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T'evin Meprypa@n:

O TOAEUOG, WG PALVOUEVO OAAA Kol SlaSIkaoior TTOALTIKIG EQAPUOYNG, ATIOTEAEL
Wt TOAUSIACTATN KOl TOAVEMIMESN aMOTUMWON TNG avOPwWTOAOYLIKNG,
EVOOKPATIKNG, SLAKPATIKNG KAl CUGTNILKIG OUVONKNG EMNPEACHOV TNG €EEALENG
™¢ lotoplag. Mia amotimwon Tov kamolot BewpnTtikol Twv AleBvwv Xxéoewv
NV TAPOLOLAOVV WG EKQPAVOT CUCTNIKNG SUGAELTOVPYIAG, GAAOL WG EPYAAELD
eMPBOANG T™NG NUETEPNS BOVANG, OTA TTAAICLX TNG TIOALTIKIG WOUWOTNG, EVW TEAOG
GAAOL WG TO AUTATOSEIKTO TNG AVOPWTILVNG PUONG TIOU PETIEL TIPOG TO CKOTELVO
TOV AGLVELST|TOV.

Amoé tov Ounpo £wg TG NuéPes pag, 1 Bewpla Twv AleBvav Zyéoewv
ETIKEVTPWVEL TO EVELXPEPOV TNG OTO VA KATAVONOEL KAl va avaAVoeL o€ BdB0og To
@awvopevo tou IoAéuov.

O IloAepog, mapa Tig avtiBeteg «mpoBAePelg» dev emaPe va amacyoAel To
S1EBVEG cVoTNUX, §EV OTAUATNOE VA ETNPEALEL OE LEYAAO TTOGOOTO TIS WOHWOELS
loxvog mov Aapfdvouv yxwpa otn Sebvr) apéva, dev efaiei@bnke amod TO
evE0oKPATIKO Kal Stakpatiko yiyveoBal Kt autd yati To @awvdopevo auto sival
APPNKTA OULVOESEUEVO HE TNV avBpwTIvn Tapousia oTn Y1, WG ALTLATO
KATAOTPOPNG XAAL Kol a{TLO TTIOALTIKOU VTAYWVIGHOV.

O TIoAepog Sev elval ATMOCTIHOUATIKEG EVEPYELEG TOU KATAYPAMOVTAL OTO
OUVAAOYLKO GUVELSTO OAAL £V OAOKANPWUEVO (PALVOLEVO OPYAVWUEVNG XPTIONS
Bilag TTov oTNV APXETUTILKT] TOU 0pOOAOYIKY ATIOTUTIWOT OQEIAEL VO AELTOVPYEL WG
OUVEYLOT TNG TIOALTIKNG HE AL péoa.

BaokdG 0koTOG TOU HABUATOG ELVaL O HETATITUXLAKOG (POLTNTIG VA KATAVOT|OEL
TANPWG TNV TOAUTAOKOTNTA TWV SOUWV TOU TOAEUIKOU (QALVOUEVOV, VX
avaAVoel o€ BAB0¢ T SOUIKA AT AVATITUENG TOU KAL TIG CUYXPOVES EEEAIKTIKES
SLadpopEg aUTOU o€ BEWPNTIKO KL EQAPUOCTIKO ETITESO [LE OTOXO KAL OKOTIO vV
oLVOPAUEL 0TO HEAAOV amo OTola B€om €vBVVNG KL av BploKETAL GTN XPOVIKN
ETUNKUVOT] TNG EPNVIKNG TEPLOSOV KAl QVTIOTPOPWS OTO XPOVIKO Kal
EVTAOLAKO TIEPLOPLOUO TOV TTOAELOV.



Me0odoAoyla & Opyavwon

H pébodog SiSaokaiiag Tov pabnuatog Baciletal otn YeviKOTEPN @LA0CO@IX
™G €EEAKTIKNG SOUNG EVOG GUYXPOVOU UETATITUXLAKOV TIPOYPAUUATOG GTIOVSWY,
aAAG Kol oTto VYNAG emMimMeSO TwV @OLTNTWV TOU HETEYOVV o€ autd. H
mapadooiakn/cupfatikny pEBodog ™ StaAedng amo to Siddokovta Sev Tapayel
To EMOUVUNTA EMOTNUOVIKA OTIOTEAECUATA OE EMIMESO UETATITUXLOKOV.
AvTIBETwG, N evepyn oupPETOXM KAl 0 SLEAOYOG TTOU B aVATITUGOETAL 0€ KABE
ouvvavtnon eivat n evéedetypevn pebodoroyia e§€ALENG Tov pabnpatog avtov. H
OEULVOPLOKT] TIPOCEYYLON TOU Habnpatog Ba €xel wG oTOXO va 0&VUVEL TNV
opBodoyikny Kpiom TOU HETATMTUXLAKOU (@OLTNTH, TNV LKAVOTNTA TOU VA
vmooTnpPilel éva BewpnTikod emixeipnua, TV €E€AEN TG GLVSLACGTIKNAG TOV
OKEYMG KL TNV AVATITUEN TOU GUAAOYIKOU ETTIESOV GLUVEPYATLAG.

H oe BaBog mpoetolpacio Tov KGABE @oLTNT TPV TN OLVAVINOT NG KABE
EVOTNTAG elval amapaltnTn aAAd Kol KpIoLUn woTe va eival oe B€on va PETEXEL
0TOo SLdA0Y0 SNLOVPYLKA.

0 kaBe @olTNTNG, LOVOG TOU 1 LLE TN CLVEPYASIA KL GAAWV CUIEPOLTNTWV TOV, Ba
avadafel TV Toapovcicon evog BEPATOG amO  TIG EVOTNTEG TOU  Ba
TapovolacBovv mapakatw. H mapovoiaon 6a mpémel va pnv vmepPaivel ta 35
AEMTA 0AAG KoL va pnv eivatl kdtw amod 30 AETTA avTIOTOXWG. XTO TEAOG TNG
Tapovoiacns Ba mapadidetal oto SI8ACKOVTH OE YPATTH UOPEPN, WG X
0AOKANPWUEVN ETOTNHOVIKT epyacia (Ttapamoutmég Chicago style, BiBAloypapia
k.a.). Kd&Be epyacia mov Ba €xel Stampdagel AoyoxAomn Oa undevifetal Kot o
@OLTNTNGS B ATTOTUYXAVEL OTO HABM L.

Kabe evoOTnTa TOU HAONUATOG EuTEPLEXEL KL éva 1) SLVO XAPAKTNPLOTIKA
EMOTNHOVIKA apBpa Kopu@aiwv BewpnTikwv Twv AleBvwv Zxéoewv. O @oltnTig
Ba TTPETEL TIPLV TNV CUVAVTNOT) TNG CUYKEKPLUEVTG EVOTTAG VX £XEL LEAETIOEL TA
apbpa avtd. Q¢ TPOG TNV TPOETOLUATIA TNG Epyaciag eivat Sikn Touv evBLVY va
Slevepynoel épevva TMywv, e Stadikaoia Touv amd povn TG amoTeAEl
ONUAVTIKO KEPAANIO WG TPOG TOV TPOTIO TOU LK ETMIOTNUOVIKY £peuva
Slevepyeltal

0 TeAkOG BaBUOG Siapop@wveTal wg &NG:

-Tehwkég e€etdoelg 100%

-llapovoiaon g Epyaciag: Amapaitntn mpoimoédeon woTe 0 @OLTNTAG va
umopel va Swoel eEETATELG.

Eav n epyacia dev avtamokpivetal ota VPMAQ EMOTNHOVIKA eTiTtES X IOV BETEL
OUVOALKA TO UETATITUXLOKO TIPOYPOUUN O (POLTNTIG OPEIAEL va KATABETEL Pl VEX
epyacia Tov (8lov Bépatos. Tuxov amotuyia 1 emavaAnym xaunAng amdédoong
odnyel oe aduvapio CUPPETOXNG OTLG EEETACELG TOV LB LATOG.
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Elcaywyn - T'vwpula - IMapovosiaon Twv LKOTT®WV TOV
MaOnpatog - Emioyn Ospatwv mapovoiactg



21 Zuvavtnon
«loxV¢ kot Pofoc ot Ocwpla IoAEpov»

It 21 ovvavtnon Oa avaAvOel 1 Evvola TG LoxVoGS Kat 1] Stkotaon Tov
@OBov ot Ocwpia [ToAépov. Kevrpikd pmTipata TPog avaivon:

T etvan LoyVg; Moleg oL KaTNYopLlomomoelg t¢g toxvog; Tu eivar @ofog;
Mg Ta KPATI EMSLWKOVV VA KATAVIKT|IGOVV TO @OB0; T podo tailovv o
@OB0C KAL) LoXVGS 6T YEVVN O] TOU TIOAEULKOV @ULVOLEVOV;

OEMA ITAPOYXIAXHX:
H avalntnon tn¢ Ioxvog kat n viepviknon tov ®ofov amoteAsi kivytipio
HOYAO €A1 ¢ 0Ty Ocwplia MToAéuov. AvaivoTe TI¢ anOYPel§ oag.
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Fear in International Politics: Two Positions

SHIPING TANG'
S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies, Nanyang Technological University

There are two—and only two—fundamental positions on how to cope
with the fear that is derived from the uncertainty over others’ intentions
in international relations (IR) literature. Because these two positions can-
not be deduced from other bedrock assumptions within the different IR
approaches, the two positions should be taken as an additional bedrock
assumption. The first position, held by offensive realism, insists that states
should assume the worst over others’ intentions, thus essentially elimina-
ting the uncertainty about others’ intentions. The second position, held
by a more diverse bunch of non-offensive realism theories, insists that
states should not always assume the worst over others’ intentions and that
states can and should take measures to reduce uncertainty about each
others intentions and thus fear. These two different assumptions are
quintessential for the logic of the different theoretical approaches and
underpin some of the fundamental differences between offensive realism
on the one side and non-offensive realism theories on the other side.
Making the two positions explicit helps us understand IR theories and
makes dialogues among non-offensive realism theories possible.

Fear for one’s survival or fear of death (hereafter, fear) is the most fundamental
psychological trait that biological evolution has endowed most high vertebrate
species, including the Homo sapiens.* Not surprisingly, fear has occupied a promi-
nent place in the science of international politics since its very beginning.

IShiping Tang is Senior Fellow at the S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies, Nayang Technological Uni-
versity, Singapore. The author thanks Rajesh Basrur, Robert Jervis, Andrew Kydd, Richard Ned Lebow, Gerald
Geunwook Lee, two anonymous reviewers, and Jennifer Sterling-Folker of International Studies Review for their
helpful comments on earlier drafts. Special thanks go to Ned Lebow for sending a chapter of his unpublished book
manuscript. Beatrice Berger provides excellent research assistance on the bibliography. The usual disclaimer
applies.

?I use fear to specifically denote fear for one’s survival (or security) that is partly underpinned the uncertainty
about others’ intentions (see below). This is important because many have used fear to refer things other than fear
for survival. I thank Ned Lebow for reminding me to emphasize this point. Emphasizing that fear is the most funda-
mental psychological trait of Homo sapiens does not mean that fear is the dominant motive all the time: Interest and
honor can certainly overtake fear to become the more important motive behind an individual or a state’s action.
Rather, I am arguing that even behind those behaviors with a strong interest- or honor-based motive, fear lurks just
beneath. For a popular account about the psychology of fear, see De Becker (1997). For in-depth reviews on the
evolutionary psychology of fear, see Ohman and Mineka (2001), Barrett (2005), and Duntley (2005). For an earlier
importation of the psychology of fear into international politics, see Jervis (1976:372-378). Finally, although many
have treated fear as part of ““human nature,” I refrain from engaging this literature because this literature remains
under-developed. Elsewhere, I argue that human behavior is driven by factors at three different levels and that
these factors also interact with other. As such, it is misleading to talk about ‘““human nature” per se without first
defining the three levels. The existing literature has yet to recognize this complex picture. For a recent review on
“human nature in IR, see Mercer (2006). For a good history of the fear as a political idea in general, see Robin
(2004). I do not deal with the manipulation of fear by actors for mobilization one’s own population or coercing
others. A good historical study of manipulating fear for ‘“domestic mobilization’’ is Christensen (1996).

© 2008 International Studies Association



452 Fear in International Politics: Two Positions

Thucydides (1954[~431 BC]:1.23) asserted in a much quoted passage, ‘“What
made war inevitable was the growth of Athenian power and the fear which this
caused in Sparta.” Moreover, Thucydides (ibid: 1.75) gave fear the leading posi-
tion among the ‘“‘three Great Things (fear, honor, and interest)”’ through the
voice of Athenian speakers to the Spartan assembly: “‘It was the course of events
which first compelled us to increase our power to its present extent: fear of
Persia was our chief motive, though afterwards we thought, too, of our own
honor and our own interest.”””

Fear is literally littered in Machiavelli’s Princes (1997[1532]), although he
talked about fear in both international and domestic politics.

Thomas Hobbes (1982[1651]:xiii, 185-186, 188), re-discovering the ‘‘three
Great Things” from ancient Greeks, treated appetite/gain/interest,
fear/safety/security, and honor/prestige/glory as the three fundamental drivers
of human behavior, although he failed to recognize that fear is the more funda-
mental of the three and our appetite for power is partially driven by our desire
to overcome fear.*

Reinhold Niebuhr (1960[1932]:18, 41-42) identified ‘‘will-to-power” as a
means toward the ends of “‘will-to-survive (or live).”” For Niebuhr, seeking power
reflects men’s attempt to cope with fear, although he admitted that will-to-power
and will-to-survive can be difficult to differentiate from each other.”

Herbert Butterfield (1951) and John Herz (1951) concurred with Niebuhr’s
insight that our appetite for power is partially driven by our desire to overcome
fear: individuals or states resort to the means of accumulating power because
they fear each other. Butterfield and Herz further recognized an unfortunate
and fundamentally tragic outcome of this dynamics. As two sides accumulate
more power—which inevitably includes some power to harm each other, they
actually generate more fear between them. This predlcament is a security dilem-
ma—the drive toward security ends in more insecurity.®

Robert Jervis (1976: chapter 3) underscores that fear, once aroused as a func-
tion of uncertainty about others’ intentions, can acquire a life of its own and
become a powerful driver of the security dilemma and spiral. Fear, often rein-
forced by other psychological factors (for example, nationalism), leads a state to
discount another state’ conciliatory gestures and adopt unnecessary hard-lined
policies. As such, a spiral driven by a security dilemma can drive two states that
have no intention to harm to each other into actual conflict, an unintended,
self-defeating, and tragic result.

Kenneth Waltz (1979:105-106, 109, 165) attributes the source of fear to the
structure of international politics. According to the now standard structural real-
ism logic, because there is no central authority to enforce benign behavior (or
cooperation) and intentions can change, states must fear the possibility that oth-
ers may intend to do harm. For structural realism, one’s fear is a function of
one’s uncertainty about others’ intentions and power.

3See also ibid, 1.76. Thucydides of course was not alone in emphasizing fear. Others included Socrates (through
Plato), Plato, and Aristotle. I do not deal with the interaction between fear and other motives, including reason,
which most Greek philosophers identified as an instrument to constrain other motives. For a more recent discus-
sion, see Lebow (2006); and idem, unpublished book manuscript.

4Fear of death also drives human’s longing for immortality, although the latter is also partially driven by greed.
For fear and immortality in Thucydides and Hobbes, see Ahrensdorf (2000).

5Niebuhr, of course, adopted ‘‘will-to-power”” from Friedrich Nietzsche. Critically, whereas Nitetzche treated
“will to power’” as a goal, Niebuhr treated ‘“‘will to power” as the means toward the goal of survival. In contrast,
Morgenthau’s animus dominandi was a more faithful adoption of Nietzeche’s “‘will to power” (Morgenthau 1946:16,
165-184). For a discussion on Nietzsche’s influence on Niebuhr and Morgenthau, see Craig (2003:10-11, 34,
54-58).

®Much of the existing literature on the security dilemma has not been rigorous enough. I elaborate on the secu-
rity dilemma more rigorously and extensively elsewhere.
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Because of the centrality of fear, how to cope with fear naturally becomes a
central question in international politics.

In this article, I make it explicit that there are two—and only two—fundamen-
tal positions on how to cope with fear in international relations (IR) literature.
The first position, held by offensive realism, insists that states should (and do)
assume the worst over others’ intentions, thus essentially eliminating the prob-
lem of uncertainty about others’ intentions. The second position—held by a
more diverse bunch that includes defensive realism, neoliberalism, and construc-
tivism—insists that states should not (and do not) always assume the worst over
others’ intentions and that states can and should take measures to reduce uncer-
tainty about each others intentions and thus fear.”

I further contend that these two positions cannot be deduced from other bed-
rock assumptions within the different theoretical approaches. As such, the two
positions should be taken as an additional bedrock assumption in the different
theoretical approaches. Most importantly, these two different assumptions are
quintessential for the logic of the different theoretical approaches and underpin
some of the fundamental differences between offensive realism on the one side
and non-offensive realism theories on the other side. Making the two positions
explicit thus helps us understand IR theories and the debate among different
theoretical approaches.

The rest of the article is constructed as follows. I begin by revealing the two
positions and their variants within the IR literature. I then underscore the criti-
cal role of the offensive realism position in driving the logic of offensive realism
and the role of non-offensive realism position in driving the logic of non-offen-
sive realism theories, respectively. Finally, I discuss the implications of these two
fundamental positions. A brief conclusion follows.

Coping with Fear: The Two Positions and Its Variants

In IR literature, there are two—and only two—positions on how to cope with the
fear derived from the uncertainty over others’ intentions: an offensive realism
position and a non-offensive realism position.

Offensive realism holds that states should (and do) assume the worst over
others’ intentions. Offensive realism asserts that this worst-case assumption over
others’ intentions is absolutely necessary because states are inherently aggressive.
Structural offensive realism holds that states become inherently aggressive due to
anarchy (for example, Mearsheimer 1994-95:10n24, 2006:120),8 whereas human
nature offensive realism holds that states are inherently aggressive because Homo
sapiens have an insatiable appetite/lust for power/dominance and/or
prestige/glory (for example, Morgenthau 1946; Machivelli 1997[1532]). These
two variants of the offensive realism position differ from each other only super-
ficially (Brooks 1997:449-450).°

Despite important differences among them, all non-offensive realism theories
reject the notion that states are inherently aggressive. As such, all non-offensive
realism theories reject assuming the worst over others’ intentions when trying to
cope with the fear derived from the uncertainty over others’ intentions and fear.
Non-offensive realism theories argue that assuming the worst over others’ inten-
tions is irrational, unsustainable, and counterproductive, although they do admit
that states may often assume the worst over each others’ intentions due to fear,

"While there are other major theoretical strains or schools in international relations, the claim that there are
only two positions on fear still holds because one of the two stands (that is, the offensive realism stand) is uncondi-
tional and the other (that is, the non-offensive realism stand) is conditional.

8For structural offensive realism, anarchy causes fear and demands the worst-case assumption over others’ inten-
tions for coping with fear. Here, one can smell logic circularity.

9As a matter of fact, Hobbes (1982[1651]) came close to combine these two positions together.
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thus ending up in exacerbating fear (that is, fear is self-reinforcing). Non-offen-
sive realism theories further argue that states can deploy a variety of means to
reduce the uncertainty over others’ intentions, thus alleviating their fear of each
other (see below).

Alternatively, the two assumptions can also be framed as two opposite answers
to the question whether there are any genuine benign states out there. For non-
offensive realism theorists, there are, if not many (Wendt 1992; Glaser 1994:60,
67, 71-72; Jervis 1999). For offensive realists, there are few, if any (Mearsheimer
2001:29, 34).

Finally, the two stands can also be understood as two opposite answers to the
problem of common or collective interest. The offensive realism stand holds that
there is very little common interest among states except when states face a com-
mon enemy (Mearsheimer 2001:51-53; see also Wolfers 1951:40). The non-offen-
sive realism stand holds that there is common interest among states even when
they are not facing a common enemy, although different non-offensive realism
approaches differ on how much common interest exists among states: defensive
realism sees some common interest among states but not sure how much,
whereas both neoliberalism and constructivism see quite a bit (see the discussion
on cooperation below).

The differences between the two stands can be made more explicitly by writing
the two stands a bit formally.

For calculating py, the probability that a state may pose threat against oneself
(thus one’s fear), non-offensive realism theories deploy the following function:'’

pr = f(a state’s offensive capabilities X its resolve to do harm

X its intentions to do harm)

In contrast, offensive realism assumes the worst over others’ intentions (to do
harm), thus making the probability of a state’s intentions to do harm equal to
one. Alternatively, offensive realism can argue that a state’s intention is a func-
tion of its offensive capabilities—that is, a state will do harm when it believes it
can prevail in a conflict (Mearsheimer 2001:43-45)."" Either way, offensive real-
ism writes the function for calculating p as the following:

pr = f(a state’s offensive capabilities x its resolve to do harm).

With these two equations, it becomes clear that a widely accepted formulation of
the differences between these two positions is underspecified thus misleading.

Brooks (1997:447-450) contends that offensive realism urges states to plan and
act according to possibility, whereas defensive realism urges states to plan and
act according to probability.12 For Brooks, acting according to the worst-case
scenario is equivalent to acting according to possibility, whereas not acting
according to the worst-case scenario is equivalent to acting according to
probability. Taliaferro essentially concurs: “‘Offensive realism assumes that the
always-present possibility of conflict conditions states’ behavior...Defensive realism
assumes that the subjective probability of conflict conditions states’ behavior.”
(Taliaferro 2001:146; see also 152-158, esp. 153, 155) For these two theorists, the
critical difference between the two positions is a question of possibility versus
probability.

This formulation is under-specified thus misleading for two reasons.

“Hence, non-offensive realism theories do admit the possibility that an actor is benign simply because it is not
powerful enough to be aggressive (for example, Wolfers 1951:48).

"Because one’s resolve to do harm is essentially determined by its calculation of its probability of prevailing,
one can further argue that one’s resolve to do harm is also determined by its capabilities. For the discussion here,
resolve can be ignored.

12Brooks also (mis-)labeled offensive realism as neorealism.
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First, this formulation fails to recognize that offensive realism is also a probabi-
listic theory when it comes to estimating other states’ capabilities and resolve.
Offensive realism is a possibilistic theory only when it comes to estimating others’
intentions.!® As such, offensive realism is both possibilistic and probabilistic, not
just possibilistic.

Second, even for a genuine benign state, the possibility that the other side
may be malignant is always in the background of its calculation, and this possibil-
ity is something to be guarded against. In other words, even a genuine benign
state reacts to possibility. Benign states, however, do not automatically assume
the worst over others’ intentions. Rather, they take measures to gauge others’
intentions and act according to their estimation of others’ intentions. Thus, non-
offensive realism theories are also both possibilistic and probabilistic, not just
probabilistic.

As such, there is no problem of possibility versus probability between offensive
realism and non-offensive realism theories unless one specifies that the problem
is about how to cope with the uncertainty over others’ intentions.

The Offensive Realism Stand in Literature

For offensive realism, states have to assume the worst over others’ intentions. As
such, when a state surveys its security environment, the probability that other
states will pose a threat is a function of their capabilities (and resolve), condi-
tioned by the other factors that can limit the exercise of their offensive capabili-
ties (for example, polarity, geographical factors such as a large body of water,
domestic politics). For offensive realism, when a state believes that it can do
harm to you, it will—not just may.

All proponents of offensive realism, classic or modern, subscribe to this funda-
mental position, explicitly or implicitly.

Shang Yang (~390-339 BC), an important advisor to King Hui of the Kingdom
of Qin (which eventually unified the heartland of today’s China and formed the
first Chinese empire in 221 BC), expounded the first explicit statement of the
offensive realism position. For Shang Yang, states are inherently aggressive, and
their aggressiveness is limited only by their capabilities: “‘In today’s world,
the powerful conquers, the weak defends...States with ten thousand chariots
inevitably choose to conquer, and only states with only one thousand chariots
defend.”” (Shang Yang ~390-339 Bc:vii)'*

Writing after Shang Yang, Kautilya in ancient India promulgated roughly the
same doctrine of offensive realism in his Arthasastra. For Kautilya, not assuming
the worst over others’ intentions is a grave sin (Boesche 2003:18-19).

Applying neoclassical economics, Robert Gilpin (1981: chapter 1, 94-95)
explicitly argued that war is purely a problem of cost-benefit calculation, which
is largely determined by relative capabilities.

Despite emphasizing that domestic politics often limit states’ exercise of their
capabilities, Fareed Zakaria (1998:20) nonetheless asserts: ‘‘the best solution to
the perennial problem of the uncertainty of international life is for a state to
increase its control over that environment through the persistent expansion of

1%Because most realism theories assumes states to be strategic or ‘‘rational’”’ actor (for example, Mearsheimer
1994-95:10, 2001:21-22), and many understand ‘‘rational’” to be acting according to probability, with possibility
being an extreme expression of probability, Brooks’ formulation seems extreme for many (for example, Copeland
2001:214-215). I thank Andy Kydd for discussion on this issue.

"While Thucydides wrote before Shang Yang and conveyed the same message through Athenian’s voice (Thu-
cydides:5.89), it is difficult to classify Thucydides. For an interesting discussion on reading Thucydides, see Welch
(2003). All translations of the work of Shang Yang (Shang Jun Shu or The Books of Lord Shang) are mine. An earlier
translation of The Books of Lord Shang by J. J. L Duyvendak (London: Probsthain, 1928) is available electronically
from: http://classiques.uqac.ca/classiques/duyvendak_jjl/B25_book_of_lord_shang/duyvlord.rtf-.



456 Fear in International Politics: Two Positions

its political interests abroad—but only when the benefits exceed the costs.”
Here, Zakaria implicitly assumes the worst over states’ intentions: a state will
expand when it feels that it can, with its calculations being conditioned only by
international and domestic constraints.'> And a bit later, Zakaria (1998:32) states
it explicitly: ““The classical realist contention that a nation’s relative capabilities
determine its intention is a simple, powerful hypothesis.”

More recently, Mearsheimer (2001:45; emphasis added) advances the clearest
statement of the offensive realism position. He writes, ‘“The level of fear between
great powers varies with changes in the distribution of power, not with assess-
ments about each other’s intentions... When a state surveys its environment to deter-
mine which stales pose a threat to its survival, it focuses mainly on the offensive
capabilities of potential rivals, not their intentions...Intentions are ultimately unknowable,
so states worried about their survival must make worst-case assumptions about their rivals’
intentions.”” (See also Mearsheimer 2006:120) For Mearsheimer, while states’
behavior is conditioned by the amount of fear that they have for each other and
the amount of fear varies; the amount of fear varies only according to the distri-
bution of power, not according to others’ changing intentions."®

Finally, in addition to the more explicit statements mentioned above, some
proponents of offensive realism have advanced the assumption implicitly. For
instance, Machivelli (1997[1532]:18-19) noted, ‘“There is no secure way to pos-
sess them [other states] other than ruin.” In a similar vein, Labs (1997:11)
asserts, ‘“‘states will seek to maximize relative power because they cannot be sure
when or where the next threat will arise.”” Obviously, a worst-case assumption
over others’ intentions lies beneath both statements.

The Non-Offensive Realism Stand in Literature

Non-offensive realism theories believe that states are not inherently aggressive:
there are genuinely benign states out there although the exact number of such
states is unknown. Non-offensive realism theories thus warn against assuming the
worst over others’ intentions, on either instrumental or moral grounds or both.
They further argue that because fear is a function of uncertainty about others’
intentions, states should and can try to alleviate their fear of each other by
reducing uncertainty through reassurance or other means (Glaser 1992, 1994-
95; Wendt 1999:357-363; Kydd 2005:16-18; Montgomery 2006; Tang 2007).

Jervis (1976:64-65) was perhaps the first to recognize the danger of assuming
the worst over others’ intentions, identifying the assumption as a major factor
that exacerbates the security dilemma/spiral (see also Wheeler and Booth
1992:40). Along the same line, Charles Glaser (1997:197-198) explicitly warns
against thinking according to worst-case analysis: ‘“The core logic of the security
dilemma makes clear that worst-case analysis can be self-defeating.”” Richard
Betts (1978:74) similarly warns, ‘‘Operationalizing worst-case analysis requires
extraordinary expenses, its risks being counterproductive if it is effective (by pro-
voking enemy countermeasures or preemption) and it is likely to be ineffective
because routinization will discredit it.”’

From a more moral perspective, Robert Keohane (1993:282) argues that if
states do let mere possibilities determine their behavior, ‘“‘they would behave like
paranoids, to their cost.”” Without differentiating offensive realism from defen-
sive realism, Alexander Wendt (1992:404) rejects assuming the worst over others’
intentions: ‘“‘[Offensive] realists would probably argue that each should act on
the basis of worst-case assumptions about the other’s intentions, justifying such
an attitude as prudent in view of the possibility of death from making a

For a similar interpretation of Zakaria’s logic, see Lynn-Jones 1998:161-162.
SFor another reading into the variation of the level of fear in Mearsheimer’s theory, see Lee (2002-03:200n14).
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mistake...However, society would be impossible if people made decisions purely
on the basis of worst-case possibilities. Instead, most decisions are and should be
made on the basis of probabilities...”” More recently, Wendt (1999:107-109, 281)
explicitly deems the worst-case assumption over others’ intentions as undesirable
because it generates a self-fulfilling prophecy of competitive self-help. Even Jervis
(1999:44) now dismisses zero-sum calculation—which is equivalent to the worst-
case assumption—as ‘‘implausible.”

In addition to explicitly rejecting the worst assumption over states’ intentions,
non-offensive realism theories’ also reject the assumption implicitly. This is most
evident in their discussion on cooperation under anrchy.

All non-offensive realism theorists believe that cooperation under anarchy is
possible (for example, Jervis 1978, 1988, 1999; Keohane 1984; Wendt 1992;
Glaser 1994-95). The optimistic stand on cooperation critically depends on
rejecting the worst assumption over states’ intentions. This is best illustrated by
their embracing of Robert Axelrod’s logic of cooperation as part of their
argument (Axelrod 1984).

For instance, when Jervis (1988:319) asserts that game theoretical modeling of
cooperation with (repeated) prisoner’s dilemma game captures the essence of
international politics (that is, anarchy, the security dilemma, and the combina-
tion of common and conflicting interests), he clearly has Axelrod’s work in
mind. Likewise, Keohane’s discussion of cooperation heavily relies on Axelrod’s
work (Keohane 1984: chapter 5; see also Axelrod and Keohane 1985). Finally,
when contending that states can interact to achieve a cooperative identity and
thus (re-)make anarchy, Wendt (1992:416) also relies on Axelrod’s work, espe-
cially the winning strategy of “‘titfor-tat.”

In Evolution of Cooperation, Axelrod (1984) explores the strategies for achieving
cooperation among egoistic individuals via a computer tournament, and he
assumes a world of egoistic individuals without central authority as the environ-
ment of the tournament. While Axelrod (1984:3—-4) believes that this setting cap-
tures some important aspects of international politics,'” his setting clearly cannot
capture the essence of an offensive realism world in which all or most states are
malignant. In Axelrod’s world, players are just egoistic but not aggressive (and
they cannot become aggressive), and they face no danger of death. By suggesting
that this picture captures the essence of international politics, Axelord implicitly
assumes that players are not inherently aggressive and rejects the worst-case
assumption over others’ intentions.

Looking more closely, modeling the problem of cooperation as (repeated)
prisoners’ dilemma game necessitates rejecting the notion that states are inher-
ently aggressive. The PD game explicitly assumes some common interest between
the two players. Yet, between two malignant states, there is no real common
interest among players other than when facing a common threat (Mearsheimer
2001:52-53). As such, in an offensive realism world in which all or most states
are malignant, there are few, if any PD games, only deadlocks.'®

Thus, by embracing Axelrod’s logic as a critical foundation for building their
respective theories of cooperation in international politics, all non-offensive

"Axelrod (1984:3—-4, 150-154) clearly had international politics in mind when he wrote his book, as indicated
clearly in his introduction and his discussion on deterrence.

BIndeed, Axelrod’s enterprise cannot even capture the essence of a defensive realism world in which most
states are benign or defensive realist states. Even in a defensive realism world, states face the problem of life and
death. In contrast, in Axelrod’s tournament, players do not face the problem of life and death. Axelrod’s insights
thus cannot be directly applied to international politics. Moreover, Axelrod’s enterprise models cooperation and
conflict among egoistic individuals, not among egoistic groups such as ethnic groups, nations, or states. Yet, interac-
tions among groups often have very different dynamics from those among individuals (for an earlier review, see
Tajfel 1982).
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realism theorists implicitly reject the notion that states are inherently aggressive
or the worst-case assumption over others’ intentions.

The Offensive Realism Position in Action

In this section, I show that the worst-case assumption over others’ intentions is
essential for the logic of offensive realism. Without it, much of the offensive real-
ism logic cannot operate.

Mearsheimer’s (Magic) “Sixth Element”

Mearsheimer claims that his theory is based on only five bedrock assumptions.!?
After admitting that ‘“‘none of these [five] assumptions alone dictates that great
powers as a general rule should behave aggressively toward each other,”” Mears-
heimer then asserts, ‘“‘when the five assumptions are married together, they cre-
ate powerful incentives for great powers to think and act offensively with regard
to each other.” (Mearsheimer 2001:30-32; see also Mearsheimer 1994-95:10-11)

Yet, logically, it is impossible for Mearsheimer to deduce that states must resort
to offensive behaviors from his five bedrock assumptions.

Once the assumption that states are inherently aggressive or the worst-case
assumption over others’ intentions—dictated by anarchy according to Mearshei-
mer—is inserted into Meansheimer’s framework, however, offensive behaviors
become logically necessary. When other states are assumed to be inherently
aggressive, to sit still and wait for others to strike (that is, to adopt a defensive
strategy) is equivalent to suicide: even if you are more powerful than other states,
they will accumulate their capabilities (through growth and conquest) while you
sit and then come back to strike on you. In a world full of inherently aggressive
states, you either conquer and expand or be conquered and expended.*

This worst-case assumption about others’ intentions is vital for Mearsheimer to
make the jump from uncertainty about others’ intentions/fear to necessary
aggression. This is most evident in Mearsheimer’s defense of his theory:
“[S]tates cannot discern the intentions of other states with a high degree of con-
fidence. Moreover, it is almost impossible to know the future intentions of other
states. Therefore, leaders have little choice but to assume the worst case about
other great powers’ intentions.”” (Mearsheimer 2006:120; see also 121-123, 231-
234) This worst-case assumption over others’ intention is Mearsheimer’s sixth
assumption, his “‘Sixth Element.”

Below, I highlight two cases in which the worst-case assumption over others’
intentions does the magic trick for Mearsheimer’s theory.

The Security Dilemma

The worst-case assumption over others’ intentions is what allows Mearsheimer to
stuff the security dilemma, long believed to be the exclusive privilege of defen-
sive realism, into his offensive realism.?!

Jeftrey Taliaferro (2000-01):131, 136 argues that whether a theory admits the
security dilemma is an important demarcation line between offensive realism
and defensive realism: the former denies, whereas the latter admits, the existence
of the security dilemma. Yet, Mearsheimer not only admits that the security

"Mearsheimer’s five bed assumptions are: (1) the international system is anarchic, (2) states inherently possess
some offensive military capabilities, (8) state can never be certain about other states’ intentions, (4) survival is the
primary goal of states, and (5) states are rational actors (Mearsheimer 2001:30-31).

2°Here, the logic of preventive war becomes all too apparent. See below.

#'The security dilemma has been dubbed, inter alia, “‘a staple of defensive realist analysis” and “‘the ace in the
hole” of defensive realism (Schweller 1996:116; Kydd 1997:116). Undoubtedly, the security dilemma is central to
the logic of defensive realism (Glaser 1994-95:54).



SHIPING TANG 459

dilemma is an intractable and prevalent feature of international politics, but
actually turns the security dilemma to bolster his offensive realism, claiming:
“The security dilemma...reflects the basic logic of offensive realism.” (Mearshei-
mer 2001:35-36; see also Mearsheimer 2006:121)

Sensing there must be something wrong in Mearsheimer’s usurpation of the
security dilemma, Glenn Snyder (2002:155-157) charges that Mearsheimer has
bended the security dilemma into his offensive realism without realizing that the
security dilemma does not really fit with his offensive realism (see also Stirk
2005:288, 299). Specifically, Snyder charges that because the security dilemma
requires both sides to be benign to exist and yet all states are aggressive in
Mearsheimer’s world, there is no security dilemma in his world, only a lot of
security competition.

This criticism is relevant, but it does not get to the heart of the problem.

Facing such a superficial attack, Mearsheimer has an easy defense. Mearshei-
mer (2006:121-123) claims that since he does not assume states to be hostile
against each other at the very beginning, but only argues that states are driven to
be hostile against each other by the combinations of his five bedrock assump-
tions (perhaps plus the logic of the security dilemma), his understanding of the
security dilemma is fully consistent with Herz’s understanding of the concept.

Because a security dilemma ceases to operate as soon as one or both states
become aggressive (Schweller 1996),** the security dilemma exists extremely
briefly in Mearsheimer’s world: According to Mearsheimer (2001: chapter 2) all
states quickly realize that aggression is the only viable means toward security.
Because the security dilemma exists extremely briefly in Mearsheimer’s world,
Mearsheimer is then free to prescribe behaviors that are diametrically opposite
to what non-offensive realism approaches will prescribe for coping with the secu-
rity dilemma.

