman succumbed to domestic pressures to pursue the retreating communist
troops north of the thirty-eighth parallel. As the Americans approached the
Yalu River, which divides Korea from China, the Chinese communists inter-
vened, pushing the UN troops back to the middle of the peninsula. There the
battle stalemated bloodily for three years until a truce was signed in 1953. The
United States had become embroiled with China, and communism appeared to
be monolithic. At home, the frustrating war led to domestic division and the
rise of McCarthyism, named after the harsh and poorly founded accusations of
domestic communist subversion made by Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin.
The Cold War blocs tightened and communication nearly ceased.

Inevitability?

Was the onset of the Cold War inevitable? The postrevisionists are correct if
we relax the interpretation of inevitability to mean “highly probable.” The
bipolar structure made it likely that both sides would be sucked into a power

KOREA AND NSC-68

The purpose of NSC-68 was to so bludgeon the mass mind of “‘top government”’

that not only could the President make a decision but that the decision could be
carried out. Even so, it is doubtful whether anything like what happened in the next
few years could have been done had not the Russians been stupid enough to have
instigated the attack against South Korea and opened the “‘hate America” campaign.

— Secretary of State Dean Acheson, Present at the Creation®

161



162

The Cold War

September—October 1950

June 1950

CHINA

U.S./UN

North Korean
counterattack

invasion

October 1950—January 1951

CHINA

| July 1951-July 1953

CHINA a3

Chinese
intervention

Stalemate

FIGURE 2

The Korean War

vacuum in Europe and find it difficult to disengage. The intense ideological cli-
mate hampered the working of the United Nations, restricted clear communi-
cation, and contributed to the immoderate process of the international system.
Under such systemic conditions, conflicts would have arisen over the six issues
just identified, or some others, and proven difficult to resolve.

The postrevisionists rely too heavily, however, on systemic explanation.
Perhaps some cold war was inevitable, but its depth was not. After all, there
were different degrees of hostility in different phases, and since the bipolarity
of the system did not change until 1989, neorealist structural explanations
cannot account for the different phases or varying depth of the hostility. That
is where individuals and domestic politics matter. Leaders’ personalities and
the domestic political contexts in which they operated have to be considered to
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fully understand the Cold War. The revisionists are right to focus on domestic
questions, but they are wrong to focus so strongly on economic determinism.
More important was the role of ideology and exaggeration in domestic poli-
tics. Stalin used ideology because of Soviet domestic problems after the war,
and Truman exaggerated the nature of the communist threat in order to rally
support for changing American foreign policy. The use of 1930s analogies
helped reinforce rigidity on both sides.

Ironically, alternative strategies at different times might have alleviated the
depths of hostility. For example, if the United States had followed Kennan’s
advice and responded more firmly in 1945-1947 and had tried more prag-
matic negotiation and communication from 1947-1950, Cold War tensions
might not have risen to the extent they did in the early 1950s.

Levels of Analysis

The origins of the Cold War can be characterized in terms of the different
images or levels of analysis as illustrated in Figure 3.

In the nineteenth century, Alexis de Tocqueville (1805-1859) predicted
that Russia and the United States were bound to become two great continental-
scale giants in the world. Realists might thus predict that these two would
become locked in some form of conflict. And, of course, in 1917, the Bolshevik
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Revolution added an ideological layer to the conflict. When Woodrow Wilson
first heard of the Russian Revolution, he congratulated the Russian people for
their democratic spirit. But it did not take long before the Americans were accus-
ing the Bolsheviks of regicide, expropriation, and cooperation with Germany in
World War I. The United States added a small contingent of troops to an Allied
intervention, allegedly to keep the Russians in the war against Germany, but the
Soviets saw it as an attempt to strangle communism in its cradle. Despite these
differences, the United States and the Soviet Union avoided serious conflict in
the interwar period and became allies in the early 1940s. The bipolarity that
followed the collapse of all the other great powers in World War II and the
resulting power vacuum changed the relationship. Earlier there had been distrust
between the two countries, but they distrusted each other at a distance. Before
World War II they could avoid each other, but after 1945 they were face to face,
Europe was divided, and deep conflict began after 1947. Some people wonder
whether the bipolar structure had to have this effect. After all, the Soviet Union
was a land-based power, while the United States was a maritime power; why
could there not have been a division of labor between the bear and the whale,
each staying in its own domain?

The answer is that the key stakes in world politics, the countries that could
tip the balance of power, were located on the peripheries of the Soviet Union,
particularly Europe and Japan. As George Kennan described the situation after
the war, there were four great areas of technological and industrial creativity,
which, if they were allied one way or the other, could tip the global balance
of power. Those were the United States, the Soviet Union, Europe, and Japan.
The fact that Europe and Japan became allied with the United States against
the Soviet Union was of profound importance.

Systemic explanations predicted conflict, not how deep it would go (see
Figure 3). For that we need to go beyond systems explanations to look at the
state and individual levels of analysis, and also at constructivist explanations.
At the state level, the two countries were very different from each other. A
thumbnail sketch of the Soviet Union’s political culture and its expression in
foreign policy would show two influences: Russian and communist. Construc-
tivists point out that Russian political culture emphasized absolutism rather
than democracy, a desire for a strong leader, fear of anarchy (Russia had been
a large, unwieldy empire, and the fear that anarchy and dissent could lead to
disintegration was very real), fear of invasion (Russia was a geographically
vulnerable land-based power that had invaded and been invaded by its neigh-
bors many times throughout the centuries), worry or shame about backward-
ness (ever since Peter the Great, Russians had been trying to prove their vitality
in international competition), and secrecy (a desire to hide the seamy side of
Russian life). In addition, the communist system treated class rather than indi-
vidual rights as the basis for justice. The proper role for a person or for a soci-
ety was to lead the proletariat or working class toward dominance, because
this was supposed to be the course of history.

The ideological overlay gave an additional outward thrust to traditional
Russian imperialism and resulted in a secret and tightly held foreign policy
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process. It is interesting to note the strengths and weaknesses of that process.
The strengths were evident in 1939 when Stalin was able to sign his nonag-
gression pact with Hitler so quickly. Public opinion did not constrain him,
and he did not have to worry about a bureaucracy holding him back. He was
free to rush into the pact with Hitler while the British and French were still
dithering about whether or not to deal with him. The opposite side of the same
coin became evident in 1941, however, when Hitler attacked the Soviet Union.
Stalin was unable to believe Hitler would do such a thing and went into a deep
depression for more than a week. None of his subordinates dared to fill the
leadership vacuum, and the result was a delayed response that proved disas-
trous for Soviet defenses in the early phases of the war.

In contrast, American political culture emphasized liberal democracy, plu-
ralism, and fragmentation of power. Instead of shame about backwardness,
the United States took pride in its technology and expanding economy. For
much of its history, the United States had no real fear of invasion because
its neighbors were weak (and therefore vulnerable to American invasion);
because it was separated from other great powers by two vast oceans; and
because the British navy prevented others from projecting influence into the
Western Hemisphere. In terms of secrecy, the United States was so open that
government documents often reached the press within a matter of days and
weeks. Instead of a class basis for conceptions of justice, there was a strong
emphasis on individual justice. The foreign policy that resulted from this polit-
ical culture was moralistic, public, and tended to oscillate between inward and
outward orientation. The result was that the American foreign policy process
often appeared inconsistent and incoherent. But there was also an opposite
side to this coin. The strengths of openness and pluralism often protected the
United States from deeper mistakes.

Thus, it is not surprising to constructivists that these two societies, so
differently organized and with such different foreign policy processes, would
confuse each other. We saw examples of that in the way both Roosevelt and
Truman dealt with Stalin in the 1940s. It was difficult for the Americans to
understand the Soviet Union during the Cold War, because the Soviet Union
was like a black box. American leaders could see what went in and what came
out of the box, but not what happened inside. The Americans confused the
Soviets as well. The Americans were like a machine that produced so much
white noise that it was difficult to hear the true signals clearly. There were too
many people saying too many things. Thus, the Soviets were often confused
about what the Americans really wanted.

U.S. and Soviet Goals in the Cold War

The Soviets were often accused of being expansionist, of being a revolution-
ary power rather than a status quo power, but the postrevisionist view is both
more subtle and more accurate: The Soviet Union was, in fact, more interested
in tangible or possession goals, while the Americans tended to want intangible
or milieu goals. We can see this in the demands that Stalin, Churchill, and
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Roosevelt brought to the bargaining table at Yalta. Stalin had very clear objec-
tives at Yalta: Germany and Poland. Roosevelt wanted the United Nations
and an open international economic system. (Churchill wanted the restoration
of France to help balance Soviet power in case the Americans went home!) In
some ways, Stalin’s postwar goals were classic Russian imperialist goals; he
wanted to keep the gains he had made in the treaty with Hitler. His wish list
would have been familiar to Peter the Great.

Some Americans thought the Soviets were as expansionist as Hitler in
desiring world domination. Others said the Soviets were basically security ori-
ented; their expansion was defensive. There were at least two ways in which
Soviet expansionism was not like Hitler’s. First, it was not bellicist; the Soviets did
not want war. When Hitler invaded Poland, he worried he would be offered
another Munich instead of the war he wanted. Another difference was that
the Soviet Union was cautiously opportunistic, not recklessly adventuresome.
Adventurism was seen as a sin against communism because it might disrupt the
natural course of history, which would, in Soviet eyes, result in the inevitable
defeat of capitalism. During the Cold War, the Soviet Union was never as bel-
licose or as reckless as Hitler was.

Nonetheless, there are problems in portraying Soviet behavior as purely
defensive. As we know from the Peloponnesian War, it is very hard in a bipo-
lar world to distinguish offense from defense. Certain actions may have defen-
sive motives but may look very threatening to the other side. Moreover, there
is a long tradition of defensive expansion, or imperialism. For example, in
the nineteenth century, Britain originally went into Egypt to protect the sea
routes to India. After it took Egypt, it thought it had to take the Sudan to
protect Egypt, and then it had to take Uganda to protect the Sudan. After it
took Uganda, Britain had to take Kenya to build a railway to protect Uganda.
The appetite grows with the eating as the security dilemma is used to justify
further and further expansion. Soviet communism added an ideological motive
of freeing working classes in all areas of the world, which further legitimized
expansion. In short, the Soviet Union was expansionist during the Cold War,
but cautiously and opportunistically so.

What about U.S. goals? During the Cold War, the U.S. government
wanted to contain the Soviet Union. Yet the policy of containment involved
two large ambiguities. One was the question of the ends: whether to contain
Soviet power or to contain communism. The second was a question of means:
whether to spend resources to prevent any expansion of Soviet power or just
in certain key areas that seemed critical to the balance of power. Those two
ambiguities in the ends and means of containment were hotly debated in the
period before the Korean War. George Kennan dissented from the rather
expansive version of containment that Truman proclaimed. Kennan’s idea of
containment was akin to classical diplomacy. It involved fewer military means
and was more selective. A good example was Yugoslavia, which had a com-
munist totalitarian government under Josip Broz Tito. In 1948, Tito split with
Stalin over Soviet efforts to control Yugoslavia’s foreign policy, including
Belgrade’s support for the Greek communists. According to an ideologically
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KENNAN’S VIEW OF CONTAINMENT

It would be an exaggeration to say that American behavior unassisted and alone
could exercise a power of life and death over the Communist movement and bring
about the early fall of Soviet power in Russia. But the United States has it in its
power to increase enormously the strains under which Soviet policy must operate,
to force upon the Kremlin a far greater degree of moderation and circumspection
than it has had to observe in recent years, and in this way to promote tendencies
which must eventually find their outlet in either the break-up or the gradual
mellowing of Soviet power.

—George Kennan, “"The Sources of Soviet Conduct’”

driven containment policy, the United States should not have helped Yugoslavia,
because it was communist. But in a containment policy driven by balance-of-
power considerations, the United States should have helped Yugoslavia as a
means of weakening Soviet power. That, in fact, is what the United States did.
It provided military aid to a totalitarian communist government, despite the
fact that the Truman Doctrine proclaimed the goal of defending free peoples
everywhere. The United States did this for balance-of-power reasons, and the
policy put a big dent in Soviet power in Europe.

After the Korean War, however, Kennan’s approach to containment lost
ground. Then it looked as though the NSC-68 predictions of Soviet expan-
sionism had been justified. Communism seemed monolithic after the Chinese
entered the Korean War, and the rhetoric of containment emphasized the
ideological goal of preventing the spread of communism. In this context, the
United States became involved in Vietnam’s civil war.

Follow Up

B Robert J. McMahon, The Cold War: A Very Short Introduction (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2003).

®  John Lewis Gaddis, The Cold War: A New History (New York: Penguin, 2005).

CONTAINMENT IN ACTION: THE VIETNAM WAR

For nearly two decades (1955-1973), the United States tried to prevent com-
munist control of Vietnam, at a cost of 58,000 American lives, somewhere
between 2 and 3 million Vietnamese lives, $600 billion, and domestic turmoil
that undercut support for the policy of containment itself. In addition to con-
taining communism in South Vietnam, the United States feared that a defeat
might weaken the credibility of its global military commitments, and thus con-
tainment in other parts of the world. Under the leadership of Ho Chi Minh,
Vietnam successfully fought French efforts to reassert colonial control after
World War II, and in 1954 an international conference in Geneva partitioned
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AMERICAN INTERVENTION IN VIETNAM

The U.S. sent its troops into Vietnam to reverse the verdict of a local struggle,
which meant, in turn, imposing a ghastly cost in death and suffering upon the
Vietnamese. As it turned out, the U.S. could not reverse that verdict finally; it
could only delay its culmination.

Those of us who opposed American intervention yet did not want a communist
victory were in the difficult position of having no happy ending to offer—for the sad
reason that no happy ending was possible any longer, if ever it had been. And we
were in the difficult position of urging a relatively complex argument at a moment
when most Americans, pro- and antiwar, wanted blinding simplicities.

