
Realism
Power
Defining Power
Estimating Power
Elements of Power

Bargaining
Bargaining and Leverage
Strategies
Reciprocity, Deterrence,

and Arms Races
Rationality
Game Theory

The International
System

Anarchy and
Sovereignty

Balance of Power
Great Powers and

Middle Powers
Power Distribution
Hegemony

Alliances
Purposes of Alliances
NATO and the U.S.-

Japanese Security
Treaty

The Former Soviet
Republics

Regional Alignments

Northern Alliance tanks prepare to attack
Kabul, November 2001.



3

2
Power Politics

REALISM

No single theory reliably explains the wide range of international interactions, both con-
flictual and cooperative. But there is a theoretical framework that has traditionally held a
central position in the study of IR. This approach, called realism, is favored by some IR
scholars and vigorously contested by others, but almost all take it into account. It is a rel-
atively conservative theoretical approach; liberal and revolutionary alternatives will be re-
viewed in Chapter 3.

Realism (or political realism) is a school of thought that explains international relations
in terms of power (see “Defining Power,” pp. **–**). The exercise of power by states to-
ward each other is sometimes called realpolitik, or just power politics. Realism has a long his-
tory, and it dominated the study of IR in the United States during the Cold War.

Realism as we know it developed in reaction to a liberal tradition that realists called
idealism (of course, idealists themselves do not consider their approach unrealistic).
Idealism emphasizes international law, morality, and international organization, rather
than power alone, as key influences on international events. Idealists think that human na-
ture is basically good. With good habits, education, and appropriate international struc-
tures, human nature can become the basis of peaceful and cooperative international rela-
tionships. Idealists see the international system as one based on a community of states with
the potential to work together to overcome mutual problems (see Chapter 3).

For idealists, the principles of IR must flow from morality. More than 2,000 years ago
the Chinese writer Mo Ti pointed out that everyone “knows that [murder] is unrighteous,”
yet “when murder is committed in attacking a country it is not considered wrong; it is ap-
plauded and called righteous.” For Mo Ti, this made no sense. “If a man calls black black if
it is seen on a small scale, but calls black white when it is seen on a large scale, then he is
one who cannot tell black from white.”1 Idealists were particularly active in the period be-
tween World Wars I and II, following the painful experience of World War I. U.S.
President Woodrow Wilson and other idealists placed their hopes for peace in the League
of Nations as a formal structure for the community of nations.

Those hopes were dashed when that structure proved helpless to stop German and
Japanese aggression in the 1930s. Since World War II, realists have blamed idealists for

1 Sun Tzu. The Art of War. Translated by Samuel B. Griffith. New York: Oxford University Press, 1963, p. 22.



looking too much at how the world ought to be instead of how it really is. Sobered by the
experiences of World War II, realists set out to understand the principles of power politics
without succumbing to wishful thinking. Realism provided a theoretical foundation for the
Cold War policies of containment and the determination of U.S. policy makers not to ap-
pease the Soviet Union and China.

Realists ground themselves in a long tradition. The Chinese strategist Sun Tzu, who
lived two thousand years ago, at the time of Mo Ti, advised the rulers of states how to sur-
vive in an era when war had become a systematic instrument of power for the first time
(the “warring states” period). Sun Tzu argued that moral reasoning was not very useful to
the state rulers of the day, faced with armed and dangerous neighbors. Sun Tzu showed
rulers how to use power to advance their interests and protect their survival.

At roughly the same time, in Greece, Thucydides wrote an account of the
Peloponnesian War (431–404 B.C.) focusing on relative power among the Greek city-
states. He stated that “the strong do what they have the power to do and the weak accept
what they have to accept.”2 Much later, in Renaissance Italy (around 1500), Niccolò
Machiavelli urged princes to concentrate on expedient actions to stay in power and to pay
attention to war above all else. Today the adjective Machiavellian refers to excessively
manipulative power maneuvers.3

English philosopher Thomas Hobbes in the seventeenth century discussed the free-for-
all that exists when government is absent and people seek their own self-interest. He
called it the “state of nature” or “state of war”—what we would now call the “law of the
jungle” in contrast to the rule of law. Hobbes favored a strong monarchy to prevent the
condition, but in international affairs there is no such central authority (see pp. **–**).

In the nineteenth century, the German military strategist Karl von Clausewitz said that
“war is a continuation of politics by other means.” U.S. admiral Alfred Mahan promoted
naval power as the key means of achieving national political and economic interests.
Realists see in these historical figures evidence that the importance of power politics is
timeless and cross-cultural.

After World War II, scholar Hans Morgenthau argued that international politics is gov-
erned by objective, universal laws based on national interest defined as power (not on psy-
chological motives of decision makers). He reasoned that no nation had “God on its side”
(a universal morality) and that all nations had to base their actions on prudence and
practicality.

Realists tend to treat political power as separate from, and predominant over, morality,
ideology, and other social and economic aspects of life. For realists, ideologies do not mat-
ter much, nor do religions or other cultural factors with which states may explain their ac-
tions. Realists see states with very different religions or ideologies or economic systems as
quite similar in their actions with regard to national power.4

Today realists share several assumptions about how IR works. They assume that IR
can be best (though not exclusively) explained by the choices of states operating as au-
tonomous actors rationally pursuing their own interests in a system of sovereign states.
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Sometimes the realist framework is summarized in three propositions: (1) states are the
most important actors (the state-centric assumption); (2) they act as rational individuals
in pursuing national interests (the unitary rational-actor assumption); and (3) they act in
the context of an international system lacking central government (the anarchy assump-
tion).

Table 2.1 summarizes some major differences between the assumptions of realism and
idealism. We will return to the realism-liberalism debate at the start of Chapter 3.

POWER

Power is a central concept in international relations—the central one for realists—but one
that is surprisingly difficult to define or measure.

Defining Power
Power is often defined as the ability to get another actor to do what it would not otherwise
have done (or not to do what it would have done).5 A variation on this idea is that actors
are powerful to the extent that they affect others more than others affect them.6 These def-
initions treat power as influence. If actors get their way a lot, they must be powerful.

One problem with this definition is that we seldom know what a second actor would
have done in the absence of the first actor’s power. There is a danger of circular logic:
power explains influence, and influence measures power. Thus it is hard to use power to ex-
plain why international events occur (the aim of realism). A related problem is that com-
mon usage treats power as a thing rather than a process: states “have” power.

These problems are resolved if we recall that power is not influence itself, but the abil-
ity or potential to influence others. IR scholars believe that such potential is based on spe-
cific (tangible and intangible) characteristics or possessions of states—such as their sizes,
levels of income, armed forces, and so forth. This is power as capability. Capabilities are eas-
ier to measure than influence and less circular in logic.

Measuring capabilities to explain how one nation influences another is not simple,
however. It requires summing up various kinds of potentials. States possess varying amounts
of population, territory, military forces, and so forth. The best single indicator of a state’s
power may be its total GDP, which combines overall size, technological level, and wealth.
But even GDP is at best a rough indicator. An alternative method, compared to the
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TABLE 2.1 ■ Assumptions of Realism and Idealism

Issue Realism Idealism

Human Nature Selfish Altruistic
Most Important Actors States States and others including individuals
Causes of State Behavior Rational pursuit of self-interest Psychological motives of decision makers
Nature of International System Anarchy Community

ATLAS CD
GDP by
Alternative
Method
Statistics

5 Dahl, Robert A. Modern Political Analysis. 2nd ed. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1970.
6 Waltz, Kenneth. Theory of International Politics. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1979.



method followed in this book, gives GDP esti-
mates that are on average about 50 percent
higher for countries in the global North and
about 50 percent lower for the global South (see
footnote 6 on p. **). In particular, this alterna-
tive method reduces China’s GDP substantially
from the figures reported in this book. So GDP is
a useful estimator of material capabilities but not
a precise one.

Furthermore, beyond tangible capabilities,
power depends on intangible elements. Capa-
bilities give a state the potential to influence
others only to the extent that political leaders
can mobilize and deploy them effectively and
strategically. This depends on national will, on
diplomatic skill, on popular support for the gov-
ernment (its legitimacy), and so forth. Some
scholars emphasize the power of ideas—the ability
to maximize the influence of capabilities through
a psychological process. This process includes
the domestic mobilization of capabilities—often
through religion, ideology, or (especially) na-
tionalism. International influence is also gained
by being the one to form rules of behavior, to
change how others see their own national inter-
ests. If a state’s own values become widely shared
among other states, it will easily influence oth-
ers. For example, the United States has influ-
enced many other states to accept the value of
free markets and free trade. This has been called
soft power.7

A state can have power only relative to other
states. Relative power is the ratio of the power that
two states can bring to bear against each other. It
matters little to realists whether a state’s capabili-
ties are rising or declining in absolute terms, only
whether they are falling behind or overtaking the
capabilities of rival states.

Even realists recognize the limits to explanations based on power. At best, power
provides a general understanding of typical or average outcomes. In actual IR there are
many other elements at work, including an element of accident or luck. The more power-
ful actor does not always prevail. Power provides only a partial explanation.8
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POWER AS INFLUENCE

Power is the ability to influence the behavior of others.
Military force and economic sanctions are among the
various means states use to try to influence each other.
U.S. intervention in Afghanistan’s civil war influenced
the outcome decisively, bringing a change of govern-
ment and the destruction of terrorist infrastructure in
the country. U.S. pilot in Afghanistan campaign, 2001.

7 Nye, Joseph S., Jr. Bound to Lead: The Changing Nature of American Power. New York: Basic Books, 1990.
8 Rothgeb, John M., Jr. Defining Power: Influence and Force in the Contemporary International System. New York:
St. Martin’s Press, 1992. Pettman, Ralph. International Politics: Balance of Power, Balance of Productivity, Balance
of Ideologies. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 1991. Cox, Robert W. Production, Power, and World Order: Social
Forces in the Making of History. Columbia University Press, 1987. Liska, George. The Ways of Power: Patterns
and Meaning in World Politics. Cambridge, U.K.: Basil Blackwell, 1990. Stoll, Richard, and Michael D. Ward,
eds. Power in World Politics. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 1988. Sullivan, Michael P. Power in Contemporary
International Politics. Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1990.