Non-offensive realism theories see the primary implication of the security
dilemma as that states can alleviate the security dilemma through reassurance
and cooperation. Here, their rejection of assuming the worst over states’ assump-
tion is also crucial (see below). If states are assumed to be inherently aggressive,
there is no rationale to try cooperation because other states are surely to take
advantage of your benign behaviors: the worst-case assumption about others’
intentions will render the security dilemma un-ameliorable. Only if one believes
that other states are not inherently aggressive (that is, the other side may be
benign), can one consider the option of alleviating a possible security dilemma
via reassurance cooperation.

In contrast, Mearsheimer (2001:34, 40-42) argues that the primary implication
of the security dilemma is that aggression is the only rational behavior. When
states believe that their security requires aggressive behaviors, they have to inten-
tionally threaten each other. Consequently, conflict of interest among states is
inherently irreconcilable, and little can be done to alleviate the vicious relation-
ship—which is not a genuine security dilemma—between them. Under such a sit-
uation, the only viable means to achieve security is to try to escape from it by
eliminating all other states (that is, becoming a world empire), or at least becom-
ing a regional hegemon when the first option is impossible.

Obviously, the key here is that Mearsheimer has smuggled in the worst-case
assumption over others’ intentions as his sixth assumption (Mearsheimer
2001:45; see also Mearsheimer 2006:120). The worst-case assumption over others’
intentions allows Mearsheimer to assert that his employment of the security
dilemma does not contradict Butterfield and Herz, and more importantly, that
security dilemma actually supports the basic logic of offensive realism.

22Herz (1961:234n5) first pointed out that when facing a Hitler, there is no security dilemma.
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In summary, Mearsheimer can only claim that the security dilemma actually
reflects the basic logic of offensive realism because any genuine security dilemma
will be quickly turned into a false security dilemma in his world. As such, the
security dilemma has a distinctively superficial value in Mearsheimer’s theory.
After all, by insisting the worst-case assumption over others’ intentions, Mearshei-
mer also eliminates the uncertainty over others’ present and future intentions
that is indispensable for a security dilemma to operate (Butterfield 1951; Herz
1951; Jervis 1976: chapter 3).

Indeed, in his earlier works (for example, Mearsheimer 1990:11-12, Mearshei-
mer 1994-95:9-12), Mearsheimer was ‘‘implicitly arguing that the security
dilemma does not exist or at least that it should never constrain states,”” (Glaser
1997:195-196) and his offensive realism operates just fine then.*> As long as
Mearsheimer admits the worst-case assumption over others’ intentions, his logic
of offensive realism can flow: his deployment of the security dilemma in his
theory is thus an unnecessary rhetorical exercise.

The Time Horizon

The worst-case assumption over others’ intentions is also what allows Mearshei-
mer to reconcile the seemingly irreconcilable contradiction over the problem of
time horizon in his theory.

According to Mearsheimer (2001: chapter 2), because states believe that conflict
can happen any time (that is, conflict is inevitable), they must have a very long
time-horizon when preparing for conflict. At the same time, however, states must
also have a very short time-horizon when considering whether to forge cooperation:
States will forego cooperation with other states in order to prevent any possible loss
in relative power that may be used against them in a future conflict. Obviously,
there is a contradiction over the problem of time-horizon here (Lee 2002-03) 2

Yet, once the worst-case assumption over others’ intentions is taken into
account, this seemingly irreconcilable contradiction disappears. Because states
are inherently aggressive, one must constantly prepare for the inevitable conflict
by accumulating more and more power. And precisely because one must con-
stantly prepare for the inevitable conflict by accumulating more and more
power, one must forsake cooperation if another state is set to gain relative advan-
tage from a possible cooperation. A state thus has the strange mix that it heavily
discounts future when planning for the present cooperation but simultaneously
acts with a very long time horizon when planning for the future conflict: it is
bipolar. But this bipolarity is totally logical when a state assumes the worst over
others’ intentions: a state’s (both short-term and long-term) fear for its survival
demands shortterm rejection of cooperation whenever it may lose (relative)
power. Mearsheimer (1994-95:11, 2001:33) puts it well: “If a state loses in the
short run, it might not be around for the long haul.”

Once again, the worst-case assumption over others’ intentions is what resolves
the seemingly contradiction on the problem of time-horizon in Mearsheimer’s
theory. “[Offensive realism’s view] that states heavily discount the future follows
not from the anarchic nature of international system per se, but rather reflects
the theory’s assumption that states are shaped by the mere possibility of conflict
and hence seek to be prepared for all contingencies regarding the short-term
use of force by potential rivals.”” (Brooks 1997:450)%° In fact, this problem of
time-horizon can be only resolved by the worst-case assumption about others’
intentions. The “‘Sixth Element” did the magic trick again.

23$imilal‘ly, while Zakaria (1998) cites Jervis’ seminal paper on the security dilemma (Jervis 1978), the security
dilemma has no role in Zakaria’s theory.

2"Brooks (1997:450-455) came very close to detect this contradiction too.

For shortcomings of Brooks’ formulation, see the discussion above.
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Summanry

Mearsheimer’s offensive realism thus vitally depends upon the worst-case assump-
tion over others’ intentions: the assumption does the magic trick in driving the
logic of his offensive realism and allows him to jump from anarchy to rational
aggression.”® The worst-case assumption over others’ intentions is his sixth bed-
rock assumption, his (magic) ‘‘Sixth Element.”

The Logic of Preventive War from Thucydides to Copeland

Preventive war is war that is mostly propelled by one’s fear that it is better to
fight now than later because one’s capabilities are now in relative decline versus
one’s potential opponents (Levy 1987).

Thucydides (1954[~431 Bc]:1.23) first alluded to the logic of preventive war:
“What made war inevitable was the growth of Athenian power and the fear
which this caused in Sparta.”” Since then, various offensive realists have either
advocated for preventive war or advanced the logic of preventive war. Again, it
can be shown that the worst-case assumption over others’ intentions underpins
the logic of preventive war, although often implicitly.

Shang Yang expounded the first explicit statement on preventive war. For
Shang Yang, because states are inherently aggressive and their aggressiveness is
limited only by their capabilities, states have either to expand or be expended.
In such a world, only (preventive) war can prevent war. ‘“To prevent war with
war is just.” (Shang Yang ~390-339 BcC:xviii). Likewise, Kautilya argued that
states must expand and attack whenever an opportunity arises because all states
are inherently aggressive (Boesche 2003).

The logic of preventive was is just beneath the surface of Mearsheimer’s the-
ory. Mearsheimer (2001:34-35) writes, ‘““The claim that states maximize relative
power is tantamount to arguing that states are disposed to think offensively
toward other states, even though their ultimate motive is simply to survive...The
best way to ensure security is to achieve hegemony now, thus eliminating any
possibilities of a challenge by another great power. Only a mlsgulded state would
pass up an opportunity to be the hegemon in the system.”’”’ Because every
opportunity of expansion and conquest is a valuable chance for accumulating
relative power and a state can never know how much relative power it will need
in the future, a state should seek and grab every possible (real or imagined)
opportunity of expansion and conquest to increase its relative power versus other
states in the system. Thus, when Mearsheimer’s logic is pushed to its logical con-
clusion, every war in his offensive realism world is a preventive war. Because every state
can potentially become a formidable opponent, trying to eliminate other poten-
tial competitors and becoming a universal empire or at least a regional hegemon
is the only secure way toward security.

Dale Copeland advances a sophisticated theory of preventive war. Initially,
Copeland (2000:4) identifies the uncertainty about others’ present and future
intentions as an important driver of his theory, and the uncertainty seems to
occupy a central place in his theory. Eventually, however, he concludes that
whether a state decides to launch a preventive war is determined by its percep-
tion of the nature of the relative decline (the speed of the decline, the depth of
decline; the inevitability of decline); and whether the preventive war is winnable
as conditioned by the systemic distribution of power (that is, polarity). Once

26Mislabeling offensive realism as neorealism, Brooks (1997:449) similarly noted, ‘‘Although this worst-case/
possibilistic view is only an assumption, it plays a pivotal-although usually unrecognized-role in neorealist theory.”
Brooks did not elaborate further.

#"Mearsheimer’s logic must also mean that even non-great powers have aggressive intentions: they are not
aggressive simply because they lack (offensive) capabilities, not because they are benign.
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again, a state’s calculus for preventive war is a purely cost-benefit calculation
(although a more sophisticated one), and the other state’s intentions have no
role what so ever in one’s calculation.

As such, Copeland also contends that states’ aggressiveness is strictly deter-
mined by their estimation of their probabilities of prevailing in the conflict,
which is ultimately determined by material factors that constrain their exercise
of their offensive capabilities. Copeland thus also implicitly assumes the worst
over others’ intentions. His position is no different from Mearsheimer’s position
that one’s level of fear is almost exclusively determined by others’ offensive capa-
bilities or Zakaria’s position that a state’s aggressiveness is conditioned only by
its leaders’ perception of relative power (Zakaria 1998:20-22; Mearsheimer
2001:45).

In contrast, because non-offensive realism theories reject assuming the worst
over others’ intentions, they essentially reject the logic of preventive war, unless
under extreme circumstances.”® Non-offensive realism theories believe that pre-
ventive war is usually irrational and counterproductive for three operational rea-
sons. First, the perceived window of opportunity that underpins the rationale for
launching a preventive war may be false. If so, launching a preventive war may
prove to be self-defeating. Second, launching preventive war without providing
conclusive evidence that another state is going to attack imminently carries heavy
diplomatic costs: a state that does so will not be able to gain allies in the future
because other states will deem the state as not only fundamentally unreliable as
an ally but also inherently threatening (Lebow 1984; Reiter 1995:25-28, 33).%
Third, because defense usually holds advantage over offense (Snyder 1985:158;
Van Evera 1999), it is better for a state to defend than to attack for the sake of
its security.

The Unifier among Non-Offensive Realism Theories

Because non-offensive realism theories are a diverse bunch, they often disagree
vehemently without recognizing the commonalities among them. I now show the
three major non-offensive realism theories are united on at least one front: all of
them reject the worst-case assumption over others’ intentions.

Admittedly, some defensive realists might have implied a worst-case assumption
over others’ intentions carelessly. For instance, although Waltz ultimately came
down as a defensive realist (Labs 1997:8),>" he seems to suggest that anarchy
alone dictates ‘‘a strong sense of peril and doom” (Waltz 1979:109), thus hinting
that anarchy dictates the worst-case assumption over others’ intentions.”’ Like-
wise, Snyder and Diesing (1977:188) noted: ““The anarchic nature of the interna-
tional system... induces a conservative tendency to think of the future in the
worst possible or worst plausible cause terms.” Finally, Barry Posen (1993:46n3)

287 benign state may consider preemptive strike when it is almost absolutely sure: (1) it is facing an incorrigibly
aggressive state and the latter is close to attack (At this point, it is difficult to tell whether the war is preventive or
preemptive, or both), (2) the first strike advantage is potentially enormous, (3) the relative power of the benign
state is in rapid decline comparing to the offensive realism state. Because these circumstances will be hard to come
by (Britain and France when facing Hitler’s Germany before 1939 was perhaps the only case in modern time), a
benign state rarely launches preventive war. I address this problem of preemptive war in detail elsewhere.

“Hence, resorting to preventive or preemptive war must also mean that a state discounts the (future) utility of
alliance (Snyder 1985:160-161). Such a stand is again more consistent with offensive realism (Mearsheimer
2001:29). See also the discussion above.

3For instance, Waltz (1979:109n), like Jervis (1988:319), also believed that the Prisoner’s Dilemma game cap-
tures much of the essence of international politics.

3Thus, many noted that Waltz “‘straddles the defensive-offensive realism fence.” (Labs 1997:8) For other criti-
cisms of Waltz’s inconsistencies, see Zakaria (1992:194n43, 1998:29-30) and Wendt (1999:104-107, 249). For con-
flicting interpretations of where Waltz stands between offensive realism and defensive realism, see Snyder
(1991:12n36) and Kydd (2005:14n14).



SHIPING TANG 463

stated that ‘“‘the emergence of anarchy forces leaders to focus on military poten-
tial, rather than on intention. As such, the difficult problem of intention is trea-
ted as ‘a capabilities problem’.”

Meanwhile, non-realism theorists generally tend to conflate offensive realism
and defensive realism, failing to appreciate the two realisms’ fundamentally dif-
ferent stands on whether states should assume the worst over others’ intentions.

For instance, countering Mearsheimer’s offensive realism thesis against inter-
national institutions, Keohane and Martin (1995:43-44) wrote: ‘‘Realist security
arguments [...] often rely on worst-case analysis. Realists contend that in an
uncertain, anarchic world, states must assume the worst, particularly about oth-
ers’ intentions, when making policy choices.” Similarly, Wendt (1992:404)
argued that ‘‘realists would probably argue that each should act on the basis of
worst-case assumptions about the other’s intentions,” and that ‘‘states make
worst-case assumptions about each other’s intentions under the security
dilemma.” (Wendt 1995:73) Wendt’s mistake was then repeated by Paul Roe.
“Neorealist writers claim that the anarchical nature of the international system
forces states to assume a worst-case scenario.”” (Roe 1999:185) “The logic of the
security dilemma assumes a worst-case scenario which provokes an action-
reaction dynamic between the parties involved.”” (Roe 2004:283) None of these
critics of realism bothered to notice that Jervis (1976:64-65) and Glaser
(1997:197-198) have explicitly warned against the danger of assuming the worst
over others intention under a security dilemma.

Once the two positions on how to cope with the fear derived from the uncer-
tainty over others’ intention are made explicit, it becomes clear that the three
major non-offensive realism approaches are unified by a fundamental common
stand: All three approaches reject assuming the worst over others’ intentions.
Moreover, their common stand is also crucial for their logic—it makes their logic
possible (although not necessarily coherent and consistent). If states are assumed
to be inherently aggressive, the logic of these non-offensive realism theories can-
not operate. This is most obvious when it comes to these approaches’ stand on
common interest and cooperation.

Let’s begin with defensive realism. For defensive realism, there is real and sig-
nificant common interest between two benign states, such as avoiding arms race
and unnecessary war (Jervis 1999:44-50). As such, when facing a fellow benign
state, a defensive realist state can cooperate with it to alleviate the security
dilemma, although cooperation under the security dilemma is difficult (Jervis
1978; Glaser 1994-95). Ever when facing a state with its intention unknown, a
benign state can signal its own benign intention and gauge the other state’s
intention through reassurance and cooperation-building (Glaser 1994-95; Kydd
2000, 2005; Tang 2007).

Here, in order for states to initiate some kind of signaling or cooperation, a
state must not assume the worst about others’ intentions. Instead, it must believe
that the other state may be benign and thus it makes sense to find out (whether
the other side is really benign) through costly signals (Kydd 2005). If a state
assumes the worst over others’ intentions, it will not try cooperation or reassur-
ance. Hence, if defensive realism admits the worst-case assumption over others’
intentions, its logic for reassurance and cooperation cannot operate.

Neoliberalism argues that states can set up international institutions to facili-
tate and regulate cooperation among them. Yet, if states assume each other to
be inherently aggressive, they will not even initiate cooperation. When states
assume each other to be inherently aggressive, they are denying of the existence
of real common interest among them. Moreover, knowing that the other side
will surely take advantage of your cooperative gestures makes any cooperative
gesture irrational (and potentially very risky). As such, there will be no repeated
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cooperation, and cooperative institutions cannot form. Rejecting assuming the
worst over others’ intentions is crucial for neoliberalism’s core logic.

Constructivism argues that states’ identity is malleable (Wendt 1992). Yet,
when states assume each other to be inherently aggressive, they are essentially
fixing each other with an identity of ‘‘predator,”” and they will not try to—thus
cannot—alter each other’s “‘predator’ identity. Thus, if constructivism admits
the worst-case assumption over others’ intentions, its whole logic cannot operate
because no (re-)construction of identity among states will be possible. Moreover,
like neoliberalism, constructivism sterling also explicitly or implicitly assumes
much common interest among states (Sterling-Folker 2000:105-110), and the
presence of common interest is perquisite for any state to try cooperation. Once
again, rejecting assuming the worst over others’ intentions is crucial for construc-
tivism’s core logic.

Fundamentally, non-offensive realism theories are united against the offensive
realism position that states are inherently aggressive, and they merely differ on
how best to cope with uncertainty and fear. Defensive realism stresses cooperation
through costly signaling of benign intentions or reassurance (Glaser 1994-95;
Kydd 2000, 2005; Tang 2007). Institutionalism emphasizes institutions for
facilitating and enforcing cooperation (for example, Keohane 1984; Axelrod
and Keohane 1985). Constructivism accentuates changing states’ identities and
forging a common/cooperative identity (Adler 1991; Wendt 1992). Yet, these
different approaches for coping with fear should not and, indeed cannot, be
mutually excluding. For one thing, it is simply difficult to see how cooperative
institutions can emerge without some reassurance-driven cooperation beforehand,
and it is even more difficult to image how a common and cooperative identity
can emerge without some cooperative institutions beforehand.”® Thus, when
properly understood, non-offensive realism approaches are more similar and
interconnected than their proponents have been willing to admit. As such, a
dialogue among them is not only possible but also potentially profitable.

Indeed, some convergences among non-offensive realism approaches are
already apparent. While most defensive realists still do not give much weight to
institutions in facilitating and enforcing cooperation (for example, Glaser 1994—
95; Kydd 2005; Montgomery 2006), some institutionalists are now empbhasizing
that in addition to the function of providing information, reducing transaction
cost, stabilizing expectations, facilitating commitment, detecting and collectively
punishing (thus also deterring) defections, international institutions also facili-
tate signaling and reading intentions.

Examining the early history of the Cold War, Seth Weinberger (2003) empha-
sizes that working inside the framework of the United Nations, the United States
were able to credibly signal its benign intentions toward Stalin’s Soviet Union
and to read Stalin’s malignant intentions. Examining the attempt to end ethnic
conflict in southern Philippines, Hoddie and Hartzell (2005) pointed out that
negotiating possible post-conflict institutions is an important venue for former
foes to signaling their benign intentions and commitment to a lasting post-con-
flict settlement. Finally, Ikenberry (2001) argue that international institutions are
better means of exercising American power. By channeling power through insti-
tutions, the United States after World War II has been exercising strategic
restraint, thus making its overwhelming power less threatening and more assuring
to other states in the system. As a result, other states are more willing to work
with the United States, rather than try to balance against its overwhelming power.

These contributions from institutionalists all point to the same theme that
international institution is just another—although a ‘‘nicer’” kind—instrument

32Stc’:rking—Folker (2000:110-113) makes the same point, insisting that neoliberalism has an inherent possibility
of identity transformation (for the good, of course).
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of statecraft for coping with fear (Jervis 1999:53-58). As such, these “‘instrumen-
tal”’ institutionalists’ stand on institutions has very little difference from some
defensive realism’s stand on institutions: the differences between neoliberalism
and defensive realism have been vastly exaggerated (Jervis 1999:45).

Unfortunately, constructivism has not produced that many strong empirical
studies to support its core argument that identity can be re-shaped to end and
prevent conflict: ‘‘anarchy is what states make of it”” (Wendt 1992). Most of the
existing studies labeled either as culturalist or constructivist merely emphasizes
that ideas shape policies, and they are not enough to support constructivism’s
core claim that anarchy can be (re-)made through reshaping identity. This lack
of strong empirical studies for its core claim should worry constructivists because
it may turn out to be constructivism’s Achilles’ heel: a research approach without
much empirical support for its core claim eventually degenerates.”® Here, per-
haps examining the process of reconciliation between two former rivals may be a
good place for constructivism to get started.”* Because rivalry is the most intense
type of international conflicts that anarchy produces and the two states in the
conflict harbor deep antagonism against each other (Goertz and Diehl 1993;
Thompson 1995), reconciliation between former rivals should be a hard test for
the constructivist claim. If constructivists can demonstrate that states can indeed
remake the rivalries into a durable foundation of structural peace and identity-re-
shaping is an integral part of the process, constructivism would then have built a
compelling case for its core claim that anarchy can be (re-)made. At the very
least, if two states can transform their relationship from outright hostility to dura-
ble peace while the international system remains anarchic; offensive realism’s
stand that conflicts inevitably follow from anarchy will be seriously undermined.
More likely than not, constructivism may also find out that two former foes can
only overcome the fear (and hostility) for each other and finally re-construct a
new identity and relationship by a combination of reassurance, tentative coopera-
tion, and institutionalization of (repeated) cooperation.

Implications

Making the two positions more explicit helps us understand some of the impor-
tant debates in IR theory.

In the debate on cooperation, offensive realism contends that cooperation,
other than temporary alliance when facing a common threat, is extremely diffi-
cult, if not impossible because of states’ concern for relative gains, the tempta-
tion to cheat, and the high cost of being cheated (Grieco 1988; Mearsheimer
2001:51-53).> In order to sustain his argument that cooperation is impossible
under anarchy, Mearsheimer further denies that benign intentions can be sig-
naled (Mearsheimer 2006:231-234). Yet, this whole exercise is superficial and
redundant for offensive realism.

When states are assumed to be inherently aggressive, there is no rationale to
even try cooperation unless facing a common threat. When the other side is

33Sadly, many leading proponents of constructivism have been content with the increasingly unproductive
debate on purely ontological and epistemological terms.

#*Reconciliation is the process through which former opponents reshape their hostile relationship into a stable
peace (Akerman 1994).

Waltz (1979:105) first stressed that states’ concern for relative gains from cooperation will make cooperation
difficult, if not impossible. Waltz’s statement was a bit deceptive. By stating ‘“‘when faced with the possibility of coop-
eration for mutual gain, states that feel insecure must ask how the gain will be divided” (Waltz 1979:105; emphasis
added), he seems to imply that some states (those that feel secure) will not be concerned with relative gains. Yet,
because states can never feel completely secure under anarchy, his statement must mean that all states must always
be concerned with relative gains (Schweller 1996:102). Schweller (1996:109-110), a self-proclaimed offensive realist,
called the debate on relative versus absolute gain “‘artificial.”” A recent survey among IR scholars ranked this debate
as the most unproductive debate in the past two decades (Peterson, Tierney, and Maliniak 2005:27-28).
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inherently aggressive, it will surely defect and take advantage of your nice ges-
ture. Meanwhile, because you are also aggressive, you will not initiate coopera-
tion in the first place. As such, it is only natural that cooperation is highly
unlikely—if not totally impossible—in an offensive realism world. Moreover,
when states are assumed to be inherently aggressive, states have no benign inten-
tions to signal to begin with and no states will be so insensible to even try signal-
ing benign intentions. By the same token, no states will be naive enough to
believe in others’ signals of benign intentions. As such, in an offensive realism
world, there is little rationale and room for signaling benign intentions or reas-
surance (Montgomery 2006:155; see also Kydd 2005:183)

For offensive realism, therefore, there is really no need for pondering the
problem of dividing gains from cooperation or denying that benign intentions
can be signaled. The “‘Sixth Element” of assuming the worst over others’ inten-
tions has all these issues covered, plain and simple.

Non-offensive realism theorists try to undermine offensive realism’s logic by
countering that states can overcome their concern for relative gains when mili-
tary technology favors defense and by designing institutions to reduce the temp-
tation to cheat (Powell 1991; Keohane 1993; Glaser 1994-95:70-76; Keohane and
Martin 1995:44-46). These counterarguments, despite being valid and interest-
ing, are also superficial. More importantly, non-offensive realism theorists are
debating on offensive realism’s terms. Unless non-offensive realism theorists
explicitly reject the offensive realism position that states are inherently aggres-
sive, they cannot really counter offensive realism’s argument that cooperation
under anarchy is extremely difficult, if not totally impossible. Cooperation can
become a viable means for self-help only when states are not inherently aggres-
sive. All the factors that can facilitate cooperation can come into play only if states are not
assumed to be inherently aggressive.

Making the two positions more explicit also helps us grasp the contribution
(or no contribution) by some theorists. For instance, Taliaferro (2001) praises
Copeland’s theory of dynamic differentiation and war for resolving the problem
of possibility versus probability, and he further classifies Copeland’s theory as a
defensive realism theory (Taliaferro 2000-01:135). Yet, like other offensive real-
ism theories, Copeland’s theory too has no place for a probabilistic stand on
other states’ intentions: other states are assumed to be aggressive when they can
and there is no possibility that they may remain benign when they are capable
of doing harm. Because Copeland (2000) merely stated that his theory is proba-
bilistic when it comes to estimating states’ (relative) capabilities but not their
intentions, Copeland never has a problem of possibility versus probability over
the problem of intentions. Taliaferro’s praise for Copeland’s theory thus turns
out to be much kudos for nothing (Taliaferro 2001:152-158), and his classifica-
tion of Copeland’s offensive realism theory as a defensive realism theory is based
on misunderstandings.

In a recent attempt to sort out the different connotation of uncertainty in dif-
ferent IR approaches, Rathbun (2007) asserts that neorealism (and offensive
realism) takes uncertainty about others’ intentions as fear whereas other
approaches (that is, rationalism, cognitivism, and constructivism) do not. This
notion is incorrect. Realism maintains that uncertainty about others’ intentions
partly underpins fear, but uncertainty about others’ intentions is not equivalent
to fear (see above). More importantly, Rathbun’s formulation implies that other
paradigms do not have fear. This is simply untrue: fear features prominently in
all the paradigms he examined. Obviously, ‘“‘mistrust” as defined by Andrew
Kydd (2005:5, 12-18), whom Rathbun (2007:541-545) classified as a rationalist
even though Kydd himself admitted that his approach is essentially a neoclassical
defensive realism approach (Kydd 2005:13n13), is simply fear. Moreover, the first
formulation of coping with fear through costly signaling of benign intentions
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was advanced by a psychologist named Charles Osgood (1962) and a sociologist
named Amitai Etzioni (1962), not by a rationalist named Thomas Schelling
(1960, 1966) as Rathbun assumed. Schelling discussed costly signaling of resolve
in conflict with the other side’s intentions already assumed aggressive but not
costly signaling of and reading benign intentions toward cooperation.

Worse, failing to grasp the fundamentally different two positions on how to
cope with fear, Rathbun holds that fear must be removed from Glaser’s contin-
gent realism—which is defensive realism—in order for signaling to have a
chance. As such, Rathbun (2007:536, 540n5) asserts that signaling and screening
is unimportant for realism as a whole due to fear about other’s intentions. This
formulation cannot be more wrong. Without fear—which is partially under-
pinned by the uncertainty about others’ intentions, there is no need for signal-
ing (benign intentions) and screening (that is, learning). Only for offensive
realism which assumes the worst over others’ intentions, will signaling and
screening be unimportant. Mearsheimer 2006:121-123, 231-234; see also
Montgomery 2006:155; Kydd 2005:183. For all other non-offensive realism
approaches, signaling and learning is crucial for learning about others’ inten-
tions and calculating one’s own moves (Tang 2007; see also above).

Finally, making the two positions more explicit also sheds some interesting
light upon the meaning of anarchy. Many have suggested that anarchy dictates
states to assume the worst scenario over each other’s intentions, but this is simply
an assertion. One cannot logically prove that anarchy per se dictates states to
adopt or reject the worst-case assumption over others’ intentions: There is no
inherent link between anarchy and adopting or rejecting the worst assumption
over others’ intentions (Glaser 1994-95:51; Brooks 1997:449).>° Anarchy merely
makes uncertainty about others’ intentions or fear more intractable than under
hierarchy.

The two positions on how to cope with fear are differences of assumption
rather than differences of logic, and no amount of deductive logic can prove
one assumption is more valid than the other. The validity of these two assump-
tions can only be resolved by an ‘“‘empirical duel”’: does international politics
provide more support for the offensive realism’s stand or the non-offensive real-
ism stand? (Brooks 1997:448-449, 473).

A potential solution to this difference of assumption is to take the worst-case
assumption over others’ intentions as a product of social construction with anar-
chy merely providing the permissible environment for the construction process
to take place rather than dictating one assumption over the other (for example,
Wendt 1992). For instance, Jervis (1976:64-65) noted that states tend to assume
the worst about others’ intentions only when (they believe) they are already in a
conflictual relationship. Similarly, I implied that states are especially prone to
assume the worst when they are already into actual conflicts (Tang 2005:50,
54).%” These two authors suggest that the worst-case assumption over others’
intention is conditional rather than absolute and that it is not driving conflict
but actually driven by conflict.

Perhaps even more interesting is that taking the worst-case assumption over
others’ intentions as a product of social construction may eventually lead us to
adopt a social evolutionary approach toward the problem of uncertainty over
others’ intentions and fear in international politics. After all, our fear is a prod-
uct of our evolutionary past, both biologically and socially.38 Hence, I advance

%As such, the meaning of anarchy, long argued to dictate a lot of things, needs to be more rigorously re-inter-
preted. For similar calls, see Wendt (1992) and Powell (1994:314).

37My earlier formulation covers worst-case assumptions on capability, resolve, and intention, thus is somewhat
under-specified. Snyder and Diesing’s (1977:185-189) formulation might have a similar undertone.

3 thank an anonymous review for remaining me to make this point more explicitly.
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a social evolutionary resolution of this problem elsewhere (Tang forthcoming). I
show that our world was really an offensive realism world in which the worst-case
assumption over others’ intentions was justified and necessary, but it had evolved
into a defensive realism world in which the worst-case assumption over others’
intentions has become unnecessary and counterproductive. Thus, offensive real-
ism’s stand was the right stand for a bygone era of offensive realism world,
whereas non-offensive realism stand is the right stand for the present defensive
realism world, although a more-or-less rule-based future may already be in the
making.

Conclusion

How to cope with fear, which is partly underpinned by the uncertainty about
others’ present and future intentions, is a central question in international
politics. I underscore that there are only two positions on this question. Offen-
sive realism asserts that states have to assume the worst over each other’s inten-
tions; whereas non-offensive realism theories reject assuming the worst over each
other’s intentions. I also show that these two positions reflect differences of
assumption, and that they are not inherent to the logic of anarchy (even if there
is one).

The exposition here echoes Robert Powell’s (1994:314) earlier observation
that many differences in arguments in international politics are the result of
implicit and unarticulated assumptions. Making the two stands more explicit clar-
ify many areas of confusions and help us understand many important debates in
IR. Making the two stands more explicit also help us see the common ground
among non-offensive realism approaches. As a result, a more fruitful dialogue
among non-offensive realism approaches becomes possible and even desirable, if
not urgent.
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Fear, interest and honour: outlines of

a theory of International Relations

RICHARD NED LEBOW

I am developing a new paradigm of politics based on the Greek concept of the
spirit and applying it to international politics. It is part of a larger project that
incorporates this paradigm into a broader theory of international relations, which
in turn is nested in a proto-theory of political orders. In this article, I will describe
the importance of the spirit for individuals and their organizations, including
states, and lay out an approach for its study.

I go back to the Greeks because of their richer understanding of human motives.
In his Republic, Socrates identifies three distinct psychic drives: appetite, spirit and
reason. Appetite (to epithumetikon) includes all primitive biological urges—hunger,
thirst, sex and aversion to pain—and their more sophisticated expressions. The
spirit (fo thumoeides) is derived from thumos, the organ that is supposed to have roused
Homeric heroes to action. Socrates attributes all kinds of vigorous and competitive
behaviour to thumos. It makes us admire and emulate the skills, character and posi-
tions of people considered praiseworthy by our society. By equalling or surpassing
their accomplishments, we gain the respect of others and build self-esteem. The
spirit loves honour and victory. It responds with anger to any impediment to self-
assertion in private or civic life. It desires to avenge all slights of honour or stand-
ing to ourselves and our friends. It demands immediate action, which can result in
ill-considered behaviour, but can be advantageous in circumstances where rapid
responses are necessary.’ Reason (fo logistikon) is the third part of the psyche. It has
the capability to distinguish good from bad, in contrast to appetite and spirit, which
can engage only in instrumental reasoning. For Socrates, reason has desires of its
own: it seeks to understand what makes human beings happy, and to constrain and
educate the appetite and spirit to collaborate with it towards that end.?

Since the Enlightenment, philosophers and social scientists have more or less
collapsed human drives into appetite and reduced reason to an instrumentality.
All existing paradigms of international relations, if not of politics, are rooted in
appetite. Following Thucydides, Plato and Aristotle, I maintain that the spirit is
present in all human beings and that the need for self-esteem is universal, although

! Plato’s conceptions of the thumos are developed in books V, VIII and IX of the Republic.
> Plato, Republic, 441c1—2, 4414, 442¢5—6, s80d7-8, 8s0sdi1-er.
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manifested differently from society to society. International relations is the hardest
domain in which to make the case for the spirit as an important, if not, at times,
dominant motive. This is because the spirit can express itself only in society, and
existing theories of international relations either deny the existence of interna-
tional society or describe it as relatively thin. The last 150 years of international
relations are arguably the most difficult period in which to document the impor-
tance of the spirit. Monarchies and their dynastic rivalries gave way to modern
states, an increasing number of them democracies. Concomitant with this change,
aristocratic and warrior elites were replaced by bureaucrats, lawyers and business-
people. Philosophers as different as Tocqueville and Nietzsche lamented that
modern society had become plebeian, focused on satisfying the most immediate of
appetites and devoid of grand projects that fire the imagination and require sacri-
fice. Has the spirit disappeared from public life as it has from political philosophy

and social science?

Honour, standing and security

Even a cursory examination of international relations in this modern period
indicates the continuing importance of the spirit. Let us begin with the Cuban
missile crisis, one of the key turning points of the Cold War. When President
Kennedy was informed that Soviet missile sites had been discovered in Cuba, he
exclaimed: ‘He [Khrushchev| can’t do this to me!’3 Most analysts of the crisis have
interpreted Kennedy’s anger as a response to the strategic and political dilemmas he
suddenly confronted. The national interest and political survival alike demanded
that Soviet missiles be kept out of Cuba, but the missile deployment under way
could be stopped only by military action or the threat of military action, and either
involved enormous risk. There was also a personal dimension to his anger. The
Soviet premier had promised the American president through official and informal
channels that he would not send missiles to Cuba. Kennedy felt played for a patsy.
He was enraged by this slight to his honour, and his first inclination was to avenge
himself by attacking the missile sites, thus humiliating Khrushchev. He gradually
overcame his anger, and conspired with Khrushchev to allow the Soviet leader to
save face by means of a negotiated withdrawal of the missiles.*

Standing and reputation subsequently dominated American calculations.
Neither Kennedy nor his Defense Secretary considered Soviet missiles in Cuba as
much a military as a political threat. A successful Soviet deployment, they reasoned,
would confer tremendous prestige on Moscow and its leader, and do equivalent
damage to the standing of the United States and its president. The repercussions
of a successful challenge would be felt throughout the world, would give heart
and courage to pro-communist guerrilla movements, and would undermine the
resolve of America’s allies.’

3 McGeorge Bundy, Danger and survival: choices about the bomb in the first fifty years (New York: Random House,

1988), pp. 684—s.
4 Richard Ned Lebow and Janice Gross Stein, We all lost the Cold War (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,

1994), ch. 5.
5 Lebow and Gross Stein, We all lost the Cold War, ch. s.

432

International Affairs 82: 3, 2006 © The Royal Institute of International Affairs 2006



Fear, interest and honour

Concern for standing and reputation was even more apparent on the Soviet
side. Khrushchev sent missiles to Cuba to deter an expected American invasion of
that island, help redress the overall strategic balance and get even with Kennedy
for deploying Jupiter missiles in Turkey. The Jupiters were so vulnerable that they
could be used only for a first strike against the Soviet Union or for purposes of
intimidation. They infuriated Khrushchev and the Soviet leadership, who inter-
preted them as the latest in a string of American efforts to humiliate the Soviet
Union and deny it the status its military and economic accomplishments warranted.
These included repeated drops of weapons and agents into the western provinces
of the Soviet Union in the early years of the Cold War, overflights of the Soviet
Union by U-2 spy planes ordered by the Eisenhower administration between 1956
and 1962, and the West’s unwillingness to recognize East Germany. On the eve
of the missile deployment, Khrushchev told his ambassador to Cuba that “The
Americans are going to have to swallow this the same way we have had to swallow
the pill of missiles in Tu1rkey.’6

Resolution of the missile crisis paved the way for detente. Here too, standing
was an important motive. Soviet premier Leonid Brezhnev was willing to make
substantive concessions in return for American recognition of the Soviet Union as
a coequal superpower.” When the Soviet economy stagnated, scarce resources were
still directed into strategic weapons and delivery systems, and the military more
generally. Western analysts explained this behaviour with reference to security
concerns or bureaucratic politics. While I would not dismiss these motives, there
is considerable evidence that expenditure on the military was intended above all to
maintain the Soviet Union’s claim to superpower status. The extent to which this
was an important goal in its own right is indicated by the sacrifices Soviet leaders
were prepared to make in other areas to maintain a powerful army and state-of-
the-art naval and strategic forces. A not insignificant segment of the population of
the former Soviet Union laments its passing, in part because it was a great power
whose opinions and interests were respected by the global community.® Standing is
important for individuals and institutions alike, and to the extent that individuals
identify with the state—one of the defining characteristics of nationalism—they
tend to project many of their emotional needs on their state (as they do with their
favoured sports team) and seek vicarious fulfilment through its successes. We tend
to associate the goals of honour and standing with dynastic political units, but,
as the Cold War indicates, they are at least as important for modern democratic,
industrial and post-industrial states.