—Irving Howe and Michael Walzer, “Were We Wrong About Vietnam?®

the country into a communist North Vietnam with its capital in Hanoi and a
noncommunist South Vietnam with its capital in Saigon (today, Ho Chi Minh
City). The Vietnam War began as a civil war between these two governments,
with the South Vietnamese government opposing the North’s efforts to “unify
the country.” With the support of the United States, the South successfully
blocked a referendum on reunification that had been agreed to at Geneva.

The United States saw the conflict in Cold War terms as aggression by a
communist government against a noncommunist government. It feared that
if South Vietnam fell, other noncommunist governments in Southeast Asia
would topple like a row of dominoes. The North Vietnamese government and
its southern allies (the National Liberation Front, or NLF, generally referred
to by Americans as the “Viet Cong”) viewed the war as a continuation of
the struggle against the French for independence and self-determination. After
fifteen years of fighting, direct U.S. involvement ended with the signing of a
peace treaty in Paris in 1973. The war between the North and South continued
until Hanoi succeeded in uniting the country in 1975. But rather than toppling
local dominoes, a unified Vietnam wound up fighting with its communist
neighbors, Cambodia and China. If the United States had correctly interpreted
the conflict as being more about nationalism and self-determination than com-
munism, it might have seen the conflict in terms of the balance of power and
used a metaphor of checkers rather than dominoes to guide its policy. Ironi-
cally, the communist government of Vietnam enjoys good relations with the
United States today.

Motives, Means, and Consequences

Quite apart from the question of whether the Vietnam War was smart, in the
light of U.S. objectives, is the question of whether it was moral. What princi-
ples can be used to judge the Vietnam War morally? Three dimensions of judg-
ment are related to the just war tradition: motives, means, and consequences.
All three are important because judging interventions by one dimension alone
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may yield an incomplete understanding of the conflict and an ethically prob-
lematic judgment.

Good intentions alone do not justify an intervention. The writer Norman
Podhoretz argued that the United States was right to intervene in Vietnam
because the Americans were trying to save the South Vietnamese from totali-
tarian rule. Here is an analogy: Suppose a friend offers to drive your child
home one night. It is a rainy night; your friend drives too fast and skids off
the road, and your daughter is killed. Your friend says, “My intentions were
purely good. I wanted to get her home early for a good night’s rest before her
SATs.” You, however, would no doubt be much more concerned with the
consequences of your friend’s actions, which were clearly the fault of reckless-
ness. Likewise, Podhoretz’s argument that the American action in Vietnam
was what he called “imprudent but moral” fails to account either for con-
sequences or means. By the same token, consequences alone would not jus-
tify intervention. President Lyndon Johnson’s national security adviser, Walt
Rostow, argued that the Vietnam War was justified because the United States’
evident willingness to pay enormous costs in terms of blood and treasure to
meet its longstanding commitment to South Vietnam demonstrated American
credibility and bolstered deterrence in Western Europe. Even if it were true
that the Vietnam War had this effect (many foreign leaders were more puzzled
than impressed by the U.S. commitment to South Vietnam), it would be a bit
like your friend saying that he deserved nothing but praise for driving your
daughter home safely even though the only reason he offered was to avoid his
obligation to wash the dishes at home (motives), and even though he ran every
red light along the way (means). Finally, means alone do not do the trick. It
would be no defense of the Vietnam War if it had been fought strictly legally
(which, sadly, was not the case). Your friend would be no worthier of praise
if his goal in driving your daughter home was to avoid washing dishes, if he
killed three pedestrians en route, yet he obeyed all speed limits and traffic
signals. In evaluating interventions, we have to consider motives, means, and
consequences.

In the Vietnam War, it was not enough that the United States tried to
save South Vietnam from the horrors perpetrated by North Vietnamese com-
munists. Even if the cause was just, the means used are a different proposi-
tion. Some questions to ask are: Were there alternatives? Was intervention a
last resort? Were there efforts to protect innocent life? Was it proportional—
did the punishment fit the crime, so to speak—or was it excessive? To what
extent was there attention to international multilateral procedures that might
have checked the human tendency to weight these considerations in one’s own
favor? What about the consequences? What about the prospects for success?
What about the danger of unintended consequences because a local situation
was not well enough understood, because of the difficulty of differentiating
between civilians and guerrillas? As obvious as it seems, we must still empha-
size the need to be careful about situations where there is enormous complex-
ity and very long causal chains. Motives, means, and consequences must all be
considered before judgments can be made.
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Consider how the policy of containment led to intervention in Vietnam. As
we have seen, in the early stages just after World War II, the issue was whether
the United States should step into Britain’s place in the eastern Mediterra-
nean to defend Turkey and Greece against possible Soviet encroachment. U.S.
policy makers struggled with how to frame this intervention to the American
people. Secretary of State George Marshall was quite cautious. Others, such as
Undersecretary Dean Acheson and Senator Arthur Vandenberg, pushed for a
moral argument to appeal to the American people’s belief in a universal right
to freedom. Consequently, when President Truman explained his actions in
the Truman Doctrine, he talked of protecting free people everywhere.

The diplomat George Kennan, who had warned against Stalin’s aggressive
plans, became disillusioned as containment became highly ideological. He argued
that the United States was trying to contain Soviet power; therefore, anything
that balanced Soviet power without intervening directly with American troops
was for the good. But those who took the more ideological view said the United
States should contain communism directly, through more aggressive means. Over
time, the argument for balancing Soviet power gave way to a broader view of
containment as keeping the world free from communism. In Vietnam, this view
caused leaders to underestimate national differences among communist states.
The United States began to think it had to contain Chinese and Soviet power
and the spread of communist ideology. By the time the doctrine of containment
moved from the eastern Mediterranean in 1947 to Southeast Asia in the 1950s,
it had become a justification for an overly ambitious and ill-fated intervention.

Follow Up

®  David A. Welch, Painful Choices: A Theory of Foreign Policy Change (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2005), pp. 117-160.

B Richard J. Regan, Just War: Principles and Cases (Washington, DC: Catholic University
of America Press, 1996), pp. 136-150.

CHRONOLOGY: AMERICAN INVOLVEMENT IN VIETNAM

= 1954 In response to the French defeat at Dien Bien Phu, President
Dwight D. Eisenhower articulates the “domino theory,”
warning that if Vietnam falls to the communists, other states
in Southeast Asia will follow

= 1956
Summer Following French withdrawal, the U.S. Military Assistance
Advisor Group begins training South Vietnamese military forces
July Vietnam fails to hold elections, as required under the Geneva
Convention Agreements of 1954
= 1961 By year’s end, U.S. assistance to the South exceeds $1 million
a day
(Continued)
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Late January

= 1967

November 29

= 1968

The Cold War

Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev announces Soviet support
for “wars of national liberation”’; North Vietnamese president
Ho Chi Minh interprets this as a green light to escalate the
communist assault on South Vietnam

President John F. Kennedy deploys 400 Green Berets to serve
as “‘advisers’ to the South Vietnamese military regarding
counterinsurgency warfare

As of December 31, roughly 16,000 U.S. military advisers are
stationed in Vietnam

With the tacit approval of the United States, South
Vietnamese troops surround the presidential palace in Saigon;
on November 2, President Ngo Dinh Diem is assassinated
Following the assassination of Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson
becomes president and says that the United States will “'not
lose’”” Vietnam during his administration

The cost of U.S. support to the Vietnamese Army exceeds

$2 million per day; by December 31, 23,000 U.S. military
advisers are deployed to South Vietnam

Three North Vietnamese patrol boats open fire on the USS
Maddox in the Gulf of Tonkin

Congress overwhelmingly approves the Gulf of Tonkin resolution
authorizing Johnson to “‘take all necessary steps, including the
use of armed force, . . . to prevent further aggression”

As of January, public support for U.S. involvement in Vietnam
is roughly 80 percent; by the end of the year, roughly 184,000
U.S. troops are deployed to Vietnam

Johnson orders the start of Operation Rolling Thunder, a three-
year bombing campaign, and authorizes ground combat patrols
U.S. secretary of defense Robert McNamara warns Johnson
that time favors the North and that U.S. combat deaths could
top 1,000 per month; late in the month, the second bombing
pause begins

As of year’s end, roughly 390,000 U.S. military personnel are
deployed to Vietnam

The U.S. military commences six weeks of “'search and
destroy” missions to root out the NLF; the U.S. bombing
campaign restarts and B-52s are introduced in April

U.S. troop levels reach roughly 463,000 by year’s end, and
combat deaths total roughly 16,000

McNamara resigns as secretary of defense, in part because of
his increasing discomfort with Johnson’s war policies

U.S. troop levels rise to 495,000 by year’s end; more than
1,000 U.S. troops are killed each month, and the total

number of U.S. troops killed in Vietnam tops 30,000
(Continued)
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October Kissinger announces “peace is at hand’ after reaching a broad
agreement with Le Duc Tho; South Vietnamese president
Nguyen Van Thieu, however, rejects the U.S. proposal that
communist forces be permitted to remain in South Vietnam

December Peace talks collapse after the North balks at dozens of
amendments submitted by Thieu; Nixon orders a series
of “Christmas bombings” to force the North back to the
negotiation table

= 1973 By year’s end, all U.S. troops are withdrawn from Vietnam;
the combat death toll is 47,424 U.S. military personnel
January Kissinger and Le Duc Tho reach a revised agreement, which

the U.S. forces Thieu to accept; Thieu calls the agreement
“tantamount to surrender”’

March 29 The United States completes its military withdrawal from
Vietnam
= 1974
December North Vietnam launches a new offensive against the South,

taking the Mekong Delta region; the United States responds
diplomatically
= 1975
April 30 As North Vietnamese troops enter Saigon, the last U.S.
government personnel evacuate the embassy; within hours,
the North declares the end of the Vietham War

THE REST OF THE COLD WAR

In 1952, Dwight D. Eisenhower was elected president on a campaign pledge
to end the Korean War and to roll back communism. The Republican Party
argued that containment was a cowardly accommodation to communism: The
right approach was to roll it back. Within six months, however, it became
clear that rolling back communism would carry too great a risk of nuclear
war. After Stalin died in 1953, the frozen relations of the Cold War thawed
slightly. In 1955, there was a U.S-Soviet summit in Geneva at which both
sides agreed to the establishment of Austria as a neutral state. In 1956, Nikita
Khrushchev, now first secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union,
gave a secret speech exposing Stalin’s crimes to the Twentieth Party Congress.
The secret leaked out and contributed to a period of disarray in the Soviet
sphere in Eastern Europe. Hungary attempted to revolt, but Khrushchev inter-
vened militarily to keep it in the communist camp.

Khrushchev decided he needed to get the Americans out of Berlin and
reach a final settlement of World War II so he could consolidate the Soviet hold
on Eastern Europe and begin to take advantage of the decolonization occur-
ring in the Third World. But Khrushchev’s style and efforts to negotiate with
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the United States were reminiscent of the kaiser’s style in trying to force the
British to bargain before 1914—full of bluster and deception. Efforts to make
the United States come to terms had the opposite effect. Khrushchev failed in
the Berlin crisis of 1958-1961 and again in the Cuban missile crisis in 1962.

The Soviet Union and the United States came so close to the nuclear brink
during the Cuban missile crisis that they scared each other into a new phase in
their relationship. From 1963 to 1978, there was a gradual détente, or relaxation
of tensions. In the aftermath of the Cuban missile crisis, arms control negotiations
produced the Limited Test Ban Treaty that restricted atmospheric nuclear tests in
1963, and the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty in 1968. Trade began to grow
gradually, and détente seemed to be expanding. The Vietham War diverted U.S.
attention more to the threat from Chinese communism.

From 1969 to 1974, the Nixon administration used détente as a means
to pursue the goals of containment. After the Cuban missile crisis, the Soviets
launched a major military buildup and gained parity in nuclear weapons. The
Vietnam War led to the American public’s disillusionment with Cold War inter-
ventions. Nixon’s strategy was (1) to negotiate a strategic arms control treaty
with the Soviet Union to cap each country’s nuclear arsenal at relative parity;
(2) to open diplomatic relations with China and thus create a three-way balance
of power in Asia (rather than pushing the Soviets and the Chinese together);
(3) to increase trade so there would be carrots as well as sticks in the U.S.-
Soviet relationship; and (4) to use “linkage” to tie the various parts of the policy
together. The high point of détente occurred in 1972 and 1973, but it did not
last very long.

The Middle East War of 1973 and Soviet assistance to anti-Western move-
ments in Africa led to bad feelings about who misled whom. American domes-
tic politics contributed to the decline of détente when American legislators
such as Senator Henry Jackson tried to link trade with the Soviet Union to
human rights issues, such as the treatment of Soviet Jews, rather than to the
Soviet Union’s international behavior. In 1975, when Portugal decolonized
Angola and Mozambique, the Soviet Union provided transport for Cuban
troops dispatched by Fidel Castro to help keep communist-oriented govern-
ments in power there. In the 1976 presidential campaign, President Gerald
Ford never used the word “détente.” His successor, Jimmy Carter, tried to
continue détente with the Soviet Union during his first two years in office, but
the Soviet Union and Cuba became involved in the Ethiopian civil war. The
Soviets continued their military buildup, and in December 1979 the Soviet
Union delivered the coup de grice to détente by invading Afghanistan.