Estimating Power
Sun Tzu’s first chapter advises rulers to accurately estimate their own power—ranging
from money to territory to popular domestic support—and that of their potential enemies.
“Know the enemy and know yourself,” he wrote. Any estimate of an actor’s overall power
must combine diverse elements and will therefore be inexact. But such estimates are
nonetheless very useful. Consider two examples in which states went to war: Iraq and Iran
in 1980, and Iraq and the United States in 1991. The logic of power suggests that in wars
the more powerful state will generally prevail. Thus, estimates of the relative power of the
two antagonists should help explain the outcome of each war. These estimates could take
into account the nations’ relative military capabilities and the popular support for each
one’s government, among other factors. But most important is the total size of each na-
tion’s economy—the total GDP—which reflects both population size and the level of in-
come per person (per capita). With a healthy enough economy, a state can buy a large
army, buy popular support (by providing consumer goods), and even buy allies.

When Iraq attacked its neighbor Iran in 1980, the two countries appeared roughly
equal in power. Both were oil-producing countries with middle-range income levels. Both
could use oil income to buy arms on world markets, and both had relatively large and ad-
vanced military forces (by third world standards). Iran’s military had been developed under
the Shah in alliance with the United States; Iraq’s had been largely supplied by the Soviet
Union. Iran’s population of 38 million was three times as large as Iraq’s but its total GDP
was less than double Iraq’s.

Counterbalancing Iran’s modest advantage in GDP was its short-term internal disor-
der. The Shah had been overthrown. Much of the military could be expected to offer lit-
tle support, and perhaps active opposition, to Ayatollah Khomeini and the other new
leaders who had overthrown the Shah. It seemed that the new government would be un-
able to mobilize its potential power. By contrast, Saddam Hussein (also known as just
Saddam) had recently taken absolute power as leader of Iraq and could count on a loyal
military. He invaded Iran, hoping for a quick victory and the installation of a friendly
government there.

The key element on which Saddam’s plan depended was Iran’s low internal cohesion,
which would counteract Iran’s advantage in size. But Saddam miscalculated this element.
The Iranian military pulled together under Khomeini to put up a spirited defense, and its
population proved more willing than Iraq’s to die for its cause. The tide soon turned
against Iraq. Saddam then looked to allies in the Arab world. These, with the tacit support
of all the great powers, provided him enough aid to keep from losing (which would expand
Iran’s power) but not enough to win (which would expand Iraq’s power). Thus the two
sides were roughly equal in the power they could bring to bear. The war dragged on for ten
years, killing a million people, before its end was negotiated with no winner.

The second example could hardly be more different. When Iraq seized its small and rich
neighbor Kuwait, it came into a confrontation with the United States (which was deter-
mined not to let Iraq control Persian Gulf oil). The power disparity was striking. In GDP,
the United States held an advantage of nearly a hundred to one; in population, more than
ten to one. The larger U.S. armed forces were much more capable technologically. The
United States also enjoyed a power advantage in the moral legitimacy conferred by the UN
Security Council. Finally, a broad coalition of U.S. allies against Iraq included the most
powerful states regionally and globally. Iraq had few allies of any kind and no strong ones.

Iraq had the advantage in one important element, geography: Kuwait was right next to
Iraq and was occupied by its entrenched troops, whereas the United States was halfway
around the world and had few military forces in the Middle East region at the outset.
Saddam also looked to the internal-cohesion dimension, where (as with Iran) he expected
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domestic politics in the United States to sap its will to fight. Again this was a miscalcula-
tion. The U.S. political leadership and citizenry rallied behind the war.

Overall, the GDP ratio—nearly one hundred to one—provided a good estimate of the
power imbalance between Iraq and the United States. (In the short term, of course, other
factors ranging from political strategies to military forces to weather played a role.) When
the war began, the U.S.-led coalition established its dominance within the first few hours
and went on to systematically crush Iraq’s military power over six weeks and evict its
forces from Kuwait. Thus, despite its lack of precision, GDP is probably the best single in-
dicator of power. It does not always predict who will win a war, however, as shown by the
U.S. loss in the Vietnam War.

Elements of Power
State power is a mix of many ingredients, such
as natural resources, industrial capacity, moral
legitimacy, military preparedness, and popular
support of government. All these elements
contribute to an actor’s power. The mix varies
from one actor to another, but overall power
does relate to the rough quantities of the ele-
ments on which that power is based.

Power resources are elements that an actor
can draw on over the long term. The power
measure used earlier—total GDP—is in this
category. So are population, territory, geogra-
phy, and natural resources. These attributes
change only slowly. Less tangible long-term
power resources include political culture, patri-
otism, education of the population, and
strength of the scientific and technological
base. The credibility of its commitments (rep-
utation for keeping its word) is also a power
resource that a state can nurture over time. So
is the ability of one state’s culture and values to
consistently shape the thinking of other states
(the power of ideas). Power resources shape an
actor’s potential power.

The importance of long-term power re-
sources was illustrated after the Japanese sur-
prise attack on the U.S. fleet at Pearl Harbor
in 1941, which decimated U.S. naval capabili-
ties in the Pacific. In the short term, Japan had
superior military power and was able to occupy
territories in Southeast Asia while driving U.S.
forces from the region. In the longer term, the
United States had greater power resources due
to its underlying economic potential. It built
up military capabilities over the next few years
that gradually matched and then overwhelmed
those of Japan in the Pacific.
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Military power such as tanks rests on economic strength,
roughly measured by GDP. The large U.S. economy sup-
ports U.S. military predominance. Sustained economic
growth in countries like China and South Korea is allow-
ing military modernization. Here, South Korean tanks
cross a river in Seoul during joint exercises with U.S.
forces.

THE ECONOMICS OF POWER



Power capabilities allow actors to exercise influence in the short term. Military forces are
such a capability—perhaps the most important kind. The size, composition, and pre-
paredness of two states’ military forces matter more in a short-term military confrontation
than do their respective economies or natural resources. Another capability is the military-
industrial capacity to quickly produce tanks, fighter planes, and other weapons. The qual-
ity of a state’s bureaucracy is another type of capability, allowing the state to gather infor-
mation, regulate international trade, or participate in international conferences.

As with power resources, some power capabilities are intangible. The support and le-
gitimacy that an actor commands in the short term from constituents and allies are capa-
bilities that the actor can use to gain influence. The loyalty of a nation’s army and politi-
cians to its leader (in the short term) is in effect a capability available to the leader.
Although capabilities come into play more quickly than power resources, they are narrower
in scope. In particular, military capabilities are useful only when military power can be ef-
fective in gaining influence. Likewise, economic capabilities are of little use in situations
dominated by a military component.

Given the limited resources that any actor commands, there are always trade-offs
among possible capabilities. Building up military forces diverts resources that might be put
into foreign aid, for instance. Or buying a population’s loyalty with consumer goods reduces
resources available for building up military capabilities. To the extent that one element of
power can be converted into another, it is fungible. Generally money is the most fungible
capability because it can buy other capabilities.

Realists tend to see military force as the most important element of national power in
the short term, and they see other elements such as economic strength or diplomatic skill
or moral legitimacy as being important to the extent that they are fungible into military
power. Such fungibility of nonmilitary elements of power into military ones is considerable,
at least in the long term. Well-paid soldiers fight better, as do soldiers imbued with moral
fervor for their cause, or soldiers using higher-technology weapons. Skilled diplomats can
avoid unfavorable military confrontations or provoke favorable ones. Moral foreign policies
can help sway public opinion in foreign countries and cement alliances that increase mil-
itary strength. Realists tend to treat these dimensions of power as important mainly because
of their potential military impact. Indeed, realists share this emphasis on military power
with revolutionaries such as communist leaders during the Cold War. Chairman Mao
Zedong of China said: “All power grows out of the barrel of a gun.”

The different types of power capabilities can be contrasted by considering the choice
to possess tanks or gold. One standard power capability that states want is battle tanks. In
land warfare to control territory, the tank is arguably the most powerful instrument avail-
able, and the leading defense against it is another tank. One can assess power on this di-
mension by counting the size and quality of a state’s tank force (an imprecise but not im-
possible exercise). A different power capability of time-honored value is the stockpile of
gold (or its modern-day equivalent in hard currency reserves; see Chapter 9). Gold repre-
sents economic power and is a power resource, whereas tanks represent military power and
are a power capability.

In the long term, the gold is better because one can always turn gold into tanks (it is
fungible), but it might be hard to turn tanks into gold. However, in the short term the
tanks might be better because if an enemy tank force invades one’s territory, gold will not
stop them; indeed they will soon take the gold for themselves. For example, in 1990 Iraq
(which had gone for tanks) invaded its neighbor Kuwait (which had gone for gold). In the
short term, Iraq proved much more powerful: it occupied Kuwait and plundered it.

Morality can contribute to power, by increasing the will to use power and by attract-
ing allies. States have long clothed their actions, however aggressive, in rhetoric about
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their peaceful and defensive intentions. For instance, the 1989 U.S. invasion of Panama
was named “Operation Just Cause.” Military capabilities are most effective in the context
of justifications that make state actions seem moral. Of course, if a state overuses moralis-
tic rhetoric to cloak self-interest too often, it loses credibility even with its own population.

The use of geography as an element of power is called geopolitics. It is often tied to
the logistical requirements of military forces (see Chapter 6). Frequently, state leaders use
maps in thinking about international power positions and alignments. In geopolitics, as in
real estate, the three most important considerations are location, location, location.
States increase their power to the extent they can use geography to enhance their military
capabilities, such as by securing allies and bases close to a rival power or along strategic
trade routes, or by controlling key natural resources. In general, power declines as a func-
tion of distance from a home state, although technology seems to be making this decline
less steep.