The origins of the First World War offer more support for this thesis. Numerous
explanations have been advanced of how that conflict came about, many of which
stress the security dilemmas of the great powers, their offensive military strategies
or domestic problems that encouraged aggressive foreign policies.” What these

¢ Lebow and Gross Stein, We all lost the Cold War, chs 2, 3.

7 Lebow and Gross Stein, W all lost the Cold War, pp. 152—6.

8 Ted Hopf, Social construction of international politics: identities and foreign policies, Moscow, 1955 and 1999 (Ithacal, N'Y:
Cornell University Press, 2002).

Richard Ned Lebow, ‘Contingency, catalysts and international system change’, Political Science Quarterly 115,
20002001, pp. $91—6I6.
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explanations have in common is their emphasis on security—of states, leaders,
ruling elites or organizations—as the overriding motive of key actors in this drama.
Most ignore concern for standing, or subsume it within security.'® A few historians
and political scientists insist, with reason, that standing was a key goal in its own
right, and responsible for many of the policies that escalated interstate tensions
in the first two decades of the twentieth century. These include the scramble for
colonies, the German naval buildup and challenge to France in Morocco, Italy’s
war with the Ottoman Empire and de facto move away from the Triple Alliance,
and Russian support for south Slav nationalism. None of these initiatives was
motivated by security, and indeed arguments could have been made—and in some
cases were made at the time—that they were damaging to national security. Some
of the key decisions that led to war in the July 1914 crisis, among them Russian
support for Serbia and the British decision to intervene once it became clear that
Germany would violate Belgian neutrality, were also motivated largely, or in part,
by concern for standing and honour. A compelling argument can be made that in
the absence of the competitive quest for standing, a war between the great powers
in Europe in the early decades of the twentieth century would have been much
less likely.

Consider a contemporary case: opposition to the American occupation of Iraq.
The Bush administration expected its forces to be hailed as liberators, and they
were initially welcomed by at least some Iragis. The Americans had no plans for a
rapid transfer of power to an independent Iraqi or international authority. They
assumed a tight hold of the reins of civilian authority, headed by an American
puppet exile with little, if any, local support. American forces increasingly came to
be regarded as an army of occupation. Violent resistance triggered equally violent
reprisals and set in motion an escalatory spiral that further cast the Americans in the
role of occupiers. Insensitive to the needs of the spirit, American authorities belat-
edly attempted to satisfy Iraqi appetites by restoring electricity, providing gasoline
and diesel fuel, rebuilding schools and hospitals, and doing their best to provide
security. These programmes—which the Bush administration repeatedly cited as
evidence of its goodwill and commitment—did nothing to placate the spirit, and
were run in a manner that dramatically highlighted Iraqi subordination. The same
was true of dilatory American efforts to create an independent Iragi governing
authority and repeated public insistence that Washington would continue to have
the last word on all important matters.” Interviews with Iragis from all walks
of life indicated fury at their perceived insubordination. One respondent angrily
admitted that Saddam may have killed thousands of Iraqi civilians, and the Ameri-
cans only hundreds; but the American occupation was still intolerable, as he

Avner Offer, ‘Going to war in 1914: a matter of honor?’, Politics and Society 23, June 1995, pp. 213—41, is an
important exception.

Ivo H. Daalder and James M. Lindsay, America unbound: the Bush revolution in foreign policy, rev. edn (Hoboken,
NJ: Wiley, 2005); Seymour M. Hersh, Chain of command: the road from 9/11 to Abu Ghraib (New York: Harper,
2004); James Mann, Rise of the Vulcans: the history of Bush’s war cabinet (New York: Penguin, 2004); David L.
Phillips, Losing Iraq: inside the postwar reconstruction fiasco (Boulder, CO: Westview, 2005); Bob Woodward, Plan
of attack (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2004).
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put it, because ‘Saddam was one of ours’." Such affronts probably would have
aroused anger anywhere, but in a traditional culture where questions of standing
and honour for the most part take precedence over satisfaction of appetites they
elicited particular fury.

These several examples highlight the importance of standing as a powerful
motive for individuals, organizations and states. They indicate that at the inter-
state level, standing and security are distinct, albeit often related, motives. In
some situations, standing and security are diametrically opposed. Colonies and
navies were symbols of great power status in the latter part of the nineteenth
century, and pursued by France and Germany at the expense of their security.
The French challenge to Britain in Egypt and the Sudan provoked a crisis in 1898
that threatened to embroil France in war with Britain, a country the French should
have been wooing—as they later did—to provide a counterweight to Germany.
German construction of a blue-water navy precluded an Anglo-German alliance,
actively sought by British Foreign Secretary Joseph Chamberlain at the turn of
the century, and, by threatening Britain, pushed it towards accommodation and
military cooperation with France. On other occasions, standing was valued in its
own right by leaders of both superpowers, but was also considered important for
their security. This was true for American and Soviet policy-makers throughout
much of the Cold War.

The third logical possibility—leaders sacrificing standing for security—is more
problematic. As standing in the international community has traditionally been
based on military and economic power, and as security policies have the goal of
preserving or increasing that power, it is difficult to find situations where leaders
believed their standing would suffer from policies designed to enhance their
security. One example from the missile crisis is Robert Kennedy’s objection to a
pre-emptive air strike against the Soviet missile sites in Cuba on the grounds that
it would be a Pear] Harbor in reverse.” Eight years earlier, President Eisenhower
had ruled out the use of atomic bombs in Vietnam to save the French garrison
surrounded at Dien Bien Phu;™ one of the reasons he gave was that the United
States could not afford to use a nuclear weapon against Asians again. For both
men, concern to avoid loss of standing and the expected political costs associated
with that loss ruled out policies that other officials were advocating in the name
of national security.

The Bush administration came down on the other side of the question. The
President authorized the Department of Defense to hold people swept up in
the invasion of Afghanistan at the American base in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba,
indefinitely, without charging them with any crime and without access to legal
counsel.” The White House subsequently allowed the CIA to ‘render’ prisoners to

> Interviews conducted and quote provided by Prof. Shawn Rosenberg, University of California at Irvine.

Robert Kennedy, Thirteen days: a memoir of the Cuban missile crisis (New York: Norton, 1969), p. 31.

Stephen E. Ambrose, Eisenhower (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1983—4), vol. 2, p. 84; Bundy, Danger and
survival, pp. 260—70, on Eisenhower’s response to Dien Bien Phu.

For detailed information, see Human Rights Watch, http://www.hrw.org/doc/?t=usa_gitmo, last accessed 12
April 2006.
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other countries where information might be extracted from them by methods that
would be illegal in the United States. Both practices, critics charged, were contrary
to international law and practice and to the core values of American democracy.
They also doubted that any useful information could be extracted by means of
torture. The administration insisted that the security benefits of these practices
were real and outweighed any loss of reputation they might incur, though it did
try—unsuccessfully, as it turned out—to keep the export of terrorist suspects a
dark secret.”® Administration officials have made similar, and equally disputed,
claims with regard to email and telephone surveillance without court warrants."”
Though it is still too early to tell, it is reasonable to suppose that American initia-
tives associated with the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq have led to a precipitous
loss of standing among allies and third parties and will have important, long-term
implications for the ability of the United States to influence these countries on a
wide range of issues.

The problem of standing

Standing is a social construction. First in the European political system, and then
in the international one, it has been achieved primarily on the basis of military
and economic power. Revolutionary regimes (e.g. the United States, the French
Republic, the Soviet Union, the People’s Republic of China) unsuccessfully claimed
standing on alternative criteria, and ultimately sought it on the basis of their
material capabilities. Multiple challenges to these criteria for claiming standing are
now under way, raising the prospect that we are in the early stages of a reformula-
tion of the nature of and criteria for standing. Evidence for this assertion is drawn
from the world wide negative reactions to the US—UK invasion of Iraq and the
justifications for UN Security Council seats put forward by Japan, India, Brazil
and Germany, most of which are based on claims that have nothing to do with
military power. Alternative criteria for standing have been most fully articulated
by Canada and some of the states of the European Union, and by Iran and Islamic
fundamentalists in the Middle East. If any of these conceptions gain support—
they already have substantial appeal on a regional basis—the consequences for the
goals of actors and the nature of influence will be profound. Historically, goals and
influence are closely related. To the extent their resources permit, political units
tend to adapt to their environment, and gravitate towards those levers of influence
they consider most effective. Over time, such a process can shift the nature of the
goals they seek, as particular means of influence are more conducive to certain
goals and inappropriate to others. Shifts in goals can transform the identities of
actors, and, in consequence, the character of the system.

6 Scott Shane, ‘Report questions legality of briefings on surveillance’, New York Times, 19 Jan. 2006, p. A19.

7 Lowell Bergman, Eric Lichtblau, Scott Shane and Don Van Natta, Jr, ‘Spy agency data after Sept. 11 led FBI to
dead ends’, New York Times, 17 Jan. 2006, pp. A1, 12; David E. Sanger and Eric Lichtblau, ‘Administration starts
weeklong blitz in defense of eavesdropping program’, New York Times, 24 Jan. 2006, p. A18; Eric Lichtblau,
‘Gonzales invokes actions of other presidents in defense of US spying’, New York Times, 25 Jan. 2006, p. A18;

Eric Lichtblau and Adam Liptak, ‘Bush presses on in legal defense for wiretapping’, New York Times, 28 Jan.
2006, p. A1, Ag.

436

International Affairs 82: 3, 2006 © The Royal Institute of International Affairs 2006



Fear, interest and honour

The international arena can be considered a site of contestation where different
actors—by no means all of them states—claim standing on the basis of diverse
criteria. They often invest considerable resources in publicizing and justifying
their claims in efforts to gain support. I do not know of any surveys that have
asked questions specifically aimed at ranking the prestige of states, or tracking how
these rankings might have changed over time. There is, however, strong evidence
for a precipitous decline in American standing since the end of the Cold War.
Public opinion polls indicate that respect for the United States has plummeted by
reason of its unilateralist foreign policies and military interventions in Afghani-
stan and Iraq.18 This decline is independent of perceptions of American power,
which remain high, and indicates the extent to which criteria other than military
and economic power have become important. This shift in attitudes, documented
among elites and public opinion in almost all regions of the world, may help
explain why the United States may be the most powerful state the world has ever
witnessed, yet finds it increasingly difficult to translate that power into influence.

We can conjure up quite contrasting visions of the future. If current attempts
to restructure the basis of standing fail, military power is likely to remain the
principal criterion for ranking states. If there is a shift in the nature of standing,
and especially one that delegitimizes the use of force for anything but the most
immediate defensive purposes, or in humanitarian intervention with the backing
of large segments of the world community, America’s standing—in the absence of
a major reorientation of the country’s foreign policy—will continue to decline.

The Iraq war is likely to play an important role in determining the nature of
standing. Military power is likely to be validated, and the United States to remain
at the top of the international pecking order, to the extent that it can impose its
preferences on Iraq and the Middle East more generally. This was certainly the
expectation of key policy-makers in the Bush administration, who recognized
that the greatest comparative advantage of the United States was its powerful and
technologically sophisticated military instrument. They counted on Operation
Shock and Awe to soften up Iraqi resistance and impress a watching world with
the ease with which US and British ground forces could go on to topple Saddam
Hussein and install a puppet regime in Baghdad. They expected other countries to
bandwagon, and Iran, Saudi Arabia, Palestine and North Korea to become more
pliant. None of this happened, in part because of Washington’s flawed political and
military strategy, but more fundamentally because of the difficulty of imposing
one’s will on an occupied country—especially when its occupier is isolated politi-
cally and itsinternal adversaries are in receipt of outside physical and moral support.
When a future generation of international relations theorists looks back on the
Iraq war, they may see it as a decisive turning point in international history, as the
beginning of a post-Clausewitzian era in which it became all but impossible to use

' Pew Research Center for the People and the Press, ‘Bush unpopular in Europe, seen as unilateralist’, 15 April
2000, http://people-press.org/reports/print.php3?PagelD=36; ‘“What the world thinks in 2002, http://people-
press.prg/reports/display.php3?ReportID=165; BBC News, 18 March 2003, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/
americas/2862343.stm; Time Europe, http://www.time.com/time/europe/gdml/peace2003.html, last accessed
12 April 2006.
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force to achieve political goals by bending or breaking the will of an adversary.

Existing theories of international relations do not ask questions of this kind,
nor are they capable of answering them. They have impoverished conceptions of
human motives, and either do not address the question of standing or subordi-
nate it to security. They fail to recognize the diversity of goals that states and
their leaders seek, or how the hierarchy of goals can change within states or across
cultures and epochs, and how goals and means are influenced by the robustness of
regional and international societies and their conceptions of standing. These are
questions pertinent to international relations, not just to foreign policy, because
they influence, even perhaps determine, the character of the system.

The spirit tends to express itself in a negative way when threatened. Affronts
to the integrity or independence of actors accordingly arouse anger and resist-
ance. This phenomenon helps to sustain the Iraqi insurgency, as it does Palestinian
opposition to Israel’s occupation of the West Bank. More positive expressions of
the spirit require a relatively robust society. To achieve standing, there must be
some consensus about how it is won and lost, formal or informal rules for making
this determination, and actors or institutions responsible for this task. Standing
can be attained within groups and organizations, and the incentive to do so can
be exploited by leaders to advance their political goals. Hamas and other groups
that have sponsored suicide bombings have publicized the names of successful
bombers, paid stipends to their families and encouraged young people to lionize
them.™ Society has always been most problematic at the regional and international
levels, but it has often been thick enough, especially at the regional level, to allow,
and even regulate, competition for standing among participating units. This was
certainly true in fifth- and fourth-century Bce Greece, and at various periods of
Indian and modern European history.

Appetite can be satisfied outside society. In ancient times, raids and brigandage
were accepted ways of procuring wealth and women. Affluence and sex are acquired
differently within society, and the former, if not the latter, can be pursued and
enjoyed more effectively when actors understand and adhere to a common set
of rules or norms. Modern industrial economies are distinguished by mechanical
sources of power and the division of labour, both of which, as Adam Smith was
among the first to observe, permit more efficient production and wealthier socie-
ties.”® These developments occur only in societies that are physically secure, where
contracts are protected by laws and courts, and where there are no unreasonable
barriers to raw materials, labour and markets. Economists maintain that efficiency
and overall wealth are further facilitated by the extension of these conditions
beyond the confines of individual political units.

9 CBS News, 3 April 2002, ‘Salaries for suicide bombers’, http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2002/04/03/world/
mains05316.shtml, last accessed 12 April 2006.

*° For a contemporaneous and somewhat jaundiced account of the social consequences of the division of labour,
see Adam Smith, An inquiry into the nature and causes of the wealth of nations, ed. Edwin Cannan (Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 1976), ch. 1.

438

International Affairs 82: 3, 2006 © The Royal Institute of International Affairs 2006



Fear, interest and honour

The problem of order

As the degree of order and its character determine the character of politics, any
theory of international relations must be rooted in a broader theory of society.
Existing paradigms and theories within them are inadequate in this regard. Realism
all but denies the existence of society at the international level, and realist theories
generally treat the character of international relations as universal, timeless and
unchanging. Liberalism recognizes a strong two-way connection between the
character of state actors and the nature of their relationships; but it says little
or nothing about what shapes the character of actors or how they evolve, and,
moreover, is restricted to one historical epoch. Constructivism emphasizes the
decisive role of society in constituting actors and shaping their identities, but has as
yet failed to produce a full-blown theory of international relations. Marxism links
society and international relations in a more comprehensive manner, because it is
fundamentally a theory of society. It nevertheless fails in its accounts of history
and of international relations in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

As politics and society are inseparable, the first requirement of a good theory of
international relations is that it provide a theory of society, or at least those aspects
of it most relevant to the character and evolution of politics at the state, regional
and international levels. This is a daunting task. It also involves something of a
Catch-22, because understandings of society and politics presuppose each other,
at least in part. Their codependency harks back to a paradox that troubled Greek
philosophers of the fifth and fourth centuries Bck. If true knowledge is holistic—
and I believe it is—we need to know everything before we can know anything.
Plato developed his theory of a priori knowledge to get around this paradox.
He posited a soul that had experienced multiple lives in the course of which it
learned all the forms. Knowledge could be recovered with the help of a dialec-
tical ‘midwife’ who asks appropriate questions.?” Thucydides pioneered a more
practical strategy: he nested his analysis of the Peloponnesian War in a broader
political framework, which in turn was embedded in an account of the rise and
fall of civilization. By this means, the particular could be understood—as it had to
be—Dby reference to the general. Knowledge, once retrieved and transcribed, could
become ‘a possession for all time”.?* I hope to emulate Thucydides—certainly not
in writing a possession for all time, but in explaining the particular with reference
to the general. I offer my theory of international relations as a special case of a
theory of political order. Both theories are embedded in an understanding of the
historical evolution of society.

Of necessity, then, my project has a double theoretical focus: political order
and international relations. As each theory is implicated in the other, a simple
linear approach is out of the question. I can neither formulate a theory of political
order and extend it to international relations, nor develop a theory of international
relations and base a theory of political order on it. I adopt a more complicated,

' Plato, Meno, 86b1—2, and Cratylus, 400c.
** Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, 1.22.4. For an account of this framework, see Richard Ned Lebow,
The tragic vision of politics: ethics, interests and orders (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), chs 3, 4, 7.
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layered strategy. I begin with the problem of order, and propose a framework
for its study, but not a theory. This framework provides the scaffolding for a
theory of international relations. As I noted at the outset, I develop a paradigm of
politics based on the spirit and apply it to international relations. I subsequently
intend to integrate this paradigm into a more comprehensive theory of interna-
tional relations. I will ultimately draw on my theory to refine our understanding
of order. Like the calculus, such a series of approximations can bring us closer to
our goal, if never actually there.

Do we need another grand theory?

Social scientists have been working away at the problem of order for a long time—
though none of them, to my knowledge, has analysed it in terms of Plato’s and
Aristotle’s categories. Scholars have worked from the bottom up, tackling small
and more manageable pieces of the puzzle, and from the top down, in the form of
grand theories in the tradition of Hegel and Marx. Both approaches are valuable,
and it is arguable that the former would be much more difficult to do in the absence
of the latter. Grand theories establish research agendas that enumerate the more
discrete questions that scholars attempt to answer. They are also responsible for
many of the frameworks and concepts that shape this research.

The heyday of grand theories in the social sciences was in the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. For scientific and normative reasons they became
an increasingly disreputable enterprise. They ignored the extent to which their
concepts and premises were the products of specific historical circumstances. They
devalued agency and individuality. Wittgenstein and Feyerabend in philosophy,
Benedict and Geertz in anthropology, and Mills in sociology all sought to replace
such theories with local and contingent understandings. Post-modernism is even
more hostile to grand theories. Jean-Frangois Lyotard defines post-modernism as
‘incredulity toward meta-narratives’ and the idea of progress they encode. He calls
upon scholars to replace them with open-ended, multicultural, relativistic, non-
judgemental accounts.® Some of the opponents of grand theories (e.g. Feyerabend,
Kuhn and Foucault) have been accused of favouring a relativism that borders on
incoherence. Quentin Skinner notes with irony that some of the writers (e.g. Witt-
genstein, Foucault, Derrida) most opposed to theory have themselves authored
such theories.** Other figures, like Althusser, Habermas and Rawls, returned quite
self-consciously to the project of grand theory in the 1960s and 1970s.

Many earlymodernand Enlightenment figures, and all nineteenth-century grand
theories, generally assumed both epistemological and social-historical progress.
Reason would lead us to a better understanding of the human condition and the
course of history. The future would be better than the present, and understanding
the course of history would help bring a better world into being. Marxism is the

3 Jean-Frangois Lyotard, The postmodern condition: a report on knowledge, trans. Geoff Bennington and Brian
Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), ‘Introduction’, p. xxiv.

uentin Skinner, ‘Introduction: the return of grand theory’, in The return of grand theory in the human sciences
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), pp. 12—16.
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quintessential example of such a theory, but many modern thinkers—Locke, Kant
and Hegel among them—were optimists in this sense. Nietzsche broke with this
tradition. To the extent that he envisaged an ‘end to history’, it took the form of
cultural desolation. Two world wars and the Holocaust sounded the death knell
of philosophical optimism, and appeared to many to confirm Nietzsche’s view
of history. Post-structuralists like Foucault and Derrida rejected the Enlighten-
ment ‘project’ and its progressive narrative of history as a defunct and dangerous
fiction.*’

Epistemological optimism, which reached its high-water mark in prewar Poppe-
rian neo-positivism, has also been seriously eroded. Hermeneutic approaches
have made great inroads. They stress the importance of understanding and self-
reflection, which constitute a kind of knowledge that is not described by science.
Theory is limited in a double sense: it cannot possibly encompass all there is to
know; and it is undermined by self-reflection, which leads people to remake their
worlds, and by doing so to invalidate any social laws that previously described their
practices.”® Hermeneutics has reduced epistemology to a subset of knowledge;
but, as Rorty has argued, it is not unalterably opposed to epistemology.*” It rejects
all privileged standpoints, but is not relativistic. North American neo-positivism,
well entrenched in economics and political science, seems the only outpost of
neopositivist social science.

I appreciate both objections to grand theory. The post-Second World War
disillusionment with the Enlightenment represents a predictable response to the
horrors of that conflict, recurrent episodes of ethnic cleansing and genocide, the
threat of nuclear annihilation most recently associated with the Cold War, and
the ever more real possibility of environmental catastrophe. Like all historical
moments, it is a unique one, not a privileged position from which to make objec-
tive judgements. There was probably more pessimism at the end of the Thirty
Years War, yet within a century it gave way to the extraordinary optimism of
the Enlightenment. One cannot rule out a similar reversal in the future, given
the dependence of the moods and practices of philosophy and social science alike
on developments in broader society. There are nevertheless sound epistemolog-
ical reasons for questioning meta-narratives of progress. Even if they rely on a
dialectic as their mechanism to move history forwards, it is always through a series
of progressive stages and towards a predetermined telos that represents an end to
history. All grounds for judging one epoch or socio-economic order as superior to
another are arbitrary.

Grand theories can be purged of normative assumptions and teloi. We can
describe changes in human societies, and their organizing principles, without

5 Michel Foucault, Language, counter-memory, practice, ed. D. F. Bouchard (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,
1977), Pp- 153—4.

26 Habermas, Knowledge and human interests, trans. Jeremy Shapiro (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1971); Gadamer,
Truth and method and Philosophical hermeneutics, trans David E. Linge (Berkeley, CA: University of California
Press, 1976), pp. 18—82. Weber made this latter point during the turn of the century Methodenstreit: see his
“Objectivity” in social science and social policy’, in Edward Shils, ed., Max Weher, The methodology of the social
sciences (New York: Free Press, 1969), ch. ..

7 Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the mirror of nature (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979), part III.
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embedding judgements about which societies are superior, more conducive to
justice or better able to meet human needs. We can even incorporate a concept of
‘development’ (although not of ‘progress’) in our analysis without smuggling in
normative assumptions, if by development we mean nothing more than increasing
complexity. The theory of evolution understands development in this way. In the
course of the past few decades, biologists and other serious students of the subject
have moved away from the longstanding portrayal of evolution as the upward
ascent of life to the pinnacle of Homo sapiens to recognition of it as a process not
driven by any purpose and not leading to any particular end. Evolution is the
quintessential theory of process, and the appropriate model for the kind of theory
I have in mind.

Post-modernists also oppose grand theory on the grounds that it is inimical
to freedom, self-definition and choice because it imposes analytical categories
on societies and their members and, by doing so, creates or strengthens pressures
on them to conform to these archetypes. Many social scientists understand that
neither typologies nor propositions can possibly capture the diversity of behaviour
and beliefs. Such formulations do not, of necessity, deny agency, although most
theories that rely on so-called structures to do their heavy lifting have strong
incentives to downplay the role of actors. I am sensitive both to the need for
organizing principles and to the ability of actors to transcend them. This is one of
the reasons why my foundational concepts are based on the Greek understanding
of the psyche. It generates a useful set of ideal types. As s true of all Weberian ideal
types, they do not describe real individuals or societies, which contain elements of
all three ideal-type worlds I describe. My theory celebrates diversity and explores
its consequences for both order and agency. It derives its analytical power from
changes in the distribution of the three motives associated with the psyche, their
consequences for order at the individual, societal, regional and international levels,
and the implication of this for interactions across these levels of aggregation.

Why international relations?

International relations is clearly the hardest and most interesting case for any
theory of political order. Does it make sense to begin a study of order at the inter-
national level? Why not approach it at the less complex levels of the individual
or the group? Plato opted for this strategy; he develops a theory of individual
order in the Republic, which he then extends to society. Thucydides uses a roughly
similar formulation to bridge individual, polis and regional levels of order.
Modern psychology also starts with the individual, and progresses to group and
mass behaviour. I do something similar, starting with the individual and working
my way up to international society and system. Following the Greeks, I contend
that the dynamics of order are more or less the same at every level. I neverthe-
less emphasize different kinds of challenges to order at different levels of social
aggregation, and see different resources available for coping with them. The most
important divide is between groups and societies on the one hand and nations
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and international relations on the other.? They differ with respect to the overlap
between legal and social norms, the extent to which behaviour conforms to norms
of both kinds, and the nature of the mechanisms that can be used to encourage or
enforce conformity. In developing his concept of organic solidarity, Durkheim
observes, and subsequent research tends to confirm, that legal and social norms are
morein accord, and informal mechanisms of social control more effective, in smaller
and less developed societies (e.g. villages and towns), where the division of labour
is relatively simple.?® Moral disapproval of deviance is also more outspoken in
these settings, and a powerful force for behavioural conformity. So too is tolerance
of deviance when it is understood as closing ranks against outside interference.°
On the whole, however, tolerance of deviance varies directly with the division of
labour; it is most pronounced in larger and more complex social systems. Order is
more difficult to achieve and sustain at higher levels of social aggregation.

Regional and international orders are particularly challenging because they
are likely to have competing, rather than reinforcing, norms, and more glaring
contradictions between norms and behaviour. In these orders, moral outrage is
generally a strategy of the weak, and is frequently associated with agents who are
not even recognized as legitimate actors. Some striking instances aside—among
them, the boycott of South Africa to end apartheid, and the Montreal Protocol
and subsequent agreements to ban chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) and restore the
ozone layer—moral suasion only occasionally serves as a source of social control
or catalyst for change.?' As informal mechanisms of control are more important
than formal ones in domestic societies, their relative absence—and not the absence
of central authority, as realists insist—may be the defining characteristic of the
international society and system. The lack of normative consensus, paucity of
face-to-face social interactions and the greater difficulty of mutual surveillance all
but preclude effective social control at the regional and international levels. That
we observe any degree of order at these levels is truly remarkable, and makes it a
particularly interesting puzzle.

Regional and international orders are set apart by another phenomenon: the
human tendency to generate social cohesion by creating distinctions between
‘us’ and ‘others’. The research of Tajfel and others on ‘entativity’ suggests this
binary may be endemic to all human societies.** It was first conceptualized in

28 Regional orders come in between and display considerable variance. Regional order in Europe more closely
resembles a domestic society, whereas regional orders in the Middle East or South Asia—to the extent that
we can even use the term ‘order’—more closely resemble international relations. Thucydides and Plato distin-
guished Greece from the rest of the ancient world on the basis of its cultural unity, which led to a different
structure of relations among its political units.

Emile Durkheim, The division of labor in society, trans. W. D. Halls (New York: Macmillan, 1984), pp. 400—4o01.
Brian Lavery, in ‘Scandal? For an Irish parish, it’s just a priest with a child’, New York Times, 22 Jan. 2005, p. A6,
describes local support for a 73-year-old Roman Catholic priest who fathered the child of alocal school teacher
and unwillingness to talk about it to representatives of outside media. The local bishop was also supportive and
did not remove the priest from his pastoral duties.

On the role of moral outrage in the two issues cited, see Audie Klotz, Norms in international regimes: the struggle
against apartheid (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1995), and Edward A. Parson, Profecting the ozone layer
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003).

Henri Tajfel, Human groups and social categories (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981); Henri Tajfel and
John Turner, “The social identity theory of intergroup behavior’, in Stephen Worchel and William Austin, eds,
Psychology of intergroup relations (Chicago, IL: Nelson-Hall, 1986), pp. 359—429.
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the eighteenth century in response to an emerging pattern in western Europe
of promoting domestic cohesion and development by means of foreign conflict.
Immanuel Kant theorized that the ‘unsocial sociability’ of people draws them
together into societies, but leads them to act in ways that break them up. He
considers this antagonism innate to our species, and an underlying cause of the
development of the state. Warfare drove people apart, but their need to defend
themselves against others compelled them to band together and submit to the rule
of law. Each political unit has unrestricted freedom in the same way individuals did
before the creation of societies, and hence is in a constant state of war. The price
of order at home is conflict among societies. The ‘us’ is maintained at the expense
of ‘others’.3

Hegel built on this formulation, and brought to it his understanding that
modern states differed from their predecessors in that their cohesion does not rest
so much on pre-existing cultural, religious or linguistic identities as it does on the
allegiance of their citizens to central authorities who provide for the common
defence. Citizens develop a collective identity through the external conflicts
of their state and the sacrifices it demands of them. ‘States’, he writes in “The
German Constitution’, ‘stand to one another in a relation of might’, a relationship
that ‘has been universally revealed and made to prevail’. In contrast to Kant, who
considers this situation tragic, Hegel rhapsodizes about the life of states as active
and creative agents that play a critical role in the unfolding development of the
spirit and humankind. Conflict among states helps each to become aware of itself
by encouraging self-knowledge on the part of citizens. It can serve an ethical end
by uniting subjectivity and objectivity and resolving the tension between particu-
larity and universality.3*

International relations as a zone of conflict and war was further legitimized by
the gradual development of international law and its conceptualization of interna-
tional relations as intercourse among sovereign states. The concept of sovereignty
created the legal basis for the state and the nearly unrestricted right of its leaders to
act as they wish within its borders. It also justified the pursuit of national interests
by force beyond those borders so long as its application was in accord with the
laws of war. Sovereignty, first popularized in the sixteenth century, is a concept
with diverse and even murky origins. At that time, more importance was placed on
its domestic than international implications. Nineteenth- and twentieth-century
jurists and historians, many of them Germans influenced by Kant and Hegel (e.g.
Heeren, Clausewitz, Ranke, Treitschke), developed a narrative about sovereignty
that legitimized the accumulation of power by central governments and portrayed
the state as the sole focus of a people’s economic, political and social life. Without

3 Immanuel Kant, ‘Idea for a universal history with a cosmopolitan purpose’, pp. 44—7, and ‘Perpetual peace: a
philosophical sketch’, p. 112, both in Kant: political writings, ed. Hans Reiss (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1991).

3* For the development of his thought on the state, see Georg W. F. Hegel, “The German Constitution’, in Politi-
cal writings, trans. H. B. Nisbet, ed. Laurence Dickey and H. B. Nisbet (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1999), pp. 6—101; ‘The philosophical history of the world’, in Lectures on the philosophy of world history,
trans. H. B. Nisbet (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975); Elements of the philosophy of the right, trans.
H. B. Nisbet, ed. Allen H. Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991).
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empirical justification, they described the 1648 Treaty of Westphalia as ushering ina
novel, sovereignty-based international political order. The ideology of sovereignty
neatly divided actors from one another, and made the binary of ‘us’ and ‘others’
appear a natural, if not progressive, development, conferring a similar status on
conflict and warfare among states.** This binary was reflected at the regional level
in the concept of the European ‘system’, which initially excluded Russia and the
Ottoman Empire as political and cultural ‘others’. There was no concept of the
‘international’ until the late eighteenth century, and its development reflected and
facilitated the transformation of the European system into an international one
in the course of the following century.36 Here too, sharp distinctions were made,
initially between the European ‘us’ and Asian and African ‘others’, most of them
societies not yet organized along the lines of the European state. The antagonism
that Kant describes reasserted itself at the regional and international levels.

Twentieth-century international relations theory took shape against the
background of the Westphalia myth, which became foundational for realists.’”
Their writings made interstate war appear the norm, and enduring cooperation an
anomaly that required an extraordinary explanation. They plucked lapidary quotes
out of context from Thucydides, Machiavelli and Hobbes to lend authority to their
claims that the international arena was distinct from the domestic one and that
anarchy and warfare were its norm. Watered-down versions of the realist world-
view have come to dominate the policy communities on a nearly worldwide basis.
Sovereignty and untrammelled pursuit of the national interest revealed themselves
to be mutually constitutive. They are also in part self-fulfilling, as foreign policies
based on narrow constructions of self-interest, made possible by the legal edifice
of sovereignty, appear to confirm realist depictions of international relations and
the fundamental differences they assert exist in politics within states and between
them. Writing in the mid-1960s, before the emergence of constructivism, Martin
Wight lamented that the realist project precluded any serious theorizing about
international society. The ‘theory of the good life’, he observed, is applicable only
to orderly societies, and realists framed the international arena as a ‘precontractual
state of nature’, where no real theory is possible. Within this framework, the most
theorists could do was to describe patterns of interaction among units.**

If the challenge of studying order at the international level is intriguing, the
prospect of doing so is a little less daunting than it used to be. There has been
mounting criticism of ‘us’/‘other’ dichotomies, and of the false, or at least exagger-
ated, binary constructed by historians, jurists and realists between domestic and
international politics.? Important differences between politics at these levels

Kant, ‘Idea for a universal history with a cosmopolitan purpose’, pp. 41—53, and ‘Perpetual peace’, p. 112; Jens
Bartelson, A genealogy of sovereignty (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), pp. 220-9.

Bartelson, A genealogy of sovereignty, ch. s.

Morgenthau, Politics among nations, 3rd edn (New York: Knopf, 1960), p. 312; Stephen Krasner, Sovereignty:
organized hypocrisy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999), pp. 73—82.

Martin Wight, “Why is there no international theory?’, in Herbert Butterfield and Martin Wight, Diplomatic
investigations: essays in the theory of international politics (London: Allen & Unwin, 1966), pp. 17—34.

See e.g. R. B. J. Walker, Inside/outside: international relations as political theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1993); Giorgio Agamben, Homo sacer: sovereign power and bare life, trans. Daniel Heller-Roazen (Stanford,
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nevertheless remain, and between both of them and individual behaviour. One
of the key insights of the Enlightenment, since elaborated by social science, is the
extent to which systems produce outcomes that cannot be predicted or explained
by knowledge about the actors that constitute the system. It is nevertheless impos-
sible, as the failure of neo-realism has made abundantly clear, to build good theories
solely on the basis of system-level characteristics and processes.

A wise scholar might be tempted to stop here. There are, however, compel-
ling reasons to forge ahead. The most powerful one is normative. As I noted at
the outset, justice is best served by an ordered world, but one that must be pliable
enough to allow, if not encourage, the freedom, choice and overall development
of actors. No existing order can be considered just, but many domestic orders—
social and political—come closer to meeting the conditions in which this might
become possible than do regional orders or the international system. Failed states
(e.g. Somalia, Afghanistan, Haiti) and the international system as a whole are
undeniably the most anarchical kinds of political systems, and the most in need
of our attention, practical as well as theoretical.** Understanding both levels of
‘order’ in comparison to other levels can provide insights that cannot be gained by
studying them in isolation. Given the connection between theory and practice, it
isimportant to create an alternative narrative that lends additional support to those
scholars and practitioners who are attempting to move beyond narrow concepts of
sovereignty and understandings of regional and international relations that assume
that war is an unavoidable fact of life. For intellectual, ethical and practical reasons
alike, we need to pursue our investigations even if our answers are partial, tentative
and almost certain to be superseded.

Overview of the argument

My theory of international relations is based on a simple set of assumptions about
human motives. Following the Greeks, I posit spirit, appetite and reason as funda-
mental drives with distinct objects or ends. I describe the different characteristics
of spirit-, appetite- and reason-based worlds for individuals, societies, and regional
and international political systems. As the three drives are always present—along
with, often, fear as well—real societies are mixed worlds that combine multiple
motives in varying degrees. They are also likely to be lumpy, in that the mix of
motives differs among the units or regions that make up the system.

The most stable and just individuals and societies are those in which reason is
able to constrain and educate spirit and appetite to work with it to achieve a happy
life. Such a state of balance is uncommon among individuals, rarer still among
the societies in which they live, and hardly ever seen in the regional or inter-
national systems in which these societies interact. Imbalance occurs when reason
never gains control of the spirit or appetite or subsequently loses control over

CA: Stanford University Press, 1998); Jenny Edkins and Véronique Pin-Fat, ‘Through the wire: relations of
power and relations of violence’, Millennium 24: 1, 2005, pp. 1—26.

4% Robert I. Rotberg, When states fail: causes and consequences (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004), is
a good starting point.
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either. Imbalance is a matter of degree, as is the disorder it brings to individuals
or systems. Imbalance is almost always one-sided in the direction of either spirit
or appetite.