Why was there a resurgence in the level of hostility? One argument is
that détente was always oversold: Too much was expected of it. More to the
point, there were three trends in the 1970s that undercut it. One was the Soviet
military buildup, in which the Soviets increased their defense spending by
nearly 4 percent annually and introduced new heavy missiles that particularly
worried American defense planners. The second was Soviet intervention in
Angola, Ethiopia, and Afghanistan. The Soviets thought that these military
actions were justified by what they called the changing “correlation of forces”
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between capitalism and socialism—their belief, in other words, that history
was moving in the direction that Marxism-Leninism predicted. Third were
changes in American domestic politics: a rightward trend that tore apart the
coalition supporting the Democratic Party. The result of the interaction of
Soviet acts and U.S. political trends reaffirmed the view that the Cold War
persisted and that détente could not last. However, the renewed hostility in the
1980s was not a return to the Cold War of the 1950s. There was a return to
the rhetoric of the 1950s, but actions were quite different. Even though Presi-
dent Ronald Reagan talked about the Soviet Union as an “evil empire,” he
pursued arms control agreements. There was increased trade, particularly in
grain, and there were constant contacts between Americans and Soviets. The
superpowers even evolved certain rules of prudence in their behavior toward
each other: no direct wars, no nuclear use, and discussions of arms and the
control of nuclear weapons. It was a different kind of cold war in the 1980s
than in the 1950s.

The End of the Cold War

When did the Cold War end? Because the origins of the Cold War were very
heavily related to the division of Europe by the United States and the Soviet
Union, the end of the Cold War might be dated by when the division ended
in 1989. When the Soviet Union did not use force to support the communist
government in East Germany and the Berlin Wall was breached by jubilant
crowds in November 1989, the Cold War could be said to be over.

But why did it end? One argument is that containment worked. George
Kennan argued right after World War II that if the United States could prevent
the Soviet Union from expanding, there would be no successes to feed the
ideology, and gradually Soviet communism would mellow. New ideas would
arise, people would realize that communism was not the wave of the future,
that history was not on its side. In some larger respect, Kennan was right.
American military power helped deter Soviet expansion while the soft power
of American culture, values, and ideas eroded communist ideology. But the
puzzle of timing remains: Why did the Cold War end in 1989? Why did it last
four decades? Why did it take the Soviet Union so long to mellow? Alterna-
tively, why didn’t it last another ten years?

Another possible explanation is “imperial overstretch.” The Yale historian
Paul Kennedy has argued that empires expand until overexpansion saps their
empire’s internal strength. With more than a quarter of its economy devoted to
defense and foreign affairs (compared to 6 percent for the United States in the
1980s), the Soviet Union was overstretched. But Kennedy went on to say that
none of the overexpanded multinational empires in history ever retreated to their
own ethnic base until they had been defeated or weakened in a great power war.
The Soviet Union, however, was not defeated or weakened in a great power war.

A third explanation is that the U.S. military buildup in the 1980s forced the
Soviets to surrender in the Cold War. There is some truth to that insofar as Pres-
ident Ronald Reagan’s policies dramatized the extent to which the Soviets were
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imperially overstretched, but it does not really answer the basic question. After
all, earlier periods of American military buildup did not have that effect. Why
19892 We must look for deeper causes, because to think that American rhetoric
and policy in the 1980s were the prime cause of the Soviet Union’s decline may
be similar to thinking that the rooster who crows before dawn causes the sun to
come up—another example of the fallacy of spurious causal inference.

We can gain more exact insights into the timing of the end of the Cold War
by looking at our three types of causes: precipitating, intermediate, and deep.
The most important precipitating cause of the end of the Cold War was an
individual, Mikhail Gorbachev. He wanted to reform communism, not replace
it. However, the reform snowballed into a revolution driven from below
rather than controlled from above. In both his domestic and foreign policy,
Gorbachev launched a number of actions that accelerated the existing Soviet
declineand hastened the end of the Cold War. When he first came topowerin 1985,
Gorbachev tried to discipline the Soviet people as a way to overcome economic
stagnation. When discipline was not enough to solve the problem, he launched
the idea of perestroika, or “restructuring,” but he was unable to restructure
from the top because the Soviet bureaucrats kept thwarting his orders. To light
a fire under the bureaucrats, he used a strategy of glasnost, or open discus-
sion and democratization. Gorbachev believed that airing people’s discontent
with the way the system was working would put pressure on the bureaucrats
and help perestroika work. But once glasnost and democratization let people
say what they were thinking and vote on it, many people said, “We want out.
There is no new form of Soviet citizen. This is an imperial dynasty, and we

I George H. W. Bush, Ronald Reagan, and Mikhail Gorbachev in New York, 1987
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do not belong in this empire.” Gorbachev unleashed the disintegration of the
Soviet Union, which became increasingly evident after a failed coup by hard-
liners in August 1991. By December 1991, the Soviet Union ceased to exist.

Gorbachev’s foreign policy, which he called “new thinking,” also contrib-
uted to the end of the Cold War. This policy had two very important elements.
One was changing ideas that constructivists emphasize, such as the concept of
common security, in which the classical security dilemma is escaped by joining
together to provide security. Gorbachev and the people around him said that in
a world of increasing interdependence, security was a non-zero-sum game, and
all could benefit through cooperation. The existence of the nuclear threat meant
all could perish together if the competition got out of hand. Rather than try to
build as many nuclear weapons as possible, Gorbachev proclaimed a doctrine
of “sufficiency,” holding a minimal number for protection. The other dimension
of Gorbachev’s foreign policy change was his view that expansionism is usu-
ally more costly than beneficial. The Soviet control over an empire in Eastern
Europe was costing too much and providing too little benefit, and the invasion
of Afghanistan had been a costly disaster. It was no longer necessary to impose a
communist social system as a way to ensure security on Soviet borders.

Thus, by the summer of 1989, the Eastern Europeans were allowed a
greater degree of freedom. Hungary permitted East Germans to escape through
its territory into Austria. This exodus of East Germans put enormous pressure
on the East German government. Additionally, Eastern European governments
no longer had the nerve (or Soviet backing) to put down demonstrations. In
November, the Berlin Wall was pierced—a dramatic conclusion to a crescendo
of events occurring over a very short period. We can argue that these events
stemmed from Gorbachev’s miscalculations. He thought communism could
be repaired, but in fact, in trying to repair it, he punched a hole in it. And
as if through a hole in a dam, the pent-up pressures began to escape, rapidly
increasing the opening and causing the entire system to collapse.

That still leaves the question, why 1989? Why under this leader? To some
extent, Gorbachev was an accident of history. In the early 1980s, three old
Soviet leaders died, one after another. It was not until 1985 that the younger
generation—the people who had come up under Khrushchev, the so-called
generation of 1956—had their chance. But if the members of the Communist
Party Politburo had chosen one of Gorbachev’s hard-line competitors in 19835,
it is quite plausible that the declining Soviet Union could have held on for
another decade. It did not have to collapse so quickly. Gorbachev’s personality
explains much of the timing.

As for the intermediate causes, Kennan and Kennedy were both on tar-
get. Two important intermediate causes were the soft power of liberal ideas,
emphasized in constructivist explanations, and imperial overstretch, empha-
sized by realists. The ideas of openness, democracy, and new thinking that
Gorbachev used were Western ideas that had been adopted by the genera-
tion of 1956. One of the key architects of perestroika and glasnost, Aleksandr
Yakovlev, had been an exchange student in the United States for a year and
ambassador to Canada for a decade. He was attracted to Western theories of
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pluralism. The growth of transnational communications and contacts pierced
the Iron Curtain and helped spread Western popular culture and liberal ideas.
The demonstrated effect of Western economic success gave them additional
appeal. While hard military power deterred Soviet expansionism, soft power
ate away the belief in communism behind the Iron Curtain. When the Berlin
Wall finally fell in 1989, it did not succumb to an artillery barrage, but to an
onslaught of civilian hammers and bulldozers.

As for imperial overstretch, the enormous Soviet defense budget began to
affect other aspects of Soviet society. Health care declined and the mortality
rate in the Soviet Union increased (the only developed country in which that
occurred). Without funds for upkeep, the country’s infrastructure began to
crumble. Eventually even the military became aware of the tremendous burden
caused by imperial overstretch. In 1984, Marshal Nikolai Ogarkov, the Soviet
chief of staff, realized the Soviet Union needed a better civilian economic base
and more access to Western trade and technology. But during the period of
stagnation, the old leaders were unwilling to listen, and Ogarkov was removed
from his post.

Thus the intermediate causes of soft power and imperial overstretch are
important, though ultimately we must deal with the deep causes, which were
the decline of communist ideology (a constructivist explanation) and the fail-
ure of the Soviet economy (a realist explanation). Communism’s loss of legiti-
macy over the postwar period was quite dramatic. In the early period, imme-
diately after 1945, communism was widely attractive. Many communists had
led the resistance against fascism in Europe, and many people believed that
communism was the wave of the future. The Soviet Union gained a great deal
of soft power from their communist ideology, but they squandered it. Soviet
soft power was progressively undercut by the de-Stalinization in 1956 that
exposed his crimes; by the repressions in Hungary in 1956, in Czechoslovakia
in 1968, and in Poland in 1981; and by the growing transnational communi-
cation of liberal ideas. Although in theory communism aimed to instill a sys-
tem of class justice, Lenin’s heirs maintained domestic power through a brutal
state security system involving reform camps, gulags, broad censorship, and
the widespread use of informants. The net effect of these repressive measures
on the Russian people was a general loss of faith in the system as voiced in
the underground protest literature and the rising tide of dissent advanced by
human rights activists.

Behind this, there was also decline in the Soviet economy, reflecting the
diminished ability of the Soviet central planning system to respond to change in
the world economy. Stalin had created a system of centralized economic direc-
tion that emphasized heavy smokestack industries. It was very inflexible—all
thumbs and no fingers—and tended to stockpile labor rather than transfer it to
growing service industries. As the economist Joseph Schumpeter pointed out,
capitalism is creative destruction, a way of responding flexibly to major waves of
technological change. At the end of the twentieth century, the major technologi-
cal change of the third industrial revolution was the growing role of information
as the scarcest resource in an economy. The Soviet system was particularly inept
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EXPLAINING THE COLD WAR FROM INSIDE
AND OUT

In contrast to the way most history is written, Cold War historians through the end
of the 1980s were working within rather than after the event they were trying to
describe. We had no way of knowing the final outcome, and we could determine the
motivations of only some—by no means all—of the major players. . .. We know
now, to coin a phrase. Or, at least, we know a good deal more than we once did.
We will never have the full story: we don’t have that for any historical event, no
matter how far back in the past. Historians can no more reconstruct what actually
happened than maps can replicate what is really there. But we can represent the
past, just as cartographers approximate terrain. And with the end of the Cold

War and at least the partial opening of documents from the former Soviet Union,
Eastern Europe, and China, the fit between our representations and the reality they
describe has become a lot closer than it once was.

—John L. Gaddis, “The New Cold War History””

at handling information. The deep secrecy of its political system meant
that the flow of information was slow and cumbersome. Ronald Reagan’s
defense buildup added pressure on an already economically stressed political
regime.

Soviet goods and services could not keep up to world standards. There was
a great deal of turmoil in the world economy at the end of the twentieth century,
but the Western economies using market systems were able to transfer labor to
services, to reorganize their heavy industries, and to switch to computers. The
Soviet Union could not keep up with the changes. For instance, when Gorbachev
came to power in 1985, there were 50,000 personal computers in the Soviet
Union; in the United States there were 30 million. Four years later, there were
about 400,000 personal computers in the Soviet Union, and 40 million in the
United States. Market-oriented economies and democracies proved more flex-
ible in responding to technological change than the centralized Soviet system
that Stalin created for the smokestack era of the 1930s. According to one Soviet
economist, by the late 1980s, only 8 percent of Soviet industry was competitive
at world standards. It is difficult to remain a superpower when 92 percent of
your industry is subpar.

The end of the Cold War was one of the great transformative events of the
twentieth century. It was equivalent to World War Il in its effects on the struc-
ture of the international system, but it occurred without war.

Following the breakup of the Soviet Union, Russia has undergone a sig-
nificant transformation. Renouncing the planned economy of the Soviet state,
post—Cold War Russia tentatively embarked on a path of democratization and
economic liberalization. That road has been fraught with peril, however. Fol-
lowing the advice of the International Monetary Fund, the Russian govern-
ment at first embraced economic “shock therapy” as a way of making the
transition from economic autocracy to liberal democracy. Yet shock therapy
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so disrupted Russian society that it was quickly shelved in favor of a more
gradualist approach. As the economic situation deteriorated, Russian nation-
alism was rejuvenated.

Theorists such as Michael Doyle, hypothesizing that liberal democracies
do not fight wars with one another, have concluded that if Russia makes a
successful transition to democracy, it will bode well for international peace.
It remains to be seen whether Russian foreign policy will fit the model of the
democratic peace, or whether a resurgence of Russian authoritarianism and
nationalism will challenge the United States and Western Europe.

Regardless of what the future holds, one major puzzle remains. Just as
important as the question of why the Cold War ended is the question of why
it did not turn hot. Why did the Cold War last so long without a “hot war”
erupting between the two superpowers? Why did it not result in World War III?

The Role of Nuclear Weapons: Physics and Politics

Some analysts believe that advanced developed societies learned from the les-
sons of World War I and World War Il and simply outgrew war. Others believe
that the “long peace” in the second half of the twentieth century stemmed from
the limited expansionist goals of the superpowers. Still others credit what they
consider the inherent stability of pure bipolarity in which two states (not two
tight alliances) are dominant. But for most analysts, the largest part of the
answer lies in the special nature of nuclear weapons and nuclear deterrence.

The enormous destructive power of nuclear weapons is almost beyond com-
prehension. A 1-megaton nuclear explosion can create temperatures of 100 million
degrees Celsius—four to five times the temperature in the center of the sun. The
bomb dropped on Hiroshima in 1945 was relatively small, about the equivalent
of 15,000 tons of TNT. Today’s missiles can carry 100 times that explosive power
or more. In fact, all the explosive power used in World War II could fit in one
3-megaton bomb, and that one bomb could fit in the nose cone of one large inter-
continental missile. By the 1980s, the United States and the Soviet Union together
had thousands of nuclear weapons (see Figure 4).