A recurrent geopolitical theme for centrally located, largely land-locked states such as
Germany and Russia is the threat of being surrounded. In the 1840s, British politician Lord
Palmerston warned that “Russia has a basic drive for warm water ports” (free of ice year-
round). The 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan was seen by some Western leaders as a
step toward Soviet expansion southward to the Indian Ocean, driven by such a motive.
Militarily, centrally located states often face a two-front problem. Germany had to fight
France to the west and Russia to the east simultaneously in World War I—a problem re-
duced early in World War II by Hitler’s pact with Stalin (until Hitler’s disastrous decision
to invade the Soviet Union).

For states less centrally located, such as Britain or the United States, different geopolit-
ical problems appear. These states have been called “insular” in that bodies of water protect
them against land attacks.9 Their geopolitical problem in the event of war is to move soldiers
and supplies over long distances to reach the scene of battle. This capability was demon-
strated in the U.S. participation in the World Wars, the Cold War, and the Gulf War.

BARGAINING

The exercise of power involves two or more parties, each trying to influence the other
more than it is itself influenced. The mutual attempts to influence others constitute a bar-
gaining process. Bargaining is important in various theoretical perspectives (not just real-
ism), though different theories emphasize different motivations, tactics, and outcomes.

Bargaining and Leverage
Bargaining may be defined as tacit or direct communication in an attempt to reach agree-
ment on an exchange of value—that is, of tangible or intangible items that one or both
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parties value. Bargaining need not be explicit. Sometimes the content is communicated
through actions rather than an exchange of words.10

A bargaining process has two or more participants and sometimes has mediators whose
participation is nominally neutral. Participants have a direct stake in the outcome; medi-
ators do not. There are one or more issues on which each participant hopes to reach agree-
ment on terms favorable to itself, but the participants’ interests diverge on these issues, cre-
ating conflicts. These conflicts define a bargaining space—one or more dimensions, each of
which represents a distance between the positions of two participants concerning their pre-
ferred outcomes. The bargaining process disposes of these conflicts by achieving agreement
on the distribution of the various items of value that are at stake. The end result is a posi-
tion arrived at in the bargaining space.

Such agreements do not necessarily represent a fair exchange of value; many agree-
ments are manifestly one-sided and unfair. But in a broad sense, bargains whether fair or
unfair contain an element of mutual gain. This is possible because the items of value being
exchanged have different value to the different parties. To take a clearly unfair example, an
armed robber values a victim’s wallet more than the victim does, and the victim values his
or her own life more than the robber does. The robber “gives” the victim life and the vic-
tim “gives” the robber money–so both gain. As this example illustrates, the mutual gains in
bargaining are relative to other possible outcomes, not necessarily to the status quo before
the bargain.

Participants bring different means of leverage to the bargaining process.11 Leverage de-
rives from power capabilities that allow one actor to influence the other to reach agree-
ments more favorable to the first actor’s interests. Leverage may operate on any of three di-
mensions of power: the promise of positive sanctions (rewards) if the other actor gives one
what one wants; the threat of negative sanctions (damage to valued items) if not; or an ap-
peal to the other’s feeling of love, friendship, sympathy, or respect for oneself.12 For in-
stance, Cuba during the Cold War could obtain Soviet oil by purchasing the oil with
hard currency, by threatening to cut its alliance with the Soviet Union unless given the oil
at subsidized prices, or by appealing to the Soviet leaders’ sense of socialist solidarity.

Bringing a bargaining leverage into play generally opens up a new dimension in the
bargaining space, allowing outcomes along this new dimension to be traded off against
those on the original dimension (the main issue at stake). Leverage thus helps to get deals
done—albeit not always fair ones. One-sided agreements typically result when one side has
a preponderance of leverage relative to the other.

The use of violence can be a means of settling conflicts. The application of violent
negative leverage can force an agreement that ends a conflict. (Again, the agreement
may not be fair.) Because such violence may also create new sources of conflict, agreements
reached through violence may not last. Nonetheless, from a realist perspective violence is
just another leverage—an extension of politics by other means. Politics itself has been de-
scribed as the process of deciding “who gets what, when, how.”13

The same principles of bargaining apply to both international security affairs and in-
ternational political economy. In both cases power and leverage matter. Also in both
cases structures and institutions have been designed to aid the bargaining process.
Economic markets serve this purpose, from the New York Stock Exchange to the local su-
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permarket. In international security such institutions as diplomatic missions and interna-
tional organizations facilitate the bargaining process. Realists studying international secu-
rity focus on political-military bargaining more than economic bargaining because they
consider it more important. The economic framework will be elaborated in Chapter 8.

Bargaining that takes place formally—usually at a table with back-and-forth dia-
logue—is called negotiation. Because the issues in IR are important and the actors are usu-
ally sophisticated players in a game with long-established rules and traditions, most issues
of contention reach a negotiating table sooner or later. Often bargaining takes place si-
multaneously at the negotiating table and in the world (often on the battlefield). The par-
ticipants talk in the negotiation hall while manipulating instruments of leverage outside it.

Negotiating styles vary from one culture or individual to another. In international
negotiations on major political and military issues, problems of cultural difference may
become serious obstacles. For example, straight-talking Americans might misunderstand
negotiators from Japan, where saying “no” is rude and is therefore replaced by phrases
such as “that would be difficult.” A good negotiator will take time to understand the
other party’s culture and bargaining style, as well as its interests and available means of
leverage.

Strategies
Power strategies are plans actors
use to develop and deploy power
capabilities to achieve goals. A
key aspect of strategy is choosing
the kinds of capabilities to de-
velop, given limited resources, in
order to maximize international
influence. This requires foresight
because the capabilities required
to manage a situation may need
to be developed years before that
situation presents itself. Yet the
capabilities chosen often will not
be fungible in the short term.
Central to this dilemma is what
kind of standing military forces
to maintain in peacetime—
enough to prevent a quick defeat
if war breaks out, but not so
much as to overburden one ’s
economy (see pp. ***–***).
Strategies also include choices
about how capabilities are used
in situations—sequences of ac-
tions designed for maximum ef-
fect; the creation of alliances; the
use of contingency plans; and so
forth. Depending on the situa-
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Bargaining includes both indirect moves and explicit negotiations. Palestinians got a
seat at the table in formal Arab-Israeli peace negotiations only in 1991, and the Israeli
and PLO leaders first shook hands in 1993. But for decades Israel and the PLO used
various power capabilities as leverage in implicit bargaining with each other, and con-
tinued to do so after the peace process broke down in 2000.
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tion, most power strategies mix economic instruments (trade, aid, loans, investment,
boycotts) with military ones. (In the short term, within a given situation such plans are
called tactics.)

Strategies include whether (and in which situations) a state is willing to use its power
capabilities. For example, in the Vietnam War the United States had overall power capa-
bilities far superior to those of the Vietnamese communists but lost the war because it was
unwilling or unable to commit the resources necessary or use them effectively. The will of
a nation or leader is hard to estimate. Even if leaders make explicit their intention to fight
over an issue, they might be bluffing.

The strategic actions of China in recent years exemplify the concept of strategy as ra-
tional deployment of power capabilities. China’s central foreign policy goal is to prevent the
independence of Taiwan, which China considers an integral part of its territory (as does the
United Nations and, at least in theory, the United States). Taiwan’s government was set up
to represent all of China in 1949, when the nationalists took refuge there after losing to the
communists in China’s civil war. Since 1949, Taiwan has operated more and more inde-
pendently, and many Taiwanese favor independence. China does not have the military
power to invade Taiwan successfully, but it has declared repeatedly that it will go to war if
Taiwan declares independence. So far, even though such a war might be irrational on
China’s part, the threat has deterred Taiwan from formally declaring independence. China
might lose such a war, but would certainly inflict immense damage on Taiwan. In 1996,
China held war games near Taiwan, firing missiles over the sea. The United States sent two
aircraft carriers to signal China that its exercises must not go too far.

Not risking war by declaring independence, Taiwan instead has engaged in diplomacy
to gain influence in the world. It lobbies the U.S. Congress, asks for admission to the UN
and other world organizations, and grants foreign aid to countries that recognize Taiwan’s
government (27 mostly small, poor countries worldwide as of 2001). In 1999, Taiwan’s
president declared that relations with China should be on a “state-to-state” basis, edging
closer to declaring independence.

China has used its own diplomacy to counter these moves. It breaks diplomatic rela-
tions with countries that recognize Taiwan, and it punishes any moves in the direction of
Taiwanese independence. Half the countries that recognize Taiwan are in the Caribbean
and Central America, leading to a competition for influence in the region. China has tried
to counter Taiwanese ties with those countries by manipulating various positive and neg-
ative leverages. For example, in Panama, where China is a major user of the Panama
Canal (which reverted to Panama from U.S. ownership in 1999), Taiwan has cultivated
close relations, invested in a container port, and suggested hiring guest workers from
Panama in Taiwan. But China has implicitly threatened to restrict Panama’s access to
Hong Kong, or to reregister China’s many Panamanian-registered ships in the Bahamas in-
stead. (Bahamas broke with Taiwan in 1997 after a Hong Kong conglomerate, now part of
China, promised to invest in a Bahamian container port.)

Two of the five vetoes China has ever used in the UN Security Council were to
block peacekeeping forces in countries that extended recognition to Taiwan. These ve-
toes demonstrate that if China believes its Taiwan interests are threatened, it can play a
spoiler role on the Security Council. When the former Yugoslav republic of Macedonia
recognized Taiwan in 1999 (in exchange for $1 billion in aid), China vetoed a UN
peacekeeping mission there at a time of great instability in next-door Kosovo. By con-
trast, when its Taiwan interests are secure, China cooperates on issues of world order. For
example, although China opposed the Gulf War, it did not veto the UN resolution au-
thorizing it.