Individuals, societies, and regional and international systems exist at different
levels of social aggregation. They differ in numerous ways, but, again following
the Greeks, I treat them as similar for analytical purposes on the grounds that each
level of aggregation can fairly be characterized by its mix of motives and degree
of balance. This assumption allows me to bridge levels and develop a theory of
change that explains movement towards order and disorder in terms of changes in
balance and imbalance at the level in question and the ways in which it affects, and
is affected by, balance and imbalance at adjacent levels. I offer two types of expla-
nations for balance and imbalance: breakdown of traditional constraints among
elite actors; and broader changes associated with modernization and exposure to
alternative discourses.

I describe the mechanisms that translate imbalance into social disorder and
breakdown. I argue that both spirit-directed and appetite-directed societies are
delicately balanced, even when well functioning. Spirit and appetite alike are satis-
fied through competition, and spirit-driven competition for standing is particu-
larly intense because of its relational nature. When not held in check by reason,
competition for either standing or wealth can transgress the accepted constraints
and lead to a rapid unravelling of order. Imbalance in the direction of spirit can
intensify intra-elite competition to the point where a critical mass of elite actors
come to fear that they will be denied standing or even forfeit their lives. This fear
becomes paramount when one actor or faction (or state or alliance) appears on
the verge of capturing the mechanisms of state (or abusing its power to establish
unwanted authority over others) in pursuit of its parochial goals. In these circum-
stances, violence or warfare may break out, precipitated by a bid for power by one
side or pre-emption by the other. Imbalance in the direction of appetite on the
part of an elite is likely to lead to both emulation and resentment by other actors.
It risks unravelling the social order through widespread violation of nomos and
increasing class tensions that ultimately lead to the same kind of fear and responses
to it associated with an excess of spirit.

Social orders at every level undergo cycles of consolidation and decline. As
it is always easier to enter fear-based worlds than to escape from them, realism
is the default social condition. Human history at this level is cyclical, as realists
contend. However, there are broader historical trends. Over the span of human
existence, societies, which are originally appetite-based, have evolved into spirit-
based worlds, and then back into worlds of appetite, but ones that emphasize
material well-being at the expense of other appetites. I raise the prospect of
further evolution in the form of a return to a spirit-based world that would be
not a warrior society, but one with diverse, if still competitive, forms of recogni-
tion and standing. This evolution is discontinuous, far from uniform, and driven
by neither a single nor a necessarily dialectical process. Breakdowns of existing
orders are an essential component, as they make way for change, but also stimulate

447

International Affairs 82: 3, 2006 © The Royal Institute of International Affairs 2006



Richard Ned Lebow

learning (in the form of a renewed commitment to constrain and educate spirit
and appetite). Evolution also exploits technological developments, for purposes of
building and destroying orders. Although spirit-, appetite- and fear-based worlds
have existed in pre- and post-industrial societies, with strikingly similar charac-
teristics, technological, intellectual and social changes have contributed to transi-
tions between them. Future advances in bio- and nanotechnology, and the ways in
which they shape our thinking, might be expected to do the same.
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The Security Dilemma and
Ethnic Conflict

Barry R. Posen

The end of the Cold War has been accompanied by the emergence of
nationalist, ethnic and religious conflict in Eurasia. However, the risks
and intensity of these conflicts have varied from region to region:
Ukrainians and Russians are still getting along relatively well; Serbs
and Slovenians had a short, sharp clash: Serbs, Croats and Bosnian
Muslims have waged open warfare; and Armenians and Azeris seem
destined to fight a slow-motion attrition war. The claim that newly
released, age-old antipathies account for this violence fails to explain
the considerable variance in observable intergroup relations.

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

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

THE SECURITY DILEMMA

The collapse of imperial regimes can be profitably viewed as a prob-
lem of ‘emerging anarchy’. The longest standing and most useful
school of international relations theory - realism - explicitly addresses
the consequences of anarchy - the absence of a sovereign — for political

Barry R. Posen is a Professor in the Political Science Department of the Massachu-
setts Institute of Technology.
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relations among states.' In areas such as the former Soviet Union and
Yugoslavia, ‘sovereigns’ have disappeared. They ieave in their wake a
host of groups — ethnic, religious. cultural — of greater or lesser
cohesion. These groups must pay attention to the first thing that states
have historically addressed — the problem of security - even though
many of these groups still lack many of the attributes of statehood.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Indistinguishability of Offence and Defence

Newly independent groups must first determine whether neighbour-
ing groups are a threat. They will examine one another’s military capa-
bilities to do so. Because the weaponry available to these groups will
often be quite rudimentary, their offensive military capabilities will be
as much a function of the quantity and commitment of the soldiers they
can mobilize as the particular characteristics of the weapons they con-
trol. Thus, each group will have to assess the other’s offensive military
potential in terms of its cohesion and its past military record.

The nature of military technology and organization is usually taken
to be the main factor affecting the distinguishability of offence and
defence. Yet, clear distinctions between offensive and defensive capa-
bilities are historically rare, and they are particularly difficult to make
in the realm of land warfare. For example, the force structures of armed
neutrals such as Finland, Sweden and Switzerland are often categorized
as defensive. These countries rely more heavily on infantry, which is
thought to have weak offensive potential, than on tanks and other
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mechanized weaponry, which are thought to have strong offensive
potential. However, their weak offensive capabilities have also been a
function of the massive military power of what used to be their most
plausible adversary, the former Soviet Union. Against states of similar
size, similarly armed, all three countries would have considerable
offensive capabilities — particularly if their infantries were extraordi-
narily motivated — as German and French infantry were at the outset
of World War I, as Chinese and North Vietnamese infantry were
against the Americans and as Iran’s infantry was against the Iraqis.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Superiority of Offensive over Defensive Action

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Windows of Vulnerability and Opportunity

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

that international organizations and great powers are preoccupied
momentarily with other problems.

CROATS AND SERBS

Viewed through the lens of the security dilemma, the early stages of
Yugoslavia’s disintegration were strongly influenced by the following
factors. First, the parties identified the re-emerging identities of the
others as offensive threats. The last time these groups were free of con-
straint, during World War II, they slaughtered one another with aban-
don. In addition, the Yugoslav military system trained most men for
war and distributed infantry armament widely across the country. Sec-
ond, the offensive appeared to have the advantage, particularly against
Serbs ‘marooned’ in Croatian and Muslim territory. Third, the new
republics were not equally powerful. Their power assets varied in terms
of people and economic resources; access to the wealth and military
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assets of the previous regime: access to external allies: and possible out-
side enemies. Preventive war incentives were consequently high.
Fourth, small bands of fanatics soon appeared on the scene. Indeed, the
political and military history of the region stressed the role of small,
violent, committed groups; the resistance to the Turks; the Ustashe in
the 1930s; and the Ustashe state and Serbian Chetniks during World
War I1.

Serbs and Croats both have a terrifying oral history of each other’s
behaviour. This history goes back hundreds of years, although the
intense Croat-Serb conflict is only about 125 years old. The history of
the region is quite warlike: the area was the frontier of the Hapsburg
and Turkish e:npires, and Croatia had been an integral part of the mili-
tary apparatus of the Hapsburg empire. The imposition of harsh
Hungarian rule in Croatia in 1868; the Hungarian divide-and-conquer
strategy that pitted Croats and Serbs in Croatia against each other; the
rise of the independent Serbian nation-state out of the Ottoman
empire, formally recognized in Europe in 1878; and Serbian preten-
sions to speak for all south Slavs were the main origins of the Croat-
Serb conflict. When Yugosiavia was formed after World War I, the
Croats had a very different vision of the new state than the Serbs. They
hoped for a confederal system, while the Serbs planned to dévelop a
centralized nation-state.” The Croats did not perceive themselves to be
treated fairly under this arrangement, and this helped stimulate the
development of a violent resistance movement, the Ustashe, which col-
laborated with the Fascist powers during the 1930s.

The Serbs had some reasons for assuming the worst about the exist-
ence of an independent Croatian state, given Croatian behaviour dur-
ing World War II. Ustashe leadership was established in Croatia by
Nazi Germany. The Serbs. both communist and non-communist,
fought the Axis forces, including the Croats, and each other. (Some
Croats also fought in Josef Tito’s communist partisan movement
against the Nazis.) Roughly a million people died in the fighting — some
5.9% of Yugoslavia’s pre-war population.t The Croats behaved with
extraordinary brutality towards the Serbs, who suffered nearly 500,000
dead, more than twice as many dead as the Croats.® (Obviously, the
Germans were responsible for many Serbian deaths as well.) Most of
these were not killed in battle; they were civilians murdered in large-
scale terrorist raids.

The Croats themselves suffered some 200,000 dead in World War II,
which suggests that depredations were inflicted on many sides. (The
non-communist, ‘nationalist’ Chetniks were among the most aggressive
killers of Croats, which helps explain why the new Croatian republic is
worried by the nationalist rhetoric of the new Serbian republic.) Having



The Security Dilemma and Ethnic Conflict & 37

lived in a pre- and post-war Yugoslavia largely dominated by Serbs, the
Croats had reason to suspect that the demise of the Yugoslavian Com-
munist Party would be followed by a Serbian bid for hegemony. In
1971, the Croatian Communist Party had been purged of leaders who
had favoured greater autonomy. In addition, the historical record of the
Serbs during the past 200 years is one of regular efforts to establish an
ever larger centralized Serbian national state on the Balkan Peninsula.
Thus, Croats had sufficient reason to fear the Serbs.

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

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

Each side not only had to assess the other’s capabilities, but also its
intentions, and there were plenty of signals of malign intent. Between
1987 and 1990, Slobodan Milosevic ended the administrative auton-
omy within Serbia that had been granted to Kosovo and Vojvodina in
the 1974 constitution.'' In August 1990, Serbs in the Dalmatia region of
Croatia held a cultural autonomy referendum, which they defended
with armed roadblocks against expected Croatian interference.!? By
October, the Yugoslav army began to impound all of the heavy weapons
stored in Croatia for the use of the territorial defence forces, thus secur-
ing a vast military advantage over the nascent armed forces of the
republic.’® The Serbian window of opportunity, already large, grew
larger. The Croats accelerated their own military preparations.

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

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

RUSSIA AND UKRAINE

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

The nuclear forces of the former Soviet Union — both those clearly
under Commonwealth (effectively Russian) control and those with a
more ambiguous status in Ukraine - have probably helped stabilize
Russian-Ukrainian relations. This is because nuclear weapons make it
dangerous for either to launch a campaign of violence against the other.
Mutual deterrence prevails. In a clash of wills between two nuclear-
armed states about attacks on minority populations, the state rep-
resenting the interests of the victims would have more credibility; it
would be the defender of the status quo. The potential military conse-
quences of each side’s ‘groupness’ is thus muted.
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Most of the Soviet nuclear forces came under the control of the Rus-
sian Republic, thereby rendering large-scale anti-Russian violence in
Ukraine very risky. The presence of large numbers of nuclear weapons
on Ukrainian soil gives Ukraine a nuclear ‘threat that leaves something
to chance’. Although these weapons are believed to remain under the
technical control of the Commonwealth (Russian) command structure,
military action by Russians against Ukraine could precipitate a
Ukrainian attempt to seize these weapons. Given the significant rep-
resentation of Ukrainians in the Soviet officer and non-commissioned
officer corps, it is quite likely that there are many Ukrainians who know
a lot about nuclear weapons. making their seizure quite plausible. This
would be a novel kind of nuclear crisis, but it would probably be enough
of a crisis to produce the prudent behaviour among nuclear powers that
existed during the Cold War. An overt nationalist political campaign in
Russia for action against Ukraine could also provoke Ukrainian seizure
of these weapons.

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

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

It 1s difficult for Ukrainian nationalists to argue convincingly that
they were exploited by Russia.20 Ukrainians seem to have achieved at
least proportional representation in the Soviet governing and military
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apparatus.?! They produced a share of Soviet gross national product
(GNP) more than proportional to their share of population. and the
kinds of goods they produced suggest that Ukraine enjoyed a fair share
of industrial investment.2? Ukrainian nationalists assert, however. that
the Soviet Union extracted substantial economic resources from
Ukraine - perhaps as much as half of Ukrainian GNP.

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

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

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

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

To say that the Russians can protect their brethren, however. is not to
say that military intervention in Ukraine would be cheap or safe. The
Ukrainians inherited ample stocks of armaments from the Soviet
Union; the Ukrainian presence in the Soviet military made fatuous any
Russian thoughts of spiriting away this vast quantity of military equip-
ment and guarantees that the Ukrainian military will know how to use
the weaponry in its possession.2’ Efforts to coerce Ukraine would likely
precipitate Ukrainian efforts to seize the nuclear weapons now within
its territory. Thus, although Russia clearly has the power to protect
Ukrainian Russians in the event of oppression. lacking such a provo-
cation, Russian nationalists would have great difficulty convincing
their compatriots that Ukraine is ripe for the picking.

Finally, unlike Yugoslavia, external factors reinforce restraint in
Russian-Ukrainian relations. Because they are quite close to Western
Europe and heavily armed., it is reasonable for Russians and Ukrainians
to assume that conflict between the two republics would be condemned
by outside powers. Each side has reason to fear being branded the
aggressor in such a conflict because the United States and the Europeans
lack any deep organic ties to either Russia or Ukraine. Thus. Western
diplomacy should encourage even-handedness towards the two parties.
Thus far, the West has shown a tendency to patronize the Ukrainians and
dote on the Russians: this is a mistake. It would be better for both to
believe that whoever was labelled the aggressor in a Russian-Ukrainian
conflict could end up earning the enmity of the wealthiest and most
powerful coalition of powers in the history of the world.

In sum, although there are some danger signs in Russian—Ukrainian
relations, the security dilemma is not particularly intense in this case.
To the extent that Western powers have an interest in peace between

these two powers, efforts should be made to preserve this favourable
state of affairs.

COMPARISON SUMMARY

A brief review of these two cases highlights the factors that favoured
war in Yugoslavia and that still favour peace in Russian-Ukrainian
relations. This comparison also identifies some early warning indi-
cators that should be monitored regarding Russia and Ukraine.
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In Yugoslavia. Croats and Serbs found each other’s identity a threat
because of the primitive military capabilities they could field and the
terrible record of their historical relationship. In the Russia-Ukraine
case. nuclear weapons mute the conventional competition, making
group cohesion less of a military asset. If Ukraine eliminates its nuclear
arsenal. as it has pledged to do, it will increasingly come to rely on
nationalism to strengthen an army that will only be able to stand against
Russia through superior motivation. Eliminating Ukraine’s nuclear
arsenal will therefore make Russia stronger and Ukraine more national-
istic. This could prove dangerous. »

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

Although Ukrainians and Russians in the eastern Ukraine do live
together. no violent bands have emerged and begun to engage in
intercommunal terror. In Yugoslavia. such bands emerged early in the
dissolution process. It may be that the Russian presence in the
Ukrainian army has helped discourage such developments, or it may be
that there are enough lawless places in the former Soviet Union to
absorb those prone to violence. Aspiring Croatian and Serbian thugs
had no other outlet for their violent inclinations. The appearance of
small Russian or Ukrainian terrorist groups could have a powerful
incendiary effect on relations between the two republics and would thus
indicate trouble.

In Yugoslavia, the Serbs had many incentives for preventive war.
They outnumbered the Croats by only two to one and enjoyed no econ-
omic advantage. The Croats were likely to find allies within the former
Yugoslavia. They were also likely to find allies abroad. Serbia was less
well placed. Serbia enjoyed privileged access to the spoils of Yugo-
slavia, so it was initially much more powerful militarily than Croatia.
The combination of dependence on an offensive to protect brethren in

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

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

CONCLUSION

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

Second, the security dilemma suggests that the risks associated with
these conflicts are quite high. Several of the causes of conflict and war
highlighted by the security dilemma operate with considerable intensity
among the groups emerging from empires. The kind of military power
that these groups can initially develop and their competing versions of
history will often produce mutual fear and competition. Settlement pat-
terns, in conjunction with unequal and shifting power, will often pro-
duce incentives for preventive war. The cumulative effect of con-
quered resources will encourage preventive grabs of military
equipment and other assets.

Finally, if outsiders wish to understand and perhaps reduce the odds
of conflict, they must assess the local groups’ strategic view of their situ-
ation. Which groups fear for their physical security and why? What
military options are open to them? By making these groups feel less
threatened and by reducing the salience of windows of opportunity, the
odds of conflict may be reduced.

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

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

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

In other cases, it may be reasonable for outside powers to provide
material resources, including armaments, to help groups protect them-
selves. However, this kind of hard-bitten policy is politically difficult
for liberal democratic governments now dominating world politics to
pursue, even on humanitarian grounds. In addition. it is an admittedly
complicated game in its own right because it is difficult to determine
the amount and type of military assistance needed to produce effective
defensive forces, but not offensive capabilities. Nevertheless, consider-
able diplomatic leverage may be attained by the threat to supply arma-
ments to one side or the other.

Non-proliferation policy also has a role to play. In some cases,
nuclear weaponry may be an effective way of protecting the weak from
the strong. Russia may behave with considerable restraint towards
Ukraine as long as some nuclear weapons remain on Ukrainian terri-
tory, vulnerable to Ukrainian seizure. However, once the last weapon
is gone, Russian nationalists may become much more assertive.

The future balance of power between Ukraine and Russia is less con-
ducive to good relations than the current one, which is the reason
Ukrainians have sought Western security guarantees as a quid pro quo
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for ratifying the Strategic Arms Reduction Talks (START) Treaty, for
adhering to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty and for ridding
themselves of nuclear weapons. Absent such guarantees and the
measures needed to render them credible, Ukrainians can be expected
to prolong the ‘transition’ phase to the non-nuclear status that they
have promised.? It would be politically difficult for the United States to
reverse the arms control initiatives already launched, but it is reason-
able to stretch out their implementation. Recent suggestions to accel-
erate the denuclearization of Ukraine (and Belarus and Kazakhstan),
therefore, have it exactly backward.3* The West should hold Ukraine to
a steady, proportional withdrawal schedule over the longest period con-
sistent with the prescribed outline of the START I agreement. Some of
the benefits of nuclear deterrence could thus be secured during the
coming difficult political and economic transition in Russia and
Ukraine.

It will frequently prove impossible, however, to arrange military
assets, external political commitments and political expectations so
that all neighbouring groups are relatively secure and perceive them-
selves as such. War is then likely. These wars will confirm and intensify
all the fears that led to their initiation. Their brutality will tempt out-
siders to intervene, but peace efforts originating from the outside will
be unsuccessful if they do not realistically address the fears that trig-
gered the conflicts initially. In most cases, this will require a willing-
ness to commit large numbers of troops and substantial amounts of
military equipment to troubled areas for a very long time.
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COOPERATION UNDER THE
SECURITY DILEMMA

By ROBERT JERVIS*

I. ANARCHY AND THE SECURITY DILEMMA

HE lack of an international sovereign not only permits wars to

occur, but also makes it difficult for states that are satisfied with the
status quo to arrive at goals that they recognize as being in their com-
mon interest. Because there are no institutions or authorities that can
make and enforce international laws, the policies of cooperation that
will bring mutual rewards if others cooperate may bring disaster if
they do not. Because states are aware of this, anarchy encourages be-
havior that leaves all concerned worse off than they could be, even in
the extreme case in which all states would like to freeze the status quo.
This is true of the men in Rousseau’s “Stag Hunt.” If they cooperate to
trap the stag, they will all eat well. But if one person defects to chase a
rabbit—which he likes less than stag—none of the others will get any-
thing. Thus, all actors have the same preference order, and there is a
solution that gives each his first choice: (1) cooperate and trap the stag
(the international analogue being cooperation and disarmament); (2)
chase a rabbit while others remain at their posts (maintain a high level
of arms while others are disarmed); (3) all chase rabbits (arms compe-
tition and high risk of war) ; and (4) stay at the original position while
another chases a rabbit (being disarmed while others are armed).’

* I am grateful to Robert Art, Bernard Brodie, and Glenn Snyder for comments, and
to the Committee on Research of the UCLA Academic Senate for financial support.
An earlier version of this essay appeared as Working Paper No. 5, UCLA Program in
Arms Control and International Security.

1 This kind of rank-ordering is not entirely an analyst’s invention, as is shown by
the following section of a British army memo of 1903 dealing with British and Russian
railroad construction near the Persia-Afghanistan border:

The conditions of the problem may . . . be briefly summarized as follows:

a) If we make a railway to Seistan while Russia remains inactive, we gain a
considerable defensive advantage at considerable financial cost;

b) If Russia makes a railway to Seistan, while we remain inactive, she gains a
considerable offensive advantage at considerable financial cost;

c) If both we and Russia make railways to Seistan, the defensive and offensive
advantages may be held to neutralize each other; in other words, we shall have
spent a good deal of money and be no better off than we are at present. On the

0043-8871/78/3002-0167%02.40/1
© 1978 Princeton University Press
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Unless each person thinks that the others will cooperate, he himself
will not. And why might he fear that any other person would do some-
thing that would sacrifice his own first choice? The other might not
understand the situation, or might not be able to control his impulses
if he saw a rabbit, or might fear that some other member of the group
is unreliable. If the person voices any of these suspicions, others are
more likely to fear that he will defect, thus making them more likely
to defect, thus making it more rational for him to defect. Of course in
this simple case—and in many that are more realistic—there are a
number of arrangements that could permit cooperation. But the main
point remains: although actors may know that they seek a common
goal, they may not be able to reach it.

Even when there is a solution that is everyone’s first choice, the in-
ternational case is characterized by three difficulties not present in the
Stag Hunt. First, to the incentives to defect given above must be added
the potent fear that even if the other state now supports the staus quo,
it may become dissatisfied later. No matter how much decision makers
are committed to the status quo, they cannot bind themselves and their
successors to the same path. Minds can be changed, new leaders can
come to power, values can shift, new opportunities and dangers can
arise.

The second problem arises from a possible solution. In order to pro-
tect their possessions, states often seek to control resources or land
outside their own territory. Countries that are not self-sufficient must
try to assure that the necessary supplies will continue to flow in war-
time. This was part of the explanation for Japan’s drive into China and
Southeast Asia before World War II. If there were an international
authority that could guarantee access, this motive for control would
disappear. But since there is not, even a state that would prefer the
status quo to increasing its area of control may pursue the latter policy.

When there are believed to be tight linkages between domestic and
foreign policy or between the domestic politics of two states, the quest
for security may drive states to interfere pre-emptively in the domestic
politics of others in order to provide an ideological buffer zone. Thus,

other hand, we shall be no worse off, whereas under alternative (b) we shall be
much worse off. Consequently, the theoretical balance of advantage lies with the
proposed railway extension from Quetta to Seistan.
W. G. Nicholson, “Memorandum on Seistan and Other Points Raised in the Discussion
on the Defence of India,” (Committee of Imperial Defence, March 20, 1903). It should
be noted that the possibility of neither side building railways was not mentioned, thus
strongly biasing the analysis.
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Metternich’s justification for supervising the politics of the Italian states
has been summarized as follows:

Every state is absolutely sovereign in its internal affairs. But this implies
that every state must do nothing to interfere in the internal affairs of
any other. However, any false or pernicious step taken by any state in
its internal affairs may disturb the repose of another state, and this
consequent disturbance of another state’s repose constitutes an inter-
ference in that state’s internal affairs. Therefore, every state—or rather,
every sovereign of a great power—has the duty, in the name of the
sacred right of independence of every state, to supervise the govern-
ments of smaller states and to prevent them from taking false and per-
nicious steps in their internal affairs.?

More frequently, the concern is with direct attack. In order to protect
themselves, states seek to control, or at least to neutralize, areas on their
borders. But attempts to establish buffer zones can alarm others who
have stakes there, who fear that undesirable precedents will be set, or
who believe that their own vulnerability will be increased. When buff-
ers are are sought in areas empty of great powers, expansion tends to
feed on itself in order to protect what is acquired, as was often noted by
those who opposed colonial expansion. Balfour’s complaint was typical:
“Every time I come to a discussion—at intervals of, say, five years—I
find there is a new sphere which we have got to guard, which is sup-
posed to protect the gateways of India. Those gateways are getting
further and further away from India, and I do not know how far west
they are going to be brought by the General Staff.”

Though this process is most clearly visible when it involves territorial
expansion, it often operates with the increase of less tangible power
and influence. The expansion of power usually brings with it an expan-
sion of responsibilities and commitments; to meet them, still greater
power is required. The state will take many positions that are subject to
challenge. It will be involved with a wide range of controversial issues
unrelated to its core values. And retreats that would be seen as normal
if made by a small power would be taken as an index of weakness in-
viting predation if made by a large one.

The third problem present in international politics but not in the
Stag Hunt is the security dilemma: many of the means by which a state
tries to increase its security decrease the security of others. In domestic

2 Paul Schroeder, Metternich’s Diplomacy at Its Zenith, 18201823 (Westport, Conn.:
Greenwood Press 1969), 126.

3 Quoted in Michael Howard, The Continental Commitment (Harmondsworth, Eng-
land: Penguin 1974), 67.
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society, there are several ways to increase the safety of one’s person and
property without endangering others. One can move to a safer neigh-
borhood, put bars on the windows, avoid dark streets, and keep a
distance from suspicious-looking characters. Of course these measures
are not convenient, cheap, or certain of success. But no one save crim-
inals need be alarmed if a person takes them. In international politics,
however, one state’s gain in security often inadvertently threatens
others. In explaining British policy on naval disarmament in the inter-
war period to the Japanese, Ramsey MacDonald said that “Nobody
wanted Japan to be insecure.” But the problem was not with British
desires, but with the consequences of her policy. In earlier periods, too,
Britain had needed a navy large enough to keep the shipping lanes
open. But such a navy could not avoid being a menace to any other state
with a coast that could be raided, trade that could be interdicted, or
colonies that could be isolated. When Germany started building a
powerful navy before World War I, Britain objected that it could only
be an offensive weapon aimed at her. As Sir Edward Grey, the Foreign
Secretary, put it to King Edward VII: “If the German Fleet ever be-
comes superior to ours, the German Army can conquer this country.
There is no corresponding risk of this kind to Germany; for however
superior our Fleet was, no naval victory could bring us any nearer to
Berlin.” The English position was half correct: Germany’s navy was
an anti-British instrument. But the British often overlooked what the
Germans knew full well: “in every quarrel with England, German
colonies and trade were . . . hostages for England to take.” Thus,
whether she intended it or not, the British Navy constituted an im-
portant instrument of coercion.’

II. WHAT MakEs CooPERATION MoORE LIikeLY?

Given this gloomy picture, the obvious question is, why are we not all
dead? Or, to put it less starkly, what kinds of variables ameliorate the
impact of anarchy and the security dilemma? The workings of several

¢ Quoted in Gerald Wheeler, Prelude to Pearl Harbor (Columbia: University of
Missouri Press 1963), 167%.

5 Quoted in Leonard Wainstein, “The Dreadnought Gap,” in Robert Art and Ken-
neth Waltz, eds., The Use of Force (Boston: Little, Brown 1971), 155; Raymond Sontag,
European Diplomatic History, 1871-1932 (New York: Appleton-Century-Crorts 1933),
147. The French had made a similar argument 50 years earlier; see James Phinney
Baxter 111, The Introduction of the Ironclad Warship (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press 1933), 149. For a more detailed discussion of the security dilemma, see Jervis,
Perception and Misperception in International Politics (Princeton: Princeton University
Press 1976), 62-76.
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can be seen in terms of the Stag Hunt or repeated plays of the Prisoner’s
Dilemma. The Prisoner’s Dilemma differs from the Stag Hunt in that
there is no solution that is in the best interests of all the participants;
there are offensive as well as defensive incentives to defect from the
coalition with the others; and, if the game is to be played only once,
the only rational response is to defect. But if the game is repeated in-
definitely, the latter characteristic no longer holds and we can analyze
the game in terms similar to those applied to the Stag Hunt. It would
be in the interest of each actor to have others deprived of the power to
defect; each would be willing to sacrifice this ability if others were
similarly restrained. But if the others are not, then it is in the actor’s
interest to retain the power to defect.” The game theory matrices for
these two situations are given below, with the numbers in the boxes
being the order of the actors’ preferences.

STAG HUNT PRISONER'S DILEMMA
COOPERATE DEFECT COOPERATE  DEFECT
A A
COOPERATE ! 2 COOPERATE 2 !
1 4 2 4
B 4 3 B 4 3
DEFECT DEFECT
2 3 1 3

We can see the logical possibilities by rephrasing our question:
“Given either of the above situations, what makes it more or less likely
that the players will cooperate and arrive at CC?” The chances of
achieving this outcome will be increased by: (1) anything that increases
incentives to cooperate by increasing the gains of mutual cooperation
(CC) and/or decreasing the costs the actor will pay if he cooperates
and the other does not (CD); (2) anything that decreases the incentives
for defecting by decreasing the gains of taking advantage of the other
(DC) and/or increasing the costs of mutual noncooperation (DD);
(3) anything that increases each side’s expectation that the other will
cooperate.’

6 Experimental evidence for this proposition is summarized in James Tedeschi, Barry
Schlenker, and Thomas Bonoma, Conflict, Power, and Games (Chicago: Aldine 1973),
13541,

7 The results of Prisoner’s Dilemma games played in the laboratory support this argu-
ment. See Anatol Rapoport and Albert Chammah, Prisoner’s Dilemma (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press 1965), 33-50. Also see Robert Axelrod, Conflict of Interest
(Chicago: Markham 1970), 60-70.
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THE COSTS OF BEING EXPLOITED (CD)

The fear of being exploited (that is, the cost of CD) most strongly
drives the security dilemmaj; one of the main reasons why international
life is not more nasty, brutish, and short is that states are not as vulner-
able as men are in a state of nature. People are easy to kill, but as Adam
Smith replied to a friend who feared that the Napoleonic Wars would
ruin England, “Sir, there is a great deal of ruin in a nation.”* The easier
it is to destroy a state, the greater the reason for it either to join a larger
and more secure unit, or else to be especially suspicious of others, to
require a large army, and, if conditions are favorable, to attack at the
slightest provocation rather than wait to be attacked. If the failure to
eat that day—be it venison or rabbit—means that he will starve, a person
is likely to defect in the Stag Hunt even if he really likes venison and
has a high level of trust in his colleagues. (Defection is especially likely
if the others are also starving or if they know that he is.) By contrast,
if the costs of CD are lower, if people are well-fed or states are resilient,
they can afford to take a more relaxed view of threats.

A relatively low cost of CD has the effect of transforming the game
from one in which both players make their choices simultaneously to
one in which an actor can make his choice after the other has moved.
He will not have to defect out of fear that the other will, but can wait
to see what the other will do. States that can afford to be cheated in a
bargain or that cannot be destroyed by a surprise attack can more easily
trust others and need not act at the first, and ambiguous, sign of
menace. Because they have a margin of time and error, they need not
match, or more than match, any others’ arms in peacetime. They can
mobilize in the prewar period or even at the start of the war itself, and
still survive. For example, those who opposed a crash program to de-
velop the H-bomb felt that the U.S. margin of safety was large enough
so that even if Russia managed to gain a lead in the race, America
would not be endangered. The program’s advocates disagreed: “If we
let the Russians get the super first, catastrophe becomes all but certain.”’

When the costs of CD are tolerable, not only is security easier to
attain but, what is even more imporant here, the relatively low level of
arms and relatively passive foreign policy that a status-quo power will
be able to adopt are less likely to threaten others. Thus it is easier for

8 Quoted in Bernard Brodie, Strategy in the Missile Age (Princeton: Princeton Uni-
versity Press 1959), 6.

9 Herbert York, The Aduvisors: Oppenheimer, Teller, and the Superbomb (San Fran-
cisco: Freemar. 1976), 56-60.
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status-quo states to act on their common interests if they are hard to
conquer. All other things being equal, a world of small states will feel
the effects of anarchy much more than a world of large ones. Defensi-
ble borders, large size, and protection against sudden attack not only
aid the state, but facilitate cooperation that can benefit all states.

Of course, if one state gains invulnerability by being more powerful
than most others, the problem will remain because its security provides
a base from which it can exploit others. When the price a state will pay
for DD is low, it leaves others with few hostages for its good behavior.
Others who are more vulnerable will grow apprehensive, which will
lead them to acquire more arms and will reduce the chances of cooper-
ation. The best situation is one in which a state will not suffer greatly
if others exploit it, for example, by cheating on an arms control agree-
ment (that is, the costs of CD are low); but it will pay a high long-run
price if cooperation with the others breaks down—for example, if
agreements cease functioning or if there is a long war (that is, the costs
of DD are high). The state’s invulnerability is then mostly passive; it
provides some protection, but it cannot be used to menace others. As
we will discuss below, this situation is approximated when it is easier
for states to defend themselves than to attack others, or when mutual
deterrence obtains because neither side can protect itself.

The differences between highly vulnerable and less vulnerable states
are illustrated by the contrasting policies of Britain and Austria after
the Napoleonic Wars. Britain’s geographic isolation and political stabil-
ity allowed her to take a fairly relaxed view of disturbances on the
Continent. Minor wars and small changes in territory or in the distribu-
tion of power did not affect her vital interests. An adversary who was
out to overthrow the system could be stopped after he had made his
intentions clear. And revolutions within other states were no menace,
since they would not set off unrest within England. Austria, surrounded
by strong powers, was not so fortunate; her policy had to be more
closely attuned to all conflicts. By the time an aggressor-state had clearly
shown its colors, Austria would be gravely threatened. And foreign
revolutions, be they democratic or nationalistic, would encourage
groups in Austria to upset the existing order. So it is not surprising that
Metternich propounded the doctrine summarized earlier, which de-
fended Austria’s right to interfere in the internal affairs of others, and
that British leaders rejected this view. Similarly, Austria wanted the
Congress system to be a relatively tight one, regulating most disputes.
The British favored a less centralized system. In other words, in order
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to protect herself, Austria had either to threaten or to harm others,
whereas Britain did not. For Austria and her neighbors the security
dilemma was acute; for Britain it was not.

The ultimate cost of CD is of course loss of sovereignty. This cost can
vary from situation to situation. The lower it is (for instance, because
the two states have compatible ideologies, are similar ethnically, have
a common culture, or because the citizens of the losing state expect
economic benefits), the less the impact of the security dilemma; the
greater the costs, the greater the impact of the dilemma. Here is another
reason why extreme differences in values and ideologies exacerbate
international conflict.

It is through the lowering of the costs of CD that the proposed
Rhodesian “safety net”—guaranteeing that whites who leave the coun-
try will receive fair payment for their property—would have the para-
doxical effect of making it more likely that the whites will stay. This is
less puzzling when we see that the whites are in a multi-person Prison-
er’s Dilemma with each other. Assume that all whites are willing to
stay if most of the others stay; but, in the absence of guarantees, if
there is going to be a mass exodus, all want to be among the first to
leave (because late-leavers will get less for their property and will have
more trouble finding a country to take them in). Then the problem is
to avoid a self-fulfilling prophecy in which each person rushes to defect
because he fears others are going to. In narrowing the gap between the
payoff for leaving first (DC) and leaving last (CD) by reducing the
cost of the latter, the guarantees make it easier for the whites to coop-
erate among themselves and stay.

Subjective Security Demands. Decision makers act in terms of the
vulnerability they feel, which can differ from the actual situation; we
must therefore examine the decision makers’ subjective security re-
quirements.”” Two dimensions are involved. First, even if they agree
about the objective situation, people can differ about how much secur-
ity they desire—or, to put it more precisely, about the price they are
willing to pay to gain increments of security. The more states value
their security above all else (that is, see a prohibitively high cost in CD),
the more they are likely to be sensitive to even minimal threats, and
to demand high levels of arms. And if arms are positively valued be-

10 For the development of the concept of subjective security, see Arnold Wolfers, Dis-
cord and Collaboration (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press 1962), chap. 10. In the present
section we assume that the state believes that its security can be best served by increasing
its arms; later we will discuss some of the conditions under which this assumption does
not hold.
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cause of pressures from a military-industrial complex, it will be espe-
cially hard for status-quo powers to cooperate. By contrast, the security
dilemma will not operate as strongly when pressing domestic concerns
increase the opportunity costs of armaments. In this case, the net ad-
vantage of exploiting the other (DC) will be less, and the costs of arms
races (that is, one aspect of DD) will be greater; therefore the state
will behave as though it were relatively invulnerable.

The second aspect of subjective security is the perception of threat
(that is, the estimate of whether the other will cooperate).”™ A state
that is predisposed to see either a specific other state as an adversary, or
others in general as a menace, will react more strongly and more
quickly than a state that sees its environment as benign. Indeed, when
a state believes that another not only is not likely to be an adversary,
but has sufficient interests in common with it to be an ally, then it will
actually welcome an increase in the other’s power.

British and French foreign policies in the interwar years illustrate
these points. After the rise of Hitler, Britain and France felt that in-
creases in each other’s arms increased rather than decreased their own
security. The differing policies that these states followed toward Ger-
many can be explained by their differences on both dimensions of the
variable of subjective security.® Throughout the period, France per-
ceived Germany as more of a threat than England did. The British
were more optimistic and argued that conciliation could turn Germany
into a supporter of the status quo. Furthermore, in the years immedi-
ately following World War I, France had been more willing to forego
other values in order to increase her security and had therefore followed
a more belligerent policy than England, maintaining a larger army and
moving quickly to counter German assertiveness. As this example
shows, one cannot easily say how much subjective security a state should
seek. High security requirements make it very difficult to capitalize on
a common interest and run the danger of setting off spirals of arms
races and hostility. The French may have paid this price in the 1920’s.
Low security requirements avoid this trap, but run the risk of having
too few arms and of trying to conciliate an aggressor.