Some physical effects of nuclear explosions are uncertain. For example, the
theory of nuclear winter holds that a nuclear war would kick so much dust and
ash into the atmosphere that it would block sunlight, preventing most plants
from photosynthesizing, and leading to mass extinctions and the destruc-
tion of human civilization. A National Academy of Sciences study reported
that nuclear winter is possible, but highly uncertain. Much would depend on
whether the weapons were aimed at cities rather than at other weapons. Burn-
ing cities would generate an enormous amount of smoke that would block a
great deal of sunlight, but it is uncertain how long the smoke would stay aloft.
If the bombs exploded in the Northern Hemisphere, would the smoke travel
to the Southern Hemisphere? Some skeptics argue that the worst result would
not be nuclear winter, but nuclear autumn—a faint consolation. The certainty
is that a large-scale nuclear war would destroy civilization as we know it, at
least in the Northern Hemisphere. In their 1983 report on nuclear weapons,
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the American Catholic bishops engaged in only slight hyperbole when they
said, “We are the first generation since Genesis with the capability of destroy-
ing God’s creation.”!?

Nuclear weapons changed the nature of warfare, but they did not change
the basic way in which the world is organized. The world of anarchic states
with no higher government above them continued in the nuclear age. In 1946,
when the United States proposed the Baruch Plan to establish international con-
trol of nuclear weapons, the Soviet Union viewed it as just another American
plot. After this failure, Albert Einstein lamented that everything changed except
our thinking. Perhaps apocryphally, he is supposed to have said that “physics
is easier than politics.”

There are both military and political reasons why nuclear weapons did
not have a more dramatic effect right after 1945. For one thing, the early
atomic weapon did not do as much damage as the most deadly uses of mass
conventional weapons. The firebombing of Tokyo in March 1945 killed more
people than did the nuclear bombing of Hiroshima. Of course, the Hiroshima
raid involved a single B-29 bomber, whereas the Tokyo raid involved 279. But
at first there were very few nuclear weapons in the U.S. arsenal. The United
States had only two in 1947, and fifty in 1948.

The emerging U.S.-Soviet rivalry also slowed change in political thinking.
The Soviet Union mistrusted the United Nations and saw it as too reliant on
the United States. The United States could not coerce the Soviets into coopera-
tion because Europe was a hostage between the Soviets and the Americans.
If the United States threatened nuclear attack, the Soviets could threaten to
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invade Europe with conventional forces. The result was a stalemate. The revo-
lutionary physical effects of nuclear technology were initially not enough to
change the ways states behaved in an anarchic system.

The second stage of the nuclear revolution occurred in 1952 when the
hydrogen bomb was first tested. Hydrogen bombs rely on the energy released
when two atoms are fused into one, instead of split apart as in the early fis-
sion bombs. The H-bomb vastly increased the amount of destruction possible
with a single weapon. The largest human-made explosion on the earth’s sur-
face occurred in 1961 when the Soviet Union conducted a 60-megaton nuclear
test—20 times the explosive power used in all of World War II. And that par-
ticular weapon was tested at half strength.

Ironically, the more important change that accompanied the development
of the H-bomb was miniaturization. Fusion made it possible to deliver enor-
mous amounts of destructive power in very small packages. The systems built
to deliver the early atomic bombs got bigger and bigger and required more
space as the bombs increased in size. The B-36 bomber, which served with the
U.S. Air Force from 1948 to 1958, was a huge eight-engine airplane with one
big cavity to hold one bomb. A hydrogen bomb, on the other hand, could put
the same potential destruction in a much smaller space. Once that destructive
power was mounted in the nose cone of a ballistic missile, an intercontinental
nuclear war could occur with only thirty minutes” warning, compared to the
eight hours it took a B-36 to fly the same distance.

The increased destructiveness of hydrogen bombs also dramatized the
consequences of nuclear war. No longer could warfare be considered merely

The Convair B-36 (right) and the Boeing B-29 (left), which dropped atomic bombs on
Hiroshima and Nagasaki
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an extension of politics by other means. Karl von Clausewitz (1780-1831), a
nineteenth-century Prussian general and military theorist, said war is a politi-
cal act, and therefore absolute war is an absurdity. The enormous destruc-
tive power of nuclear weapons meant there was now a disproportion between
the military means and virtually all the political ends a country might seek.
This disjunction between ends and means caused a paralysis in the use of the
ultimate force in most situations. Nuclear weapons have not been used since
1945. Nuclear weaponry is muscle-bound. It is too powerful, and thus dispro-
portionate to any meaningful political goal.

The H-bomb had five significant political effects, even though it did not
reorganize the anarchic way in which the world goes about its business. First, it
revived the concept of limited war. The first half of the twentieth century saw a
change from the limited wars of the nineteenth century to the two world wars,
which took tens of millions of lives. At mid-century, analysts were referring to
the twentieth century as “the century of total war.” But war in the second half
of the century was more like the old wars of the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies. For instance, though the Korean and Vietnam wars each cost more than
55,000 American deaths (combat and noncombat), they remained limited in
scope and scale. In Vietnam and Afghanistan, the United States and the Soviet
Union each accepted defeat rather than use their ultimate weapon.

Second, crises replaced wars as moments of truth. In the past, war was the
time when all the cards were face up on the table. But in the nuclear age, war is
too devastating and the old moments of truth are too dangerous. The Berlin cri-
ses, the Cuban missile crisis, and the Middle East crises of the early 1970s played
the functional equivalent of war in this sense, providing glimpses into the true
correlation of forces in military power. Third, nuclear weapons made deterrence
(dissuasion through fear) the key strategy. It was now critical to organize mili-
tary might to produce fear in advance so an attack would be deterred. In World
War II, the United States relied on its ability to mobilize and gradually build a
war machine after the war started, but that mobilization approach no longer
worked when a nuclear war could be over in a matter of hours.

A fourth political effect was the development of a de facto regime of super-
power prudence. The two superpowers, despite their bitter ideological differ-
ences, developed one key common interest: avoiding nuclear war. During the
Cold War, the United States and the Soviet Union engaged in proxy or indirect
peripheral wars, but in no case did the two countries go head to head. In addi-
tion, the two sides developed spheres of influence. While the Americans talked
about rolling back communism in Eastern Europe in the 1950s, in practice, when
the Hungarians revolted against their Soviet rulers in 1956, the United States
did not rush in to help them, fearing nuclear war. Similarly, with the exception
of Cuba, the Soviets were relatively careful about incursions into the Western
Hemisphere. Both countries adhered to a developing norm of nonuse of nuclear
weapons. Finally, the superpowers learned to communicate. After the Cuban
missile crisis, Washington and Moscow developed a “hotline” (initially a teletype
connection) to allow virtually instantaneous communication between Soviet and
American leaders. Simultaneously, the codification of a number of arms control
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treaties, starting with the Limited Test Ban Treaty in 1963, and frequent arms
control negotiations became a way to discuss stability.

Fifth, nuclear weapons in general, and the H-bomb in particular, were seen
by most officials as unusable in time of war. It was not purely a matter of the
destructive potential of the H-bomb. A stigma gradually came to be attached
to the use of nuclear weaponry that did not similarly apply to conventional
weaponry. By the late 1960s, in fact, engineers and scientists had managed to
shrink the size and “yield” (destructive blast) of nuclear weapons so greatly that
some—nuclear mines and nuclear demolition charges, for example—could have
been used by the United States in Vietnam and the Gulf War or by the Soviet
Union in Afghanistan without causing much more destruction than conven-
tional weapons. Yet both Americans and Soviets refrained from using smaller-
yield nuclear weapons in favor of conventional ones. In part, they feared that
using any nuclear weapon, no matter how small, would open the window to
using other nuclear weapons, and that risk was simply unacceptable.

There was yet another dimension to the reluctance to use nuclear weap-
ons. Ever since the first bomb was dropped by the United States on Hiroshima,
there was a lingering sense that nuclear weapons were immoral—that they
went beyond the realm of what was acceptable in war. Though that normative
restraint is hard to measure, it clearly suffused the debates over nuclear weap-
ons and was one reason for the unwillingness of states to use them.

Balance of Terror

Nuclear weapons produced a peculiar form of the balance of power that was
sometimes called the “balance of terror.” Tests of nuclear strength were more
psychological than physical. Both sides followed a policy of preventing pre-
ponderance by the other, but the result was different from previous systems.
Unlike the nineteenth-century balance-of-power system in which five great
powers shifted alliances, the Cold War balance was very clearly organized
around two very large states, each capable of destroying the other in a matter
of minutes.

The problems raised by the classical security dilemma were not ended by
the terror of nuclear weapons, but the superpowers acted prudently despite
their ideological differences. Their prudence was similar to the effects of the
constant communications that occurred in managing the multipolar nine-
teenth-century balance of power. At the same time, the superpowers tried to
calculate balances of force, just as in the days when statesmen compared prov-
inces, infantry, and artillery.

The nuclear balance of terror coincided with a period of bipolarity.
Recall that some neorealists, such as Kenneth Waltz, define bipolarity as
a situation in which two large states have nearly all the power. That type
of pure bipolarity is rare. More often bipolarity has occurred in history
when alliances tighten so much that flexibility is lost, as happened in the
Peloponnesian War. Even though they were independent city-states, the
alliances around Athens and around Sparta coalesced tightly into a bipolar
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situation. Similarly, on the eve of World War I the alliance systems became
tightly bound into bipolarity.

Waltz argued that bipolarity can be stable because it simplifies commu-
nication and calculations: When you only have one other great power to pay
particularly close attention to, you can monitor the balance very closely. On
the other hand, bipolar systems lack flexibility and magnify the importance of
marginal conflicts such as the Vietnam War—and without other significant
countries to throw their weight into the balance on the weaker side, if one side
begins to outstrip the other, the balance can break down entirely. As we have
seen, the conventional wisdom in the past was that bipolarity either erodes or
explodes. If so, why did bipolarity not explode after World War II?

Perhaps the prudence produced by nuclear weapons provided the answer,
and the stability that Waltz attributed to pure bipolarity was really the result of
the bomb. The very terror of nuclear weapons may have helped produce stability
through the “crystal ball effect.” Imagine that in August 1914 the kaiser, the tsar,
and the emperor of Austria-Hungary looked into a crystal ball and saw a picture
of 1918. They would have seen that war would cost them their thrones, that
their empires would be dismembered, and that millions of their people would
be killed. Would they still have gone to war? Probably not. Knowledge of the
physical effects of nuclear weapons may be similar to the effect of giving leaders
in the post-1945 period a crystal ball. Because few or no political goals would be
proportionate to such destruction, they would not want to take great risks. Of
course, crystal balls can be shattered by accidents and by miscalculations, but the
analogy suggests why the combination of bipolarity and nuclear weapons pro-
duced the longest period of peace between the central powers since the beginning
of the modern state system. (The previous record was 1871-1914.)

Problems of Nuclear Deterrence

Nuclear deterrence is a subset of general deterrence, but the peculiar qualities
of nuclear weapons changed how the superpowers approached international
relations during the Cold War. Nuclear deterrence encourages the reasoning,
“If you attack me, I may not be able to prevent your attack, but I can retali-
ate so powerfully that you will not want to attack in the first place.” Nuclear
weapons thus put a new twist on an old concept.

One way to assess the efficacy of nuclear deterrence is by counterfactual
analysis. How likely was it that the Cold War would have turned hot in the
absence of nuclear weapons? The political scientist John Mueller argues that
nuclear weapons were irrelevant; they were no more than the rooster crowing.
He argues that the peoples of Europe had been turning away from war as a
policy instrument ever since the horrors of World War 1. The cause of peace
was the increased recognition of the horror of war, at least in the developed
world. According to Mueller, Hitler was an aberration, a rare person who had
not learned the lessons of World War I and was still willing to go to war. After
World War II, the general revulsion toward war returned more strongly than
before. Most analysts, however, believe nuclear weapons had a lot to do with
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NUCLEAR WEAPONS AND THE VIETNAM WAR

When President Kennedy made the first decision to increase significantly the
American military presence in 1962—63, . . . he had in mind two things: What
would have happened if Khrushchev had not believed him in the Berlin crisis of
1961-62, and what would have happened if Khrushchev Lhad not believed him1 in
the Cuban Missile Crisis of 19627

I think we made a mistake in concluding that the Chinese would probably not
intervene in the Korean War in 1950, and that influenced the American decision
not to invade North Vietham. The military said they did not think China would
come in, but if it did, it would lead to nuclear war, and that decided that.

— Secretary of State Dean Rusk**

avoiding World War III. Crises over Berlin, Cuba, and perhaps the Middle
East might have spiraled out of control without the prudence instilled by the
crystal ball effect of nuclear weapons.

That raises a number of questions. One is, what deters? Effective deter-
rence requires both the capability to do damage and a credible threat that the
weapons will be used. Credibility depends on the stakes involved in a conflict.
For example, an American threat to bomb Moscow in retaliation for a nuclear
attack was probably credible. But suppose the United States had threatened
to bomb Moscow in 1980 if the Soviets did not withdraw their troops from
Afghanistan. The United States certainly had the capability, but the threat
would not have been credible because the stakes were too low, and the Soviets
could easily have threatened in return to bomb Washington. So deterrence is
related not just to capability, but also to credibility.

The problem of credibility leads to a distinction between deterring threats
against one’s homeland and extending deterrence to cover an ally. For example,
the United States could not stop the Soviet Union from invading Afghanistan by
nuclear deterrence, but for the four decades of the Cold War, it threatened to use
nuclear weapons if the Soviet Union invaded the NATO countries of Western
Europe. Thus, to look for the effects of nuclear weapons in extending deterrence
and averting war, we must look at major crises in which the stakes were high.