Bargaining 13

ATLAS CD
Taiwan,
Recent
Decades
Article



These Chinese strategies mo-
bilize various capabilities, from
missiles to diplomats to industrial
conglomerates, in a coherent effort
to influence the outcome of
China’s most important interna-
tional issue. Strategy thus ampli-
fies China’s power. Similarly, dur-
ing the Cold War China used
strategy to amplify power, by play-
ing a balancer role between two
superpowers and by playing up the
importance of the global South,
which it claimed to lead.14

Some individual actors too are
better than others at using their
capabilities strategically. For in-
stance, U.S. President Jimmy
Carter in the 1970s used the great-
power capabilities available to
him, but his own strategic and in-
terpersonal skills seem to have
been the key to success in the
Camp David agreements (which
achieved the U.S. foreign policy
goal of an Egyptian-Israeli treaty).
Good strategies bring together
power capabilities for maximum ef-
fect, but poor strategies make inef-
ficient use of available capabilities.
Of course, even the most skillful
leader never has total control of an
international situation, but can
make best use of the opportunities
available while minimizing the ef-
fects of bad luck.

In the context of bargaining, actors use various strategies to employ leverage in an ef-
fort to move the final agreement point closer to their own positions. One common bar-
gaining strategy is to start with extreme demands and then gradually compromise them in
an effort to end up close to one’s true (but concealed) position. Another strategy is to
“drive a hard bargain” by sticking closely to one’s original position in the belief that the
other participant will eventually accept it. U.S. Secretary of State Henry Kissinger in the
1970s, however, used a policy of preemptive concessions to induce movement on the
other side and get to a middle-ground agreement quickly in few steps.15

Another common bargaining strategy is fractionation—splitting up a complex issue
into a number of small components so that progress may be sought on solvable pieces. For
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Coherent strategy can help a state to make the most of its power.
China’s foreign policy is generally directed toward its most important
regional interests, above all preventing Taiwan’s formal independence.
Despite conflicts with a number of its neighbors, China has had no mil-
itary engagements for two decades. Here, China uses its veto in the UN
Security Council for only the fifth time ever, to end a peacekeeping mis-
sion in Macedonia, which had just established ties with Taiwan (1999).
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instance, the Arab-Israeli negotiations that began in 1991 had many sets of talks concur-
rently working on various pieces of the problem. The opposite approach, which some bar-
gainers prefer, is to lump together diverse issues—called linkage—so that compromises on
one can be traded off against another in a grand deal. This was the case, for instance, in the
Yalta negotiations of 1945 among the United States, Britain, and the Soviet Union. On
the table simultaneously were such matters as the terms of occupation of Germany, the
Soviet presence in Eastern Europe, the strategy for defeating Japan, and the creation of the
United Nations.

Reciprocity, Deterrence, and Arms Races
To have the best effect, strategic bargaining over IR outcomes should take into account the
other actor’s own goals and strategies. Only then can one predict which forms of leverage
may induce the other actor to take the actions one desires. But this can be a problem: of-
ten states do not know each others’ true intentions but can only observe each others’ ac-
tions and statements (which may be lies).

One very effective strategy for influencing another actor whose plans are not known is
reciprocity—a response in kind to the other’s actions.16 A strategy of reciprocity uses pos-
itive forms of leverage as promises of rewards (if the actor does what one wants); simulta-
neously it uses negative forms of leverage as threats of punishment (if the actor does not re-
frain from doing what one does not want). Reciprocity is effective because it is easy to
understand. After one has demonstrated one’s ability and willingness to reciprocate—
gaining a reputation for consistency of response—the other actor can easily calculate the
costs of failing to cooperate or the benefits of cooperating.

Reciprocity can be an effective strategy for achieving cooperation in a situation of
conflicting interests. If one side expresses willingness to cooperate and promises to recip-
rocate the other’s cooperative and conflictual actions, the other side has great incentive to
work out a cooperative bargain. And because reciprocity is relatively easy to interpret, the
vow of future reciprocity often need not be stated explicitly.17 For example, in 1969
China’s relations with the United States had been on ice for 20 years. A total U.S. eco-
nomic embargo against China was holding back the latter’s economic development.
China’s support of North Vietnam was costing many American lives. The two states were
not on speaking terms. President Nixon (and adviser Kissinger) decided to try a signal to
China in hopes of improving relations (splitting China away from North Vietnam and fur-
ther away from the Soviet Union). Nixon slightly relaxed the U.S. trade embargo against
China. Three days later, with no explicit connection to the U.S. move, China released
three U.S. citizens whose boat had earlier drifted into Chinese waters.18 China reciprocated
other U.S. initiatives in the following months, and the two states resumed formal talks
within six months. By 1972, Nixon visited China in a spirit of rapprochement.
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Reciprocity can also help achieve cooperation in the sense of refraining from an un-
desired action. This is the intent of the strategy of deterrence—the threat to punish an-
other actor if it takes a certain negative action (especially attacking one’s own state or
one’s allies). The slogan “peace through strength” reflects this approach. If deterrence
works, its effects are almost invisible; its success is measured in attacks that did not occur.19

Nuclear deterrence is the threat to use nuclear weapons if another state does so.
Generally, advocates of deterrence believe that conflicts are more likely to escalate

into war when one party to the conflict is weak. In this view, building up military capabil-
ities usually convinces the stronger party that a resort to military leverage would not suc-
ceed, so conflicts are less likely to escalate into violence. A strategy of compellence, some-
times used after deterrence fails, refers to the use of force to make another actor take some
action (rather than refrain from taking an action).20 Generally it is harder to get another
state to change course (the purpose of compellence) than it is to get it to refrain from
changing course (the purpose of deterrence).

One strategy used to try to compel compliance by another state is escalation—a series
of negative sanctions of increasing severity applied in order to induce another actor to take
some action. In theory, the less severe actions establish credibility—showing the first ac-
tor’s willingness to exert its power on the issue—and the pattern of escalation establishes
the high costs of future sanctions if the second actor does not cooperate. These should in-
duce the second actor to comply, assuming that it finds the potential costs of the escalating
punishments to be greater than the costs of compliance.

U.S. actions against Saddam prior to the Gulf War illustrate the strategy of escalation.
First came statements of condemnation, then UN resolutions, then the formation of an al-
liance with power clearly superior to Iraq’s. Next came the application of economic sanc-
tions, then a military buildup with an implicit threat to use force, then explicit threats of
force, and finally ultimatums threatening force after a specific deadline. In this case the
strategy did not induce compliance, and only military defeat induced Iraq to accept U.S.
terms.

Escalation can be quite dangerous (especially when dealing with an adversary not as
easily defeated as Iraq was). During the Cold War, many IR scholars worried that a con-
ventional war could lead to nuclear war if the superpowers tried to apply escalation strate-
gies. In fact, side by side with the potential for eliciting cooperation, reciprocity in general
contains a danger of runaway hostility. When two sides both reciprocate but never manage
to put relations on a cooperative footing, the result can be a drawn-out, nasty, tit-for-tat
exchange of punishments. This characterizes Israeli relations with Islamic guerrillas in
southern Lebanon, for instance.

An arms race is a reciprocal process in which two (or more) states build up military
capabilities in response to each other. Since each wants to act prudently against a threat
(often a bit overblown in the leaders’ perceptions), the attempt to reciprocate leads to a
runaway production of weapons by both sides. The mutual escalation of threats erodes con-
fidence, reduces cooperation, and makes it more likely that a crisis (or accident) could
cause one side to strike first and start a war rather than wait for the other side to strike. The
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arms race process was illustrated vividly in the U.S.-Soviet nuclear arms race, which cre-
ated arsenals of tens of thousands of nuclear weapons on each side.21

Rationality
Consistent with the bargaining framework just outlined, most realists (and many nonreal-
ists) assume that those who wield power behave as rational actors in their efforts to influ-
ence others.22

First, this rationality implies that the actor exercising power is a single entity that can
“think” about its actions coherently and make choices. This is called the unitary actor as-
sumption, or sometimes the strong
leader assumption, and it is used to
describe the nature of states as in-
ternational actors. Although use-
ful, this simplification does not
capture the complexity of how
states actually arrive at decisions
(see Chapter 4).

Second, the assumption of ra-
tionality implies that states and
other international actors can
identify their interests and put pri-
orities on various interests: A
state’s actions seek to advance its
interests. Again, the assumption is
a simplification, because the inter-
ests of particular politicians, par-
ties, economic sectors, or regions of
a country often conflict. Yet real-
ists assume that the exercise of
power attempts to advance the na-
tional interest—the interests of
the state itself. President Kennedy,
for instance, said that “every na-
tion determines its policies in
terms of its own interests.”23

But what are the interests of a
state? Are they the interests of do-
mestic groups (see Chapter 4)? The
need to prevail in conflicts with
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The unitary actor assumption holds that states make important decisions as though
they were single individuals able to act in the national interest. In truth, factions and or-
ganizations with differing interests put conflicting pressures on state leaders. Here, the
Afghan interim leader Hamid Karzai meets with U.S. senators including Joseph
Lieberman and John McCain. Karzai’s government barely controlled the warlords gov-
erning Afghanistan, while President Bush’s party did not control the Senate.
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other states (see Chapter 5)? The need to cooperate with the international community for
mutual benefit (see Chapter 7)? There is no simple answer. Some realists simply define the
national interest as maximizing power—a debatable assumption.

Third, rationality implies that actors are able to perform a cost-benefit analysis—cal-
culating the costs incurred by a possible action and the benefits it is likely to bring.
Applying power incurs costs and should produce commensurate gains. As in the problem of
estimating power, one has to add up different dimensions in such a calculation. For in-
stance, states presumably do not initiate wars that they expect to lose, except in cases
where they stand to gain political benefits, domestic or international, that outweigh the
costs of losing the war. But it is not easy to tally intangible political benefits against the
tangible costs of a war. Even victory in a war may not be worth the costs paid. Rational ac-
tors can miscalculate costs and benefits, especially when using faulty information. Finally,
human behavior and luck can be unpredictable.