One aspect of subjective security related to the predisposition to per-

11 The question of when an actor will see another as a threat is important and under-
studied. For a valuable treatment (although one marred by serious methodological
flaws), see Raymond Cohen, “Threat Perception in International Relations,” Ph.D.
diss. (Hebrew University 1974). Among the important factors, touched on below, are
the lessons from the previous war.

12 Still the best treatment is Arnold Wolfers, Britain and France Between Two Wars
(New York: Harcourt, Brace 1940).
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ceive threat is the state’s view of how many enemies it must be prepared
to fight. A state can be relaxed about increases in another’s arms if it
believes that there is a functioning collective security system. The
chances of peace are increased in a world in which the prevailing inter-
national system is valued in its own right, not only because most states
restrain their ambitions and those who do not are deterred (these are
the usual claims for a Concert system ), but also because of the decreased
chances that the status-quo states will engage in unnecessary conflict
out of the quest for security. Indeed, if there were complete faith in
collective security, no state would want an army. By contrast, the
security dilemma is insoluble when each state fears that many others,
far from coming to its aid, are likely to join in any attack. Winston
Churchilly as First Lord of the Admiralty, was setting a high security
requirement when he noted:

Besides the Great Powers, there are many small states who are buying
or building great ships of war and whose vessels may by purchase, by
some diplomatic combination, or by duress, be brought into the line
against us. None of these powers need, like us, navies to defend their
actual safety of independence. They build them so as to play a part in
world affairs. It is sport to them. It is death to us.*®

It takes great effort for any one state to be able to protect itself alone
against an attack by several neighbors. More importantly, it is next to
impossible for all states in the system to have this capability. Thus, a
state’s expectation that allies will be available and that only a few others
will be able to join against it is almost a necessary condition for security
requirements to be compatible.

GAINS FROM COOPERATION AND COSTS OF A BREAKDOWN (CC AND DD)

The main costs of a policy of reacting quickly and severely to in-
creases in the other’s arms are not the price of one’s own arms, but
rather the sacrifice of the potential gains from cooperation (CC) and
the increase in the dangers of needless arms races and wars (DD). The
greater these costs, the greater the incentives to try cooperation and wait
for fairly unambiguous evidence before assuming that the other must
be checked by force. Wars would be much more frequent—even if the
first choice of all states was the status quo—if they were less risky and
costly, and if peaceful intercourse did not provide rich benefits. Ethiopia
recently asked for guarantees that the Territory of Afars and Issas
would not join a hostile alliance against it when it gained independ-

13 Quoted in Peter Gretton, Former Naval Person (London: Cassell 1968), 151.
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ence. A spokesman for the Territory replied that this was not necessary:
Ethiopia “already had the best possible guarantee in the railroad” that
links the two countries and provides indispensable revenue for the
Territory.™

The basic points are well known and so we can move to elaboration.
First, most statesmen know that to enter a war is to set off a chain of
unpredictable and uncontrollable events. Even if everything they see
points to a quick victory, they are likely to hesitate before all the uncer-
tainties. And if the battlefield often produces startling results, so do
the council chambers. The state may be deserted by allies or attacked
by neutrals. Or the postwar alignment may rob it of the fruits of
victory, as happened to Japan in 1895. Second, the domestic costs of
wars must be weighed. Even strong states can be undermined by dis-
satisfaction with the way the war is run and by the necessary mobiliza-
tion of men and ideas. Memories of such disruptions were one of the
main reasons for the era of relative peace that followed the Napoleonic
Wars. Liberal statesmen feared that large armies would lead to despot-
ism; conservative leaders feared that wars would lead to revolution.
(The other side of this coin is that when there are domestic conse-
quences of foreign conflict that are positively valued, the net cost of
conflict is lowered and cooperation becomes more difficult.) Third—
turning to the advantages of cooperation—for states with large and
diverse economies the gains from economic exchange are rarely if ever
sufficient to prevent war. Norman Angell was wrong about World
War I being impossible because of economic ties among the powers;
and before World War II, the U.S. was Japan’s most important trading
partner. Fourth, the gains from cooperation can be increased, not only
if each side gets more of the traditional values such as wealth, but also
if each comes to value the other’s well-being positively. Mutual cooper-
ation will then have a double payoff: in addition to the direct gains,
there will be the satisfaction of seeing the other prosper.”®

While high costs of war and gains from cooperation will ameliorate
the impact of the security dilemma, they can create a different prob-
lem. If the costs are high enough so that DD is the last choice for both
sides, the game will shift to “Chicken.” This game differs from the
Stag Hunt in that each actor seeks to exploit the other; it differs from
Prisoner’s Dilemma in that both actors share an interest in avoiding

14 Michael Kaufman, “Tension Increases in French Colony,” New York Times,
July 11, 1976.

15 Experimental support for this argument is summarized in Morton Deutsch, The
Resolution of Conflict (New Haven: Yale University Press 1973), 181-9s.
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mutual non-cooperation. In Chicken, if you think the other side is
going to defect, you have to cooperate because, although being exploited
(CD) is bad, it is not as bad as a total breakdown (DD). As the
familiar logic of deterrence shows, the actor must then try to coavince
his adversary that he is going to stand firm (defect) and that the only
way the other can avoid disaster is to back down (cooperate). Commit-
ment, the rationality of irrationality, manipulating the communications
system, and pretending not to understand the situation, are among the
tactics used to reach this goal. The same logic applies when both sides
are enjoying great benefits from cooperation. The side that can credibly
threaten to disrupt the relationship unless its demands are met can
exploit the other. This situation may not be stable, since the frequent use
of threats may be incompatible with the maintenance of a cooperative
relationship. Still, de Gaulle’s successful threats to break up the Com-
mon Market unless his partners acceded to his wishes remind us that
the shared benefits of cooperation as well as the shared costs of defection
can provide the basis for exploitation. Similarly, one reason for the
collapse of the Franco-British entente more than a hundred years earlier
was that decision makers on both sides felt confident that their own
country could safely pursue a policy that was against the other’s inter-
est because the other could not afford to destroy the highly valued
relationship.”® Because statesmen realize that the growth of positive
interdependence can provide others with new levers of influence over
them, they may resist such developments more than would be expected
from the theories that stress the advantages of cooperation.

GAINS FROM EXPLOITATION (DC)

Defecting not only avoids the danger that a state will be exploited
(CD), but brings positive advantages by exploiting the other (DC).
The lower these possible gains, the greater the chances of cooperation.
Even a relatively satisfied state can be tempted to expand by the hope
of gaining major values. The temptation will be less when the state sees
other ways of reaching its goals, and/or places a low value on what
exploitation could bring. The gains may be low either because the
immediate advantage provided by DC (for example, having more arms
than the other side) cannot be translated into a political advantage (for
example, gains in territory), or because the political advantage itself

16 Roger Bullen, Palmerston, Guizot, and the Collapse of the Entente Cordiale
(London: Athlone Press 1974), 81, 88, 93, 212. For a different view of this case, see
Stanley Mellon, “Entente, Diplomacy, and Fantasy,” Reviews in European History,
11 (September 1976), 376-80.
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is not highly valued. For instance, a state may not seek to annex addi-
tional territory because the latter lacks raw materials, is inhabited by
people of a different ethnic group, would be costly to garrison, or would
be hard to assimilate without disturbing domestic politics and values.
A state can reduce the incentives that another state has to attack it, by
not being a threat to the latter and by providing goods and services that
would be lost were the other to attempt exploitation.

Even where the direct advantages of DC are great, other considera-
tions can reduce the net gain. Victory as well as defeat can set off un-
desired domestic changes within the state. Exploitation has at times
been frowned upon by the international community, thus reducing the
prestige of a state that engages in it. Or others might in the future be
quicker to see the state as a menace to them, making them more likely
to arm, and to oppose it later. Thus, Bismarck’s attempts to get other
powers to cooperate with him in maintaining the status quo after 1871
were made more difficult by the widely-held mistrust of him that grew
out of his earlier aggressions.”

THE PROBABILITY THAT THE OTHER WILL COOPERATE

The variables discussed so far influence the payoffs for each of the
four possible outcomes. To decide what to do, the state has to go further
and calculate the expected value of cooperating or defecting. Because
such calculations involve estimating the probability that the other will
cooperate, the state will have to judge how the variables discussed so
far act on the other. To encourage the other to cooperate, a state may
try to manipulate these variables. It can lower the other’s incentives to
defect by decreasing what it could gain by exploiting the state (DC)—
the details would be similar to those discussed in the previous para-
graph—and it can raise the costs of deadlock (DD). But if the state
cannot make DD the worst outcome for the other, coercion is likely to
be ineffective in the short run because the other can respond by refusing
to cooperate, and dangerous in the long run because the other is likely
to become convinced that the state is aggressive. So the state will have
to concentrate on making cooperation more attractive. One way to do
this is to decrease the costs the other will pay if it cooperates and the
state defects (CD). Thus, the state could try to make the other less
vulnerable. It was for this reason that in the late 1950’s and early 1960’s

17 Similarly, a French diplomat has argued that “the worst result of Louis XIV’s
abandonment of our traditional policy was the distrust it aroused towards us abroad.”
Jules Cambon, “The Permanent Bases of French Foreign Policy,” Foreign Affairs,

vin (January 1930), 179.
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some American defense analysts argued that it would be good for both
sides if the Russians developed hardened missiles. Of course, decreasing
the other’s vulnerability also decreases the state’s ability to coerce it, and
opens the possibility that the other will use this protection as a shield
behind which to engage in actions inimical to the state. But by sacrific-
ing some ability to harm the other, the state can increase the chances of
mutually beneficial cooperation.

The state can also try to increase the gains that will accrue to the
other from mutual cooperation (CC). Although the state will of course
gain if it receives a share of any new benefits, even an increment that
accrues entirely to the other will aid the state by increasing the likeli-
hood that the other will cooperate.*®

This line of argument can be continued through the infinite regres-
sions that game theory has made familiar. If the other is ready to
cooperate when it thinks the state will, the state can increase the chances
of CC by showing that it zs planning to cooperate. Thus the state should
understate the gains it would make if it exploited the other (DC) and
the costs it would pay if the other exploited it (CD), and stress or
exaggerate the gains it would make under mutual cooperation (CC)
and the costs it would pay if there is deadlock (DD). The state will
also want to convince the other that it thinks that the other is likely
to cooperate. If the other believes these things, it will see that the state
has strong incentives to cooperate, and so it will cooperate in turn. One
point should be emphasized. Because the other, like the state, may be
driven to defect by the fear that it will be exploited if it does not, the
state should try to reassure it that this will not happen. Thus, when
Khrushchev indicated his willingness to withdraw his missiles from
Cuba, he simultaneously stressed to Kennedy that “we are of sound
mind and understand perfectly well” that Russia could not launch a
successful attack against the U.S., and therefore that there was no rea-
son for the U.S. to contemplate a defensive, pre-emptive strike of its
own."”

There is, however, a danger. If the other thinks that the state has
little choice but to cooperate, it can credibly threaten to defect unless
the state provides it with additional benefits. Great advantages of
mutual cooperation, like high costs of war, provide a lever for com-

18 This assumes, however, that these benefits to the other will not so improve the
other’s power position that it will be more able to menace the state in the future.

19 Walter LaFeber, ed., The Dynamics of World Power;, A Documentary History of
United States Foreign Policy 1945-1973, 11: Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union (New
York: Chelsea House in association with McGraw-Hill 1973), ~oo0.
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petitive bargaining. Furthermore, for a state to stress how much it gains
from cooperation may be to imply that it is gaining much more than
the other and to suggest that the benefits should be distributed more
equitably.

When each side is ready to cooperate if it expects the other to, inspec-
tion devices can ameliorate the security dilemma. Of course, even a
perfect inspection system cannot guarantee that the other will not later
develop aggressive intentions and the military means to act on them.
But by relieving immediate worries and providing warning of com-
ing dangers, inspection can meet a significant part of the felt need to
protect oneself against future threats, and so make current cooperation
more feasible. Similar functions are served by breaking up one large
transaction into a series of smaller ones.”® At each transaction each can
see whether the other has cooperated; and its losses, if the other defects,
will be small. And since what either side would gain by one defection
is slight compared to the benefits of continued cooperation, the pros-
pects of cooperation are high. Conflicts and wars among status-quo
powers would be much more common were it not for the fact that
international politics is usually a series of small transactions.

How a statesman interprets the other’s past behavior and how he
projects it into the future is influenced by his understanding of the
security dilemma and his ability to place himself in the other’s shoes.
The dilemma will operate much more strongly if statesmen do not
understand it, and do not see that their arms—sought only to secure the
status quo—may alarm others and that others may arm, not because
they are contemplating aggression, but because they fear attack from the
first state. These two failures of empathy are linked. A state which
thinks that the other knows that it wants only to preserve the status quo
and that its arms are meant only for self-preservation will conclude
that the other side will react to its arms by increasing its own capability
only if it is aggressive itself. Since the other side is not menaced, there
is no legitimate reason for it to object to the first state’s arms; therefore,
objection proves that the other is aggressive. Thus, the following ex-
change between Senator Tom Connally and Secretary of State Acheson
concerning the ratification of the NATO treaty:

Secretary Acheson: [The treaty] is aimed solely at armed aggression.

Senator Connally: In other words, unless a nation . . . contemplates,
meditates, or makes plans looking toward aggression or armed attack
on another nation, it has no cause to fear this treaty.

20 Thomas Schelling, The Strategy of Conflict (New York: Oxford University Press
1963), 134-35.
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Secretary Acheson: That is correct, Senator Connally, and it seems to
me that any nation which claims that this treaty is directed against it
should be reminded of the Biblical admonition that “The guilty flee
when no man pursueth.’

Senator Connally: That is a very apt illustration.

What I had in mind was, when a State or Nation passes a criminal
act, for instance, against burglary, nobody but those who are burglars
or getting ready to be burglars need have any fear of the Burglary Act.
Is that not true?

Secretary Acheson: The only effect [the law] would have [on an
innocent person] would be for his protection, perhaps, by deterring
someone else. He wouldn’t worry about the imposition of the penalties
on himself.**

The other side of this coin is that part of the explanation for détente is
that most American decision makers now realize that it is at least pos-
sible that Russia may fear American aggression; many think that this
fear accounts for a range of Soviet actions previously seen as indicating
Russian aggressiveness. Indeed, even 36 percent of military officers
consider the Soviet Union’s motivations to be primarily defensive. Less
than twenty years earlier, officers had been divided over whether Russia
sought world conquest or only expansion.*

Statesmen who do not understand the security dilemma will think
that the money spent is the only cost of building up their arms. This
belief removes one important restraint on arms spending. Furthermore,
it is also likely to lead states to set their security requirements too high.
Since they do not understand that trying to increase one’s security can
actually decrease it, they will overestimate the amount of security that
is attainable; they will think that when in doubt they can “play it safe”
by increasing their arms. Thus it is very likely that two states which
support the status quo but do not understand the security dilemma will
end up, if not in a war, then at least in a relationship of higher conflict
than is required by the objective situation.

The belief that an increase in military strength always leads to an
increase in security is often linked to the belief that the only route to
security is through military strength. As a consequence, a whole range
of meliorative policies will be downgraded. Decision makers who do
not believe that adopting a more conciliatory posture, meeting the

21 {J,S. Congress, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, Hearings, North Atlantic
Treaty, 81st Cong., 1st sess. (1949), 17.

22 Bruce Russett and Elizabeth Hanson, Interest and Ideology (San Francisco: Free-
man 1975), 260; Morris Janowitz, The Professional Soldier (New York: Free Press
1960), chap. 13.
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other’s legitimate grievances, or developing mutual gains from cooper-
ation can increase their state’s security, will not devote much attention
or effort to these possibilities.

On the other hand, a heightened sensitivity to the security dilemma
makes it more likely that the state will treat an aggressor as though it
were an insecure defender of the status quo. Partly because of their
views about the causes of World War I, the British were predisposed to
believe that Hitler sought only the rectification of legitimate and lim-
ited grievances and that security could best be gained by constructing an
equitable international system. As a result they pursued a policy which,
although well designed to avoid the danger of creating unnecessary
conflict with a status-quo Germany, helped destroy Europe.

GEOGRAPHY, COMMITMENTS, BELIEFS, AND SECURITY THROUGH EXPANSION

A final consideration does not easily fit in the matrix we have been
using, although it can be seen as an aspect of vulnerability and of the
costs of CD. Situations vary in the ease or difficulty with which all
states can simultaneously achieve a high degree of security. The influ-
ence of military technology on this variable is the subject of the next
section. Here we want to treat the impact of beliefs, geography, and
commitments (many of which can be considered to be modifications
of geography, since they bind states to defend areas outside their home-
lands). In the crowded continent of Europe, security requirements were
hard to mesh. Being surrounded by powerful states, Germany’s prob-
lem—or the problem created by Germany—was always great and was
even worse when her relations with both France and Russia were bad,
such as before World War I. In that case, even a status-quo Germany,
if she could not change the political situation, would almost have been
forced to adopt something like the Schlieffen Plan. Because she could
not hold off both of her enemies, she had to be prepared to defeat one
quickly and then deal with the other in a more leisurely fashion. If
France or Russia stayed out of a war between the other state and Ger-
many, they would allow Germany to dominate the Continent (even if
that was not Germany’s aim). They therefore had to deny Germany
this ability, thus making Germany less secure. Although Germany’s
arrogant and erratic behavior, coupled with the desire for an unreason-
ably high level of security (which amounted to the desire to escape from
her geographic plight), compounded the problem, even wise German
statesmen would have been hard put to gain a high degree of security
without alarming their neighbors.
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A similar situation arose for France after World War I. She was
committed to protecting her allies in Eastern Europe, a commitment
she could meet only by taking the offensive against Germany. But since
there was no way to guarantee that France might not later seek expan-
sion, a France that could successfully launch an attack in response to a
German move into Eastern Europe would constitute a potential danger
to German core values. Similarly, a United States credibly able to
threaten retaliation with strategic nuclear weapons if the Soviet Union
attacks Western Europe also constitutes a menace, albeit a reduced one,
to the Soviet ability to maintain the status quo. The incompatibility of
these security requirements is not complete. Herman Kahn is correct
in arguing that the United States could have Type II deterrence (the
ability to deter a major Soviet provocation) without gaining first-strike
capability because the expected Soviet retaliation following an American
strike could be great enough to deter the U.S. from attacking unless
the U.S. believed it would suffer enormous deprivation (for instance,
the loss of Europe) if it did not strike.” Similarly, the Franco-German
military balance cculd have been such that France could successfully
attack Germany if the latter’s armies were embroiled in Eastern Europe,
but could not defeat a Germany that was free to devote all her resources
to defending herself. But this delicate balance is very hard to achieve,
especially because states usually calculate conservatively. Therefore,
such a solution is not likely to be available.

For the United States, the problem posed by the need to protect
Europe is an exception. Throughout most of its history, this country
has been in a much more favorable position: relatively self-sufficient
and secure from invasion, it has not only been able to get security rela-
tively cheaply, but by doing so, did not menace others.” But ambitions
and commitments have changed this situation. After the American
conquest of the Philippines, “neither the United States nor Japan could
assure protection for their territories by military and naval means with-
out compromising the defenses of the other. This problem would
plague American and Japanese statesmen down to 1941.”* Further-
more, to the extent that Japan could protect herself, she could resist
American threats to go to war if Japan did not respect China’s inde-

23 Kahn, On Thermonuclear War (Princeton: Princeton University Press 1960), 138-
60. It should be noted that the French example is largely hypothetical because France
had no intention of fulfilling her obligations once Germany became strong.

24 Wolfers (fn. g9), chap. 15; C. Vann Woodward, “The Age of Reinterpretation,”
American Historical Review, Vol. 677 (October 1960), 1-19.

25 William Braisted, The United States Navy in the Pacific, 1897-1909 (Austin: Uni-
versity of Texas Press 1958), 240.
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pendence. These complications were minor compared to those that
followed World War II. A world power cannot help but have the abil-
ity to harm many others that is out of proportion to the others™ ability
to harm it.

Britain had been able to gain security without menacing others to a
greater degree than the Continental powers, though to a lesser one than
the United States. But the acquisition of colonies and a dependence on
foreign trade sacrificed her relative invulnerability of being an island.
Once she took India, she had to consider Russia as a neighbor; the latter
was expanding in Central Asia, thus making it much more difficult for
both countries to feel secure. The need to maintain reliable sea lanes to
India meant that no state could be allowed to menace South Africa and,
later, Egypt. But the need to protect these two areas brought new fears,
new obligations, and new security requirements that conflicted with
those of other European nations. Furthermore, once Britain needed a
flow of imports during both peace and wartime, she required a navy
that could prevent a blockade. A navy sufficient for that task could not
help but be a threat to any other state that had valuable trade.

A related problem is raised by the fact that defending the status quo
often means protecting more than territory. Nonterritorial interests,
norms, and the structure of the international system must be main-
tained. If all status-quo powers agree on these values and interpret them
in compatible ways, problems will be minimized. But the potential for
conflict is great, and the policies followed are likely to exacerbate the
security dilemma. The greater the range of interests that have to be
protected, the more likely it is that national efforts to maintain the
status quo will clash. As a French spokesman put it in 1930: “Security!
The term signifies more indeed than the maintenance of a people’s
homeland, or even of their territories beyond the seas. It also means the
maintenance of the world’s respect for them, the maintenance of their
economic interests, everything in a word, which goes to make up the
grandeur, the life itself, of the nation.”*® When security is thought of
in this sense, it almost automatically has a competitive connotation. It
involves asserting one state’s will over others, showing a high degree
of leadership if not dominance, and displaying a prickly demeanor. The
resulting behavior will almost surely clash with that of others who
define their security in the same way.

The problem will be almost insoluble if statesmen believe that their
security requires the threatening or attacking of others. “That which

26 Cambon (fn. 17), 185.
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stops growing begins to rot,” declared a minister to Catherine the
Great.”” More common is the belief that if the other is secure, it will be
emboldened to act against one’s own state’s interests, and the belief that
in a war it will not be enough for the state to protect itself: it must be
able to take the war to the other’s homeland. These convictions make it
very difficult for status-quo states to develop compatible security poli-
cies, for they lead the state to conclude that its security requires that
others be rendered insecure.

In other cases, “A country engaged in a war of defense might be
obliged for strategic reasons to assume the offensive,” as a French dele-
gate to an interwar disarmament conference put it.*® That was the
case for France in 1799:

The Directory’s political objectives were essentially defensive, for the
French wanted only to protect the Republic from invasion and preserve
the security and territory of the satellite regimes in Holland, Switzer-
land, and Italy. French leaders sought no new conquests; they wanted
only to preserve the earlier gains of the Revolution. The Directory be-
lieved, however, that only a military offensive could enable the nation to
achieve its defensive political objective. By inflicting rapid and decisive
defeats upon one or more members of the coalition, the directors hoped
to rupture allied unity and force individual powers to seek a separate
peace.®

It did not matter to the surrounding states that France was not attack-
ing because she was greedy, but because she wanted to be left in peace.
Unless there was some way her neighbors could provide France with
an alternate route to her goal, France had to go to war.

III. OFrENSE, DEFENSE, AND THE SECURITY DILEMMA

Another approach starts with the central point of the security di-
lemma—that an increase in one state’s security decreases the security
of others—and examines the conditions under which this proposition
holds. Two crucial variables are involved: whether defensive weapons
and policies can be distinguished from offensive ones, and whether the

27 Quoted in Adam Ulam, Expansion and Co-Existence (New York: Praeger 1968),
5. In 1920 the U.S. Navy’s General Board similarly declared “A nation must advance
or retrocede in world position.” Quoted in William Braisted, The United States Navy
in the Pacific, 1909-1922 (Austin: University of Texas Press 1971), 488.

28 Quoted in Marion Boggs, Attempts to Define and Limit “Aggressive” Armament
in Diplomacy and Strategy (Columbia: University of Missouri Studies, xvi, No. 1,
1041), 41.

29 Steven Ross, European Diplomatic History, 1789-1815 (Garden City, N.Y.: Double-
day 1969), 194.
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defense or the offense has the advantage. The definitions are not always
clear, and many cases are difficult to judge, but these two variables shed
a great deal of light on the question of whether status-quo powers will
adopt compatible security policies. All the variables discussed so far
leave the heart of the problem untouched. But when defensive weapons
differ from offensive ones, it is possible for a state to make itself more
secure without making others less secure. And when the defense has
the advantage over the offense, a large increase in one state’s security
only slightly decreases the security of the others, and status-quo powers
can all enjoy a high level of security and largely escape from the state
of nature.

OFFENSE-DEFENSE BALANCE

When we say that the offense has the advantage, we simply mean that
it is easier to destroy the other’s army and take its territory than it is
to defend one’s own. When the defense has the advantage, it is easier
to protect and to hold than it is to move forward, destroy, and take. If
effective defenses can be erected quickly, an attacker may be able to
keep territory he has taken in an initial victory. Thus, the dominance
of the defense made it very hard for Britain and France to push Ger-
many out of France in World War 1. But when superior defenses are
difficult for an aggressor to improvise on the battlefield and must be
constructed during peacetime, they provide no direct assistance to him.

The security dilemma is at its most vicious when commitments,
strategy, or technology dictate that the only route to security lies
through expansion. Status-quo powers must then act like aggressors;
the fact that they would gladly agree to forego the opportunity for
expansion in return for guarantees for their security has no implica-
tions for their behavior. Even if expansion is not sought as a goal in
itself, there will be quick and drastic changes in the distribution of
territory and influence. Conversely, when the defense has the advan-
tage, status-quo states can make themselves more secure without gravely
endangering others.*® Indeed, if the defense has enough of an advan-
tage and if the states are of roughly equal size, not only will the security
dilemma cease to inhibit status-quo states from cooperating, but aggres-
sion will be next to impossible, thus rendering international anarchy
relatively unimportant. If states cannot conquer each other, then the

30 Thus, when Wolfers (fn. 10), 126, argues that a status-quo state that settles for
rough equality of power with its adversary, rather than seeking preponderance, may be
able to convince the other to reciprocate by showing that it wanes only to protect itself,
not menace the other, he assumes that the defense has an advantage.
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lack of sovereignty, although it presents problems of collective goods
in a number of areas, no longer forces states to devote their primary
attention to self-preservation. Although, if force were not usable, there
would be fewer restraints on the use of nonmilitary instruments,
these are rarely powerful enough to threaten the vital interests of a
major state.

Two questions of the offense-defense balance can be separated. First,
does the state have to spend more or less than one dollar on defensive
forces to offset each dollar spent by the other side on forces that could
be used to attack ? If the state has one dollar to spend on increasing its
security, should it put it into offensive or defensive forces? Second, with
a given inventory of forces, is it better to attack or to defend? Is there
an incentive to strike first or to absorb the other’s blow? These two
aspects are often linked: if each dollar spent on offense can overcome
each dollar spent on defense, and if both sides have the same defense
budgets, then both are likely to build offensive forces and find it attrac-
tive to attack rather than to wait for the adversary to strike.

These aspects affect the security dilemma in different ways. The first
has its greatest impact on arms races. If the defense has the advantage,
and if the status-quo powers have reasonable subjective security require-
ments, they can probably avoid an arms race. Although an increase in
one side’s arms and security will still decrease the other’s security, the
former’s increase will be larger than the latter’s decrease. So if one side
increases its arms, the other can bring its security back up to its previous
level by adding a smaller amount to its forces. And if the first side
reacts to this change, its increase will also be smaller than the stimulus
that produced it. Thus a stable equilibrium will be reached. Shifting
from dynamics to statics, each side can be quite secure with forces
roughly equal to those of the other. Indeed, if the defense is much more
potent than the offense, each side can be willing to have forces much
smaller than the other’s, and can be indifferent to a wide range of
the other’s defense policies.

The second aspect—whether it is better to attack or to defend—
influences short-run stability. When the offense has the advantage, a
state’s reaction to international tension will increase the chances of
war. The incentives for pre-emption and the “reciprocal fear of sur-
prise attack” in this situation have been made clear by analyses of the
dangers that exist when two countries have first-strike capabilities.”
There is no way for the state to increase its security without menacing,

31 Schelling (fn. 20), chap. 9.
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or even attacking, the other. Even Bismarck, who once called preventive
war “committing suicide from fear of death,” said that “no govern-
ment, if it regards war as inevitable even if it does not want it, would
be so foolish as to leave to the enemy the choice of time and occasion
and to wait for the moment which is most convenient for the enemy.”*
In another arena, the same dilemma applies to the policeman in a dark
alley confronting a suspected criminal who appears to be holding a
weapon. Though racism may indeed be present, the security dilemma
can account for many of the tragic shootings of innocent people in the
ghettos.

Beliefs about the course of a war in which the offense has the advan-
tage further deepen the security dilemma. When there are incentives
to strike first, a successful attack will usually so weaken the other side
that victory will be relatively quick, bloodless, and decisive. It is in
these periods when conquest is possible and attractive that states con-
solidate power internally—for instance, by destroying the feudal barons
—and expand externally. There are several consequences that decrease
the chance of cooperation among status-quo states. First, war will be
profitable for the winner. The costs will be low and the benefits high.
Of course, losers will suffer; the fear of losing could induce states to
try to form stable cooperative arrangements, but the temptation of vic-
tory will make this particularly difficult. Second, because wars are
expected to be both frequent and short, there will be incentives for high
levels of arms, and quick and strong reaction to the other’s increases
in arms. The state cannot afford to wait until there is unambiguous
evidence that the other is building new weapons. Even large states that
have faith in their economic strength cannot wait, because the war will
be over before their products can reach the army. Third, when wars
are quick, states will have to recruit allies in advance.” Without the
opportunity for bargaining and re-alignments during the opening
stages of hostilities, peacetime diplomacy loses a degree of the fluidity
that facilitates balance-of-power policies. Because alliances must be
secured during peacetime, the international system is more likely to
become bipolar. It is hard to say whether war therefore becomes more
or less likely, but this bipolarity increases tension between the two
camps and makes it harder for status-quo states to gain the benefits of
cooperation. Fourth, if wars are frequent, statesmen’s perceptual thresh-
olds will be adjusted accordingly and they will be quick to perceive

82 Quoted in Fritz Fischer, War of Illusions (New York: Norton 1975), 377, 461.

33 George Quester, Offense and Defense in the International System (New York:
John Wiley 1977), 105-06; Sontag (fn. 5), 4-5.
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ambiguous evidence as indicating that others are aggressive. Thus, there
will be more cases of status-quo powers arming against each other in
the incorrect belief that the other is hostile.

When the defense has the advantage, all the foregoing is reversed.
The state that fears attack does not pre-empt—since that would be a
wasteful use of its military resources—but rather prepares to receive an
attack. Doing so does not decrease the security of others, and several
states can do it simultaneously; the situation will therefore be stable,
and status-quo powers will be able to cooperate. When Herman Kahn
argues that ultimatums “are vastly too dangerous to give because . . .
they are quite likely to touch off a pre-emptive strike,”** he incorrectly
assumes that it is always advantageous to strike first.

More is involved than short-run dynamics. When the defense is dom-
inant, wars are likely to become stalemates and can be won only at
enormous cost. Relatively small and weak states can hold off larger and
stronger ones, or can deter attack by raising the costs of conquest to an
unacceptable level. States then approach equality in what they can do to
each other. Like the .45-caliber pistol in the American West, fortifica-
tions were the “great equalizer” in some periods. Changes in the status
quo are less frequent and cooperation is more common wherever the
security dilemma is thereby reduced.

Many of these arguments can be illustrated by the major powers’
policies in the periods preceding the two world wars. Bismarck’s wars
surprised statesmen by showing that the offense had the advantage, and
by being quick, relatively cheap, and quite decisive. Falling into a com-
mon error, observers projected this pattern into the future.”® The result-
ing expectations had several effects. First, states sought semi-permanent
allies. In the early stages of the Franco-Prussian War, Napoleon III had
thought that there would be plenty of time to recruit Austria to his
side. Now, others were not going to repeat this mistake. Second, defense
budgets were high and reacted quite sharply to increases on the other
side. It is not surprising that Richardson’s theory of arms races fits this
period well. Third, most decision makers thought that the next Euro-

34 Kahn (fn. 23), 211 (also see 144).

35 For a general discussion of such mistaken learning from the past, see Jervis (fn. 5),
chap. 6. The important and still not completely understood question of why this
belief formed and was maintained throughout the war is examined in Bernard Brodie,
War and Politics (New York: Macmillan 1973), 262-70; Brodie, “Technological Change,
Strategic Doctrine, and Political Outcomes,” in Klaus Knorr, ed., Historical Dimensions
of National Security Problems (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas 1976), 200-92;
and Douglas Porch, “The French Army and the Spirit of the Offensive, 1900~14,” in
Brian Bond and Ian Roy, eds., War and Society (New York: Holmes & Meier 1975),

117-43.




SECURITY DILEMMA 191

pean war would not cost much blood and treasure.*® That is one reason
why war was generally seen as inevitable and why mass opinion was
so bellicose. Fourth, once war seemed likely, there were strong pressures
to pre-empt. Both sides believed that whoever moved first could pene-
trate the other deep enough to disrupt mobilization and thus gain an
insurmountable advantage. (There was no such belief about the use of
naval forces. Although Churchill made an ill-advised speech saying that
if German ships “do not come out and fight in time of war they will be
dug out like rats in a hole,”® everyone knew that submarines, mines,
and coastal fortifications made this impossible. So at the start of the
war each navy prepared to defend itself rather than attack, and the
short-run destabilizing forces that launched the armies toward each
other did not operate.)®® Furthermore, each side knew that the other
saw the situation the same way, thus increasing the perceived danger
that the other would attack, and giving each added reasons to precipi-
tate a war if conditions seemed favorable. In the long and the short run,
there were thus both offensive and defensive incentives to strike. This
situation casts light on the common question about German motives in
1914: “Did Germany unleash the war deliberately to become a world
power or did she support Austria merely to defend a weakening ally,”
thereby protecting her own position?* To some extent, this question
is misleading. Because of the perceived advantage of the offense, war
was seen as the best route both to gaining expansion and to avoiding
drastic loss of influence. There seemed to be no way for Germany
merely to retain and safeguard her existing position.

Of course the war showed these beliefs to have been wrong on all
points. Trenches and machine guns gave the defense an overwhelming
advantage. The fighting became deadlocked and produced horrendous
casualties. It made no sense for the combatants to bleed themselves to
death. If they had known the power of the defense beforehand, they
would have rushed for their own trenches rather than for the enemy’s
territory. Each side could have done this without increasing the other’s

36 Some were not so optimistic. Gray’s remark is well-known: “The lamps are going
out all over Europe; we shall not see them lit again in our life-time.” The German
Prime Minister, Bethmann Hollweg, also feared the consequences of the war. But the
controlling view was that it would certainly pay for the winner.

37 Quoted in Martin Gilbert, Winston S. Churchill, 111, The Challenge of War, 1914~
1916 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 1971), 84.

38 Quester (fn. 33), 98-99. Robert Art, The Influence of Foreign Policy on Seapower,
II (Beverly Hills: Sage Professional Papers in International Studies Series, 1973),
14-18, 26-28.

3% Konrad Jarausch, “The Illusion of Limited War: Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg’s
Calculated Risk, July 1914,” Central European History, 1 (March 1969), 50.
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incentives to strike. War might have broken out anyway, just as DD
is a possible outcome of Chicken, but at least the pressures of time and
the fear of allowing the other to get the first blow would not have con-
tributed to this end. And, had both sides known the costs of the war,
they would have negotiated much more seriously. The obvious question
is why the states did not seek a negotiated settlement as soon as the
shape of the war became clear. Schlieffen had said that if his plan
failed, peace should be sought.* The answer is complex, uncertain, and
largely outside of the scope of our concerns. But part of the reason was
the hope and sometimes the expectation that breakthroughs could be
made and the dominance of the offensive restored. Without that hope,
the political and psychological pressures to fight to a decisive victory
might have been overcome.

The politics of the interwar period were shaped by the memories of
the previous conflict and the belief that any future war would resemble
it. Political and military lessons reinforced each other in ameliorating
the security dilemma. Because it was believed that the First World
War had been a mistake that could have been avoided by skillful con-
ciliation, both Britain and, to a lesser extent, France were highly sensi-
tive to the possibility that interwar Germany was not a real threat to
peace, and alert to the danger that reacting quickly and strongly to her
arms could create unnecessary conflict. And because Britain and France
expected the defense to continue to dominate, they concluded that it
was safe to adopt a more relaxed and nonthreatening military posture.**
Britain also felt less need to maintain tight alliance bonds. The Allies’
military posture then constituted only a slight danger to Germany; had
the latter been content with the status quo, it would have been easy
for both sides to have felt secure behind their lines of fortifications. Of
course the Germans were not content, so it is not surprising that they
devoted their money and attention to finding ways out of a defense-
dominated stalemate. Blitzkrieg tactics were necessary if they were to
use force to change the status quo.