Can history answer these questions about the effect of nuclear weapons?
Not completely, but it can help. From 1945 to 1949, the United States alone
had nuclear weapons but did not use them. So there was some self-restraint
even before mutual nuclear deterrence. This was due in part to the small size of
U.S. arsenals, a lack of understanding of these new weapons, and the American
fear that the Soviets would capture all of Europe with their massive conven-
tional forces. By the 1950s, both the United States and the Soviet Union had
nuclear weapons, and American leaders considered their use in several crises.
Nuclear weapons were not used in the Korean War or in 1954 and 1958 when
the Chinese communists mobilized forces and threatened to invade territory
held by the Nationalists based in Taiwan. Presidents Truman and Eisenhower
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vetoed the use of nuclear weapons for several reasons. In the Korean War, it
was not clear that dropping a nuclear weapon would stop the Chinese, and
the United States was concerned about the Soviet response. There was always
the danger that the threats might escalate and the Soviets might use a nuclear
weapon to help their Chinese ally. So even though the Americans had a larger
nuclear arsenal, there was the danger of escalating to a wider war involving
more than just Korea and China.

In addition, ethics and public opinion played a role. In the 1950s, U.S. gov-
ernment estimates of the number of citizens who would be killed by a nuclear
attack were so high that the idea was put aside. When asked about using nuclear
weapons, President Eisenhower said, “We can’t use those awful things against
Asians for the second time in less than ten years. My God!”!? Even though the
United States had more nuclear weapons than the Soviet Union in the 1950s, a
combination of factors persuaded the Americans not to use them.

The Cuban Missile Crisis

The key case in nuclear deterrence in the Cold War was the Cuban missile
crisis of October 1962, triggered by Khrushchev’s attempt to sneak strategic
nuclear missiles into Cuba. This thirteen-day period was the closest the world

THE “GRAVEST ISSUES”

By mid-October 1962, the Cold War had intensified in unforeseen ways. Cuba,
which had long been a virtual colony of the United States, had recently moved

into the Soviet orbit. In late September, U.S. newspapers had begun reporting
shipments of Soviet weapons to Cuba. President John F. Kennedy told the
American public that, to the best of his understanding, these weapons were
defensive, not offensive. Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev had given him absolute
assurances that this was the case. “Were it to be otherwise,” Kennedy said, “the
gravest issues would arise.”

Shortly before 9:00 A.m. on Tuesday, October 16, Kennedy’s Assistant for
National Security Affairs, McGeorge Bundy, brought to his bedroom photographs
showing that the “gravest issues” had indeed arisen. Taken from very high altitude
by a U-2 reconnaissance plane, these photographs showed the Soviets in Cuba
setting up nuclear-armed ballistic missiles targeted on cities in the continental
United States.

For Kennedy, the presence of these missiles was intolerable. So was the fact
that Khrushchev had lied to him. For the next 13 days, Kennedy and a circle of
advisers debated how to cope with the challenge. They knew that one possible
outcome was nuclear war, and during their discussions Kennedy’s civil defense
expert offered the chilling information that the U.S. population was frighteningly
vulnerable.

—Ernest May and Philip Zelikow, The Kennedy Tapes*>
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has ever come to nuclear war. If a total outsider, a “man from Mars,” had
looked at the situation, he would have seen that the United States had a mas-
sive superiority in nuclear weaponry. The Soviets had a mere handful of stra-
tegic missiles that could have reached the United States.!* If President Kennedy
considered Khrushchev’s gambit so utterly unacceptable, why didn’t he order
an attack on the Soviet missile sites in Cuba, most of which were still under
construction when discovered, and all of which were relatively vulnerable?
The answer was that Kennedy was not willing to run the risk of even one or
two of the Soviet missiles escaping destruction and being fired at an American
city. In addition, as the crisis unfolded, both Kennedy and Khrushchev learned
how little they could actually control the potentially disastrous actions of their
own military organizations, which were on high alert and ready to fight at a
moment’s notice. What they did not know would have frightened them even
more.'®> Khrushchev expressed the fear very powerfully in a letter to Kennedy
near the climax of the crisis: “[W]e and you ought not now to pull on the ends
of the rope in which you have tied the knot of war,” he wrote, “because the
more the two of us pull, the tighter that knot will be tied. And a moment may
come when that knot will be tied so tight that even he who tied it will not have
the strength to untie it, and then it will be necessary to cut that knot. And what
that would mean is not for me to explain to you, because you yourself under-
stand perfectly of what terrible forces our countries dispose.”!®

Twenty-five years after the event, a group of Harvard scholars organized
a conference with Americans who had been members of President Kennedy’s
Executive Committee of the National Security Council, the first of six such
meetings that ultimately included both Soviets and Cubans. One of the most
striking differences among the participants was their willingness to take risks.
That in turn depended on how likely each thought were the prospects of nuclear
war. Robert McNamara, Kennedy’s secretary of defense, became more cau-
tious as the crisis unfolded. At the time, he thought the probability of nuclear
war in the Cuban missile crisis might be one chance out of fifty (though later he
rated the risks much higher after he learned in the 1990s that the Soviets had
delivered both strategic and tactical nuclear weapons to Cuba). Douglas Dillon,
who was the secretary of the treasury, said he thought the risks of nuclear war
were about zero. He did not see how the situation could possibly progress to
nuclear war and as a result was willing to push the Soviets harder and to take
more risks than was McNamara. General Maxwell Taylor, the chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, also thought the risk of nuclear war was low, and he
complained that the United States let the Soviet Union off too easily. He argued
that Kennedy could have pushed much harder and should have demanded the
removal of Cuba’s president, Fidel Castro. General Taylor said, “I was so sure
we had ’em over a barrel, I never worried much about the final outcome.”!”
But the risks of losing control weighed heavily on President Kennedy, who
took a very cautious position—indeed, more prudent than some of his advisers
would have liked. The moral of the story is that a little nuclear deterrence can
go a long way. This has been called finite or existential deterrence. It is clear
that such nuclear deterrence made a difference in the Cuban missile crisis.
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Nonetheless, it is difficult to attribute the whole outcome of the crisis to the
nuclear component. The public consensus was that the United States won. But the
question of how much the United States won and why it won is overdetermined.
There are at least three possible explanations. One view is that because the United
States had more nuclear weapons than the Soviet Union, the Soviets gave in. A
second explanation adds the importance of the relative stakes of the two super-
powers in the crisis. Cuba was in America’s backyard, but a distant gamble for the
Soviets. Third, Cuba’s proximity to the United States meant that the Americans
could bring overwhelming conventional forces to bear. An American naval block-
ade and the possibility of an American invasion of Cuba also played a role. The
psychological burden was on the Soviets because higher stakes and readily avail-
able conventional forces bolstered the credibility of the American threat.

I Kennedy and Khrushchev meeting in Vienna in 1961
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Finally, although the Cuban missile crisis was widely considered an
American victory at the time—because Khrushchev publicly agreed to reverse
his nuclear deployment—it was, in fact, something of a compromise. The
Americans had three options in the Cuban missile crisis. One was a shoot-out,
that is, to bomb the missile sites; the second was a squeeze-out by blockad-
ing Cuba to persuade the Soviets to take the missiles out; the third was a
buyout by offering to trade something the Soviets wanted, such as removal
of American missiles from Turkey. For a long time, the participants did not
say much about the buyout aspects of the solution, but it came to light many
years after the crisis that Kennedy made a quiet promise to remove obsolete
U.S. missiles from Turkey in return for the withdrawal of Soviet missiles from
Cuba. We can conclude that nuclear deterrence mattered in the crisis, and
that the nuclear dimension certainly figured in Kennedy’s thinking. On the
other hand, the number of weapons was less important. It was not the ratio
of nuclear weapons that mattered so much as the fear that even a few nuclear
weapons could wreak such devastation.

Moral Issues

After the Cuban missile crisis there was a relative easing of the tension in the
Cold War—almost as if the United States and the Soviet Union had stumbled
to the brink of a cliff, looked over, and pulled back. In 1963, a hotline allow-
ing direct communication between Washington and Moscow was created, an
arms control treaty limiting atmospheric nuclear tests was signed, Kennedy
announced the United States would be willing to trade more with the Soviet
Union, and there was some relaxation of tension. Through the late 1960s, the
United States was preoccupied with the Vietnam War, yet there were still arms
control efforts. Intense fear of nuclear war returned after the Soviet Union
invaded Afghanistan in 1979. During “the little cold war” from 1980 to 19835,
strategic arms limitation talks stalled, rhetoric became particularly harsh, and
military budgets and the number of nuclear weapons increased on both sides.
President Ronald Reagan talked about fighting and “winning” a nuclear war,
and peace groups pressed for first a freeze, and then ultimately the abolition,
of nuclear weapons.

In the climate of heightened anxiety, many people asked a basic ques-
tion: Is nuclear deterrence moral? War theory argues that certain conditions
must be met in making moral judgments. Self-defense is usually regarded as
a just cause, but the means and consequences by which a war is fought are
equally important. In terms of the means, civilians must be distinguished
from combatants; in terms of consequences, there has to be some propor-
tionality—some relationship between the value of the ends and the cost of
the means.

Could nuclear war possibly fit the just war model? Technically, it could.
Low-yield nuclear artillery shells or depth charges might be used against radar
systems, submarines, ships at sea, or deep underground command bunkers
without being dramatically different in their effects from similar conventional
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LEARNING FROM HISTORY

In 1962 President Kennedy insisted that each member of the National Security
Council read Barbara Tuchman’s The Guns of August. The book is the story of
how the nations of Europe inadvertently blundered into World War I. The author
begins by quoting Bismarck’s comment that “some damned foolish thing in the
Balkans’” would ignite the next war. She then related the series of steps—following
the assassination on June 28, 1914, of the Austrian heir apparent, Archduke Franz
Ferdinand, by Serbian nationalists—each small and insignificant in itself, that led
to the most appalling military conflict in the history of the world. Time and again,
at the brink of hostilities, the chiefs of state tried to pull back, but the momentum
of events dragged them forward.

President Kennedy reminded us of the 1914 conversation between two German
chancellors on the origins of that war. One asked, “How did it happen?’” and his
successor replied, “Ah, if we only knew.” It was Kennedy’s way of stressing the
constant danger of miscalculation.

— Robert McNamara, Blundering into Disaster*®

weapons. In that case, we could discriminate between combatants and non-
combatants and keep the effects relatively limited. If the fighting stopped
there, we could fit nuclear weapons within just war theory. But would fighting
stop there, or would it escalate? Escalation is the great risk, for what could be
worth a hundred million lives or the fate of the Earth?

During the Cold War, some people answered, “It’s better to be Red than
dead.” But that may have been the wrong way to pose the question. Alterna-
tively, we might ask, is it ever justifiable to run a small risk of a large calamity?
During the Cuban missile crisis, John Kennedy was reputed to have said he
thought the chances of war were “between one out of three and even.”!® And
there was a risk of nuclear escalation as well. Was he justified in taking such a
risk? We can ask the counterfactual: If Kennedy had not been willing to take
the risk in Cuba, would Khrushchev have tried something even more danger-
ous? What if a Soviet success had led to a later nuclear crisis, or an even larger
conventional war—for example, over Berlin?

Nuclear weapons probably played a significant role in preventing the Cold
War from turning hot. During the 1980s, the American Association of Catholic
Bishops said that nuclear deterrence could be justified on a conditional basis
as a tolerable interim measure until something better was developed. But
how long is the interim? So long as nuclear knowledge exists, some degree of
nuclear deterrence will exist. Although the weapons induced prudence dur-
ing the Cold War, complacency is a danger. It took the United States and the
Soviet Union some time to learn how to control nuclear weapons, and it is far
from clear that such control systems will exist among new nuclear states such
as North Korea, and possibly Iran. Moreover, terrorist groups might have no
use for controls.
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Concern about the proliferation of nuclear weapons continues. While 189
states have signed the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, India and Pakistan
exploded weapons in 1998, followed by North Korea—a signatory, no less—in
2006. Countries such as Iraq, Iran, and Libya also pursued nuclear weapons
despite having signed the treaty. Also of concern is the spread of unconven-
tional arsenals such as biological and chemical weapons. Libya and Iraq, for
example, constructed chemical weapons facilities, and Iraq used them in its
war with Iran (1980-1988). After the Gulf War in 1991, UN inspectors uncov-
ered and destroyed major Iraqi nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons
programs. The fear that such programs could be reconstituted was one of the
causes of the Iraq War in 2003. Newspaper accounts of nuclear material mak-
ing its way out of the former Soviet Union and into the international black mar-
ket demonstrate that these weapons can still cause tension and bring countries
to the brink of war. In 2004, it was disclosed that a Pakistani nuclear scientist,
A. Q. Khan, had sold nuclear secrets to a number of countries, including Libya,
Iran, and North Korea. Moreover, the reports that terrorist groups such as the
Japanese Aum Shinrikyo cult and Osama bin Laden’s al Qaeda network were
investigating the production of nuclear and biological weapons indicate that
they may someday become available to nonstate actors as well.

The continued international worry about weapons of mass destruction has
both a moral and a realist dimension. The moral opprobrium against nuclear
weapons is shared not just by states that do not have the capacity or desire to
make such weapons, but even by states that continue to have them, such as the
United States, Britain, France, and Russia. Chemical and biological weapons
have been condemned since World War I, when the use of mustard gas led to a
widespread outcry. The realist dimension is simple: Weapons of mass destruc-
tion carry great risk of escalation and enormous potential for devastation.
Whenever these weapons are present, the dynamics of conflict change. Weak
states with nuclear or unconventional weapons are better able to threaten strong
states, while strong states with these weapons can more effectively threaten and
deter adversaries. At the same time, the risk that these devices will be used if
a crisis spins out of control raises the level of tension, whether between the
United States and North Korea, India and Pakistan, or Israel and Iran. And the
threat of use by terrorists adds a chilling dimension in which deterrence is not
a sufficient response. The Cold War may be over, but the era of weapons of
mass destruction is not.