The ancient realist Sun Tzu advised that the best general was not the most courageous
or aggressive one, but the one who could coolly calculate the costs and benefits of alter-
native courses. The best war was a short one, in Sun Tzu’s view, because wars are costly.
Better yet was to take another state intact without fighting—by intimidation, deception,
and the disruption of enemy alliances. Capturing an enemy army was better than fighting
it. If fighting was necessary, it should occur on another state’s territory so the army could
live off the land. Attacking cities was too destructive and thus reduced the benefits of war.

These three assumptions about rationality—that states are unitary actors, that they
have coherent interests, and that they can make cost-benefit calculations—are simplifica-
tions that not all IR scholars accept. But realists consider these simplifications useful be-
cause they allow scholars to explain in a general way the actions of diverse actors. Power in
IR has been compared with money in economics, as a universal measure. In this view, just
as firms compete for money in economic markets, states compete for power in the inter-
national system.24

In order to provide a general explanation of state actions, realism makes a fourth as-
sumption, implicit in the parallel to economics. This is the assumption that all states (or
their leaders) have basically the same values and interests—intersubjective preferences.
(The outcomes valued by an actor are called preferences or utility.) Economists assume
that everyone prefers more money to less. Realists assume that all states prefer more
power to less.

This assumption has been criticized. If a state leader prefers upholding his or her
honor by fighting a losing war rather than being dictated to, such an action is rational in
terms of the leader’s own preferences—even though a U.S. college student or European
prime minister might find it inexplicable in terms of Western cultural norms. Similarly, the
suicidal charges of Iranian teenagers against Iraqi positions in the Iran-Iraq war were ra-
tional for the teenagers, who believed that as martyrs they would go directly to heaven. But
such preferences are hardly universal.

Despite these criticisms, realists argue that rational-actor models capture not all but
the most important aspects of IR. These simplified models provide the foundations for a
large body of IR research that represents international bargaining relationships mathe-
matically. By accepting the limitations of the four assumptions of rationality, IR scholars
can build very general and abstract models of international relationships.
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Game Theory
Game theory is a branch of mathematics concerned with predicting bargaining outcomes.
A game is a setting in which two or more players choose among alternative moves, either
once or repeatedly. Each combination of moves (by all players) results in a set of payoffs
(utility) to each player. The payoffs can be tangible items such as money or any intangible
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Realism favors cold cost-benefit calculations.
When terrorists destroyed the World Trade

Center, the damage seemed immeasurable, and no
price seemed too high to prevent a recurrence. Yet,
analysts soon tallied up the damage—human deaths
representing lost future income—and estimated the
cost of the attack and its aftermath to be on the or-
der of magnitude of $100 billion. This is a very large
number, but not infinite. It roughly equals the cost
of fighting the Gulf War, over one-third of U.S. an-
nual military spending, or 1 percent of the annual
U.S. GDP.

A rational state, then, should pay up to $100
billion annually to prevent a recurrence, or $50 bil-
lion a year to reduce the chances by half. The actual
allocations of the U.S. government to fight the war
on terrorism are on this level. Congress passed $29
billion in emergency funding to combat terrorism,
and President Bush proposed a $45 billion increase
in the annual defense budget. The funds primarily
support military and law-enforcement efforts. If such
methods are effective, these expenditures would
seem to pass the cost-benefit test.

However, there are other ways to spend funds.
A rational actor considers a variety of options in
making a cost-benefit analysis. The idea of world
views (conservative, liberal, revolutionary) helps
generate alternatives. For example, from a revolu-
tionary world view, the War Resisters’ League ar-
gues: “The best way to improve our national security
is to redirect money from the military and arms trade
to social programs at home and massive humanitar-
ian aid abroad.” $50 billion a year would go a long
way; for example, the UN is trying to raise $7 billion
for a world AIDS fund, and total U.S. foreign aid is
below $10 billion a year. Now think: Which would

be more likely to reduce the frequency of major ter-
rorist attacks on the United States—more military
and law enforcement to stop terrorists from succeed-
ing, or more foreign aid to alleviate the poverty and
despair that breeds terrorism? One can make a good
case either way, but how you answer will strongly af-
fect your cost-benefit calculations.

A liberal world view suggests yet another alter-
native—no dramatic response at all. Of course, law
enforcement and international coordination can be
improved incrementally, but suppose the United
States put its funds and energies elsewhere and “took
the hit” from time to time as terrorists destroyed
people and property? This may seem callous, but
economic liberals believe in rationality and cost-
benefit just as much as realists do. Money spent
fighting terrorism might be more rationally used for
debt reduction and tax cuts, or possibly in such areas
as public health, education, or other economically
productive programs. A major terrorist attack even
once a year would just slow the economy by 1 per-
cent, whereas successful economic policies could
raise the growth rate by more than this amount. You
will find the do-nothing option less attractive if you
think future terrorist attacks could be even more
costly (for example, by using biological or nuclear
weapons), or more frequent.

Theories should help us clarify our thinking.
Considering multiple perspectives helps avoid “blind
spots.” If you were trying to reduce the future inci-
dence of major terrorist attacks by half, how would
you allocate $50 billion per year among the three
options—military and law enforcement; foreign aid
and social programs; or unrelated areas like tax cuts
or health research?

THINKING THEORETICALLY



items of value. Game theory aims to deduce likely outcomes (what moves players will
make), given the players’ preferences and the possible moves open to them. Games are
sometimes called formal models.

Game theory was first used extensively in IR in the 1950s and 1960s by scholars trying
to understand U.S.-Soviet nuclear war contingencies. Moves were decisions to use nuclear
weapons in certain ways, and payoffs were outcomes of the war. The use of game theory to
study international interactions has become more extensive among IR scholars in recent
years, especially among realists, who accept the assumptions about rationality. To analyze
a game mathematically, one assumes that each player chooses a move rationally, to maxi-
mize its payoff.

Different kinds of situations are represented by different classes of games, as defined by
the number of players and the structure of the payoffs. One basic distinction is between
zero-sum games, in which one player’s gain is by definition equal to the other’s loss, and
non-zero-sum games, in which it is possible for both players to gain (or lose). In a zero-sum
game there is no point in communication or cooperation between the players because their
interests are diametrically opposed. But in a non-zero-sum game, coordination of moves
can maximize the total payoff to the players, although each may still maneuver to gain a
greater share of that total payoff.

A two-person game has only two players; because it is simple and easy to analyze math-
ematically, this is the most common type of game studied. An N-person game has more
than two players, and the moves typically result in coalitions of players, with the members
of the winning coalition dividing the payoff among themselves in some manner. In most
games, all the players make a move simultaneously. They may do so repeatedly, in a re-
peated game (or an iterated game, a sequential game, or a supergame). In a few games, the play-
ers alternate moves so each knows the other’s move before deciding on its own.

Analysis of a game entails searching for a solution—a set of moves by all the players
such that no player can increase its payoff by changing its move. It is the outcome at which
rational players will arrive. Some simple games have one solution, but many games have
multiple solutions or no stable solution.

A category of games with a given structure—in terms of the relationships between
moves and payoffs—is sometimes given a name that evokes a story or metaphor repre-
senting the nature of the game. Each such game yields an insight or lesson regarding a cat-
egory of international bargaining situations.25

The game called Prisoner’s Dilemma (PD) is the one most commonly studied. It is a sit-
uation in which rational players will choose moves that produce an outcome in which all
players are worse off than under a different set of moves. They all could do better, but as
individual rational actors they are unable to achieve this outcome. How can this be?

The original story tells of two prisoners questioned separately by a prosecutor. The
prosecutor knows they committed a bank robbery but has only enough evidence to convict
them of illegal possession of a gun unless one of them confesses. The prosecutor tells each
prisoner that if he confesses and his partner doesn’t confess, he will go free. If his partner
confesses and he doesn’t, he will get a long prison term for bank robbery (while the partner
goes free). If both confess, they will get a somewhat reduced term. If neither confesses, they
will be convicted on the gun charge and serve a short sentence. The story assumes that nei-
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ther prisoner will have a chance to retaliate later, that only the immediate outcomes mat-
ter, and that each prisoner cares only about himself.

This game has a single solution: both prisoners will confess. Each will reason as fol-
lows: “If my partner is going to confess, then I should confess too, because I will get a
slightly shorter sentence that way. If my partner is not going to confess, then I should still
confess because I will go free that way instead of serving a short sentence.” The other pris-
oner follows the same reasoning. The dilemma is that by following their individually ra-
tional choices both prisoners will end up serving a fairly long sentence when they could
have both served a short one by cooperating (keeping their mouths shut).

In IR, the PD game has been used to gain insight into arms races. Consider the deci-
sions of India and Pakistan about whether to build sizable nuclear weapons arsenals. Both
have the ability to do so. In 1998, when India detonated underground nuclear explosions
to test weapons designs, Pakistan promptly followed suit. Now, neither side can know
whether the other is secretly building up an arsenal, unless they reach an arms control
agreement with strict verification provisions. To analyze the game, we assign values to each
possible outcome—often called a preference ordering—for each player. This is not simple: if
we misjudge the value a player puts on a particular outcome, we may draw wrong conclu-
sions from the game.

The following preferences regarding possible outcomes are plausible: the best out-
come would be that oneself but not the other player had a nuclear arsenal (the expense of
building nuclear weapons would be worth it because one could then use them as leverage);
second best would be for neither to go nuclear (no leverage, but no expense); third best
would be for both to develop nuclear arsenals (a major expense without gaining leverage);
worst would be to forgo nuclear weapons oneself while the other player developed them
(and thus be subject to blackmail).

The game can be summarized in a payoff matrix (see Table 2.2). The first number in
each cell is India’s payoff, and the second number is Pakistan’s. To keep things simple, 4 in-
dicates the highest payoff, and 1 the lowest. As is conventional, a decision to refrain from
building nuclear weapons is called “cooperation,” and a decision to proceed with nuclear
weapons is called “defection.” The dilemma here parallels that of the prisoners just dis-
cussed. Each state’s leader reasons: “If they go nuclear, we must; if they don’t, we’d be crazy
not to.” The model seems to predict an inevitable Indian-Pakistani nuclear arms race, al-
though both states would do better to avoid one. And, indeed, a costly and dangerous arms
race is currently underway.