The initial stages of the war on the Western Front also contrasted
with the First World War. Only with the new air arm were there any

40 Brodie (fn. 8), 58.

41 President Roosevelt and the American delegates to the League of Nations Dis-
armament Conference maintained that the tank and mobile heavy artillery had re-
established the dominance of the offensive, thus making disarmament more urgent
(Boggs, fn. 28, pp. 31, 108), but this was a minority position and may not even have
been believed by the Americans. The reduced prestige and influence of the military,
and the high pressures to cut government spending throughout this period also con-
tributed to the lowering of defense budgets.
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incentives to strike first, and these forces were too weak to carry out the
grandiose plans that had been both dreamed and feared. The armies,
still the main instrument, rushed to defensive positions. Perhaps the
allies could have successfully attacked while the Germans were occu-
pied in Poland.* But belief in the defense was so great that this was
never seriously contemplated. Three months after the start of the war,
the French Prime Minister summed up the view held by almost every-
one but Hitler: on the Western Front there is “deadlock. Two Forces of
equal strength and the one that attacks seeing such enormous casualties
that it cannot move without endangering the continuation of the war
or of the aftermath.”*® The Allies were caught in a dilemma they never
fully recognized, let alone solved. On the one hand, they had very high
war aims; although unconditional surrender had not yet been adopted,
the British had decided from the start that the removal of Hitler was
a necessary condition for peace.”* On the other hand, there were no
realistic plans or instruments for allowing the Allies to impose their
will on the other side. The British Chief of the Imperial General Staff
noted, “The French have no intention of carrying out an offensive for
years, if at all”; the British were only slightly bolder.”” So the Allies
looked to a long war that would wear the Germans down, cause civilian
suffering through shortages, and eventually undermine Hitler. There
was little analysis to support this view—and indeed it probably was not
supportable—but as long as the defense was dominant and the numbers
on each side relatively equal, what else could the Allies do?

To summarize, the security dilemma was much less powerful after
World War I than it had been before. In the later period, the expected
power of the defense allowed status-quo states to pursue compatible
security policies and avoid arms races. Furthermore, high tension and
fear of war did not set off short-run dynamics by which each state,
trying to increase its security, inadvertently acted to make war more
likely. The expected high costs of war, however, led the Allies to believe

42 Jon Kimche, The Unfought Battle (New York: Stein 1968); Nicholas William
Bethell, The War Hitler Won: The Fall of Poland, September 1939 (New York: Holt
1972); Alan Alexandroff and Richard Rosecrance, “Deterrence in 1939,” World Politics,
xxix (April 1977), 404-24.

43 Roderick Macleod and Denis Kelly, eds., Time Unguarded: The Ironside Diaries,
1937-1940 (New York: McKay 1962), 173.

44 For a short time, as France was falling, the British Cabinet did discuss reaching a
negotiated peace with Hitler. The official history ignores this, but it is covered in
P.M.H. Bell, A4 Certain Eventuality (Farnborough, England: Saxon House 1974), 40-48.

45 Macleod and Kelly (fn. 43), 174. In flat contradiction to common sense and almost
everything they believed about modern warfare, the Allies planned an expedition to
Scandinavia to cut the supply of iron ore to Germany and to aid Finland against the
Russians. But the dominant mood was the one described above.
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that no sane German leader would run the risks entailed in an attempt
to dominate the Continent, and discouraged them from risking war
themselves.

Technology and Geography. Technology and geography are the two
main factors that determine whether the offense or the defense has the
advantage. As Brodie notes, “On the tactical level, as a rule, few physical
factors favor the attacker but many favor the defender. The defender
usually has the advantage of cover. He characteristically fires from be-
hind some form of shelter while his opponent: crosses open ground.”
Anything that increases the amount of ground the attacker has to cross,
or impedes his progress across it, or makes him more vulnerable while
crossing, increases the advantage accruing to the defense. When states
are separated by barriers that produce these effects, the security dilemma
is eased, since both can have forces adequate for defense without being
able to attack. Impenetrable barriers would actually prevent war; in
reality, decision makers have to settle for a good deal less. Buffer zones
slow the attacker’s progress; they thereby give the defender time to
prepare, increase problems of logistics, and reduce the number of sol-
diers available for the final assault. At the end of the 1gth century,
Arthur Balfour noted Afghanistan’s “non-conducting” qualities. “So
long as it possesses few roads, and no railroads, it will be impossible for
Russia to make effective use of her great numerical superiority at any
point immediately vital to the Empire.” The Russians valued buffers for
the same reasons; it is not surprising that when Persia was being divided
into Russian and British spheres of influence some years later, the
Russians sought assurances that the British would refrain from building
potentially menacing railroads in their sphere. Indeed, since railroad
construction radically altered the abilities of countries to defend them-
selves and to attack others, many diplomatic notes and much intelli-
gence activity in the late 1gth century centered on this subject.*

Oceans, large rivers, and mountain ranges serve the same function as
buffer zones. Being hard to cross, they allow defense against superior
numbers. The defender has merely to stay on his side of the barrier
and so can utilize all the men he can bring up to it. The attacker’s men,
however, can cross only a few at a time, and they are very vulnerable

46 Brodie (fn. 8), 179.

47 Arthur Balfour, “Memorandum,” Committee on Imperial Defence, April 30, 1903,
pp. 2-3; see the telegrams by Sir Arthur Nicolson, in G. P. Gooch and Harold Tem-
perley, eds., British Documents on the Origins of the War, Vol. 4 (London: HM.S.O.

1929), 429, 524. These barriers do not prevent the passage of long-range aircraft; but
even in the air, distance usually aids the defender.
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when doing so. If all states were self-sufficient islands, anarchy would
be much less of a problem. A small investment in shore defenses and a
small army would be sufficient to repel invasion. Only very weak states
would be vulnerable, and only very large ones could menace others.
As noted above, the United States, and to a lesser extent Great Britain,
have partly been able to escape from the state of nature because their
geographical positions approximated this ideal.

Although geography cannot be changed to conform to borders, bor-
ders can and do change to conform to geography. Borders across which
an attack is easy tend to be unstable. States living within them are likely
to expand or be absorbed. Frequent wars are almost inevitable since
attacking will often seem the best way to protect what one has. This
process will stop, or at least slow down, when the state’s borders reach—
by expansion or contraction—a line of natural obstacles. Security with-
out attack will then be possible. Furthermore, these lines constitute
salient solutions to bargaining problems and, to the extent that they
are barriers to migration, are likely to divide ethnic groups, thereby
raising the costs and lowering the incentives for conquest.

Attachment to one’s state and its land reinforce one quasi-geograph-
ical aid to the defense. Conquest usually becomes more difficult the
deeper the attacker pushes into the other’s territory. Nationalism spurs
the defenders to fight harder; advancing not only lengthens the attack-
er’s supply lines, but takes him through unfamiliar and often devastated
lands that require troops for garrison duty. These stabilizing dynamics
will not operate, however, if the defender’s war materiel is situated
near its borders, or if the people do not care about their state, but only
about being on the winning side. In such cases, positive feedback will
be at work and initial defeats will be insurmountable.*®

Imitating geography, men have tried to create barriers. Treaties may
provide for demilitarized zones on both sides of the border, although
such zones will rarely be deep enough to provide more than warning.
Even this was not possible in Europe, but the Russians adopted a
gauge for their railroads that was broader than that of the neighboring
states, thereby complicating the logistics problems of any attacker—
including Russia.

Perhaps the most ambitious and at least temporarily successful at-
tempts to construct a system that would aid the defenses of both sides
were the interwar naval treaties, as they affected Japanese-American

48 See, for example, the discussion of warfare among Chinese warlords in Hsi-Sheng

Chi, “The Chinese Warlord System as an International System,” in Morton Kaplan,
ed., New Approaches to International Relations (New York: St. Martin’s 1968), 405-25.
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relations. As mentioned earlier, the problem was that the United States
could not defend the Philippines without denying Japan the ability to
protect her home islands.*” (In 1941 this dilemma became insoluble
when Japan sought to extend her control to Malaya and the Dutch East
Indies. If the Philippines had been invulnerable, they could have pro-
vided a secure base from which the U.S. could interdict Japanese ship-
ping between the homeland and the areas she was trying to conquer.)
In the 1920’s and early 1930’s each side would have been willing to grant
the other security for its possessions in return for a reciprocal grant, and
the Washington Naval Conference agreements were designed to ap-
proach this goal. As a Japanese diplomat later put it, their country’s
“fundamental principle” was to have “a strength insufficient for attack
and adequate for defense.”® Thus, Japan agreed in 1922 to accept a
navy only three-fifths as large as that of the United States, and the U.S.
agreed not to fortify its Pacific islands.”™ (Japan had earlier been forced
to agree not to fortify the islands she had taken from Germany in
World War L) Japan’s navy would not be large enough to defeat
America’s anywhere other than close to the home islands. Although the
Japanese could still take the Philippines, not only would they be unable
to move farther, but they might be weakened enough by their efforts
to be vulnerable to counterattack. Japan, however, gained security. An
American attack was rendered more difficult because the American
bases were unprotected and because, until 1930, Japan was allowed
unlimited numbers of cruisers, destroyers, and submarines that could
weaken the American fleet as it made its way across the ocean.™

The other major determinant of the offense-defense balance is tech-
nology. When weapons are highly vulnerable, they must be employed
before they are attacked. Others can remain quite invulnerable in their
bases. The former characteristics are embodied in unprotected missiles
and many kinds of bombers. (It should be noted that it is not vulner-
ability per se that is crucial, but the location of the vulnerability. Bomb-
ers and missiles that are easy to destroy only after having been launched
toward their targets do not create destabilizing dynamics.) Incentives
to strike first are usually absent for naval forces that are threatened by

49 Some American decision makers, including military officers, thought that the best
way out of the dilemma was to abandon the Philippines.

50 Quoted in Elting Morrison, Turmoil and Tradition: A Study of the Life and Times
of Henry L. Stimson (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 1960), 326.

51 The U.S. “refused to consider limitations on Hawaiian defenses, since these works
posed no threat to Japan.” Braisted (fn. 27), 612.

52 That is part of the reason why the Japanese admirals strongly objected when the

civilian leaders decided to accept a seven-to-ten ratio in lighter craft in 1930. Stephen
Pelz, Race to Pearl Harbor (Cambridge: Harvard University Press 1974), 3.
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a naval attack. Like missiles in hardened silos, they are usually well
protected when in their bases. Both sides can then simultaneously be
prepared to defend themselves successfully.

In ground warfare under some conditions, forts, trenches, and small
groups of men in prepared positions can hold off large numbers of
attackers. Less frequently, a few attackers can storm the defenses. By
and large, it is a contest between fortifications and supporting light
weapons on the one hand, and mobility and heavier weapons that clear
the way for the attack on the other. As the erroneous views held before
the two world wars show, there is no simple way to determine which
is dominant. “[T Jhese oscillations are not smooth and predictable like
those of a swinging pendulum. They are uneven in both extent and
time. Some occur in the course of a single battle or campaign, others in
the course of a war, still others during a series of wars.” Longer-term
oscillations can also be detected:

The early Gothic age, from the twelfth to the late thirteenth century,
with its wonderful cathedrals and fortified places, was a period during
which the attackers in Europe generally met serious and increasing
difficulties, because the improvement in the strength of fortresses out-
ran the advance in the power of destruction. Later, with the spread
of firearms at the end of the fifteenth century, old fortresses lost their
power to resist. An age ensued during which the offense possessed,
apart from short-term setbacks, new advantages. Then, during the
seventeenth century, especially after about 1660, and until at least the
outbreak of the War of the Austrian Succession in 1740, the defense
regained much of the ground it had lost since the great medieval
fortresses had proved unable to meet the bombardment of the new
and more numerous artillery.>

Another scholar has continued the argument: “The offensive gained
an advantage with new forms of heavy mobile artillery in the nine-
teenth century, but the stalemate of World War I created the impres-
sion that the defense again had an advantage; the German invasion
in World War II, however, indicated the offensive superiority of
highly mechanized armies in the field.”™

The situation today with respect to conventional weapons is un-

53 John Nef, War and Human Progress (New York: Norton 1963), 185. Also see
1bid., 237, 242-43, and 323; C. W. Oman, The Art of War in the Middle Ages (Ithaca,
N.Y.: Cornell University Press 1953), 70-72; John Beeler, Warfare in Feudal Europe,
730-1200 (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press 1971), 212-14; Michael Howard, War
in European History (London: Oxford University Press 1976), 33-37.

5¢ Quincy Wright, 4 Study of War (abridged ed.; Chicago: University of Chicago
Press 1964), 142. Also see 63-70, 74-75. There are important exceptions to these gen-
eralizations—the American Civil War, for instance, falls in the middle of the period
Wright says is dominated by the offense.
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clear. Until recently it was believed that tanks and tactical air power
gave the attacker an advantage. The initial analyses of the 1973 Arab-
Israeli war indicated that new anti-tank and anti-aircraft weapons
have restored the primacy of the defense. These weapons are cheap,
easy to use, and can destroy a high proportion of the attacking vehicles
and planes that are sighted. It then would make sense for a status-quo
power to buy lots of $20,000 missiles rather than buy a few half-million
dollar tanks and multi-million dollar fighter-bombers. Defense would
be possible even against a large and well-equipped force; states that
care primarily about self-protection would not need to engage in arms
races. But further examinations of the new technologies and the his-
tory of the October War cast doubt on these optimistic conclusions
and leave us unable to render any firm judgment.”

Concerning nuclear weapons, it is generally agreed that defense is
impossible—a triumph not of the offense, but of deterrence. Attack
makes no sense, not because it can be beaten off, but because the at-
tacker will be destroyed in turn. In terms of the questions under con-
sideration here, the result is the equivalent of the primacy of the de-
fense. First, security is relatively cheap. Less than one percent of the
G.N.P. is devoted to deterring a direct attack on the United States;
most of it is spent on acquiring redundant systems to provide a lot
of insurance against the worst conceivable contingencies. Second, both
sides can simultaneously gain security in the form of second-strike
capability. Third, and related to the foregoing, second-strike capability
can be maintained in the face of wide variations in the other side’s
military posture. There is no purely military reason why each side
has to react quickly and strongly to the other’s increases in arms.
Any spending that the other devotes to trying to achieve first-strike
capability can be neutralized by the state’s spending much smaller
sums on protecting its second-strike capability. Fourth, there are no
incentives to strike first in a crisis.

Important problems remain, of course. Both sides have interests
that go well beyond defense of the homeland. The protection of these
interests creates conflicts even if neither side desires expansion. Fur-
thermore, the shift from defense to deterrence has greatly increased
the importance and perceptions of resolve. Security now rests on each
side’s belief that the other would prefer to run high risks of total
destruction rather than sacrifice its vital interests. Aspects of the se-

55 Geoffrey Kemp, Robert Pfaltzgraff, and Uri Ra’anan, eds., The Other Arms Race
(Lexington, Mass.: D. C. Heath 1975); James Foster, “The Future of Conventional
Arms Control,” Policy Sciences, No. 8 (Spring 1977), 1-10.
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curity dilemma thus appear in a new form. Are weapons procure-
ments used as an index of resolve? Must they be so used? If one side
fails to respond to the other’s buildup, will it appear weak and thereby
invite predation? Can both sides simultaneously have images of high
resolve or is there a zero-sum element involved? Although these
problems are real, they are not as severe as those in the prenuclear
era: there are many indices of resolve, and states do not so much judge
images of resolve in the abstract as ask how likely it is that the other
will stand firm in a particular dispute. Since states are most likely
to stand firm on matters which concern them most, it is quite possible
for both to demonstrate their resolve to protect their own security
simultaneously.

OFFENSE-DEFENSE DIFFERENTIATION

The other major variable that affects how strongly the security
dilemma operates is whether weapons and policies that protect the
state also provide the capability for attack. If they do not, the basic
postulate of the security dilemma no longer applies. A state can in-
crease its own security without decreasing that of others. The ad-
vantage of the defense can only ameliorate the security dilemma. A
differentiation between offensive and defensive stances comes close to
abolishing it. Such differentiation does not mean, however, that all
security problems will be abolished. If the offense has the advantage,
conquest and aggression will still be possible. And if the offense’s
advantage is great enough, status-quo powers may find it too expen-
sive to protect themselves by defensive forces and decide to procure
offensive weapons even though this will menace others. Furthermore,
states will still have to worry that even if the other’s military posture
shows that it is peaceful now, it may develop aggressive intentions
in the future.

Assuming that the defense is at least as potent as the offense, the
differentiation between them allows status-quo states to behave in
ways that are clearly different from those of aggressors. Three bene-
ficial consequences follow. First, status-quo powers can identify each
other, thus laying the foundations for cooperation. Conflicts growing
out of the mistaken belief that the other side is expansionist will be
less frequent. Second, status-quo states will obtain advance warning
when others plan aggression. Before a state can attack, it has to de-
velop and deploy offensive weapons. If procurement of these weapons
cannot be disguised and takes a fair amount of time, as it almost al-
ways does, a status-quo state will have the time to take countermeas-



200 WORLD POLITICS

ures. It need not maintain a high level of defensive arms as long
as its potential adversaries are adopting a peaceful posture. (Although
being so armed should not, with the one important exception noted be-
low, alarm other status-quo powers.) States do, in fact, pay special atten-
tion to actions that they believe would not be taken by a status-quo
state because they feel that states exhibiting such behavior are ag-
gressive. Thus the seizure or development of transportation facilities
will alarm others more if these facilities have no commercial value,
and therefore can only be wanted for military reasons. In 1906, the
British rejected a Russian protest about their activities in a district
of Persia by claiming that this area was “only of [strategic] impor-
tance [to the Russians] if they wished to attack the Indian frontier, or
to put pressure upon us by making us think that they intend to attack
it.”®

The same inferences are drawn when a state acquires more weapons
than observers feel are needed for defense. Thus, the Japanese spokes-
man at the 1930 London naval conference said that his country was
alarmed by the American refusal to give Japan a %o percent ratio (in
place of a 60 percent ratio) in heavy cruisers: “As long as America held
that ten percent advantage, it was possible for her to attack. So when
America insisted on sixty percent instead of seventy percent, the idea
would exist that they were trying to keep that possibility, and the
Japanese people could not accept that.”" Similarly, when Mussolini
told Chamberlain in January 1939 that Hitler’s arms program was
motivated by defensive considerations, the Prime Minister replied that
“German military forces were now so strong as to make it impossible
for any Power or combination of Powers to attack her successfully.
She could not want any further armaments for defensive purposes;
what then did she want them for?”*

Of course these inferences can be wrong—as they are especially likely
to be because states underestimate the degree to which they menace
others.® And when they are wrong, the security dilemma is deepened.
Because the state thinks it has received notice that the other is aggres-
sive, its own arms building will be less restrained and the chances of

56 Richard Challener, Admirals, Generals, and American Foreign Policy, 1898-1914

(Princeton: Princeton University Press 1973), 273; Grey to Nicolson, in Gooch and
Temperley (fn. 47), 414.

57 Quoted in James Crowley, Japan’s Quest for Autonomy (Princeton: Princeton
University Press 1966), 49. American naval officers agreed with the Japanese that a
ten-to-six ratio would endanger Japan’s supremacy in her home waters.

58 E. L. Woodward and R. Butler, eds., Documents on British Foreign Policy, 1919—
1939, Third series, IIT (London: H.M.S.O. 1950), 526.

59 Jervis (fn. 5), 69-72, 352-55.
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cooperation will be decreased. But the dangers of incorrect inferences
should not obscure the main point: when offensive and defensive pos-
tures are different, much of the uncertainty about the other’s intentions
that contributes to the security dilemma is removed.

The third beneficial consequence of a difference between offensive
and defensive weapons is that if all states support the status quo, an
obvious arms control agreement is a ban on weapons that are useful for
attacking. As President Roosevelt put it in his message to the Geneva
Disarmament Conference in 1933: “If all nations will agree wholly
to eliminate from possession and use the weapons which make pos-
sible a successful attack, defenses automatically will become impregna-
ble, and the frontiers and independence of every nation will become
secure.”® The fact that such treaties have been rare—the Washington
naval agreements discussed above and the anti-ABM treaty can be cited
as examples—shows either that states are not always willing to guaran-
tee the security of others, or that it is hard to distinguish offensive
from defensive weapons.

Is such a distinction possible? Salvador de Madariaga, the Spanish
statesman active in the disarmament negotiations of the interwar years,
thought not: “A weapon is either offensive or defensive according to
which end of it you are looking at.” The French Foreign Minister
agreed (although French policy did not always follow this view):
“Every arm can be employed offensively or defensively in turn. . . .
The only way to discover whether arms are intended for purely de-
fensive purposes or are held in a spirit of aggression is in all cases to
enquire into the intentions of the country concerned.” Some evidence
for the validity of this argument is provided by the fact that much time
in these unsuccessful negotiations was devoted to separating offensive
from defensive weapons. Indeed, no simple and unambiguous defini-
tion is possible and in many cases no judgment can be reached. Before
the American entry into World War I, Woodrow Wilson wanted to
arm merchantmen only with guns in the back of the ship so they
could not initiate a fight, but this expedient cannot be applied to more
common forms of armaments.”

There are several problems. Even when a differentiation is possible,
a status-quo power will want offensive arms under any of three condi-
tions. (1) If the offense has a great advantage over the defense, pro-
tection through defensive forces will be too expensive. (2) Status-quo

60 Quoted in Merze Tate, The United States and Armaments (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press 1948), 108.
61 Boggs (fn. 28), 15, 40.
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states may need offensive weapons to regain territory lost in the opening
stages of a war. It might be possible, however, for a state to wait to
procure these weapons until war seems likely, and they might be needed
only in relatively small numbers, unless the aggressor was able to con-
struct strong defenses quickly in the occupied areas. (3) The state may
feel that it must be prepared to take the offensive either because the
other side will make peace only if it loses territory or because the state
has commitments to attack if the other makes war on a third party.
As noted above, status-quo states with extensive commitments are often
forced to behave like aggressors. Even when they lack such commit-
ments, status-quo states must worry about the possibility that if they
are able to hold off an attack, they will still not be able to end the
war unless they move into the other’s territory to damage its military
forces and inflict pain. Many American naval officers after the Civil
War, for example, believed that “only by destroying the commerce of
the opponent could the United States bring him to terms.”®

A further complication is introduced by the fact that aggressors as
well as status-quo powers require defensive forces as a prelude to ac-
quiring offensive ones, to protect one frontier while attacking another,
or for insurance in case the war goes badly. Criminals as well as police-
men can use bulletproof vests. Hitler as well as Maginot built a line
of forts. Indeed, Churchill reports that in 1936 the German Foreign
Minister said: “As soon as our fortifications are constructed [on our
western borders] and the countries in Central Europe realize that
France cannot enter German territory, all these countries will begin
to feel very differently about their foreign policies, and a new con-
stellation will develop.”® So a state may not necessarily be reassured if
its neighbor constructs strong defenses.

More central difficulties are created by the fact that whether a weapon
is offensive or defensive often depends on the particular situation—
for instance, the geographical setting and the way in which the weapon
is used. “Tanks . . . spearheaded the fateful German thrust through
the Ardennes in 1940, but if the French had disposed of a properly
concentrated armored reserve, it would have provided the best means
for their cutting off the penetration and turning into a disaster for the
Germans what became instead an overwhelming victory.”* Anti-air-
craft weapons seem obviously defensive—to be used, they must wait

62 Kenneth Hagan, American Gunboat Diplomacy and the Old Navy, 1877-1889
(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press 1973), 20.

63 Winston Churchill, The Gathering Storm (Boston: Houghton 1948), 206.

8¢ Brodie, War and Politics (fn. 35), 325.
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for the other side to come to them. But the Egyptian attack on Israel
in 1973 would have been impossible without effective air defenses that
covered the battlefield. Nevertheless, some distinctions are possible.
Sir John Simon, then the British Foreign Secretary, in response to the
views cited earlier, stated that just because a fine line could not be
drawn, “that was no reason for saying that there were not stretches of
territory on either side which all practical men and women knew
to be well on this or that side of the line.” Although there are almost
no weapons and strategies that are useful only for attacking, there are
some that are almost exclusively defensive. Aggressors could want them
for protection, but a state that relied mostly on them could not menace
others. More frequently, we cannot “determine the absolute character
of a weapon, but [we can] make a comparison . . . [and] discover
whether or not the offensive potentialities predominate, whether a
weapon is more useful in attack or in defense.”®

The essence of defense is keeping the other side out of your territory.
A purely defensive weapon is one that can do this without being able
to penetrate the enemy’s land. Thus a committee of military experts
in an interwar disarmament conference declared that armaments “in-
capable of mobility by means of self-contained power,” or movable only
after long delay, were “only capable of being used for the defense of
a State’s territory.”* The most obvious examples are fortifications. They
can shelter attacking forces, especially when they are built right along
the frontier,”” but they cannot occupy enemy territory. A state with
only a strong line of forts, fixed guns, and a small army to man them
would not be much of a menace. Anything else that can serve only as
a barrier against attacking troops is similarly defensive. In this cate-
gory are systems that provide warning of an attack, the Russian’s adop-
tion of a different railroad gauge, and nuclear land mines that can seal
off invasion routes.

If total immobility clearly defines a system that is defensive only,
limited mobility is unfortunately ambiguous. As noted above, short-
range fighter aircraft and anti-aircraft missiles can be used to cover an
attack. And, unlike forts, they can advance with the troops. Still, their
inability to reach deep into enemy territory does make them more

5 Boggs (fn. 28), 42, 83. For a good argument about the possible differentiation
between offensive and defensive weapons in the 1930’s, see Basil Liddell Hart, “Aggres-
sion and the Problem of Weapons,” English Review, Vol. 55 (July 1932), 71-78.

66 Quoted in Boggs (fn. 28), 30.

67 On these grounds, the Germans claimed in 1932 that the French forts were of-
fensive (z4id., 49). Similarly, fortified forward naval bases can be necessary for launch-
ing an attack; see Braisted (fn. 27), 643.
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useful for the defense than for the offense. Thus, the United States and
Israel would have been more alarmed in the early 1970’s had the Rus-
sians provided the Egyptians with long-range instead of short-range
aircraft. Naval forces are particularly difficult to classify in these terms,
but those that are very short-legged can be used only for coastal de-
fense.

Any forces that for various reasons fight well only when on their own
soil in effect lack mobility and therefore are defensive. The most ex-
treme example would be passive resistance. Noncooperation can thwart
an aggressor, but it is very hard for large numbers of people to cross
the border and stage a sit-in on another’s territory. Morocco’s recent
march on the Spanish Sahara approached this tactic, but its success
depended on special circumstances. Similarly, guerrilla warfare is
defensive to the extent to which it requires civilian support that is
likely to be forthcoming only in opposition to a foreign invasion. In-
deed, if guerrilla warfare were easily exportable and if it took ten de-
fenders to destroy each guerrilla, then this weapon would not only be
one which could be used as easily to attack the other’s territory as to
defend one’s own, but one in which the offense had the advantage:
so the security dilemma would operate especially strongly.

If guerrillas are unable to fight on foreign soil, other kinds of armies
may be unwilling to do so. An army imbued with the idea that only
defensive wars were just would fight less effectively, if at all, if the goal
were conquest. Citizen militias may lack both the ability and the will
for aggression. The weapons employed, the short term of service, the
time required for mobilization, and the spirit of repelling attacks on
the homeland, all lend themselves much more to defense than to at-
tacks on foreign territory.*

Less idealistic motives can produce the same result. A leading student
of medieval warfare has described the armies of that period as fol-
lows: “Assembled with difficulty, insubordinate, unable to maneuver,
ready to melt away from its standard the moment that its short period
of service was over, a feudal force presented an assemblage of un-
soldierlike qualities such as have seldom been known to coexist. Prima-
rily intended to defend its own borders from the Magyar, the Northman,
or the Saracen . . ., the institution was utterly unadapted to take the
offensive.”® Some political groupings can be similarly described. In-

68 The French made this argument in the interwar period; see Richard Challener,
The French Theory of the Nation in Arms (New York: Columbia University Press
1955), 181-82. The Germans disagreed; see Boggs (fn. 28), 44-45.

69 Oman (fn. 53), 57-58.
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ternational coalitions are more readily held together by fear than by
hope of gain. Thus Castlereagh was not being entirely self-serving
when in 1816 he argued that the Quadruple Alliance “could only have
owed its origin to a sense of common danger; in its very nature it must
be conservative; it cannot threaten either the security or the liberties
of other States.”™ It is no accident that most of the major campaigns
of expansion have been waged by one dominant nation (for example,
Napoleon’s France and Hitler’s Germany), and that coalitions among
relative equals are usually found defending the status quo. Most gains
from conquest are too uncertain and raise too many questions of future
squabbles among the victors to hold an alliance together for long. Al-
though defensive coalitions are by no means easy to maintain—con-
flicting national objectives and the free-rider problem partly explain
why three of them dissolved before Napoleon was defeated—the com-
mon interest of seeing that no state dominates provides a strong in-
centive for solidarity.

Weapons that are particularly effective in reducing fortifications and
barriers are of great value to the offense. This is not to deny that a
defensive power will want some of those weapons if the other side
has them: Brodie is certainly correct to argue that while their tanks
allowed the Germans to conquer France, properly used French tanks
could have halted the attack. But France would not have needed these
weapons if Germany had not acquired them, whereas even if France
had no tanks, Germany could not have foregone them since they pro-
vided the only chance of breaking through the French lines. Mobile
heavy artillery is, similarly, especially useful in destroying fortifications.
The defender, while needing artillery to fight off attacking troops or
to counterattack, can usually use lighter guns since they do not need
to penetrate such massive obstacles. So it is not surprising that one of
the few things that most nations at the interwar disarmament con-
ferences were able to agree on was that heavy tanks and mobile heavy
guns were particularly valuable to a state planning an attack.™

Weapons and strategies that depend for their effectiveness on surprise
are almost always offensive. That fact was recognized by some of the
delegates to the interwar disarmament conferences and is the principle
behind the common national ban on concealed weapons. An earlier
representative of this widespread view was the mid-1gth-century Phila-
delphia newspaper that argued: “As a measure of defense, knives, dirks,

70 Quoted in Charles Webster, The Foreign Policy of Castlereagh, 11, 1815-1822
(London: G. Bell and Sons 1963), 510.
"1 Boggs (fn. 28), 14-15, 47-48, 60.
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and sword canes are entirely useless. They are fit only for attack, and
all such attacks are of murderous character. Whoever carries such a
weapon has prepared himself for homicide.”™

It is, of course, not always possible to distinguish between forces
that are most effective for holding territory and forces optimally de-
signed for taking it. Such a distinction could not have been made for
the strategies and weapons in Europe during most of the period be-
tween the Franco-Prussian War and World War I. Neither naval forces
nor tactical air forces can be readily classified in these terms. But the
point here is that when such a distinction is possible, the central char-
acteristic of the security dilemma no longer holds, and one of the most
troublesome consequences of anarchy is removed.

Offense-Defense Differentiation and Strategic Nuclear Weapons. In
the interwar period, most statesmen held the reasonable position that
weapons that threatened civilians were offensive.”® But when neither
side can protect its civilians, a counter-city posture is defensive because
the state can credibly threaten to retaliate only in response to an at-
tack on itself or its closest allies. The costs of this strike are so high
that the state could not threaten to use it for the less-than-vital interest
of compelling the other to abandon an established position.

In the context of deterrence, offensive weapons are those that provide
defense. In the now familiar reversal of common sense, the state that
could take its population out of hostage, either by active or passive de-
fense or by destroying the other’s strategic weapons on the ground,
would be able to alter the status quo. The desire to prevent such a situa-
tion was one of the rationales for the anti-ABM agreements; it explains
why some arms controllers opposed building ABM’s to protect cities,
but favored sites that covered ICBM fields. Similarly, many analysts
want to limit warhead accuracy and favor multiple re-entry vehicles
(MRV’s), but oppose multiple independently targetable re-entry vehi-
cles (MIRV’s). The former are more useful than single warheads for
penetrating city defenses, and ensure that the state has a second-strike
capability. MIRV’s enhance counterforce capabilities. Some arms con-
trollers argue that this is also true of cruise missiles, and therefore do
not want them to be deployed either. There is some evidence that the
Russians are not satisfied with deterrence and are seeking to regain
the capability for defense. Such an effort, even if not inspired by ag-
gressive designs, would create a severe security dilemma.

72 Quoted in Philip Jordan, Frontier Law and Order (Lincoln: University of Nebraska
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What is most important for the argument here is that land-based
ICBM’s are both offensive and defensive, but when both sides rely
on Polaris-type systems (SLBM’s), offense and defense use different
weapons. ICBM’s can be used either to destroy the other’s cities in
retaliation or to initiate hostilities by attacking the other’s strategic
missiles. Some measures—for instance, hardening of missile sites and
warning systems—are purely defensive, since they do not make a first
strike easier. Others are predominantly offensive—for instance, passive
or active city defenses, and highly accurate warheads. But ICBM’s
themselves are useful for both purposes. And because states seek a
high level of insurance, the desire for protection as well as the con-
templation of a counterforce strike can explain the acquisition of ex-
tremely large numbers of missiles. So it is very difficult to infer the
other’s intentions from its military posture. Each side’s efforts to in-
crease its own security by procuring more missiles decreases, to an ex-
tent determined by the relative efficacy of the offense and the defense,
the other side’s security. That is not the case when both sides use
SLBM’s. The point is not that sea-based systems are less vulnerable
than land-based ones (this bears on the offense-defense ratio) but that
SLBM’s are defensive, retaliatory weapons. First, they are probably not
accurate enough to destroy many military targets.”* Second, and more
important, SLBM’s are not the main instrument of attack against other
SLBM’s. The hardest problem confronting a state that wants to take
its cities out of hostage is to locate the other’s SLBM’s, a job that re-
quires not SLBM’s but anti-submarine weapons. A state might use
SLBM’s to attack the other’s submarines (although other weapons
would probably be more efficient), but without anti-submarine warfare
(ASW) capability the task cannot be performed. A status-quo state
that wanted to forego offensive capability could simply forego ASW
research and procurement.

There are two difficulties with this argument, however. First, since
the state’s SLBM’s are potentially threatened by the other’s ASW capa-
bilities, the state may want to pursue ASW research in order to know
what the other might be able to do and to design defenses. Unless it
does this, it cannot be confident that its submarines are safe. Second,
because some submarines are designed to attack surface ships, not launch
missiles, ASW forces have missions other than taking cities out of
hostage. Some U.S. officials plan for a long war in Europe which would
require keeping the sea lanes open against Russian submarines. De-

74 See, however, Desmond Ball, “The Counterforce Potential of American SLBM
Systems,” Journal of Peace Research, xiv (No. 1, 1977), 23-40.
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signing an ASW force and strategy that would meet this threat with-
out endangering Soviet SLBM’s would be diflicult but not impossible,
since the two missions are somewhat different.” Furthermore, the Rus-
sians do not need ASW forces to combat submarines carrying out con-
ventional missions; it might be in America’s interest to sacrifice the
ability to meet a threat that is not likely to materialize in order to re-
assure the Russians that we are not menacing their retaliatory capabil-
ity.

When both sides rely on ICBM’s, one side’s missiles can attack the
other’s, and so the state cannot be indifferent to the other’s building
program. But because one side’s SLBM’s do not menace the other’s,
each side can build as many as it wants and the other need not respond.
Each side’s decision on the size of its force depends on technical ques-
tions, its judgment about how much destruction is enough to deter,
and the amount of insurance it is willing to pay for—and these con-
siderations are independent of the size of the other’s strategic force.
Thus the crucial nexus in the arms race is severed.

Here two objections not only can be raised but have been, by those
who feel that even if American second-strike capability is in no danger,
the United States must respond to a Soviet buildup. First, the relative
numbers of missiles and warheads may be used as an index of each
side’s power and will. Even if there is no military need to increase
American arms as the Russians increase theirs, a failure to respond may
lead third parties to think that the U.S. has abandoned the competition
with the U.S.S.R. and is no longer willing to pay the price of world
leadership. Furthermore, if either side believes that nuclear “superiority”
matters, then, through the bargaining logic, it will matter. The side
with “superiority” will be more likely to stand firm in a confrontation
if it thinks its “stronger” military position helps it, or if it thinks that the
other thinks its own “weaker” military position is a handicap. To allow
the other side to have more SLBM’s—even if one’s own second-strike
capability is unimpaired—will give the other an advantage that can be
translated into political gains.