Follow Up
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CHRONOLOGY: THE COLD WAR YEARS

= 1943 Tehran meeting among Stalin, Churchill, and Roosevelt
= 1944
July Bretton Woods Conference: Creation of International Monetary
Fund and World Bank
August Dumbarton Oaks Conference: Creation of United Nations
October Moscow meeting between Churchill and Stalin: Spheres of
influence plan for the Balkans
= 1945
February Yalta Conference among Stalin, Churchill, and Roosevelt
April Roosevelt dies
May Germany surrenders
April-June  San Francisco Conference; UN Charter drafted
July First test of A-bomb; Potsdam Conference: Truman, Churchill/
Attlee, Stalin
August Hiroshima and Nagasaki destroyed by A-bombs; the Soviet
Union enters war in Asia; Japan surrenders
= 1946 Churchill’s Iron Curtain speech; resumption of Greek civil war
= 1947
March Truman Doctrine announced
June Marshall Plan announced
October Creation of Cominform by Moscow
= 1948
February Coup by Czech Communist Party
March Partial blockade of Berlin begins
June Berlin airlift begins; Yugoslavia ousted from Cominform
November Truman reelected president
= 1949
April North Atlantic Treaty signed in Washington
May End of the Berlin blockade
August Soviet Union explodes first A-bomb
September Federal Republic of Germany (West Germany) created
October People’s Republic of China proclaimed; German Democratic
Republic (East Germany) proclaimed
= 1950
February Sino-Soviet pact signed in Moscow
April NSC-68 drafted
June Beginning of Korean War
= 1952 First U.S. H-bomb exploded; Eisenhower elected president;
Dulles becomes secretary of state
= 1953
March Death of Stalin
June East Berlin uprising

(Continued)
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November Berlin Wall falls; thousands of East Germans cross to Western
side
= 1990
May—June Washington Summit between Bush and Gorbachev
October Germany reunifies
November Treaty of Conventional Armed Forces in Europe cuts size of
land armies
December Lech Walesa elected president of Poland
= 1991
July Bush and Gorbachev sign START, pledge to destroy thousands
of nuclear weapons
August Coup against Gorbachev fails, but power flows to Russian

president Boris Yeltsin

September All SAC bombers, tankers, and Minuteman IT ICBMs taken off
alert

December Soviet Union dissolves; United States recognizes Armenia,
Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, and Ukraine

STUDY QUESTIONS

1.

2.

When did the Cold War begin? When did it end? Why? What do realist,
liberal, and constructivist approaches contribute to your answers?

Was the Cold War inevitable? If so, why and when? If not, when and
how could it have been avoided?

Why were leaders unable to restore a nineteenth-century-style Concert
system after World War II? What sort of system evolved?

How important were first- and second-image considerations in the
development of the Cold War? What were the views of American and
European leaders on the Soviet Union and its international ambitions?
What were Soviet views of the United States and the rest of the West?
Some historians argue that the real question is not why the Cold War
occurred, but why it did not escalate into a “hot” war. Do you agree?
Why didn’t a hot war begin?

What is “containment”? How did this American policy emerge, and how
was it implemented? What were Soviet responses?

How are nuclear weapons different from conventional weapons? Has
the advent of nuclear weapons fundamentally changed the way countries
behave?

Is Mueller correct that nuclear weapons are not the cause of the obsoles-
cence of major wars among developed states? What other factors does he
consider?

Is nuclear deterrence morally defensible? Or, in the words of one theorist,
is it morally analogous to tying infants to the front bumpers of automo-
biles to prevent traffic accidents on Memorial Day? Might some strate-
gies of deterrence be more ethical than others?
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10. What is the significance of nuclear weapons to international relations

11.

apart from nuclear deterrence? How useful are they?
Why did the Cold War end? What roles did hard and soft power play?
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MANAGING CONFLICT

Conflict marks all aspects of our social lives. Any time two or more people
have different preferences, there is a potential conflict. If you want to watch
Law & Order and your sister wants to watch CSI, then, unless you have two
television sets, you have a conflict. The overwhelming majority of conflicts in
life are resolved peacefully. Very few escalate to violence. In some cases, con-
flicts are resolved by one party winning and another losing. If your parents tell
you that you must let your sister watch CSI, she has won and you have lost. You
may not be happy about it, but you are unlikely to fetch a gun and start shooting.

Another way of resolving conflict is to compromise in which you get
some—but not all—of what you want. If you and your sister both want the
last piece of cake, one solution is to cut it in half. This may work with cake,
but it does not work very well with television dramas. You and your sister are
both likely to think that half a piece of cake is better than none, but half an
episode of Law & Order is completely unsatisfying.

When your parents tell you to let your sister watch CSI, they may sof-
ten the blow by promising that you will get your way next time. If so, they
would be managing the conflict by invoking a norm of turn-taking, a form
of reciprocity. This move effectively embeds a single instance of winner/loser
conflict resolution into a broader pattern of compromise. Over time, you and
your sister will share the time slot. If you are like most people, this will soothe
the sting of defeat. It will also make you more likely to respect your parents’
authority, since they are being reasonable and fair. A third way of resolving
conflict is for someone to persuade either party or both to change their prefer-
ences. Your father may inform you that tonight’s episode of Law & Order is
a rerun that you have already seen. Your mother may offer to pay if you both
go out for ice cream instead of watching TV.

Notice the variety in these scenarios not only in the solutions, but also in
the conflict management strategies. By simply ordering you to defer to your
sister, you parents leveraged their authority, which is a right to rule. By pro-
posing a norm of turn-taking, they leveraged your sense of fairness and pro-
moted a norm. By telling you about the rerun, your father wielded soft power
by altering your preferences through novel relevant information. By offering to
buy you ice cream, your mother wielded hard power in the form of a material
incentive.

Peaceful conflict management of this kind requires mutual cooperation,
which the dictionary defines as “working or acting together.” Cooperation does
not normally come naturally. Someone, or something, must usually arrange it.
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Take, for example, the marines who raised the U.S. flag atop Mount Suribachi
during the battle for Iwo Jima in 1945. No doubt the senior officer present
told the others what to do. Some of them might have preferred to do something
else. If left to their own devices, people often simply assert their own preferences
(exceptions are societies that have very strong norms of deference to others). It
is doubtful the flag would have been raised at all if this had been the case. Har-
momny is a situation in which people share the same preference and everyone can
be happy at once. Harmony is nice, and most people experience it at least some of
the time in all aspects of their lives, too; but we often don’t even notice it, because
it does not present us with a problem to solve.

Not all solutions or strategies of conflict management are available at all
times, or effective in all cases. Much depends upon the nature of the “good” at
stake. Economists distinguish between four main types of goods:

® “Private goods” are excludable: it is possible to prevent others from
getting them. There is also rivalry for private goods. If you have one, it
means that no one else can have it. Your car is a private good. If you
have the keys (and a decent antitheft system), you can prevent others
from driving it, and if you are driving it, others can’t.

® “Public goods” are nonexcludable and nonrivalrous: There is no way of
preventing others from enjoying them, and if you have some, it does not
effectively diminish what is available for the benefit of others. Clean air is
a public good: It is virtually impossible to prevent people from breathing
the same air you do, and your breathing it does not reduce the ability of
others to breathe it as well.

m “Club goods” are excludable and nonrivalrous. These include such things
as satellite television signals. In contrast to conventional radio signals,
satellite TV broadcasts are encrypted, and you can prevent people from
watching by controlling access to the set-top boxes that decrypt them.
But anyone with a decoder can watch. Your decoding the signal doesn’t
weaken it for others.

® “Common goods” are nonexcludable and rivalrous. These include such
things as wild fish and game. You can’t stop people from fishing, but if
you catch a fish, no one else can catch it—unless you are fishing purely
for sport and throw it back, in which case you have turned that particular
fish into a public good!

Different kinds of goods pose different problems for cooperation. A clas-
sic problem of cooperation concerning public goods, for example, is under-
provision: Since everyone can benefit from a public good, no one has a strong
incentive to shoulder the cost of providing it. Roads, for example, are public
goods. Most drivers would be willing in principle to chip in voluntarily for
the cost of building and maintaining roads, but there would always be people
who sought a “free ride.” Studies show that the amount of money that would
be available for roads if the entire budget came from voluntary donations
would be nowhere near what was needed, so governments resort to taxes
and/or tolls.
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A classic cooperation problem involving common goods is called the “trag-
edy of the commons.” The North Atlantic cod fishing industry collapsed in the
1990s in part because, since every individual trawler captain had a financial
incentive to catch as many fish as possible, fishing fleets caught cod faster than
the fish could reproduce.

Cooperation is required to decide how to allocate and safeguard the use of
private goods and club goods as well. Your car is only really your car against
the backdrop of a complex social, legal, and economic system that makes pos-
sible things such as financing, licensing, registration, and law enforcement (to
defend your right to ownership). Someone had to mark out a particular part of
the electromagnetic spectrum for the use of satellite TV and prevent someone
else from trying to broadcast at that frequency. The same can be said of radio
signals in a sense. The signals may be public goods, but the radio spectrum is
not: It is a private good. You can prevent people from using it at all, and if
someone broadcasts at a particular frequency, no one else within range can
broadcast at that frequency at the same time.

As we can see, cooperation is essential to ensure that people can benefit
from goods of any kind. The above examples demonstrate that many of the
most effective solutions to cooperation problems involve rules and norms,
often created and enforced by governments (or other authorities, such as par-
ents, associations, and clubs). In fact, governments sometimes use their powers
to ensure that goods don’t migrate from one category to another. MP3 music
files, for example, are in a certain sense natural public goods: With online file
sharing, it is almost impossible to prevent people from getting them, and the
fact that one person downloads an MP3 file does not prevent another from
downloading it also. But if music were a true public good, performers and
composers would be unable to earn a living from music because of the free-
rider problem. So governments try to enforce intellectual property rights by
passing laws against file sharing, and increasingly they go after people who
illegally share files. In the summer of 2009, a Boston University graduate stu-
dent was ordered to pay four record labels $675,000 for downloading and
sharing music by groups such as Green Day and Nirvana.

One of the great differences between international politics and domes-
tic politics is precisely that there is no higher authority than states, which
means that a large number of mechanisms for solving problems of interna-
tional cooperation are simply not available. This does not make international
cooperation impossible, but it does complicate it. Green Day and Nirvana can
get the U.S. government to prosecute people in the United States who illegally
share music, but Washington cannot arrest, try, and punish someone who
shares files from his home computer in Shanghai. Instead, American officials
must try to persuade the government of China to pass and enforce intellectual
property rights laws. As a sovereign state, China has a perfect right to decide
whether or not to do so, though it must consider issues of international trade
reciprocity if it refuses.

Interestingly, while international cooperation is generally more difficult
than domestic cooperation, most international conflicts are also resolved
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peacefully. Relatively few escalate to violence. When attempts to resolve them
fail, the most common outcome is either a standoff or further efforts to find
agreeable solutions. During the Cold War, most people did not notice this,
because the Cold War itself was such a preoccupation. Even so, there was
remarkably little Cold War violence, at least when seen against the background
of the levels of destruction of which the superpowers were capable. Most Cold
War violence took place on the so-called periphery and involved Cold War
“proxies” (Soviet or American client regimes, liberation movements, and mili-
tias or irregular forces of various kinds). Even though there were many unre-
solved East-West conflicts, most of them were nothing more than standoffs
that gradually came to be managed through broader and deeper cooperative
agreements, either formal (such as arms control treaties) or informal (various
“security regimes”).

International Law and Organization

Two of the primary vehicles for managing conflict and promoting coopera-
tion in world politics are international law and organization. We have already
encountered these many times in the course of our exploration thus far, but
it is worth examining them more closely here because many heralded the end
of the Cold War as an opportunity at last to realize the Wilsonian dream of
a world governed more effectively and more reliably by means of both. One
could say that new Wilsonians expected constructivist processes of socializa-
tion and norm-promotion to overcome realist obstacles to liberal ideals. Argu-
ably, the world is a more orderly place today precisely because of progress
in international governance and the deepening and thickening of norms of
peaceful conflict resolution. But the most optimistic neo-Wilsonians have been
disappointed thus far; the world is not as peaceful, not as stable, and not as
safe as they had hoped it would be by now. At the same time, however, the
pessimists who confidently predicted that the enduring logic of realism would
simply give rise to some new dominant axis of enmity that would frustrate any
progress whatsoever have been proven wrong as well.

People sometimes have problems understanding international law and
organization because they use a domestic analogy. But international organiza-
tion is not like domestic government, and international law is not like domes-
tic law. International organizations do not act as an incipient world govern-
ment for two reasons. First, the sovereignty of member states is protected in
the charters of most international organizations. The United Nations is the
closest thing we have to a world government, because of its near-universal
membership and its exceptionally broad mandate and agenda, but Article 2.7
of the UN Charter says: “Nothing in the Charter shall authorize the United
Nations to intervene in matters within domestic jurisdiction.” In other words,
the organization is not an effort to replace states.

The other reason that international organization is not incipient world
government is because of its weakness. There is an international judiciary in
the form of the International Court of Justice (IC]), which consists of fifteen
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judges elected for nine-year terms by the United Nations, but the International
Court of Justice is not a world supreme court. States may refuse its jurisdiction,
and a state may refuse to accept its judgments, even if the state has accepted
the court’s jurisdiction. In the 1980s, for example, the Reagan administration
refused to accept an IC]J ruling that the United States had acted illegally in min-
ing the harbors of Nicaragua.