The model can be made more realistic by allowing the players to play the game re-
peatedly; as in most IR contexts, the same actors will bargain over this issue repeatedly over
a sustained time period. Game theorists have shown that in a repeated PD game, the possi-
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TABLE 2.2 ■ Payoff Matrix in India-Pakistan PD Game

Pakistan
Cooperate Defect

India
Cooperate (3,3) (1,4)

Defect (4,1) (2,2)

Note: First number in each group is India’s payoff, second is Pakistan’s. The number 4 is highest payoff, 
1 lowest. 



bility of reciprocity can make it rational to cooperate. Now the state leader reasons: “If we
defect now, they will respond by defecting and both of us will lose; if we cooperate they
might cooperate too; and if we are suckered once we can defect in the future.” The keys to
cooperation are the non-zero-sum nature of the PD game and the ability of each player to
respond in the future to present moves.26

IR scholars have analyzed many other games beyond PD. For example, Chicken repre-
sents two male teenagers speeding toward a head-on collision. The first to swerve is
“chicken.” Each reasons: “If he doesn’t swerve, I must; but if he swerves, I won’t.” The
player who first commits irrevocably not to swerve (“throwing away the steering wheel”)
will win. Similarly, in the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, some scholars argued that President
Kennedy “won” by seeming ready to risk nuclear war if Khrushchev did not back down and
remove Soviet missiles from Cuba. (There are, however, alternative explanations of the
outcome of the crisis.)

Through analysis of these and other games, IR researchers try to predict what ra-
tional actors would do in various types of situations. Games can capture and simplify the
fundamental dynamics of various bargaining situations. However, a game-theoretic analy-
sis is only as good as the assumptions that go into it. In particular, the results of the analy-
sis depend on the preferences that players are assumed to have about outcomes. And it is
difficult to test either the assumptions or the predictions of a formal model against the re-
alities of IR, which are so much more complex in practice.

THE INTERNATIONAL SYSTEM

States interact within a set of well-defined and long-established “rules of the game” gov-
erning what is considered a state and how states treat each other. Together these rules
shape the international system as we know it.27

Anarchy and Sovereignty
Realists emphasize that the rules of the international system create anarchy—a term that
implies not complete chaos or absence of structure and rules, but rather the lack of a cen-
tral government that can enforce rules.28 In domestic society within states, governments
can enforce contracts, deter participants from breaking rules, and use their monopoly on
legally sanctioned violence to enforce a system of law. Both democracies and dictatorships
provide central government enforcement of a system of rules. Lack of such a government
among states is what realists mean by anarchy. No central authority enforces rules and en-
sures compliance with norms of conduct. The power of one state is countered only by the
power of other states. States must rely on self-help, which they supplement with allies and
the (sometimes) constraining power of international norms.
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Some people think that only a world government can solve this problem. Others
think that adequate order can be provided by international organizations and agreements,
short of world government (see Chapter 7). But most realists think that IR cannot escape
from a state of anarchy and will continue to be dangerous as a result.29 In this anarchic
world, realists emphasize prudence as a great virtue in foreign policy. States should pay at-
tention not to the intentions of other states but rather to their capabilities. As Sun Tzu ad-
vised, do not assume that other states will not attack but rather be ready if they do.

Despite its anarchy, the international system is far from chaotic. The great majority of
state interactions closely adhere to norms of behavior—shared expectations about what
behavior is considered proper.30 Norms change over time, slowly, but the most basic norms
of the international system have changed little in recent centuries.

Sovereignty—traditionally the most important norm—means that a government has
the right, at least in principle, to do whatever it wants in its own territory. States are sep-
arate, are autonomous, and answer to no higher authority (due to anarchy). In principle, all
states are equal in status if not in power. Sovereignty also means that states are not sup-
posed to interfere in the internal affairs of other states. Although states do try to influence
each other (exert power) on matters of trade, alliances, war, and so on, they are not sup-
posed to meddle in the internal politics and decision processes of other states. For example,
it would be inappropriate for Russia or Britain to endorse a candidate for U.S. president.
(This rule is often bent in practice.)31

The principles of state sovereignty are exemplified in the 1972 Shanghai
Communiqué, signed during President Nixon’s visit to China. The United States recog-
nized the reality that the communist government (not the nationalist government based in
Taiwan) controlled mainland China. Both sides agreed to uphold respect for the sover-
eignty and territorial integrity of all states, nonaggression against other states, and nonin-
terference in the internal affairs of other states. In recent years, China has vigorously
protested U.S. efforts to improve China’s human rights record as “meddling in China’s in-
ternal affairs.”

In practice, states have a harder and harder time warding off interference in their af-
fairs. Such “internal” matters as human rights or self-determination are, increasingly, con-
cerns for the international community. For example, in the Helsinki agreements that cod-
ified East-West détente in the Cold War, the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe promised
to respect human rights within their own borders (an internal affair). Also, the integration
of global economic markets and telecommunications makes it easier than ever for ideas to
penetrate state borders.

States are based on territory. Respect for the territorial integrity of all states, within
recognized borders, is an important principle of IR. Many of today’s borders are the result
of past wars (in which winners took territory from losers), or were imposed arbitrarily by
third parties such as colonizers. These borders therefore create many problems—the split-
ting of nations or ethnic groups into different states, the creation of oddly shaped states
that may lack resources or access to ports, and so forth (see pp. ***–***). Despite these
imperfections, the international system places the highest value on respect for interna-
tionally recognized borders. Almost all of the world’s land territory falls under the sover-
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eign control of existing states; very little is con-
sidered “up for grabs” (high seas are outside any
state’s territory; see Chapter 11).

The territorial nature of the interstate sys-
tem reflects the origins of that system in an age
when agrarian societies relied on agriculture to
generate wealth. In today’s world, where trade
and technology rather than land create wealth,
the territorial state may be less important.
Information-based economies are linked across
borders instantly, and the idea of the state as
having a hard shell now seems archaic. The ac-
celerating revolution in information technolo-
gies may dramatically affect the territorial state
system in the coming years.

Membership in the international system
rests on general recognition (by other states) of
a government’s sovereignty within its territory.
This recognition is extended formally through
diplomatic relations and by membership in the
UN. It does not imply that a government has
popular support but only that it controls the
state’s territory and agrees to assume its obliga-
tions in the international system—to accept
internationally recognized borders, to assume
the international debts of the previous govern-
ment, and to refrain from interfering in other
states’ internal affairs.

States have developed norms of diplomacy
to facilitate their interactions. An embassy is
considered to be territory of the home state,
not the country where it is located (see pp.
***–***). The U.S. embassy in China, for in-
stance, harbored a wanted Chinese dissident
for two years after the Tiananmen Square
crackdown of 1989, and Chinese troops did
not simply come in and take him away. To do
so would have been a violation of U.S. territo-
rial integrity.

Diplomatic norms recognize that states try
to spy on each other. It is up to each state to keep others from successfully spying on it. In
2002, China discovered that its new presidential aircraft—a Boeing 767 refurbished in
Texas—was riddled with sophisticated listening devices. But China did not make an issue
of it (the plane had not gone into service), and a U.S.–China summit the next month
went forward.

Realists acknowledge that the rules of IR often create a security dilemma—a situation
in which states’ actions taken to assure their own security (such as deploying more military
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Sovereignty and territorial integrity are central norms
governing the behavior of states. They give states control
within established borders. Embassies are considered the
home country’s territory. Here, the ruined Russian
Embassy grounds in the capital of Afghanistan become a
refuge to 15,000 people displaced by war (2002).

32 Jervis, Robert. Cooperation Under the Security Dilemma. World Politics 30 (2), 1978: 167–214.
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forces) tend to threaten the security of other states.32 The responses of those other states
(such as deploying more of their own military forces) in turn threaten the first state. The
dilemma parallels the Prisoner’s Dilemma game discussed earlier. It is a prime cause of arms
races in which states waste large sums of money on mutually threatening weapons that do
not ultimately provide security. The current debate over developing U.S. missile defenses
hinges in part on whether such defenses would cause a worried China to deploy more nu-
clear weapons against the united States—another case of a security dilemma.

The security dilemma is a negative consequence of anarchy in the international sys-
tem. Realists tend to see the dilemma as unsolvable, whereas liberals think it can be solved
through the development of norms and institutions (see Chapters 3 and 7).

As we shall see in later chapters, changes in technology and in norms are undermining
the traditional principles of territorial integrity and state autonomy in IR. Some IR schol-
ars find states to be practically obsolete as the main actors in world politics, as some inte-
grate into larger entities and others fragment into smaller units.33 Other scholars find the
international system quite enduring in its structure and state units.34 One of its most en-
during features is the balance of power.

Balance of Power
In the anarchy of the international system, the most reliable brake on the power of one
state is the power of other states. The term balance of power refers to the general concept
of one or more states’ power being used to balance that of another state or group of states.
The term is used in several ways and is imprecisely defined. Balance of power can refer to
any ratio of power capabilities between states or alliances; or it can mean only a relatively
equal ratio. Alternatively, balance of power can refer to the process by which counterbal-
ancing coalitions have repeatedly formed in history to prevent one state from conquering
an entire region.35
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Cyberspace versus Sovereignty?

The interstate system is based on states’ sovereignty within their territories. In the
1990s, the astounding growth of the Internet and World Wide Web created “cyber-
space.” It is a world of business relationships and communities with shared personal
interests, in which geography is irrelevant. How is the growth of cyberspace chang-
ing state sovereignty?
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The theory of balance of power argues that such counterbalancing occurs regularly and
maintains the stability of the international system. The system is stable in that its rules and
principles stay the same: state sovereignty does not collapse into a universal empire. This
stability does not, however, imply peace; it is rather a stability maintained by means of re-
curring wars that adjust power relations.