The second objection is that superiority does matter, and not only
because of mistaken beliefs. If nuclear weapons are used in an all-or-
none fashion, then all that is needed is second-strike capability. But
limited, gradual, and controlled strikes are possible. If the other side
has superiority, it can reduce the state’s forces by a slow-motion war

75 Richard Garwin, “Anti-Submarine Warfare and National Security,” Scientific
American, Vol. 227 (July 1972), 14-25.
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of attrition. For the state to strike at the other’s cities would invite
retaliation; for it to reply with a limited counterforce attack would
further deplete its supply of missiles. Alternatively, the other could
employ demonstration attacks—such as taking out an isolated military
base or exploding a warhead high over a city—in order to demonstrate
its resolve. In either of these scenarios, the state will suffer unless it
matches the other’s arms posture.™

These two objections, if valid, mean that even with SLBM’s one can-
not distinguish offensive from defensive strategic nuclear weapons.
Compellence may be more difficult than deterrence,”™ but if decision
makers believe that numbers of missiles or of warheads influence out-
comes, or if these weapons can be used in limited manner, then the
posture and policy that would be needed for self-protection is similar
to that useful for aggression. If the second objection has merit, security
would require the ability to hit selected targets on the other side, enough
ammunition to wage a controlled counterforce war, and the willing-
ness to absorb limited countervalue strikes. Secretary Schlesinger was
correct in arguing that this capability would not constitute a first-strike
capability. But because the “Schlesinger Doctrine” could be used not
only to cope with a parallel Russian policy, but also to support an
American attempt to change the status quo, the new American stance
would decrease Russian security. Even if the U.S.S.R. were reassured
that the present U.S. Government lacked the desire or courage to do
this, there could be no guarantee that future governments would not
use the new instruments for expansion. Once we move away from the
simple idea that nuclear weapons can only be used for all-out strikes,
half the advantage of having both sides rely on a sea-based force would
disappear because of the lack of an offensive-defensive differentiation.
To the extent that military policy affects political relations, it would be
harder for the United States and the Soviet Union to cooperate even
if both supported the status quo.

Although a full exploration of these questions is beyond the scope
of this paper, it should be noted that the objections rest on decision
makers’ beliefs—beliefs, furthermore, that can be strongly influenced
by American policy and American statements. The perceptions of third

76 The latter scenario, however, does not require that the state closely match the
number of missiles the other deploys.
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nations of whether the details of the nuclear balance affect political
conflicts—and, to a lesser extent, Russian beliefs about whether superi-
ority is meaningful—are largely derived from the American strategic
debate. If most American spokesmen were to take the position that
a secure second-strike capability was sufficient and that increments over
that (short of a first-strike capability) would only be a waste of
money, it is doubtful whether America’s allies or the neutrals would
judge the superpowers’ useful military might or political will by the
size of their stockpiles. Although the Russians stress war-fighting abil-
ity, they have not contended that marginal increases in strategic forces
bring political gains; any attempt to do so could be rendered less
effective by an American assertion that this is nonsense. The bargaining
advantages of possessing nuclear “superiority” work best when both
sides acknowledge them. If the “weaker” side convinces the other that
it does not believe there is any meaningful difference in strength, then
the “stronger” side cannot safely stand firm because there is no in-
creased chance that the other will back down.

This kind of argument applies at least as strongly to the second ob-
jection. Neither side can employ limited nuclear options unless it is
quite confident that the other accepts the rules of the game. For if the
other believes that nuclear war cannot be controlled, it will either
refrain from responding—which would be fine—or launch all-out
retaliation. Although a state might be ready to engage in limited nuclear
war without acknowledging this possibility—and indeed, that would
be a reasonable policy for the United States—it is not likely that the
other would have sufficient faith in that prospect to initiate limited
strikes unless the state had openly avowed its willingness to fight this
kind of war. So the United States, by patiently and consistently ex-
plaining that it considers such ideas to be mad and that any nuclear
wars will inevitably get out of control, could gain a large measure of
protection against the danger that the Soviet Union might seek to
employ a “Schlesinger Doctrine” against an America that lacked the
military ability or political will to respond in kind. Such a position
is made more convincing by the inherent implausibility of the argu-
ments for the possibility of a limited nuclear war.

In summary, as long as states believe that all that is needed is second-
strike capability, then the differentiation between offensive and defen-
sive forces that is provided by reliance on SLBM’s allows each side to
increase its security without menacing the other, permits some infer-
ences about intentions to be drawn from military posture, and removes
the main incentive for status-quo powers to engage in arms races.
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IV. Four WoRLDs

The two variables we have been discussing—whether the offense
or the defense has the advantage, and whether offensive postures can
be distinguished from defensive ones—can be combined to yield four
possible worlds.

OFFENSE HAS DEFENSE HAS
THE ADVANTAGE THE ADVANTAGE
1 2
OFFENSIVE POSTURE Security dilemma, but
NOT DISTINGUISHABLE Doubly dangerous security requirpments
FROM DEFENSIVE ONE may be compatible.
3 4
No security dilemma, but
OFFENSIVE POSTURE aggression possible.
DISTINGUISHABLE Stg}fufs-quci stctles cctxtr; follow Doubly stable
ifferent policy than
FROM DEFENSIVE ONE aggressors.
Warning given.

The first world is the worst for status-quo states. There is no way
to get security without menacing others, and security through defense
is terribly difficult to obtain. Because offensive and defensive postures
are the same, status-quo states acquire the same kind of arms that are
sought by aggressors. And because the offense has the advantage over
the defense, attacking is the best route to protecting what you have;
status-quo states will therefore behave like aggressors. The situation
will be unstable. Arms races are likely. Incentives to strike first will
turn crises into wars. Decisive victories and conquests will be common.
States will grow and shrink rapidly, and it will be hard for any state
to maintain its size and influence without trying to increase them.
Cooperation among status-quo powers will be extremely hard to
achieve.

There are no cases that totally fit this picture, but it bears more than
a passing resemblance to Europe before World War 1. Britain and Ger-
many, although in many respects natural allies, ended up as enemies. Of
course much of the explanation lies in Germany’s ill-chosen policy. And
from the perspective of our theory, the powers’ ability to avoid war in a
series of earlier crises cannot be easily explained. Nevertheless, much of
the behavior in this period was the product of technology and beliefs
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that magnified the security dilemma. Decision makers thought that the
offense had a big advantage and saw little difference between offensive
and defensive military postures. The era was characterized by arms
races. And once war seemed likely, mobilization races created powerful
incentives to strike first.

In the nuclear era, the first world would be one in which each side
relied on vulnerable weapons that were aimed at similar forces and
each side understood the situation. In this case, the incentives to strike
first would be very high—so high that status-quo powers as well as
aggressors would be sorely tempted to pre-empt. And since the forces
could be used to change the status quo as well as to preserve it, there
would be no way for both sides to increase their security simultaneously.
Now the familiar logic of deterrence leads both sides to see the dan-
gers in this world. Indeed, the new understanding of this situation was
one reason why vulnerable bombers and missiles were replaced. Ironi-
cally, the 1950’s would have been more hazardous if the decision mak-
ers had been aware of the dangers of their posture and had therefore
felt greater pressure to strike first. This situation could be recreated if

both sides were to rely on MIRVed ICBM’s.

In the second world, the security dilemma operates because offensive
and defensive postures cannot be distinguished; but it does not operate
as strongly as in the first world because the defense has the advantage,
and so an increment in one side’s strength increases its security more
than it decreases the other’s. So, if both sides have reasonable subjective
security requirements, are of roughly equal power, and the variables
discussed earlier are favorable, it is quite likely that status-quo states
can adopt compatible security policies. Although a state will not be
able to judge the other’s intentions from the kinds of weapons it pro-
cures, the level of arms spending will give important evidence. Of
course a state that seeks a high level of arms might be not an aggressor
but merely an insecure state, which if conciliated will reduce its arms,
and if confronted will reply in kind. To assume that the apparently
excessive level of arms indicates aggressiveness could therefore lead to
a response that would deepen the dilemma and create needless conflict.
But empathy and skillful statesmanship can reduce this danger. Fur-
thermore, the advantageous position of the defense means that a status-
quo state can often maintain a high degree of security with a level of
arms lower than that of its expected adversary. Such a state demon-
strates that it lacks the ability or desire to alter the status quo, at least
at the present time. The strength of the defense also allows states to
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react slowly and with restraint when they fear that others are menacing
them. So, although status-quo powers will to some extent be threaten-
ing to others, that extent will be limited.

This world is the one that comes closest to matching most periods in
history. Attacking is usually harder than defending because of the
strength of fortifications and obstacles. But purely defensive postures
are rarely possible because fortifications are usually supplemented by
armies and mobile guns which can support an attack. In the nuclear
era, this world would be one in which both sides relied on relatively
invulnerable ICBM’s and believed that limited nuclear war was im-
possible. Assuming no MIRV’s, it would take more than one attacking
missile to destroy one of the adversary’s. Pre-emption is therefore un-
attractive. If both sides have large inventories, they can ignore all but
drastic increases on the other side. A world of either ICBM’s or SLBM’s
in which both sides adopted the “Schlesinger Doctrine” would proba-
bly fit in this category too. The means of preserving the status quo
would also be the means of changing it, as we discussed earlier. And
the defense usually would have the advantage, because compellence
is more difficult than deterrence. Although a state might succeed in
changing the status quo on issues that matter much more to it than
to others, status-quo powers could deter major provocations under
most circumstances.

In the third world there may be no security dilemma, but there are
security problems. Because states can procure defensive systems that do
not threaten others, the dilemma need not operate. But because the
offense has the advantage, aggression is possible, and perhaps easy. If
the offense has enough of an advantage, even a status-quo state may
take the initiative rather than risk being attacked and defeated. If the
offense has less of an advantage, stability and cooperation are likely-
because the status-quo states will procure defensive forces. They need
not react to others who are similarly armed, but can wait for the warn-
ing they would receive if others started to deploy offensive weapons.
But each state will have to watch the others carefully, and there is
room for false suspicions. The costliness of the defense and the allure
of the offense can lead tc unnecessary mistrust, hostility, and war,
unless some of the variables discussed earlier are operating to restrain
defection.

A hypothetical nuclear world that would fit this description would
be one in which both sides relied on SLBM’s, but in which ASW tech-
niques were very effective. Offense and defense would be different, but
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the former would have the advantage. This situation is not likely to
occur; but if it did, a status-quo state could show its lack of desire to
exploit the other by refraining from threatening its submarines. The
desire to have more protecting you than merely the other side’s fear
of retaliation is a strong one, however, and a state that knows that it
would not expand even if its cities were safe is likely to believe that
the other would not feel threatened by its ASW program. It is easy to
see how such a world could become unstable, and how spirals of ten-
sions and conflict could develop.

The fourth world is doubly safe. The differentiation between offen-
sive and defensive systems permits a way out of the security dilemma;
the advantage of the defense disposes of the problems discussed in the
previous paragraphs. There is no reason for a status-quo power to be
tempted to procure offensive forces, and aggressors give notice of their
intentions by the posture they adopt. Indeed, if the advantage of the
defense is great enough, there are no security problems. The loss of
the ultimate form of the power to alter the status quo would allow
greater scope for the exercise of nonmilitary means and probably
would tend to freeze the distribution of values.

This world would have existed in the first decade of the 20th century
if the decision makers had understood the available technology. In
that case, the European powers would have followed different policies
both in the long run and in the summer of 1914. Even Germany, fac-
ing powerful enemies on both sides, could have made herself secure
by developing strong defenses. France could also have made her fron-
tier almost impregnable. Furthermore, when crises arose, no one would
have had incentives to strike first. There would have been no competi-
tive mobilization races reducing the time available for negotiations.

In the nuclear era, this world would be one in which the superpowers
relied on SLBM’s, ASW technology was not up to its task, and limited
nuclear options were not taken seriously. We have discussed this situa-
tion earlier; here we need only add that, even if our analysis is correct
and even if the policies and postures of both sides were to move in this
direction, the problem of violence below the nuclear threshold would
remain. On issues other than defense of the homeland, there would still
be security dilemmas and security problems. But the world would
nevertheless be safer than it has usually been.
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Robert Gilpin

The Theory of Hegemonic War In the introduction
to his history of the great war between the Spartans and the
Athenians, Thucydides wrote that he was addressing “those in-
quirers who desire an exact knowledge of the past as an aid to
the interpretation of the future, which in the course of human
things must resemble if it does not reflect it. . . . In fine, I have
written my work, not as an essay which is to win the applause
of the moment, but as a possession for all time.”! Thucydides,
assuming that the behavior and phenomena that he observed
would repeat themselves throughout human history, intended to
reveal the underlying and unalterable nature of what is today
called international relations.

In the language of contemporary social science, Thucydides
believed that he had uncovered the general law of the dynamics
of international relations. Although differences exist between
Thucydides’ conceptions of scientific law and methodology and
those of present-day students of international relations, it is sig-
nificant that Thucydides was the first to set forth the idea that the
dynamic of international relations is provided by the differential
growth of power among states. This fundamental idea—that the
uneven growth of power among states is the driving force of
international relations—can be identified as the theory of hege-
monic war.

This essay argues that Thucydides’ theory of hegemonic war
constitutes one of the central organizing ideas for the study of
international relations. The following pages examine and evaluate
Thucydides’ theory of hegemonic war and contemporary varia-
tions of that theory. To carry out this task, it is necessary to make
Thucydides’ ideas more systematic, expose his basic assumptions,
and understand his analytical method. Subsequently, this article

Robert Gilpin is Eisenhower Professor of International Affairs at Princeton University.
He is the author of The Political Economy of International Relations (Princeton, 1987).

© 1988 by The Massachusetts Institute of Technology and the editors of The Journal of
Interdisciplinary History.

1 Thucydides (trans. John H. Finley, Jr.), The Peloponnesian War (New York, 1951), 14—
1.
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discusses whether or not Thucydides’ conception of international
relations has proved to be a “possession for all time.” Does it
help explain wars in the modern cra? How, if at all, has it been
modified by more modern scholarship? What is its relevance for
the contemporary nuclear age?

THUCYDIDES’ THEORY OF HEGEMONIC WAR The essential idea
embodied in Thucydides’ theory of hegemonic war is that fun-
damental changes in the international system are the basic deter-
minants of such wars. The structure of the system or distribution
of power among the states in the system can be stable or unstable.
A stable system is one in which changes can take place if they do
not threaten the vital interests of the dominant states and thereby
cause a2 war among them. In his view, such a stable system has
an unequivocal hierarchy of power and an unchallenged dominant
or hegemonic power. An unstable system is one in which eco-
nomic, technological, and other changes are eroding the interna-
tional hierarchy and undermining the position of the hegemonic
state. In this latter situation, untoward cvents and diplomatic
crises can precipitate a hegemonic war among the states in the
system. The outcome of such a war is a new international struc-
ture.

Three propositions are embedded in this brief summary of
the theory. The first is that a hegemonic war is distinct from other
categorics of war; it is caused by broad changes in political,
strategic, and economic affairs. The second is that the relations
among individual states can be conceived as a system; the behavior
of states is determined in large part by their strategic interaction.
The third is that a hegemonic war threatens and transforms the
structure of the international system; whether or not the partici-
pants in the conflict are initially aware of it, at stake is the hier-
archy of power and relations among states in the system. Thu-
cydides’ conception and all subsequent formulations of the theory
of hegemonic war emerge from these three propositions.

Such a structural theory of war can be contrasted with an
escalation theory of war. According to this latter theory, as Waltz
has argued in Man, the State, and War, war occurs because of the
simple fact that there is nothing to stop it.? In the anarchy of the

2 Kenneth N. Waltz, Man, the State, and War: A Theoretical Analysis (New York, 1959).
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international system, statesmen make decisions and respond to
the decisions of others. This action-reaction process in time can
lead to situations in which statesmen deliberately provoke a war
or lose control over events and eventually find themselves pro-
pelled into a war. In effect, one thing leads to another until war
is the consequence of the interplay of foreign policies.

Most wars are the consequence of such an escalatory process.
They are not causally related to structural features of the inter-
national system, but rather are due to the distrust and uncertainty
that characterizes relations among states in what Waltz has called
a self-help system.? Thus, the history of ancient times, which
introduces Thucydides’ history, is a tale of constant warring.
However, the Peloponnesian War, he tells us, is different and
worthy of special attention because of the massive accumulation
of power in Hellas and its implications for the structure of the
system. This great war and its underlying causes were the focus
of his history.

Obviously, these two theories do not necessarily contradict
one another; cach can be used to explain different wars. But what
interested Thucydides was a particular type of war, what he called
a great war and what this article calls a hegemonic war—a war in
which the overall structure of an international system is at issue.
The structure of the international system at the outbreak of such
a war is a necessary, but not a sufficient cause of the war. The
theory of hegemonic war and international change that is exam-
ined below refers to those wars that arise from the specific struc-
ture of an international system and in turn transform that struc-
ture.

Assumptions of the Theory Underlying Thucydides’ view
that he had discovered the basic mechanism of a great or hege-
monic war was his conception of human nature. He believed that
human nature was unchanging and therefore the events recounted
in his history would be repeated in the future. Since human beings
are driven by three fundamental passions—interest, pride, and,
above all else, fear—they always seck to increase their wealth and
power until other humans, driven by like passions, try to stop
them. Although advances in political knowledge could contribute
to an understanding of this process, they could not control or

3 Idem, Theory of International Relations (Reading, Mass., 1979).
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arrest it. Even advances in knowledge, technology, or economic
development would not change the fundamental nature of human
behavior or of international relations. On the contrary, increases
in human power, wealth, and technology would serve only to
intensify conflict among social groups and enhance the magnitude
of war. Thucydides the realist, in contrast to Plato the idealist,
believed that reason would not transform human beings, but
would always remain the slave of human passions. Thus, uncon-
trollable passions would again and again generate great conflicts
like the one witnessed in his history.

Methodology One can understand Thucydides’ argument
and his belief that he had uncovered the underlying dynamics of
international relations and the role of hegemonic war in interna-
tional change only if one comprchends his conception of science
and his view of what constituted explanation. Modern students
of international relations and of social science tend to put forth
theoretical physics as their model of analysis and explanation;
they analyze phenomena in terms of causation and of models
linking independent and dependent variables. In modern physics,
meaningful propositions must, at least in principle, be falsifiable—
that is, they must give rise to predictions that can be shown to
be false.

Thucydides, by contrast, took as his model of analysis and
explanation the method of Hippocrates, the great Greek physi-
cian.* Disease, the Hippocratic school argued, had to be under-
stood as a consequence of the operation of natural forces and not
as a manifestation of some supernatural influence. Through dis-
passionate observation of the symptoms and the course of a dis-
ease, onc could understand its nature. Thus, one explained a
disease by recognizing its characteristics and charting its devel-
opment from its genesis through inevitable periods of crisis to its
final resolution in recovery or death. What was central to this
mode of explanation was the evolution of the symptoms and the
manifestations of the discase rather than the search for the under-
lying causes sought by modern medicine.

Thucydides wrote his history to fulfill the same prognostic
purpose, namely, to recognize that great wars were recurrent
phenomena with characteristic manifestations. A great or hege-

4 W. Robert Connor, Thucydides (Princeton, 1984), 27.
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monic war, like a disecase, displays discernible symptoms and
follows an inevitable course. The initial phase is a relatively stable
international system characterized by a hierarchical ordering of
the states in the system. Over time the power of a subordinate
statc begins to grow disproportionately, and that rising state
comes into conflict with the dominant or hegemonic state in the
system. The ensuing struggle between these two states and their
respective allies leads to a bipolarization of the system, to an
inevitable crisis, and eventually to a hegemonic war. Finally, there
is the resolution of the war in favor of one side and the establish-
ment of a new international system that reflects the emergent
distribution of power in the system.

The dialectical conception of political change implicit in his
model was borrowed from contemporary Sophist thinkers. This
method of analysis postulated a thesis, its contradiction or antith-
esis, and a resolution in the form of a synthesis. In his history
this dialectic approach can be discerned as follows:

(1) The thesis is the hegemonic state, in this case, Sparta,
which organizes the international system in terms of its po-
litical, economic, and strategic interests.

(2) The antithesis or contradiction in the system is the grow-
ing power of the challenging state, Athens, whose expansion
and efforts to transform the international system bring it into
conflict with the hegemonic state.

(3) The synthesis is the new international system that results
from the inevitable clash between the dominant state and the
rising challenger.

Similarly, Thucydides foresaw that throughout history new states
like Sparta and challenging states like Athens would arise and the
hegemonic cycle would repeat itself.

Conception of Systemic Change ~ Underlying this analysis and
the originality of Thucydides’ thought was his novel conception
of classical Greece as constituting a system, the basic components
of which were the great powers—Sparta and Athens. Foreshad-
owing later realist formulations of international relations, he be-
lieved that the structure of the system was provided by the dis-
tribution of power among states; the hierarchy of power among
these states defined and maintained the system and determined
the relative prestige of states, their spheres of influence, and their
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political relations. The hierarchy of power and related elements
thus gave order and stability to the system.

Accordingly, international political change involved a trans-
tormation of the hierarchy of the states in the system and the
patterns of relations dependent upon that hierarchy. Although
minor changes could occur and lesser states could move up and
down this hierarchy without necessarily disturbing the stability
of the system, the positioning of the great powers was crucial.
Thus, as he tells us, it was the increasing power of the second
most powerful state in the system, Athens, that precipitated the
conflict and brought about what I have elsewhere called systemic
change, that is, a change in the hierarchy or control of the inter-
national political system.>

Searching behind appearances for the reality of international
relations, Thucydides believed that he had found the true causes
of the Peloponnesian War, and by implication of systemic change,
in the phenomenon of the uneven growth of power among the
dominant states in the system. “The real cause,” he concluded in
the first chapter, “I consider to be the one which was formally
most kept out of sight. The growth of the power of Athens, and
the alarm which this inspired in Lacedacmon [Sparta], made war
inevitable.”® In a like fashion and in future ages, he reasoned, the
differential growth of power in a state system would undermine
the status quo and lead to hegemonic war between declining and
rising powers.

In summary, according to Thucydides, a great or hegemonic
war, like a disease, follows a discernible and recurrent course.
The initial phase is a relatively stable international system char-
acterized by a hierarchical ordering of states with a dominant or
hegemonic power. Over time, the power of one subordinate state
begins to grow disproportionately; as this development occurs, it
comes into conflict with the hegemonic state. The struggle be-
tween these contenders for preeminence and their accumulating
alliances leads to a bipolarization of the system. In the parlance
of game theory, the system becomes a zero-sum situation in which
one side’s gain is by necessity the other side’s loss. As this bipo-
larization occurs the system becomes increasingly unstable, and a

s Robert Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics (New York, 1981), 40.
6 Thucydides, Peloponnesian War, 15.
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small event can trigger a crisis and precipitate a major conflict;
the resolution of that conflict will determine the new hegemon
and the hierarchy of power in the system.

The Causes of Hegemonic War ~ Following this model, Thu-
cydides began his history of the war between the Spartans and
the Athenians by stating why, at its very inception, he believed
that the war would be a great war and thus worthy of special
attention. Contrasting the beginnings of the Peloponnesian War
to the constant warring of the Greceks, he began in the introduc-
tion to analyze the unprecedented growth of power in Hellas
from ancient times to the outbreak of the war. Although, as we
have already noted, Thucydides did not think of causes in the
modern or scientific sense of the term, his analysis of the factors
that altered the distribution of power in ancient Greece, and ul-
timately accounted for the war, is remarkably modern.

The first set of factors to explain the rise of power in Athens
and the expansion of the Athenian empire contained geographical
and demographic elements. Because of the poverty of its soil,
Attica (the region surrounding Athens) was not envied by any
other peoples; it enjoyed freedom from conflict. As a conse-
quence, “the most powerful victims of war or faction from the
rest of Hellas took refuge with the Athenians as a safe retreat,”
became naturalized, and swelled the population.” With an increase
in population Attica became too small to sustain its growing
numbers, and Athens began to send out colonies to other parts
of Greece. Athens itself turned to commerce to feed her expanding
population and became the “workshop of ancient Greece,” ex-
porting manufactured products and commodities in exchange for
grain. Thus, Athens began its imperial carcer from demographic
pressure and cconomic necessity.

The second set of influences was economic and technological:
the Greek, and especially the Athenian, mastery of naval power,
which had facilitated the expansion of commerce among the
Greek states and the establishment of the hegemony of Hellas in
the Eastern Mediterranean. After the defeat of Troy, Thucydides
tells us, Hellas attained “the quict which must precede growth”
as the Greeks turned to commerce and the acquisition of wealth.
Although Athens and other seafaring cities grew “in revenue and

7 Ibid., 4.
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in dominion,” there was no great concentration of power in Hellas
prior to the war with Persia: “There was no union of subject
cities round a great state, no spontancous combination of equals
for confederate expeditions; what fighting there was consisted
merely of local warfare between rival neighbours.”® The technical
innovation of naval power, the introduction into Greece of for-
tification techniques, and the rise of financial power associated
with commerce, however, made possible an unprecedented con-
centration of military and economic power. These developments,
by transforming the basis of military power, created the condi-
tions for the forging of substantial alliances, a profound shift in
the power balance, and the creation of large secaborne empires. In
this novel environment, states interacted more intimately, and an
interdependent international economic and political system took
shape. These military, technological, and economic changes were
to favor the growth of Athenian power.

The final factor leading to the war was political: the rise of
the Athenian empire at the conclusion of the war with Persia.
That war and its aftermath stimulated the growth of Athenian
power at the same time that the war and its aftermath encouraged
Sparta, the reigning hegemon and the leader of the Greeks in their
war against the Persians, to retreat into isolation. With the rise of
a wealthy commercial class in Athens, the traditional form of
government—a hereditary monarchy—was overthrown, and a
new governing clite representing the rising and enterprising com-
mercial class was established; its interest lay with commerce and
imperial expansion. While the Athenians grew in power through
commerce and empire, the Spartans fell behind and found them-
selves increasingly encircled by the expanding power of the Ath-
enians.

As a consequence of these developments, the Greeks antici-
pated the approach of a great war and began to choose sides. In
time, the international system divided into two great blocs. “At
the head of the one stood Athens, at the head of the other Lace-
dacmon, onec the first naval, the other the first military power in
Hellas.”® The former—commercial, democratic, and expansion-
ist—began to evoke alarm in the more conservative Spartans. In

8 Ibid., 9, 11.
9 Ibid., 12.
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this increasingly bipolar and unstable world a series of diplomatic
encounters, beginning at Epidamnus and culminating in the Me-
gara Decree and the Spartan ultimatum, were to plunge the rival
alliances into war. In order to prevent the dynamic and expanding
Athenians from overturning the international balance of power
and displacing them as the hegemonic state, the Spartans even-
tually delivered an ultimatum that forced Athens to declare war.

In brief, it was the combination of significant environmental
changes and the contrasting natures of the Athenian and Spartan
societies that precipitated the war. Although the underlying causes
of the war can be traced to geographical, economic, and techno-
logical factors, the major determinant of the foreign policies of
the two protagonists was the differing character of their domestic
regimes. Athens was a democracy; its pecople were energetic,
daring, and commercially disposed; its naval power, financial
resources, and empire were expanding. Sparta, the traditional
hegemon of the Hellenes, was a slavocracy; its foreign policy was
conscervative and attentive merely to the narrow interests of pre-
serving its domestic status quo. Having little interest in commerce
or overscas empire, it gradually declined relative to its rival. In
future ages, in Thucydides’ judgment, situations similar to that
of Athens and Sparta would arise, and this fateful process would
repeat itself eternally.

THE CONTRIBUTION OF THUCYDIDES’ MODEL  Thucydides’ history
and the pattern that it reveals have fascinated students of inter-
national relations in all eras. Individuals of every political persua-
sion from realist to idealist to Marxist have claimed kinship to
him. At critical moments scholars and statesmen have seen their
own times reflected in his account of the conflict between dem-
ocratic Athens and undemocratic Sparta. The American Civil
War, World War I, and the Cold War between the United States
and the Soviet Union have been cast in its light. In a similar vein,
Mackinder and other political geographers have interpreted world
history as the recurrent struggle between landpower (Sparta,
Rome, and Great Britain) and seapower (Athens, Carthage, and
Germany) and have observed that a great or hegemonic war has
taken place and transformed world affairs approximately every
100 years. The writings of Wright and Toynbee on general war
are cast in a similar vein. The Marxist theory of intra-capitalist
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wars can be viewed as a subcategory of Thucydides’ more general
theory. More recently, a number of social scientists have revived
the concept of hegemonic war. The “power transition theory” of
Organski, Modelski’s theory of long cycles and global war, and
the present writer’s book on international change are examples of
elaborations of Thucydides’ fundamental insights into the dynam-
ics of international relations.'® Although these variations and ex-
tensions of Thucydides’ basic model raise many interesting issues,
they are too numerous and complex to be discussed here. Instead,
the emphasis will be on the contribution of Thucydides’ theory,
its applicability to modern history, and its continuing relevance
for international relations.

The theory’s fundamental contribution is the conception of
hegemonic war itself and the importance of hegemonic wars for
the dynamics of international relations. The expression hegemonic
war may have been coined by Aron; certainly he has provided an
excellent definition of what Thucydides called a great war. De-
scribing World War I as a hegemonic war, Aron writes that such
a war “is characterized less by its immediate causes or its explicit
purposes than by its extent and the stakes involved. It affect[s] all
the political units inside one system of relations between sovereign
states. Let us call it, for want of a better term, a war of hegemony,
hegemony being, if not the conscious motive, at any rate the
inevitable consequence of the victory of at least one of the states
or groups.” Thus, the outcome of a hegemonic war, according
to Aron, is the transformation of the structure of the system of
interstate relations.!!

In more precise terms, one can distinguish a hegemonic war
in terms of its scale, the objectives at stake, and the means em-
ployed to achieve those objectives. A hegemonic war gencrally
involves all of the states in the system; it is a world war. Whatever

10 Halford J. Mackinder, “The Geographical Pivot of History,” in Anthony J. Pearce
(ed.), Democratic Ideals and Reality (New York, 1962), 1-2; Quincy Wright, A Study of War
(Chicago, 1942); Arnold J. Toynbee, A Study of History (London, 1961), III, IV; Vladimer
Ilyich Lenin, Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism (New York, 1939). See, for
example, A. F. K. Organski, World Politics (New York, 1968; 2nd ed.); Organski and
Jacek Kugler, The War Ledger (Chicago, 1980); George Modelski (ed.), Exploring Long
Cycles (Boulder, 1987); Gilpin, War and Change.

11 Raymond Aron, “War and Industrial Society,” in Leon Bramson and George W.
Gocthals (eds.), War—Studies from Psychology, Sociology, Anthropology (New York, 1964),
359.
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the immediate and conscious motives of the combatants, as Aron
points out, the fundamental issues to be decided are the leadership
and structure of the international system. Its outcome also pro-
foundly affects the internal composition of societies because, as
the behavior of Athens and Sparta revealed, the victor remolds
the vanquished in its image. Such wars are at once political,
economic, and ideological struggles. Because of the scope of the
war and the importance of the issues to be decided, the means
employed are usually unlimited. In Clausewitzian terms, they
become pure conflicts or clashes of society rather than the pursuit
of limited policy objectives.

Thus, in the Peloponnesian War the whole of Hellas became
engaged in an internecine struggle to determine the economic and
political future of the Greek world. Although the initial objectives
of the two alliances were limited, the basic issue in the contest
became the structure and leadership of the emerging international
system and not merely the fate of particular city-states. Ideological
disputes, that is, conflicting views over the organization of do-
mestic societies, were also at the heart of the struggle; democratic
Athens and aristocratic Sparta sought to reorder other societies in
terms of their own political values and socioeconomic systems.
As Thucydides tells us in his description of the leveling and
decimation of Melos, there were no constraints on the means
employed to reach their goals. The war released forces of which
the protagonists had previously been unaware; it took a totally
unanticipated course. As the Athenians had warned the Spartans
in counscling them against war, “consider the vast influence of
accident in war, before you are engaged in it.”!? Furthermore,
neither rival anticipated that the war would leave both sides ex-
hausted and thereby open the way to Macedonian imperialism.

The central idea embodied in the hegemonic theory is that
there is incompatibility between crucial elements of the existing
international system and the changing distribution of power
among the states within the system. The elements of the system—
the hierarchy of prestige, the division of territory, and the inter-
national economy—became less and less compatible with the
shifting distribution of power among the major states in the
system. The resolution of the disequilibrium between the super-

12 Thucydides, Peloponnesian War, 45.
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structure of the system and the underlying distribution of power
is found in the outbreak and intensification of what becomes a
hegemonic war.

The theory does not necessarily concern itself with whether
the declining or rising state is responsible for the war. In fact,
identification of the initiator of a particular war is frequently
impossible to ascertain and authorities seldom agree. When did
the war actually begin? What actions precipitated it? Who com-
mitted the first hostile act? In the case of the Peloponnesian War,
for example, historians differ over whether Athens or Sparta
initiated the war. Whereas most regard the Megara decree issued
by Athens as the precipitating cause of the war, one can just as
casily argue that the decree was the first act of a war already
begun by Sparta and its allies.

Nor does the theory address the question of the explicit
consequences of the war. Both the declining and rising protago-
nists may suffer and a third party may be the ultimate victor.
Frequently, the chief beneficiary is, in fact, a rising peripheral
power not directly engaged in the conflict. In the case of the
Peloponnesian War, the war paved the way for Macedonian im-
perialism to triumph over the Greeks. In brief, the theory makes
no prediction regarding the consequences of the war. What the
theory postulates instead is that the system is ripe for a funda-
mental transformation because of profound ongoing changes in
the international distribution of power and the larger economic
and technological environment. This is not to suggest that the
historic change produced by the war must be in some sense
progressive; it may, as happened in the Peloponnesian War,
weaken and eventually bring an end to one of mankind’s most
glorious civilizations.

Underlying the outbreak of a hegemonic war is the idea that
the basis of power and social order is undergoing a fundamental
transformation. Halévy must have had something like this con-
ception of political change in mind when, in analyzing the causes
of World War I, he wrote that “it is thus apparent why all great
convulsions in the history of the world, and more particularly in
modern Europe, have been at the same time wars and revolutions.
The Thirty Years’ War was at once a revolutionary crisis, a con-
flict, within Germany, between the rival parties of Protestants and
Catholics, and an international war between the Holy Roman
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Empire, Sweden, and France.”!® Similarly, Halévy continues, the
wars of the French Revolution and Napoleon as well as World
War I must be seen as upheavals of the whole European social
and political order.

The profound changes in political relations, economic orga-
nization, and military technology behind hegemonic war and the
associated domestic upheavals undermine both the international
and domestic status quo. These underlying transformations in
power and social relations result in shifts in the nature and locus
of power. They give rise to a search for a new basis of political
and social order at both the domestic and international levels.

This conception of a hegemonic war as associated with a
historic turning point in world history is exemplified by the
Peloponnesian War. A basic change in the nature and hence in the
location of economic and military power was taking place in
Greece during the fifth century B.C. This changing economic and
technological environment had differing implications for the for-
tunes of the two major protagonists. The Peloponnesian War
would be the midwife for the birth of the new world. This great
war, like other transforming wars, would embody significant
long-term changes in Greece’s economy, military affairs, and po-
litical organization.

Prior to and during the Persian wars, power and wealth in
the Greek world were based on agriculture and land armies; Sparta
was ascendant among the Greek city-states. Its political position
had a secure economic foundation, and its military power was
unchallenged. The growth in the importance of naval power and
the accompanying rise of commerce following the wars trans-
formed the basis of power. Morcover, the introduction into
Greece of fortification technology and the erection of walls around
Athens canceled much of the Spartan military advantage. In this
new environment, naval power, commerce, and finance became
increasingly important components of state power. Thus, whereas
in the past the nature of power had favored the Spartans, the
transformed environment favored Athens and other rising com-
mercial and naval powers.

Athens rather than Sparta benefited from this new military
and economic environment. Domestically, Athens had experi-

13 Eli Halévy (trans. R. G. Webb), The Era of Tyrannies (Garden City, N.Y., 1965),
212.
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enced political and social changes that enabled it to take advantage
of the increased importance of seapower and commerce. Its en-
trenched landed aristocracy, which had been associated with the
former dominance of agriculture and land armies, had been over-
thrown and replaced by a commercial elite whose interests lay
with the development of naval power and imperial expansion. In
an increasingly monetarized international economy, the Athenians
had the financial resources to outfit a powerful navy and expand
its dominion at the expense of the Spartans.

By contrast, the Spartans, largely for domestic economic and
political reasons, were unable or unwilling to make the necessary
adjustment to the new economic and technological environment.
It was not merely because Sparta was land-locked, but also be-
causc the dominant interests of the society were committed to the
maintenance of an agricultural system based on slave labor. Their
foremost concern was to forestall a slave revolt, and they feared
external influences that would stimulate the Helots to rebel. Such
a rebellion had forced them to revert into isolation at the end of
the Persian wars. It appears to have been the fear of another revolt
that caused them eventually to challenge the Athenians. The Me-
gara decree aroused the Spartans because the potential return of
Megara to Athenian control would have opened up the Pelopon-
nesus to Athenian influence and thereby enabled the Athenians to
assist a Helot revolt. Thus, when Athenian expansionism threat-
ened a vital interest of the Spartans, the latter decided that war
was inevitable, and delivered an ultimatum to the Athenians.'*

The differing abilities of the Athenians and the Spartans to
adjust to the new cconomic and technological environment and
the changed nature of power ultimately led to the war. The
development of naval power and acquisition of the financial re-
sources to purchase ships and hire sailors necessitated a profound
reordering of domestic society. Whereas the Athenians had re-
formed themselves in order to take advantage of new opportu-
nities for wealth and power, the Spartans would or could not
liberalize due to a constellation of domestic interests and their fear
of unleashing a rebellion of the Helots. The result was the uneven
growth of power among these rivals that Thucydides viewed as
the real cause of the war.