If we imagine the UN General Assembly as the equivalent of Congress, it
is a very strange kind of legislature. It is based on the principle of one state,
one vote, but that principle reflects neither democracy nor power relations in
the world. Democracy rests on the principle of one person, one vote. In the
UN General Assembly, the Maldive Islands with almost 400,000 people in
the southern Indian Ocean has one vote and China, a country with more than
1.3 billion people, has one vote. That means a Maldive Islander has more
than 3,000 times the voting power of a Chinese in the UN General Assembly,
which does not fit well with the democratic criteria for legislatures. Nor is it
a very good reflection of power, because the Maldive Islands has the same
vote in the General Assembly as the United States or India or China. So there
is an oddity about the General Assembly that makes states unwilling to have
it pass binding legislation. UN General Assembly resolutions are just that:
resolutions, not laws.

Finally, we might imagine that the secretary-general of the United Nations
is the incipient new president of the world. But that is also misleading. The
secretary-general is a weak executive, more secretary than general. If the secre-
tary-general has power, it is more like the soft power of a pope than the com-
bination of hard and soft power a president possesses. Trying to understand
international organizations by analogy to domestic government is a sure way
to get the wrong set of answers. They are better understood as frameworks by
which states arrange coordination and cooperation.

International law is not like domestic law in various important ways.
Domestic law is the product of legislatures and customs, sometimes called
common law. Domestic law involves provisions for enforcement, adjudi-
cation by individuals (you can go to a court yourself and bring suit), and
orderly revision by legislation. Public international law is similar in the sense
that it consists of treaties, which are agreements among states, and customs,
which are the generally accepted practices of states. But it differs dramati-
cally in enforcement and adjudication. On enforcement, there is no executive
to make a state accept a court decision. International politics is a self-help
system. In the classic ways of international law, enforcement was sometimes
provided by the great powers. For example, in the Law of the Sea, a cus-
tom developed that a state could claim a three-mile jurisdiction out into the
oceans. In the nineteenth century, when Uruguay claimed broader territorial
seas to protect the fisheries off its coasts, Britain, the greatest naval power
of the day, sent gunboats within three miles of the coast. In the 1980s, when
Libya attempted to claim the Gulf of Sidra as territorial water, the United
States, then and still the greatest naval power in the world, sent in the Sixth
Fleet. You might ask, “Who enforced the law against Britain or the United

207



208

Post—Cold War Cooperation, Conflict, Flashpoints

States if they violated the law?” The answer is that enforcement in a self-help
system is a one-way street.

Adjudication in international law is by states, not by individuals (though
the European Court at Strasbourg is a regional exception). Instead of any
of the world’s billions of citizens bringing cases to the international court,
only states can bring cases, and they are unlikely to bring cases unless they
want to get them off their docket or think they have a reasonable chance
of winning. Thus the court has had relatively few cases. In the 1990s, spe-
cial tribunals were established to try war criminals from the Bosnian and
Rwandan conflicts, and in 2002 a large number of states established an
International Criminal Court to try war criminals and genocidaires if their
national governments failed to try them. However, a number of significant
states, including the United States and China, refused to ratify the treaty
because they felt it infringed on their sovereignty. In addition, there are
problems about how customary rules should be interpreted even when a
principle is agreed on. Take the principle of expropriation. It is accepted
that a state can nationalize a corporation from another country that oper-
ates on its territory, but it must pay compensation for what the corporation
is worth. But who is to say what is just compensation? Many of the less
developed countries have argued that low compensation is adequate; rich
countries usually want higher levels.

Finally, even when the UN General Assembly has passed resolutions,
there is a good deal of ambiguity about what they mean. They are not
binding legislation. The only area in the UN Charter in which a state must
legally accept a decision is Chapter VII, which deals with threats to peace,
breaches of the peace, and acts of aggression. If the Security Council (not
the General Assembly) finds that there has been an act of aggression or
threats to peace warranting sanctions, then member states are bound to
apply the sanctions. That is what happened in 1990 when Iraq invaded
Kuwait, and in 2001 after the United States was the target of transnational
terrorist attacks.

The other way in which new law is sometimes created is through large
intergovernmental conferences that negotiate draft treaties for governments
to sign. Such conferences are often very large and unwieldy. For example, in
the 1970s the Law of the Sea Conference involved more than a hundred par-
ticipating states trying to draft principles for a twelve-mile territorial sea, an
exclusive economic zone for fisheries out to 200 miles, and designating the
minerals on the bottom of the ocean as the common heritage of all. The trou-
ble was that some states agreed to only parts of the text, leaving the outcome
unclear in international law. Nonetheless, in 1995, when the United States
wanted to resist possible Chinese claims to the seas around the Spratly Islands,
it appealed to the international Law of the Sea.

International law basically reflects the fragmented nature of interna-
tional politics. The weak sense of community means there is less willing-
ness to obey or restrain oneself out of a sense of obligation or acceptance
of authority. The absence of a common executive with a monopoly on the
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legitimate use of force means that sovereign states are in the realms of self-
help, force, and survival. And when matters of survival come up, law usually
takes second place.

Predictability and Legitimacy

Nonetheless, international law and organization are an important part of
political reality because they affect the way states behave. States have an inter-
est in international law for two reasons: predictability and legitimacy.

States, like people, are involved in conflicts with each other all the time.
The vast range of international transactions, both public and private, includes
trade, tourism, diplomatic missions, and contacts among peoples across
national boundaries. As interdependence grows, those contacts grow and there
are increasing opportunities for friction. International law allows governments
to avoid conflict at a high level when such friction arises. For example, if an
American tourist is arrested for smuggling drugs in Mexico, if a British ship
collides with a Norwegian ship in the North Sea, or if a Japanese firm claims
that an Indian company has infringed its patents, the governments may not
want to spoil their other relations over these private conflicts. Handling such
issues by international law and agreed principles depoliticizes them and makes
them predictable. Predictability is necessary for transactions to flourish and
for the orderly handling of the conflicts that inevitably accompany them.

Legitimacy is a second reason why governments have an interest in inter-
national law. Politics is not merely a struggle for physical power, but also a
contest over legitimacy. As we have seen, power and legitimacy are not anti-
thetical, but complementary. Humans are neither purely moral nor totally cyn-
ical. It is a political fact that the belief in right and wrong helps move people to
act, and therefore legitimacy is a source of power. If a state’s acts are perceived
as illegitimate, the costs of a policy will be higher because compliance will be
lower. States appeal to international law and organization to legitimize their
own policies or delegitimize others, and that often shapes their tactics and out-
comes. Legitimacy enhances a state’s soft power.

In major conflicts of interest, international law may not always restrain
states, but it often helps shape the flow of policy. Law is part of the power
struggle. Cynics may say these are just games that lawyers play; but the fact
that governments find it important to make legal arguments or to take the
resolutions of international organizations into account shows they are not
completely insignificant. To put it in an aphorism: “When claims to virtue are
made by vice, then at least we know virtue has a price.” Simply put, govern-
ments may be trapped by their own legal excuses.

An example is UN Security Council Resolution 242. Passed at the end of
the 1967 Middle East War, it called for a return to prewar boundaries. Over
the years, it had the effect of denying the legitimacy of the Israeli occupation
of the territories it captured during that war. That put Israel on the defensive
in the United Nations. The Arab states lost the war, but were nonetheless
able to put pressure on Israel. In 1976, when the Arab coalition tried to expel
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Israel from the United Nations, the United States spent a good deal of political
capital lobbying before the General Assembly to prevent Israel’s expulsion,
another indication that symbols of legitimacy in international organizations
are part of a power struggle.

When vital issues of survival are at stake, a state will use its most effec-
tive form of power, which is military force. And that may explain the limited
success of efforts of international law and organization to deal with the use
of force. It is one thing to handle drug smuggling, collision of ships at sea, or
patent infringement by international law; it is another to put the survival of
one’s country at risk by obeying international law. That was the problem with
collective security in the 1930s, but a modified form of collective security was
re-created in the UN charter.

The United Nations: Collective Security and Peacekeeping

The classical balance of power did not make war illegal. The use of military
force was accepted, and it often ensured the stability of the system. During
the nineteenth century, with changes in technology making war more destruc-
tive, and with the rise of democracy and peace movements, there were several
efforts to organize states against war. Twenty-six states held a peace confer-
ence at The Hague in 1899. In 1907, another Hague conference was attended
by 44 states. The approach taken in these conferences was very legalistic. The
conferees tried to persuade all states to sign treaties of arbitration so disputes
would be handled by arbitration rather than force. They also tried to codify
rules of war in case arbitration did not work.

As we have seen, after World War I the League of Nations was an attempt
to develop a coalition of states that would deter and punish aggressors. In
the eyes of Woodrow Wilson and those who thought as he did, World War I
had been largely an accidental and unnecessary war caused by the balance of
power, and such wars could be prevented by an alliance of all states for collec-
tive security. If the League of Nations was designed to prevent another World
War I, the United Nations was designed in 1943-194S5 to prevent a repeat of
World War II. Forty-nine states met in San Francisco in 19435 to sign a charter
that included innovations to repair the deficiencies of the League. Unlike the
balance-of-power system of the nineteenth century, the offensive use of force
was now illegal for any state that signed the UN charter, with three excep-
tions: Any use of force had to be for either self-defense, collective self-defense,
or collective security.

The designers of the UN also created a Security Council composed of
five permanent members and a rotating pool of nonpermanent members. The
Security Council can be seen as a nineteenth-century balance-of-power mecha-
nism integrated into the collective security framework of the UN. The Security
Council can pass binding resolutions under Chapter VII of the charter. If the
five great power policemen do not agree, they each have a veto, which is like a
fuse box in a house lighting system. The UN’s founders felt that it was prefer-
able to allow the great powers each to have a veto that makes the lights go out
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rather than have the house burn down in the form of a war against one or two
recalcitrant great powers.

During the Cold War, the UN collective security system only worked once:
in the Korean War—and it only worked then because the Soviet Union was
boycotting the Security Council over the fact that the Nationalist government
in Taiwan, rather than the Communist government in Beijing, was occupying
the China seat. For most of the Cold War, the great powers could not agree
on what counted as a legitimate use of force. They also experienced great dif-
ficulty trying to define aggression. For example, how should one weigh covert
infiltration against forces crossing a border first? In 1956 Israel suffered from
covert attacks by Egyptian-backed guerrillas, yet Israeli conventional forces
crossed the border into Egypt first. Depending on which side you favored, you
took a different view regarding who was the aggressor in this case. For two
decades during the Cold War, UN committees tried to define aggression. They
came up with a vague and generally ineffective rule: A list of acts of aggres-
sion was followed by the proviso that the Security Council could determine
that other acts also constituted aggression. Even when armed force had been
used, the Security Council could choose not to declare that there had been any
aggression. So as far as the United Nations was concerned, aggression was
committed when the Security Council said it was. Everything depended on a
consensus in the Security Council, and that was rare during the Cold War.

The impasse over collective security gave rise to the concept of UN preven-
tive diplomacy and peacekeeping forces. Rather than identifying and punish-
ing the aggressor, which is the basic concept of collective security, the United
Nations would assemble independent forces and interpose them between the
warring powers. The model was developed during the Suez Canal crisis of 1956.

In July 1956, President Gamal Abdel Nasser of Egypt nationalized the
Suez Canal (Figure 1). Sir Anthony Eden, the British prime minister, saw this
as a major threat to Britain. He regarded Nasser as a new Hitler, and he drew
analogies to the 1930s. He worried about the fact that Nasser had accepted
Soviet arms. Britain worked up a secret plan with France and Israel: Israel
would attack Egypt, which had been sending guerrillas across the Israeli bor-
der, whereupon France and Britain would “intervene” to restore peace, occu-
pying the Suez Canal in the process. The UN Security Council debated a reso-
lution calling for a cease-fire, which Britain and France vetoed. They wanted
their intervention to continue long enough to destabilize Nasser.

Dag Hammarskjold, the UN secretary-general, working with Canadian sec-
retary of state for external affairs Lester Pearson, devised a plan to separate the
Israelis and the Egyptians by inserting a UN peacekeeping force. A resolution in
the General Assembly, where there was no veto, authorized a UN force in the Sinai
region. The United States did not support its European allies, worrying that their
intervention would antagonize Arab nationalists and increase the opportunities for
the Soviet Union in the Middle East. On November 15, the first United Nations
Emergency Force (UNEF) deployed into the Sinai between Egyptian and Israeli
forces, and later in December, the United Nations took on the task of clearing the
ships that had been sunk in the canal.
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The Suez Crisis and the Birth of Peacekeeping

UNEEF served as a model for dozens of “blue helmet” peacekeeping missions,
and in 1992 the UN created a Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO)
to oversee them. At present there are 14 UN peacekeeping operations on four con-
tinents. Nearly 100,000 troops from 114 countries participate. The total number
of PKOs to date is 64, with a total budget of almost $70 billion. Peacekeeping
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is an excellent example of a function that the UN invented for itself—but that the
UN’s founders never imagined. In contrast, the total number of collective security
operations to date—which the UN’s founders imagined would be among its prin-
cipal activities—is two (Korea in 1950, Kuwait in 1991).

Thus even though the Cold War prevented the United Nations from
implementing the formal doctrine of collective security, it did not prevent the
innovation of using international forces to keep two sides apart. In collective
security, if a state crosses a line, all the others are to unite against it and push
it back. In peacekeeping, if a state crosses a line, the United Nations steps in
and holds the parties apart without judging who is right or wrong. During
the Cold War, one of the basic principles of UN peacekeeping was that the
forces always came from small states, not from the Soviet Union or the United
States, so that the great powers would be kept out of direct conflict. Preven-
tive diplomacy and peacekeeping were important innovations that still play
significant roles in regulating international conflicts. But they are not collec-
tive security, and today many peacekeepers are trying to separate parties in
internal conflicts.