Alliances (to be discussed shortly) play a key role in the balance of power. Building up
one’s own capabilities against a rival is a form of power balancing, but forming an alliance
against a threatening state is often quicker, cheaper, and more effective. When such a
counterbalancing coalition has a geopolitical element—physically hemming in the threat-
ening state—the power-balancing strategy is called containment. In the Cold War, the
United States encircled the Soviet Union with military and political alliances to prevent
Soviet territorial expansion.

Sometimes a particular state deliberately becomes a balancer (in its region or the
world), shifting its support to oppose whatever state or alliance is strongest at the moment.
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In December 2001, Condoleezza Rice, national se-
curity advisor to President Bush, described an

emerging “Bush Doctrine” to guide U.S. overseas in-
terventions in the new era of warring on terrorism.*
The doctrine “emphasizes that states are responsible
for what goes on inside their borders.” Those harbor-
ing terrorists would be targeted themselves. In
Afghanistan, the Taliban regime controlling most of
the country was not internationally recognized as the
government, but because it held territory, it could
provide safe haven to the al Qaeda terrorist organiza-
tion. The main U.S. response to the 2001 attack was
to use military force to regain control of Afghanistan’s
territory under a (recognized) government that would

deny Afghan territory to the terrorists.
Thus, the September 11 attack arose from non-

state actors operating across state borders worldwide,
but the response focused on states (getting states to
cooperate in stopping terrorism or holding them re-
sponsible if they refuse). This approach follows real-
ist principles that have shaped successive world or-
ders for 500 years. It constructs world order in terms
of sovereign territorial states. Today, with technol-
ogy allowing long-distance reach, even a remote ter-
ritory like Afghanistan can breed a threat to a far-
away superpower. So even a few “rogue” states or
“failed” states can present major challenges. By re-
asserting control over the state of Afghanistan, the
Bush administration left one less territory outside
the rules of the interstate system. In this sense the
Bush Doctrine represents not an abrupt change in
world order, but a reassertion of existing world order
in the face of challenges.

It has been said that everything changed on
September 11. But one central aspect of world order
did not change—the emphasis on sovereign, territo-
rial states as the prime actors. Can you think of other
aspects of world order that remained intact before
and after September 11?

* Hoagland, Jim. Calling Audibles. The Washington Post
12/5/01: A29.
Note: The “Changing World Order” boxes are introduced on 
p. ***.
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Britain played this role on the European con-
tinent for centuries, and China played it in
the Cold War. But states do not always bal-
ance against the strongest actor. Sometimes
smaller states “jump on the bandwagon” of the
most powerful state; this has been called band-
wagoning as opposed to balancing. For in-
stance, after World War II a broad coalition
did not form to contain U.S. power; rather
most major states joined the U.S. bloc. States
may seek to balance threats rather than raw
power; U.S. power was greater than Soviet
power but was less threatening to Europe and
Japan (and later to China as well).36

Furthermore, small states create variations on
power-balancing themes when they play off ri-
val great powers against each other. For in-
stance, Cuba during the Cold War received
massive Soviet subsidies by putting itself in
the middle of the U.S.-Soviet rivalry.

In the post–Cold War era of U.S. domi-
nance, balance-of-power theory would predict
closer relations among Russia, China, and
even France—great powers that are not close
U.S. military allies. These predictions appear
to be on the mark. Russian-Chinese relations
have improved dramatically in such areas as
arms trade and demilitarization of the border.
In 1997, the two presidents declared jointly
that “No country should seek hegemony, prac-
tice power politics, or monopolize interna-
tional affairs.” The “country” referred to could
only be the United States. Russia and China
signed a treaty of “friendship” in 2001. France,
for its part, contested U.S. positions vigorously
in global trade negotiations and discussions of
NATO’s command structure, and sometimes
sided with Russia and China in the UN
Security Council. French leaders have com-
plained repeatedly of U.S. “hyperpower.”
Europe and Japan opposed U.S. positions on a
range of proposed treaties in 2001, on subjects
ranging from missile defense to biological
weapons, small arms trade, and global warming. (Public opinion in European countries dis-
approved of Bush Administration international policies by large majorities in mid-2001.)37

Only the appearance of a common enemy–international terrorists–brought the great pow-
ers back together in September 2001.
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Realists emphasize relative power as an explanation of
war and peace. The modernization of China’s military—
in conjunction with China’s rapidly growing economy—
is expected to increase China’s power over the coming
decades. Chinese leaders refer to “two ups and two
downs” in the region, as China and the United States in-
crease in power while Russia and Japan decline. Some
observers fear instability in Asia if the overall balance of
power among states in the region shifts rapidly. Here,
flags adorn the Old Executive Office Building for a
Chinese visit, 1999.
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Great Powers and Middle Powers
Power, of course, varies greatly from one state to another. The most powerful states in the
system exert most of the influence on international events and therefore get the most at-
tention from IR scholars. By almost any measure of power, a handful of states possess the
majority of the world’s power resources. At most a few dozen states have any real influence
beyond their immediate locality. These are called the great powers and middle powers in
the international system.

Although there is no firm dividing line, great powers are generally considered the half
dozen or so most powerful states. Until the past century the great power club was exclu-
sively European. Sometimes great powers’ status is formally recognized in an international
structure such as the nineteenth-century Concert of Europe or the UN Security Council.
In general, great powers may be distinguished by the criterion that they can be defeated
militarily only by another great power. Great powers also tend to share a global outlook
based on national interests far from their home territories.38

The great powers generally have the world’s strongest military forces and the strongest
economies to pay for military forces and for other power capabilities. These large
economies in turn rest on some combination of large populations, plentiful natural re-
sources, advanced technology, and educated labor forces. Because power is based on these
underlying resources, membership in the great-power system changes slowly. Only rarely
does a great power—even one defeated in a massive war—lose its status as a great power,
because its size and long-term economic potential change slowly. Thus Germany and
Japan, decimated in World War II, are powerful today and Russia, after gaining and then
losing the rest of the Soviet Union, is still considered a great power.

What states are great powers today? Although definitions vary, seven states appear to
meet the criteria. Certainly the United States is one. In total GDP, a measure of potential
power, the United States ranks highest by far at almost $10 trillion per year (2000 data).
Because of its historical role of world leadership (especially in and after World War II), and
its predominant military might, the United States is considered the world’s only super-
power.

China, with a total GDP of $5 trillion, is or soon will be the world’s second largest
economy. China’s GDP is especially hard to estimate, and another method would put it at
$2 trillion. In any case, China’s sheer size (more than 1 billion people) and its rapid eco-
nomic growth (10 percent annually in the 1990s) make it a powerful state. China has a
large but not a very modern military, and its orientation is regional rather than global. But,
with a credible nuclear arsenal and a seat on the UN Security Council, China qualifies as
a great power. It is expected to play a central role in world politics in the twenty-first cen-
tury. Japan ranks third (or perhaps second), with a GDP of $3 trillion. Along with
Germany ($2 trillion GDP), Japan is an economic great power, but both countries’ military
roles in international security affairs have been curtailed since World War II. Nonetheless,
both Japan and Germany have very large and capable military forces, and both have been
edging toward using military forces beyond their own territories or regions.

Russia, even after the breakup of the Soviet Union, has a GDP above $1 trillion—
again a hard one to estimate—and very large (though run-down) military forces including
a massive nuclear arsenal. France and Britain finish out the list at more than $1 trillion
GDP each. With Russia, they were winners in World War II and have been active military
powers since then. Although much reduced in stature from their colonial heydays, they
still qualify as great powers by most standards.
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The great powers thus include the five permanent members of the UN Security
Council—the United States, Russia, France, Britain, and China. The same five states are
also the members of the “club” possessing large nuclear weapons arsenals (there are also
several recent smaller-scale nuclear states). In world political and economic affairs,
Germany and Japan are also great powers (they would like Security Council seats, too; see
p. ***).

These seven great powers account for about half of the world’s total GDP—and hence,
presumably, about half of the total power in the world. This concentration of power is es-
pecially strong in practice because the remaining half of the world’s power is split up
among nearly 200 other states (see Figure 2.1).

The slow change in great-power status is evident. Britain and France have been great
powers for 500 years, Russia and Germany for more than 250 years, the United States and
Japan for about 100 years, and China for 50 years. Only six other states were ever (but no
longer are) considered great powers: Italy, Austria (Austria-Hungary), Spain, Turkey (the
Ottoman Empire), Sweden, and the Netherlands.

Middle powers rank somewhat below the great powers in terms of their influence on
world affairs. Some are large but not highly industrialized; others have specialized capabil-
ities but are small. Some aspire to regional dominance, and many have considerable influ-
ence in their regions. Even more than with great powers, it is hard to establish a bottom
criterion for distinguishing middle powers.

The top rungs of middle powers are easier to identify. India ($2.4 trillion) and Brazil
($1.3 trillion) are both regional giants that some scholars see as rising powers and possible
new great powers in this century. In terms of total GDP, Italy and Canada are just below
the range of France and Britain and some would consider them great powers. Both states
belong to the Group of Eight (G8) economic powers (along with the United States,
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Germany, Japan, France, Britain, and Russia, which joined in 1998). Mexico, Indonesia,
South Korea, and Spain all have GDPs greater than half a trillion dollars, and are active
middle powers. Below this level, GDP estimates become more closely bunched and the or-
der of national economies becomes much harder to sort out.

A list of middle powers (not everyone would agree on it) might include the following
states. The first tier would include large states with substantial economic activity, fairly
strong military forces, and considerable regional political influence: Canada, Italy, India,
Brazil, Mexico, South Korea, Iran, and Turkey. A second tier could include important re-
gional actors with somewhat smaller economies or with strong capabilities on specific di-
mensions of power: Taiwan, Indonesia, Australia, Spain, Ukraine, Argentina, Israel, Saudi
Arabia, Egypt, Pakistan, South Africa, and Kazakhstan. A third tier might include smaller
rich states along with middle-sized, middle-income ones and regional “activists” that ex-
ercise power beyond their size: the Netherlands, Belgium, Sweden, Greece, Poland,
Nigeria, Venezuela, Vietnam, Syria, Iraq, Serbia, and North Korea.