14 G. E. M. de Ste. Croix, The Origins of the Peloponnesian War (London, 1972).
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The critical point arrived when the Spartans began to believe
that time was moving against them and in favor of the Athenians.
A tipping-point or fundamental change in the Spartan perception
of the balance of power had taken place. As certain contemporary
historians assert, Athenian power may have reached its zenith by
the outbreak of the war and had already begun to wane, but the
reality of the situation is not particularly relevant, since the Spar-
tans believed that Athens was growing stronger. The decision
facing them had become when to commence the war rather than
whether to commence it. Was it better to fight while the advan-
tage still lay with them or at some future date when the advantage
might have turned? As Howard has written, similar perceptions
and fears of eroding power have preceded history’s other hege-
monic wars. '3

The stability of the Greek international system following the
Persian wars was based on an economic and technological envi-
ronment favoring Spartan hegemony. When agriculture and land
armies became less vital to state power and commerce and navies
became more important, the Spartans were unable to adjust.
Therefore, the locus of wealth and power shifted to the Athenians.
Although the Athenians lost the war when they failed to heed the
prudent strategy laid down by Pericles, the basic point is not
altered; the war for hegemony in Greece emerged from a pro-
found social, economic, and technological revolution. Wars like
this one are not merely contests between rival states but political
watersheds that mark transitions from one historical epoch to the
next.

Despite the insight that it provides in understanding and
explaining the great wars of history, the theory of hegemonic war
is a limited and incomplete theory. It cannot casily handle per-
ceptions that affect behavior and predict who will initiate a he-
gemonic war. Nor can it forecast when a hegemonic war will
occur and what the consequences will be. As in the case of the
theory of biological evolution, it helps one understand and explain
what has happened; but neither theory can make predictions that
can be tested and thereby meet rigorous scientific standard of
falsifiability. The theory of hegemonic war at best is a comple-
ment to other theories such as those of cognitive psychology and

15 Michael Howard, The Causes of War (Cambridge, Mass., 1983), 16.
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expected utility and must be integrated with them. It has, how-
ever, withstood the test of time better than any other generaliza-
tion in the field of international relations and remains an important
conceptual tool for understanding the dynamics of world politics.

HEGEMONIC WAR IN THE MODERN INTERNATIONAL SYSTEM  In the
modern world, three hegemonic wars have successively trans-
formed the international system. Each of these great struggles not
only involved a contest for supremacy of two or more great
powers, but also represented significant changes in economic re-
lations, technological capacities, and political organization. The
war arose from profound historical changes and the basic incon-
gruity between new environmental forces and existing structures.
Each was a world war involving almost all of the states in the
system and, at least in retrospect, can be considered as having
constituted a major turning point in human history. These long
and intense conflicts altered the fundamental contours of both
domestic societies and international relations.!®

The first of the modern hegemonic wars was the Thirty
Years” War (1619 to 1648). Although this war may be regarded
as a series of separate wars that at various times involved Sweden,
France, Spain, Poland, and other powers, in sum it involved all
the major states of Europe. As Gutmann points out in his con-
tribution to this volume, the origins of the war were deeply
embedded in the history of the previous century.'” At issue was
the organization of the European state system as well as the
internal economic and religious organization of domestic societies.
Was Europe to be dominated and organized by Habsburg imperial
power or autonomous nation-states? Was feudalism or commer-
cial capitalism to be the dominant mode of organizing economic
activities? Was Protestantism or Catholicism to be the prevalent
religion? The clash over these political, economic, and ideological
issues caused physical devastation and loss of life not seen in
Western Europe since the Mongol invasions of earlier centuries.

16 Summary accounts of the wars and their backgrounds are contained in R. Ernest
Dupuy and Trevor N. Dupuy, The Encyclopedia of Military History from 3500 B.C. to the
Present (New York, 1984; 2nd rev. ed.), $22-546, 730-769, 915-990.

17 Myron P. Gutmann, “The Origins of the Thirty Years’ War,” Journal of Interdisciplinary
History, XVIII (1988), 749—770.
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Underlying the intensity and duration of the war was a pro-
found change in the nature of power. Although the power of a
state continued to be based primarily on the control of territory,
technology and organization were becoming more important in
military and political affairs. From classical times to the seven-
teenth century, military technology, tactics, and organization had
hardly changed; the pike, the Greek phalanx, and heavy cavalry
continued to characterize warfare. By the close of that century,
however, mobile artillery, professional infantry in linear forma-
‘tions, and naval innovations had come to dominate the tactics of
war. In conjunction with what has been called the Military Rev-
olution, the modern burcaucratic state also came into existence.
This development greatly enhanced the ability of rulers to mo-
bilize and increase the efficient use of national resources. With
these military and political innovations, the exercise of military
power became an instrument of foreign policy; war was no longer
“the [unrestrained] clash of societies” that was characteristic of
warfare in the ancient and medieval worlds.'®

The Thirty Years” War transformed the domestic and inter-
national political scene. The Habsburg bid for universal empire
was defeated, and the nation-state became the dominant form of
political organization in the modern world. In the Treaty of West-
phalia (1648), the principle of national sovereignty and non-inter-
vention was established as the governing norm of international
relations; this political innovation ended the ideological conflict
over the religious ordering of domestic societies. For the next
century and a half, foreign policy was based on the concepts of
national interest and the balance of power; as a result, the scale
of European wars tended to be limited. The commercial revolu-
tion triumphed over feudalism, and the pluralistic European state
system provided the necessary framework for the expansion of
the global market system.! With their superior armaments and
organization, the several states of Western Europe created over-
seas empires and subdued the other civilizations of the globe.

In the closing decade of the cighteenth century, a second
great war or series of wars once again transformed international

18 Howard, Causes, 16; Michael Roberts, The Military Revolution, 1560—1660 (Belfast,
1956); George Clark, War and Society in the Seventeenth Century (Cambridge, 1958).

19 Jean Baechler (trans. Barry Cooper), The Origins of Capitalism (Oxford, 1975), 73—
86.
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affairs and ushered in a new historical epoch. For nearly a century
France and Great Britain, operating within the framework of the
classical balance of power system, had been fighting a series of
limited conflicts both in Europe and overseas to establish the
primacy of one or the other. This “hundred years’ war,” to use
Secley’s expression, culminated in the great or hegemonic wars
of the French Revolution and Napolecon Bonaparte (1792 to
1815).2° As in other hegemonic conflicts, profound political, eco-
nomic, and ideological issues were joined: French or British he-
gemony of the European political system, mercantilistic or market
principles as the organizing basis of the world economy, and
revolutionary republicanism or more conservative political forms
as the basis of domestic society. The ensuing conflagration en-
gulfed the entire international political system, resulting in un-
precedented violence and the opening of a new age of economic
and political affairs.

During the second half of the eighteenth and the first decade
of the nineteenth century, economic, technological, and other
developments had transformed the nature of power and under-
mined the relative stability of the previous system of limited
warfare. At sca the British had gained mastery of the new tactics
and technology of naval power. On land the military genius of
Napolcon brought to a culmination the revolution wrought by
gunpowder as the new weaponry, tactics, and doctrine were in-
tegrated. The most significant innovations, however, were or-
ganizational, political, and sociological. The conception of the
levée en masse and the nation at arms made it possible for the
French to field mass armies and overwhelm their enemies. Under
the banner of nationalism the era of peoples’ wars had arrived.
The new means of military organization had transformed the
nature of European warfare.?!

After twenty years of global warfare extending to the New
World and the Middle East, the British and their allies defeated
the French, and a new international order was established by the
Treaty of Vienna (1815). On the continent of Europe, an equilib-

20 John R. Seeley, The Expansion of England: Two Courses of Lectures (Boston, 1905), 28~
29.

21 See Gunther G. Rothenberg, “The Origins, Causes, and Extension of the Wars of
the French Revolution and Napoleon,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History, XVIII (1988),
771-793.
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rium was created that was to last until the unification of German
power in the middle of the century. British interests and naval
power guaranteed that the principles of the market and laissez
faire would govern global economic affairs. Underneath the sur-
face of this Pax Britannica, new forces began to stir and gather
strength as the decades passed. Following a century of relative
peace, these changes in the economic, political, and technological
environment would break forth in the modern world’s third he-
gemonic war.

Like many other great wars, World War I commenced as a
seemingly minor affair, even though its eventual scale and con-
sequences were beyond the comprehension of contemporary
statesmen. In a matter of a few weeks, the several bilateral con-
flicts of the European states and the cross-cutting alliances joined
the Europeans in a global struggle of horrendous dimensions. The
British-German naval race, the French-German conflict over Al-
sace-Lorraine, and the German/Austrian-Russian rivalry in the
Balkans drew almost all of the European states into the struggle
that would determine the structure and leadership of the European
and eventually of the global political system.

The scope, intensity, and duration of the war reflected the
culmination of strengthening forces and novel forms of national
power. The French under Napoleon had first unleashed the new
religion of nationalism. During the ensuing decades of relative
peace, the spread of nationalistic ideas tore at the traditional fabric
of European society, undermined stable political structures, and
set one people against another. The Industrial Revolution also had
diffused from Great Britain to the Continent. War had become
industrialized and fused with the passion of nationalism. An era
of rapid economic change and social upheaval had also given rise
to radical movements threatening revolution and challenging the
domestic status quo of many states.?? In this new environment of
industrialized and nationalistic warfare, the political leaders lost
control over the masses, and war reverted to what it had been in
the premodern era: an unrestrained clash of societies. Nations
threw men and machinery at one another causing massive carnage
and social dislocations from which Europe found it difficult to

22 Robert E. Osgood and Robert W. Tucker, Force, Order, and Justice (Baltimore, 1967),
3—192; Halévy, Era, 209-247.
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recover. Only mutual exhaustion and the intervention of a non-
European power—the United States—ended the destruction of
total war.

The terrible devastation of the war brought to a close the
European domination of world politics and resulted in a new
attitude toward war. The democratization and industrialization of
war had undermined the legitimacy of military force as a normal
and legitimate instrument of foreign policy. In the Treaty of
Versailles (1919), statesmen outlawed war, and the revolutionary
concept of collective security was embodied in the charter of the
League of Nations. States for the first time were legally forbidden
to engage in war except in self-defense and were required to join
together in the punishment of any aggressor. In contrast to the
other great peace conferences and treaties of European diplomacy
the settlement failed to reflect the new realities of the balance of
power and thereby was unable to establish a new and stable
European political order.?> This failure laid the foundation for
World War II, which should be seen as the continuation of the
hegemonic struggle begun in 1914 with the breakdown of the
European political order.

The postwar international order has been based on American-
Soviet bipolarity and the concept of mutual deterrence. Peace has
been maintained and war as a means of settling conflicts between
the superpowers has been stayed by the nuclear threat and the
possibility of mutual annihilation. Whether or not this sytem will
also one day be undermined by historical developments and ut-
terly destroyed by a hegemonic war fought with weapons of mass
destruction is the fundamental question of our time.

THE NUCLEAR REVOLUTION AND HEGEMONIC WAR Although the
theory of hegemonic war may be helpful in understanding the
past, one must ask whether it is relevant to the contemporary
world. Has it been superseded or somehow transcended by the
nuclear revolution in warfare? Since no nation that enters a nuclear
war can avoid its own destruction, does it make any sense to
think in terms of great or hegemonic wars? Morgenthau was
referring to this profound change in the nature of warfare and its
political significance when he wrote that the “rational relationship

23 Howard, Causes, 163.
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between violence as a means of foreign policy and the ends of
foreign policy has been destroyed by the possibility of all-out
nuclear war.”2*

That a revolution in the nature of warfare has occurred cannot
be denied. Nuclear weapons have indeed profoundly transformed
the destructiveness and consequences of a great war. It is highly
doubtful that a war between two nuclear powers could be limited
and escalation into a full-scale war prevented. Nor is it likely that
cither protagonist could escape the terrible devastation of such a
great war or find the consequences in any sense acceptable.?® In
the nuclear age, the primary purpose of nuclear forces should be
to deter the use of nuclear weapons by one’s opponent and thereby
prevent the outbreak of hegemonic warfare.

It does not necessarily follow that this change in the nature
of warfare, as important as it surely is, has also changed the nature
of international relations. The fundamental characteristics of in-
ternational affairs unfortunately have not been altered and, if
anything, have been intensified by the nuclear revolution. Inter-
national politics continues to be a self-help system. In the contem-
porary anarchy of international relations, distrust, uncertainty,
and insecurity have caused states to arm themselves and to prepare
for war as never before.

To be able to say that nuclear weapons have changed the
nature of international relations and thus made impossible the
outbreak of hegemonic war, a transformation of human con-
sciousness itself would have to take place. Humankind would
have to be willing to subordinate all other values and goals to the
preservation of peace. To insure mutual survival, it would need
to reject the anarchy of international relations and submit itself to
the Leviathan of Thomas Hobbes. Little evidence exists to suggest
that any nation is close to making this choice. Certainly in this
world of unprecedented armaments of all types, no state is be-
having as if nuclear weapons had changed its overall set of national
priorities.

One cannot even rule out the possibility of a great or hege-
monic war in the nuclear age. The theory of hegemonic war does

24 Hans J. Morgenthau in idem, Sidney Hook, H. Stuart Hughes, and Charles P. Snow,
“Western Values and Total War,” Commentary, XXXII (1961), 280.
25 Robert Jervis, The Illogic of American Nuclear Strategy (Ithaca, 1984), 19—46.
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not argue that statesmen “will” a great war; the great wars of
history were seldom predicted, and their course has never been
foreseen. As Thucydides argued in his discussion of the role of
accident in war, once it has begun, war unleashes forces that are
totally unanticipated by the protagonists. In the nuclear age there
is no guarantee that a minor conflict between the superpowers or
their allies will not set in motion untoward developments over
which they would soon lose control. In brief, the fact that nuclear
war would wreak unprecedented devastation on mankind has not
prevented the world’s nuclear powers from preparing for such a
war, perhaps thereby making it more likely.

What nuclear weapons have accomplished is to elevate the
avoidance of a total war to the highest level of foreign policy and
the central concern of statesmen. Yet this goal, as important as it
surely is, has joined, not supplanted, other values and interests
tor which societies in the past have been willing to fight. All of
the nuclear states seck to avoid nuclear war at the same time that
they are attempting to safeguard more traditional interests. The
result has been, for the superpowers at least, the creation of a
new basis of international order. In contrast to the balance-of-
power system of early modern Europe, the Pax Britannica of the
nincteenth century, or the ill-fated collective security system as-
sociated with the League of Nations, order in the nuclear age has
been built on the foundation of mutual deterrence.

The long-term stability of this nuclear order is of crucial
importance, and the threat to its existence over time certainly
cannot be disregarded. Each superpower fears that the other might
achieve a significant technological breakthrough and seck to ex-
ploit it. How else can one explain the hopes and anxieties raised
by the Strategic Defense Initiative? In addition, with the prolif-
eration of nuclear weapons to more and more states, there is a
growing danger that these weapons might fall into the hands of
desperate states or terrorist groups. The nuclear order is a function
of deliberate policies and not, as some argue, an existential con-
dition.

Historically, nations have consciously decided to go to war,
but they have seldom, if ever, knowingly begun hegemonic wars.
Statesmen try to make rational or cost/benefit calculations con-
cerning their efforts to achieve national objectives, and it seems
unlikely that any statesman would view the eventual gains from
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the great wars of history as commensurate with the eventual costs
of those wars. It cannot be overstressed that, once a war, however
limited, begins, it can release powerful forces unforeseen by the
instigators of the war. The results of the Pecloponnesian War,
which was to devastate classical Greece, were not anticipated by
the great powers of the day. Nor were the effects of World War
I, which ended the primacy of Europe over other civilizations,
anticipated by European statesmen. In both cases, the war was
triggered by the belief of each protagonist that it had no alternative
but to fight while the advantage was still on its side. In neither
case did the protagonists fight the war that they had wanted or
expected.

The advent of nuclear weapons has not altered this funda-
mental condition. A nation still might start a war for fear that its
relative strength will diminish with time, and an accident still
might precipitate unprecedented devastation. It is not inconceiv-
able that some state, perhaps an overpowered Israel, a frightened
South Africa, or a declining superpower, might one day become
so desperate that it resorts to nuclear blackmail in order to forestall
its enemies. As in war itself, an accident during such a confron-
tation could unleash powerful and uncontrollable forces totally
unanticipated by the protagonists. Although the potential violence
and destructiveness of war have been changed by the advent of
nuclear arms, there is unfortunately little to suggest that human
nature has also been transformed.

CONCLUSION One can hope that the fear of nuclear holocaust
has chastened statesmen. Perhaps they have come to appreciate
that a nuclear order based on mutual deterrence should be their
highest priority. But against this expectation one must set the
long history of human foibles and mankind’s seeming inability to
sustain peace for very long. Only time will tell whether the theory
of hegemonic war holds true in the nuclear age. In the meanwhile,
avoidance of a nuclear war has become imperative.



51 Xvuvavtnon

«HOw1 kat IoxV¢ ot Ocwpla IoAEpov»

ITnv mapovca ocvvavtnon Oa avaAvBel n oxéon Tov avamTVocETAL
petadV twv evvolwv «HOw1 kot Ioyvg». Kevrpika epotiprata:

IMowx eivat 1) pop@n ™S NOKIG 6To MAAioL0 TG Pewplag MoAépov; Mowan
oxéon petady nOwkng kat woyvog; IMowa n vrEpTatny O apxn ywa tThv
NyYeoia evog KpATOUG;

O¢na Epyaoiagc:
H gpunédwon g nN0wkng péow TG avall)tnong véwv @opTtiowv Loxvog:

OvtoTiia 1) 0pO0A0YLONOG;



WILEY-
BLACKWELL

i CHATHAM HOUSE

Ethics and Power in International Policy: The Third Martin Wight Memorial Lecture
Author(s): Michael Howard

Reviewed work(s):

Source: International Affairs (Royal Institute of International Affairs 1944-), Vol. 53, No. 3
(Tul., 1977), pp. 364-376

Published by: Wiley-Blackwell on behalf of the Royal Institute of International Affairs

Stable URL: http://www.]stor.org/stable/2615309

Accessed: 04/10/2012 03:47

Y our use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon awide range of
content in atrusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms
of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

Wiley-Blackwell and Royal Institute of International Affairs are collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve
and extend access to International Affairs (Royal Ingtitute of International Affairs 1944-).

http://www.jstor.org


http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=black
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=riia
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2615309?origin=JSTOR-pdf
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

ETHICS AND POWER IN INTERNATIONAL
POLICY

THE THIRD MARTIN WIGHT MEMORIAL
LECTURE *

Michael Howard

politics in our time whose approach to his subject was more

deeply serious than that of Martin Wight—more serious, or
more erudite. There have been many specialists more influential, more
articulate and, regrettably, more prolific in their publications. Wight
left behind him a lamentably small number of writings, enough to give
only a mere glimpse of the qualities which so awed his pupils, his
colleagues and his friends. It is thus all the more necessary that those
of us who did have the privilege of knowing him should recall and
retail as much as we can of his personality—of the moral force which
he brought to intellectual questions, of the profound, sombre
questioning which characterised his work.

Wight was a philosopher in the oldest and best sense of the word: a
man who sought and loved wisdom. He was also a scholar in the oldest
and best sense: a man who loved learning. He was above all a deeply
committed Christian. He never forgot—and I think quite literally never
for a moment forgot—that in the field of international politics one is
dealing with the very fundamentals of life and death: with the beliefs,
the habits, the structures which shape moral communities and for which
it is considered appropriate to die—and, worse, to kill. He saw his subject
neither as the interaction of abstract state-entities nor as the equally
abstract legal and structural problems of international organisations,
but as the exercise of crushing responsibilities by statesmen in an
infinitely complex world; the conduct of policies for which the ultimate
sanction might have to be war. And war was no matter of heroics or
war-gaming, but the deliberate infliction, and endurance, of extremes
of suffering as the ultimate test of the validity of human institutions
and beliefs. The work of some American ¢ behaviourists >, who sought
to reduce the vast and tragic tapestry of human affairs to elegant
mathematical formulae was not simply repellent to him. It was unintel-

T HERE has perhaps been no teacher in the field of international

* Given at Chatham House on January 12, 1977.

364



ETHICS AND POWER IN INTERNATIONAL POLICY 365

ligible. He could not understand how people could do such things. He
refused even to discuss it. For him, International Relations did not
consist of a succession of problems to be solved in conformity with any
overarching theory. Rather, like the whole of human life, it was a
predicament: one to be intelligently analysed, where possible to be
mitigated, but if necessary to be endured—and the more easily miti-
gated and endured if it could be understood. In his acceptance of the
ineluctably tragic nature of human destiny he was a thinker in a
European tradition going back to that classical antiquity in which his
own learning was so deeply rooted.

To superficial appearances Wight presented something of a contradic-
tion. He accepted the fact, as he saw it, of ¢ Power Politics’. The
brief study with this title which he wrote under the auspices of Chatham
House in 1946 has been recently revised, enlarged and edited with an
introduction by Professor Hedley Bull, and will soon be republished.*
It is an almost defiantly traditional work, disdainful both of Liberal
Utopianism and of the contributions of the behavioural scientists to the
subject. It expounds the mechanisms of power politics in the inter-
national system without praise or condemnation: this is the way it
has been, he implies, and there is no reason to suppose it could be
otherwise. But at the same time he was a Christian pacifist and a
conscientious objector, and no one who met him could be in any
doubt of the profundity and the unshakeable firmness of the convictions
on which his pacifism rested.

In actuality there was for him no contradiction. In a world of evil one
must face the fact of evil and the need, in face of that fact, for the
unfortunate Children of Darkness to be wise in their generation. In
such a world statesmen and soldiers have responsibilities and duties
which they cannot and should not seek to evade. Nevertheless in such
a world it is the duty of some Christians to bear witness to a transcendent
loyalty; and those on whom this duty is laid will know it in their inmost
conscience and must fulfil it, irrespective of consequent embarrassment
or hardship. Martin Wight’s burning sincerity fused the apparent con-
tradiction—not, probably, without much inner anguish—into a single
coherent philosophy; one which provided an analysis of the world
predicament as much as a guide to his own actions.

Wight was in fact a Christian pessimist, as were so many of that
generation which had seen the hopes of the Locarno era wither, and
who grew to maturity under the shadow of the vast menaces of the 1930s.
Even the menaces of the 1950s, the perils, as they appeared at the
time, of nuclear holocaust, never loomed so large in the eyes of
contemporary observers. Those perils could be, and indeed have been

1 By Leicester University Press and Penguin.
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kept at bay by prudent statesmanship. The nuclear danger is predictable
and controllable. But the 1930s saw the emergence of forces of
irrationality which it would be neither inappropriate nor hyperbolic to
call forces of evil: unpredictable, uncontrollable, still only partially
understood. These forces fitted into the world picture neither of the
Liberal humanists. nor of the Marxists. Both of these schools were
children of eighteenth-century rationalism and nineteenth-century
radicalism. Each believed in its own way in inevitable progress towards
world democratic systems and had welcomed the overthrow of the
militarist autocracies of Central Europe as obstacles to the gradual
convergence of mankind towards unity and peace. But in Fascism
one was dealing with something consciously beyond reason and defiant
to reason—something of which no secular ideology had hitherto taken
account.

Christianity, unlike Liberalism or Marxism, did provide an explana-
tion; not the cheerful liberal humanitarian Christian teaching which
read little into the Bible except the Nativity and the Sermon on the
Mount, but the teaching which digested all the implications of
the Old Testament, including the prophetic books, before turning to the
New, which emphasised that the Gospels themselves were full of
uncompromisingly dark passages, and which faced the fact that at the
centre of the Christian religion, as of no other great world religion,
was the symbol of agonising and unavoidable suffering. The Christian
eschatology, long disdained by liberal humanists even within the Church
itself, once again became terrifyingly relevant to human affairs. The
works of Charles Williams, of C. S. Lewis, and—drawing on yet wider
sources of Manichean myth—of J. R. Tolkien were deservedly popular
as allegorical commentaries on the events of the time. And the teachers
who best provided an adequate framework for understanding were the
philosophers and the theologians—Niebuhr, Bonhoeffer, Karl Barth,
Tillich—who accepted uncomplainingly the remoteness, the inscrut-
ability of God, who saw the focus of Christianity as the Passion rather
than the Sermon on the Mount; men for whom the march of human-
itarian, utilitarian liberalism, including its change of gear into Marxian
socialism, had simply been a long excursion into the desert in pursuit
of a mirage.

In the light of such a philosophy the accepted explanations of the
problems of international politics and the causes of war all appeared
inadequate to the point of superficiality. The received wisdom among
liberal thinkers of the 1920s was that wars in general, and the First
World War in particular, had been caused precisely by the operation
of ¢power politics* which in their turn reflected the prejudices of a
militaristic ruling class and the interests of capitalist investors and
armaments manufacturers. The solution lay in the abandonment of
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power politics conducted by means of secret diplomacy, and the adoption
instead of programmes of collective security, arbitration, disarmament
and the resolution of differences through open and reasoned discussion
at the League of Nations. The problems which called for solution were
those arising from the inequities of the Paris Peace Settlement, which
was far too tainted with the evils of the old system. If only Germany
could be reconciled and the injustices done to it undone, then a new
world order, a new era in the history of mankind, might be expected to
dawn.

These ideas were reiterated in a deliberately simplistic form by
publicists—E. D. Morel, Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson, H. N. Brails-
ford, Leonard Woolf—who with some reason saw their first duty as
the re-education of that public opinion on which they relied to make
their dreams come true, but which had repeatedly shown itself vulner-
able to stubborn fits of atavistic xenophobia. Few of them were as naive
as sometimes appears from their writings. The complexity of the
problems of international politics was certainly not underrated by the
founders of Chatham House. This group included not only such out-
standing idealists as Lord Robert Cecil and Philip Noel-Baker but
‘realists > of the stamp of Eyre Crowe and Neil Malcolm and such
scholarly specialists as James Headlam-Morley and Arnold Toynbee;
men who had discovered at Paris how terribly under-equipped the
Allied statesmen were to deal with the tangled problems which victory
had dumped in their laps, how vast was the distance which separated
popular expectations from practical realities, and how important it was
for the future peace of mankind that judgment on foreign affairs should
be formulated on a basis of widely-shared expert knowledge.

Yet in broad terms these men certainly shared the aspirations of
the liberal idealists. There was a broad ethical consensus that inter-
national politics should be conducted, not with the aim of maximising
the national interest, but in order to enable mankind to live in a
community of mutual tolerance and respect, settling its differences
rationally, resolving its conflicts by peaceful means. This could best be
achieved by the creation and management of international institutions,
in particular the League of Nations; and by the education of public
opinion in loyalties wider than narrow, old-fashioned patriotism. And
finally Britain’s own national affairs should be conducted in accordance
with a Kantian categorical imperative, to provide an example for other
nations and to smooth the path towards the development of a higher
nationai community based on the rule of law. They would have accepted
that it was their task to transcend the old order based on national
power and to create a new one based on consent. It was very appropriate
that the Royal Institute of International Affairs should have found a
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permanent home in the house once occupied by Mr. Gladstone at
Chatham House, 10 St. James’s Square.

But what this generation did not fully appreciate was how far these
values, the fine flower of Victorian Liberalism, was tied up with a
social order and national institutions which might continue to need
power, and in the last resort military power, for their survival. All had
supported the Allied cause during the Great War on the not unwarranted
assumption that its defeat would be a catastrophic setback to the
progress of liberal ideas. All believed that responsibility for the war
rested very largely with the militaristic ideology rooted in the quasi-
feudal monarchical social order in Central Europe whose destruction
had removed a serious obstacle to world peace. What was harder for
them to appreciate was that the destruction of that order would not
make easier the work of peace-loving bourgeoisie such as themselves,
but infinitely more difficult: that it would create a vacuum to be filled
by warring forces of revolution and counter-revolution out of which
regimes would arise far more ferocious than those they had replaced—
regimes even less susceptible to reason or enamoured of an order based
on consent. It was the tragedy of the League of Nations, that con-
summation of a century of striving and dreaming, that it was founded
at a moment when it could not hope to operate successfully except as
the executive organ of a group of like-minded nations prepared in the
last resort to enforce their decisions by precisely those mechanisms
of military power which its very existence was intended to render
obsolete.
 The lesson was not lost on the men who had to reconstruct the
international system after the Second World War. They were more
modest in their aspirations—more modest also, it must be admitted,
in their talents. The new generation, at least in Britain, produced no
one to equal the vigour and vision of the surviving veterans, Toynbee,
Webster, Lionel Curtis, Philip Noel-Baker. The officials and the states-
men—Strang, Jebb, Cadogan, Bevin—were the equals if not the
superiors of their predecessors; but there were no seers to inspire them,
no prophets of a new order. Only one new academic figure of any
eminence had been tempted by wartime experience to reflect with
any degree of profundity on the state of the world—Herbert Butter-
field; and he did so in terms which echoed the teaching of Reinhold
Niebuhr across the Atlantic, and which were to provide a continuing
influence on Martin Wight. There were certainly no British thinkers
who felt that the world was now theirs to mould; who would claim, as
Dean Acheson was to claim, that they were present at the Creation.
Perhaps the failure of the first creation was too fresh in all their minds.
But what was dominant in their consciousness was the. impotence,
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almost one might say the irrelevance, of ethical aspirations in inter-
national politics in the absence of that factor to which so little attention
had been devoted by their more eminent predecessors, to which indeed
so many of them had been instinctively hostile—military power: power
not necessarily to impose their standards upon others (though that, in
the re-education of the defeated enemy, was not irrelevant) but simply
to ensure the survival of the societies in which those ethical values were.
maintained. And to the vulnerability of such societies and their value-
systems a sad procession of emigré scholars and statesmen from Central
and Eastern Europe bore eloquent witness—both before and after 1945.

This realisation of the impotence of ethical principle to operate
unaided in a world of power does much to explain the speed with which
the world rearmed after 1950. The spirit of historical irony will record
that it was Mr. Attlee and his colleagues, not excepting Sir Stafford
Cripps, the men who had voted and spoken so eloquently in the 1930s
against power politics and great national armaments, who now took
the decision to equip the United Kingdom as a nuclear power; that
the Minister of Supply responsible for the construction of the atomic
bomb was Mr. John Wilmot—the same John Wilmot whose election
for the constituency of East Fulham in 1934 had convinced Stanley
Baldwin of the impossibility of persuading the country to accept a
major rearmament programme; and that the Secretary of State for
Air in 1947, when the Air Ministry began to design the V-bombers
which would deliver the bombs, was that most tireless and dedicated
advocate of disarmament, Mr. Philip Noel-Baker. And in the United
States liberals of equally impeccable antecedents, men who had through-
out their lives fought against American entanglement in the old world
of power politics, now helped to build up an armoury of terrifying
strength in order to ¢ defend the Free World °.

It is easy enough either to deplore this apparent volte-face as a
shameful betrayal of principle, or to sneer at it as a belated acceptance
of the facts of life. But both reactions arise from an attitude towards
political morality—indeed, towards social action as a whole—which
has, although very widely shared, proved throughout history to be
misleading. According to this view, actions are to be judged against
a single scale which runs from the pole of ‘power politics’ at one
end to that of ‘ethical action’ at the other. Ethical considerations
are held automatically to enfeeble power; considerations of power are
regarded as unavoidably sullying ethics. It is an attitude no less popular
with professed ‘men of the world’ and ‘realists’ than it is with
idealists and reformers. The reluctance of liberal critics seriously to
examine the technical problems faced by the military—a reluctance
as evident today as it was in the 1930s—is paralleled by the scepticism
with which a substantial number of officials, soldiers and ‘defence
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experts ’ regard the relevance of ethical factors to the problems which
they face. War, they say, is war. Business is business. What needs to
be done, has to be done.?

The assumption that the exercise of coercive power is in itself
fundamentally immoral, and that involvement in power relationships
automatically vitiates ethical behaviour, is natural enough. How can
good ends be served by evil means? How can one get peace by preparing
for war? How can all the mechanisms of military power—the dis-
ciplining of soldiers, the development of weapons, the training to kill,
the posing of threats, to say nothing of the awful actuality of warfare,
shocking enough in the pre-nuclear age, inconceivable today—how can
such activities conceivably contribute to ethical goals? Is not the
whole ‘power system’ alien to and irreconcilable with any ethical
objectives except those of the barbarian—and in adopting it even to
fight barbarians, is one not becoming a barbarian oneself? To adopt
the methods of coercive power—and economic can be as debasing as
military power—is in itself considered to be unethical, to debase the
cause which those methods are intended to serve.

Are ethics and power in fact such poles apart? Most of us in practice
do not consider that they are, and within our own experience we can
normally reconcile them without too much difficulty. But this may
simply be the result of our own moral obtuseness and intellectual
laziness. To provide a satisfactory conceptual synthesis is not so easy.
The long debate over raison d’état, which Sir Herbert Butterfield took
as the subject of the first Martin Wight Memorial Lecture,® has never
been properly concluded. The tradition that led through Plato and
Machiavelli to Hegel, by which all contradictions were resolved in
service to a State which was itself the highest value since.it made
possible all other values, disastrously popular as it became in Germany,
has never been acceptable to Anglo-Saxon Liberals—although the
Marxist variant which for °State’ would substitute ‘Revolution’
succeeded in attracting some of them in the 1930s. But perhaps a clue
to a more satisfactory formula can be found in the work of another
German thinker, albeit one who is seldom regarded as an authority on
ethical questions: Karl von Clausewitz.

Clausewitz did not indeed deal with ethical questions as such. He
did not fundamentally question the crude Machiavellianism of

2 Although in my experience, in this country at least, defence specialists are more
likely to be concerned about questions of ethics than are °peace researchers’ and
liberal reformers about the problems, either fundamental or technical, of military or
any other kind of power. It is significant that association by universities with the
Ministry of Defence in this country, or with the Pentagon or the Central Intelligence
Agency in the United States, is regarded by many students as being immoral almost by
definition, and one is regarded as extremely naive if one ventures to ask why.

3 Given at the University of Sussex on April 23, 1975,
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eighteenth-century politics: the Grotian Law of Nations he dismissed
as ‘certain self-imposed, imperceptible limitations hardly worth
mentioning, known as international law and custom’. But on the
relationship between war and politics he did, as we know, have
interesting and original things to say; and these may provide useful
guidance in any consideration of the relationship between power and
ethics.

Clausewitz’s theory was teleological. In warfare, every engagement
was planned to serve a tactical purpose. These tactical purposes were
determined by the requirements of strategy. The requirements of
strategy were determined by the object of the war; and the object of
the war was determined by State policy, the State being the highest
embodiment of the values and the interests of the community. Thus
the objectives of State policy ultimately dominated and determined
military means the whole way down the hierarchy of strategy and
tactics. War was not an independent entity with a value-system of its
own.

For Clausewitz State policy was the ultimate mover and justification,
the criterion by which all other actions were to be judged—which in
itself would make his doctrine as it stands unacceptable to the liberal.
But what if one introduces one further, and ultimate, step in the hier-
archy, to which State policy itself should be subordinated—the ethical
goal? The State itself then becomes not an end but the means to an
end. It has a dual role. It exists primarily to enable its own citizens to
realise their ethical values; but it exists also to make possible an
international community of mankind, whose values and interests are
ultimately determinant, not only of State policy as such, but of all
the means, military and otherwise, that are used to implement State
policy. ‘ _

Such a pattern goes beyond that ¢ Grotian’ concept of international
relations of which Hedley Bull spoke in the second Martin Wight
Lecture last year *; for although in the Grotian formulation States are
governed by a ‘Law of Nations’ which is based partly on a reflection
of the divine order and partly on prudential considerations of self-
preservation, they need no justification for their policy beyond the
requirements of their own existence. They accept a law of nations
as man accepts the laws of a just society: because his own needs dictate
that he should do so. But in the Clausewitzian formulation, as we have
elaborated it, State policy would be determined by and judged according
to the needs of the international community. In the same way as war,
if it were not directed by State policy, would be ‘a senseless thing

4 Reprinted in British Journal of International Studies, Vol. 2, No. 2, July 1976,
pp. 101-116.
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without an object °, so State interests and State policy would make no
sense’ and have no justification if they were not shaped in accordance
with the overriding needs of mankind. As military power is subordinated
to and guided by State policy, so State power should be subordinated to
and guided by ethical norms. The relationship would then become one,
not of irreconcilable opposition between mutually exclusive poles, but
of hierarchical subordination of means to ends.

That all sounds very fine as a theory. In practice, unfortunately,
it settles very little. Having stated his own theory, Clausewitz identified
the fundamental problem about its application. The military means
should always by definition be subordinated to the political object,
true: but the military had its own requirements. It had to work
according to its own inner necessities. Only the military specialist could
determine whether the goals set by policy were attainable, and if so
what the requirements were for attaining them. Military affairs had,
as Clausewitz put it, their own grammar, even if they were subordinated
to political logic; and the grammar was intricate and ineluctable. Armed
forces require bases, and those bases may only be available in countries
with which one would, for ethical reasons, prefer not to be allied.
National industry, on which military capacity is based, may require
access to raw materials available only from countries which are equally
politically embarrassing. The successful conduct of the most just and
defensive of wars may demand alliance with States whose price is the
support of war aims which flatly contradict all one’s own normative
values—as did those of Italy in the Treaty of London in 1915, that last
and most notorious example of power politics and secret diplomacy. Yet
rather than yield to Italian demands on Slav territory, would it have
been morally preferable to have waived the Italian alliance, leaving
the Central Powers with their hands free to deal with<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>