Iraq’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait was the first post-Cold War crisis. Since
the Soviet Union and China did not exercise their vetoes, UN collective secu-
rity was used for the first time in forty years. There were three reasons for this
remarkable resurrection. First, Iraq committed an extraordinarily clear-cut
aggression, very much like the 1930s, which reminded leaders of that failure
of collective security. The second reason was the feeling that if UN collective
security failed in such a clear case, it would not be a principle for order in a
post—Cold War world. Third, the small states in the United Nations supported

A LETTER TO PRESIDENT DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER

In the nineteen-thirties Hitler established his position by a series of carefully
planned movements. These began with occupation of the Rhineland and were
followed by successive acts of aggression against Austria, Czechoslovakia, Poland
and the West. His actions were tolerated and excused by the majority of the
population of Western Europe. . . .

Similarly the seizure of the Suez Canal is, we are convinced, the opening
gambit in a planned campaign designed by Nasser to expel all Western influence
and interests from Arab countries. He believes that if he can get away with this,
and if he can successfully defy eighteen nations, his prestige in Arabia will be so
great that he will be able to mount revolutions of young officers in Saudi Arabia,
Jordan, Syria and Irag. (We know that he is already preparing a revolution in
Iraqg, which is most stable and progressive.) These new Governments will in effect
be Egyptian satellites if not Russian ones. They will have to place their united oil
resources under the control of a United Arabia led by Egypt and under Russian
influence. When that moment comes Nasser can deny oil to Western Europe and we
here shall be at his mercy.

— British Prime Minister Anthony Eden, 1956
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the action because most of them were fragile and had disputable postcolonial
boundaries. The arguments Saddam Hussein used to justify his invasion of
Kuwait threatened most of the other small states as well. To paraphrase the
Haitian delegate to the League of Nations, they did not want to become some-
one else’s Kuwait.

Will UN collective security be a basis for a new world order? Only rarely.
The permanent members of the Security Council, for example, were not able to
agree on resolutions to authorize either the Kosovo or Iraq wars in 1999 and
2003. There are important problems. First, the UN system works best when
there is clear-cut aggression; it is much more difficult to apply in civil wars.
Second, collective security will work if there is no veto, but if the United States,
Russia, China, Britain, or France cannot reach agreement, collective security
will be hamstrung once more. Moreover, in 1945, UN collective security was
not designed to be applicable against the five great powers with vetoes in the
Security Council. Third, collective security works when UN member states pro-
vide the necessary financial and military resources, but it is difficult to imagine
collective security working if the states with large military forces do not con-
tribute. Collective security was a miserable failure in the 1930s, was put on ice
during the Cold War, and then, like Lazarus, rose from the dead in the Persian
Gulf in 1990. But it was only a minor miracle, for collective security is only part
of what will be needed for world order in the future.

The United Nations has political effects, even when collective security can-
not be applied, because the presumption against force written into the UN
charter places the burden of proof on those who want to use force. As con-
structivists note, such changes in normative ideas about the use of force affect
states’ soft power. In addition, the Security Council provides an important
forum for the discussion of international violence, dramatizing the practice
of collective concern and directing attention to important matters in times of
crisis. It sometimes crystallizes viewpoints, raising the costs of aggressive uses
of force, and acts as a safety valve for diplomacy. Finally, the role of the UN
peacekeeping forces is limited but useful. These trip wires and buffer zones are
devices that states have found to be in their interests again and again.

With the end of the Cold War came more opportunities for the United
Nations. The United Nations played a role in the decolonization of Namibia,
in monitoring human rights in El Salvador, in the elections in Nicaragua, in the
administration in Cambodia, in addition to overseeing peacekeeping forces.
Its recent peacekeeping record is mixed. UN peacekeepers helped in Haiti and
Cambodia in the 1990s, but failed to prevent genocide in Rwanda and Sudan or
to stop civil war in Angola, and in Bosnia had to be replaced by a stronger North
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) force. Sometimes it is difficult even to
assess success or failure. UN peacekeepers have certainly helped prevent blood-
shed between Greek and Turkish Cypriots, but critics of the Cyprus mission
argue that the seemingly open-ended commitment (blue helmets have been on the
ground since 1964) has actually impeded progress toward a negotiated reunifica-
tion of the country. It seems that neutral interposition of troops does not always
work well in ethnic conflicts. Indeed, some political scientists argue that neutral
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interventions may lengthen the duration of civil wars, causing greater bloodshed
and loss of life. On the other hand, the UN still plays an important legitimizing
role. The failure of the United States and Britain to obtain a Security Council
resolution explicitly authorizing their use of force in 2003, for example, greatly
increased the cost of their occupation of Iraq.> In addition, the UN continues
to invent new roles for itself. One good example is peacebuilding, illustrated
by the United Nations Integrated Mission in Timor-Leste (UNMIT). Through a
complex sixteen-point mandate involving a wide variety of social, political, eco-
nomic, and security tasks, UNMIT is attempting to help Timor-Leste build the
capacity for, and cultivate a climate conducive to, a stable, independent, demo-
cratic state. “Peace support operations” of this kind were never envisaged by the
drafters of the UN Charter in San Francisco, but are an increasingly important
component of the UN’s contribution to managing conflict. Even though the orig-
inal doctrines of collective security do not fit as neatly as once thought, it would
be a mistake to dismiss international law and the United Nations. They are part
of the political reality of the anarchic state system. It is a mistake to be too cyni-
cal or too naive about international law and organization. States do not live by
law alone, but they do not live completely without it.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, the UN is clearly not the
“parliament of humankind” that some of its founders hoped for when it was
created in 1945. With an annual regular budget of roughly $4 billion a year
and a central staff of 14,000 members, the organization has fewer resources
than many towns and cities. Even when the special budget for peacekeeping
operations (roughly $3 billion) and the annual budgets of all the specialized
agencies and development funds are added together, the total comes to around
$12 billion, or about 2 percent of what the United States spends on defense.
The budget for human rights activities is smaller than that of the Zurich Opera
House, and the budget of the UN’s World Health Organization is similar to
that of one large university hospital system.>

Many observers have called for the reform of UN institutions. The fifteen
members of the Security Council have the legal power to authorize the use of
force, and five permanent members (China, the United States, Russia, Britain,
and France) have had veto power since 1945. In 2005, a “High-Level Panel”
appointed by Secretary-General Kofi Annan suggested enlarging the Council
to 24 members and adding India, Brazil, Japan, and Germany as permanent
members. The plan failed, however, when China objected to Japan’s inclusion,
regional rivals raised objections, and African states demanded more seats.
The panel made a number of other useful suggestions for reform, including a
Peacebuilding Commission to oversee the reconstruction of failed states, revi-
sion of the Human Rights Commission to exclude states that violate human
rights, clearer criteria for preemptive use of force and humanitarian interven-
tion, and an agreed definition of terrorism. Except for a small Peacebuilding
Commission and a modest new Human Rights Council, the member states
were reluctant to implement these recommendations.

The UN remains an assembly of 193 sovereign states trying through diplo-
macy to find a common denominator for dealing with international problems
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while protecting their national interests. Yet it also represents a central point
for focusing on issues of security, international development, humanitarian
assistance, environmental degradation, drugs, transnational crime, health and
diseases, and global common spaces that require international collaboration.
Despite its flaws, it remains the only universal organization that creates a focal
point for international diplomacy. It is sometimes said that if the UN did not
exist, it would have to be invented. Given the diversity of cultures and national
interests in the world todays, it is not clear that it could be.

Follow Up

B Robert 0. Keohane, After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World Political Economy
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1984).

®m Linda M. Fasulo, An Insider’s Guide to the UN, 2nd ed. (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 2009), pp. 1-89.

INTRASTATE CONFLICT

Major war became less likely after the end of the Cold War, but regional and
domestic conflicts persist, and there will always be pressures for outside states
and international institutions to intervene. Of the 116 conflicts that occurred
between the end of the Cold War and the beginning of the twenty-first cen-
tury, 89 were purely intrastate (civil wars) and another 20 were intrastate with
foreign intervention.* More than 80 state actors were involved, as well as two
regional organizations and more than 200 nongovernmental parties.> Many of
these intrastate conflicts are ethnic or communal wars—wars in which bellig-
erents define themselves in part along cultural lines such as language, religion,
or similar characteristics. Others are revolutionary wars in which the combat-
ants divide along ideological lines. Some of the worst conflicts are deliberately
fueled by governments; in other cases, governments find themselves power-
less to stop them. The carnage can be extreme. Since the Second World War,
more than 100,000 people have died in countries such as Afghanistan, Angola,
Burundi, Indonesia, Iraq, Liberia, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Sudan, Uganda, and
Yugoslavia. More than a million have died in Cambodia, China, the Demo-
cratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Ethiopia, and Nigeria.

Most intrastate wars occur where established mechanisms for mediating
conflicts break down. The inability of governments to mediate conflict fre-
quently occurs in the aftermath of collapsed empires, such as the European
colonial empires in Africa or the Soviet Empire in the Caucasus and Central
Asia. Such “failed states” either never had a strong government or their gov-
ernments were undermined by economic conditions, loss of legitimacy, or out-
side intervention. Thus, even though the end of the bipolar Cold War conflict
led to the withdrawal of foreign troops from Afghanistan, Cambodia, Angola,
and Somalia, intrastate war continued. And in the former Yugoslavia, which
held together to preserve its independence in a bipolar world, the death of
President Tito and the end of the Cold War weakened the ability of the central
government to mediate ethnic conflicts.
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Constructivists point out that ethnicity is not an immutable fact that inevita-
bly leads to war. It is socially constructed in the sense that symbols, myths, and
memories can be altered over time. For example, in Rwanda, which suffered a
genocide in 1994, people spoke the same language and had the same skin color,
but there were economic class differences between the Tutsi people, who had
migrated into the area with a cattle-based culture centuries earlier, and the larger
number of agricultural Hutu people. Over time, intermarriage and social change
had blurred some of the distinctions, but they were reinforced during colonial
rule. In the 1994 genocide in which 750,000 Tutsis were killed, many Hutus
who urged moderation or who appeared to be Tutsi were also murdered.

The breakup of the former federation of Yugoslavia in 1991 also led to eth-
nic conflicts. Some of the worst fighting occurred between Serbs, Croats, and
Muslims in Bosnia, the most heterogeneous of the Yugoslav republics. When
Slovenia and Croatia declared independence from Yugoslavia in the summer
of 1991, ethnic Serbs and Croats began fighting. The UN imposed an arms
embargo on all members of the former Yugoslav Republic. In the following
year, Bosnia-Herzegovina (44 percent Muslim, 31 percent Serbian, 17 percent
Croatian) declared independence and was recognized by the West. Within
Bosnia, Bosnian Serbs declared an independent Serbian Republic and war
erupted as ethnic tensions exploded. In 1992 and 1993 there were reports of
“ethnic cleansing” or expulsions of Muslims in Bosnia. Moreover, Serb forces
blocked UN humanitarian convoys intended to protect Muslims. The Serbs also
rejected a division of Bosnia along ethnic lines as Croatians switched from fight-
ing against the Serbs to fighting Muslims. In 1994, Bosnian government forces
received NATO support in their battle with Serb forces. The fighting continued
in 1995 as Serbs massacred 6,000 Muslims in Srebrenica and the Croatian army
forced Serbs in Krajina to flee in a massive ethnic-cleansing operation. Later in
the year, Bosnia, Serbia, and Croatia signed the Dayton Peace Accord to end the
war in Bosnia, and NATO peacekeeping forces were sent there.

In 1998, Serbian president Slobodan Milosevic sent troops to quell unrest
in the province of Kosovo. A guerrilla war with the Kosovo Liberation Army
ensued and in September, Milosevi¢ faced a NATO ultimatum to either stop
the crackdown on Kosovar Albanians or to expect airstrikes. In 1999, NATO
bombed Yugoslavia for 78 days, which created a massive refugee crisis. As
a result of the airstrikes, Milosevi¢ withdrew troops from Kosovo and was
indicted as a war criminal by a special UN tribunal. Following an election in
2000 and huge protests against Milosevié, he stepped down. One year later,
Milosevi¢ was arrested and handed over to The Hague tribunal. Milosevic’s
trial started in 2002, but was never concluded as he died of natural causes
in his prison cell four years later. Final status issues remain unresolved in the
Balkans, and international peacekeepers continue to be deployed there.

But one can also regard the conflict in the former Yugoslavia as one
between rural areas where old identities and myths were strongest, and urban
communities where many people had intermarried and come to identify
themselves as “Yugoslavs” rather than as Croats, Serbs, or Muslims. Once
Yugoslavia collapsed and fighting broke out, some of these people had new
identities thrust upon them. As one man said in 1993, “All my life I considered
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myself a Yugoslav, not a Muslim. Now I am a Muslim because that has been
forced upon me.” Some theorists attribute ethnic conflicts to deep and ancient
hatreds or grand clashes of civilizations, but the ethnic distinctions are better
described by Sigmund Freud’s term “the narcissism of minor differences.”

When I asked a Bosnian Croat military commander during a battle in Mostar
how he knew whom to shoot, since people on the street looked so similar, his reply
was that before the war, you would have to know their name, but now uniforms
made it easy.

—Joseph S. Nye, Jr.

Why do people kill over minor differences? Most often they do not.
Humans always differentiate themselves into groups, and sometimes the differ-
ences are accompanied by prejudice and hatred. But such differences rarely lead
to large-scale violence. While no two conlflicts are exactly the same, a common
dynamic is that ethnic symbols and myths create divisions; economic rivalries
or the weakening of state authority create fears for group survival. Elites or
leaders then mobilize support by appealing to ethnic symbols, and any number
of events (such as Bosnia’s declaration of independence in 1992 or the death of
Rwanda’s president in an April 1993 plane crash) can spark the fighting.

Political scientist John Mueller stresses the role of violent groups who achieve
their ends by manipulating ethnic myths and fears. In his view, the entire con-
cept of “ethnic warfare” is misguided because it implies a Hobbesi