Middle powers have not received as much attention in IR as have great powers. These
states do, however, often come into play in the specific regional conflicts that dominate
the day-to-day flow of international news.39 Smaller, weaker states (not even of middle-
power strength) also are often at the center of specific conflicts and crises. But their own
actions have only minor influence on world politics; the actions of great powers and mid-
dle powers in those conflicts and crises have more impact.

Power Distribution
With each state’s power balanced by other states, the most important characteristic of an
international system in the view of many realists is the distribution of power among states in
an international system. Power distribution as a concept can apply to all the states in the
world or to just one region, but most often it refers to the great-power system (with most of
the world’s total power capabilities).

Neorealists (so called because they have adopted and refined realism) try to explain
patterns of international events in terms of the system structure—the international distri-
bution of power—rather than the internal makeup of individual states.40 Neorealism is
thus also called structural realism. Neorealists often use game theory and related models in
such analyses.41 Compared to traditional realism, neorealism is more scientific in the sense
of proposing general laws to explain events, but neorealism has lost some of the richness of
traditional realists who took account of many complex elements (geography, willpower,
diplomacy, etc.).

Sometimes an international power distribution (world or regional) is described in
terms of polarity (a term adopted from physics), which refers to the number of independent
power centers in the system. This concept encompasses both the underlying power of var-
ious participants and their alliance groupings.

In a multipolar system there are typically five or six centers of power, which are not
grouped into alliances. Each state participates independently and on relatively equal terms
with the others. They may form a coalition of the whole for mutual security through coor-
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dination of efforts. Some IR researchers think that multipolarity provides a context for
smooth interaction. There are always enough actors present to prevent one from predom-
inating. But to other IR scholars a multipolar system is particularly dangerous, lacking the
discipline that predominant states or alliance blocs impose. In a sense, both are correct: in
the classical multipolar balance of power, the great-power system itself was stable but wars
were frequently used as power-adjusting mechanisms.

At the other extreme, a unipolar system has a single center of power around which all
others revolve. This is called hegemony, and will be discussed shortly. The predominance
of a single state tends to reduce the incidence of war; the hegemonic state performs some of
the functions of a government, somewhat reducing anarchy in the international system.

A bipolar system has two predominant states or two great rival alliance blocs. Tight
bipolar systems, such as the East-West standoff in the 1950s, may be distinguished from
looser ones such as developed when China and (to a lesser extent) France split off from
their alliance blocs in the 1960s. IR scholars do not agree about whether bipolar systems
are relatively peaceful or warlike. The U.S.-Soviet standoff seemed to provide stability and
peace to great-power relations, but rival blocs in Europe before World War I did not.

In a tripolar system there are three great centers of power. Such a configuration is
fairly rare; there is a tendency for a two-against-one alliance to form. Aspects of tripolarity
can be found in the “strategic triangle” of the United States, the Soviet Union, and China
during the 1960s and 1970s.42 Some scholars imagine that in the coming decades a tripo-
lar world will emerge, with rival power centers in North America, Europe, and East Asia.

These various polarities can be conceptualized as a pyramid or hierarchy of power in
an international system. At the top is the most powerful state, with other great powers and
middle powers arrayed below. Such a pyramid is similar to the dominance (or status) hier-
archies that many animals use to regulate access to valuable resources such as food. (We of-
ten call this a “pecking order.”) A multipolar system, then, is one with a relatively flat
pyramid—relative equality of status among actors. A unipolar system has a relatively steep
pyramid with unequal status. The steepness of the pyramid represents the concentration of
power in the international system.

Some IR scholars have argued that peace is best preserved by a relatively equal power
distribution (multipolarity) because then no country has an opportunity to win easily.
The empirical evidence for this theory, however, is not strong. The opposite proposition
has more support: peace is best preserved by hegemony, and next best by bipolarity.

Such is the thrust of power transition theory.43 This theory holds that the largest
wars result from challenges to the top position in the status hierarchy, when a rising power
is surpassing (or threatening to surpass) the most powerful state. At such times, power is
relatively equally distributed, and these are the most dangerous times for major wars.
Status quo powers that are doing well under the old rules will try to maintain them,
whereas challengers that feel locked out by the old rules may try to change them.44 Status
disequilibrium refers to a difference between a rising power’s status (formal position in the
hierarchy) and its actual power. In such a situation, the rising power may suffer from rela-
tive deprivation—the feeling that it is not doing as well as others or as well as it deserves,
even though its position may be improving in absolute terms. The classic example is
Germany’s rise in the nineteenth century, which gave it great-power capabilities even
though it was left out of colonial territories and other signs of status.
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If the challenger does not start a war to displace the top power, the latter may provoke
a “preventive” war to stop the rise of the challenger before it becomes too great a threat.45

Germany’s intensive arms race with Britain (the top power) led to increasing hostility and
the outbreak of World War I. After the war there was again a disparity between Germany’s
actual power (still considerable) and its harsh treatment under the terms of the Versailles
Treaty. That disparity may have contributed to World War II.

According to power transition theory, then, peace among great powers results when
one state is firmly in the top position, and the positions of others in the hierarchy are
clearly defined and correspond with their actual underlying power. Such a situation usually
results only from a great war, when one state predominates in power because its rivals and
allies alike have been drained. Even then, the different rates of growth among great pow-

ers lead to a slow equalization of
power and eventually the emer-
gence of challengers: the system
becomes more multipolar.

Hegemony
Hegemony is the holding by one
state of a preponderance of power
in the international system, so that
it can single-handedly dominate
the rules and arrangements by
which international political and
economic relations are con-
ducted.46 Such a state is called a
hegemon. (Usually hegemony
means domination of the world,
but sometimes it refers to regional
domination.) The Italian Marxist
theorist Antonio Gramsci used
“hegemony” to refer to the com-
plex of ideas that rulers use to gain
consent for their legitimacy and
keep subjects in line.47 By exten-
sion, such a meaning in IR refers
to the hegemony of ideas such as
democracy and capitalism, and to
the global predominance of U.S.
culture (see pp. ***–***).

32 Chapter 2 Power Politics

44 Mansfield, Edward D. The Concentration of Capabilities and the Onset of War. Journal of Conflict Resolution
36 (1), 1992: 3–24. Thompson, William R., and Karen Rasler. War and Systemic Capability Reconcentration.
Journal of Conflict Resolution 32 (2), 1988: 335–66. Doran, Charles F. Systems in Crisis: New Imperatives of High
Politics at Century’s End. NY: Cambridge, 1991.
45 Levy, Jack S. Declining Power and the Preventive Motivation for War. World Politics 40 (1), 1987: 82–107.
46 Kapstein, Ethan B. and Michael Mastanduno. Unipolar Politics. Columbia, 1999. Rupert, Mark. Producing
Hegemony: The Politics of Mass Production and American Global Power. NY: Cambridge, 1995. Brilmayer, Lea.
American Hegemony: Political Morality in a One-Superpower World. Yale, 1994. Rapkin, David P., ed. World
Leadership and Hegemony. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 1990.
47 Gramsci, Antonio. The Modern Prince and Other Writings. NY: International Publishers, 1959. Gill, Stephen,
ed. Gramsci, Historical Materialism and International Relations. NY: Cambridge, 1993.

The United States is the world’s most powerful single actor. Its ability and willingness
to resume a role as hegemon—as after World War II—are important factors that will
shape world order, but the U.S. role is still uncertain. Here, a U.S. A-10 “warthog” tank-
killer prepares for take-off, 2001.
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Most studies of hegemony point to two examples: Britain in the nineteenth century
and the United States after World War II. Britain’s predominance followed the defeat of its
archrival France in the Napoleonic Wars. Both world trade and naval capabilities were
firmly in British hands, as “Britannia ruled the waves.” U.S. predominance followed the de-
feat of Germany and Japan (and the exhaustion of the Soviet Union, France, Britain, and
China in the effort). In the late 1940s, the U.S. GDP was more than half the world’s total;
U.S. vessels carried the majority of the world’s shipping; the U.S. military could single-
handedly defeat any other state or combination of states; and only the United States had
nuclear weapons. U.S. industry led the world in technology and productivity, and U.S. cit-
izens enjoyed the world’s highest standard of living.

As the extreme power disparities resulting from major wars slowly diminish (states re-
build over years and decades), hegemonic decline may occur, particularly when hegemons
have overextended themselves with costly military commitments. IR scholars do not agree
about how far or fast U.S. hegemonic decline has proceeded, if at all, and whether inter-
national instability will result from such a decline.48 And beyond the U.S. and British
cases, IR scholars do not agree on which historical cases were instances of hegemony.
Some see the Netherlands in the early seventeenth century, or Spain in the sixteenth, as
cases of hegemony.

The theory of hegemonic stability (see pp. ***–***) holds that hegemony provides
some order in the international system, reducing anarchy, and provides some functions
similar to a central government—deterring aggression, promoting free trade, and providing
a hard currency that can be used as a world standard. Hegemons can help to resolve or at
least keep in check conflicts among middle powers or small states.

From the perspective of less powerful states, of course, such hegemony may seem an in-
fringement of state sovereignty, and the order it creates may seem unjust or illegitimate.
For instance, China chafed under U.S.-imposed economic sanctions for 20 years after
1949, feeling itself encircled by U.S. military bases and hostile alliances led by the United
States. To this day, Chinese leaders use the term hegemony as an insult, and the theory of
hegemonic stability does not impress them.

Even in the United States itself there is considerable ambivalence about U.S. hege-
mony. U.S. foreign policy has historically alternated between internationalist and isolation-
ist moods.49 It was founded as a breakaway from the European-based international system,
and its growth in the nineteenth century was based on industrialization and expansion
within North America. The United States acquired overseas colonies in the Philippines
and Puerto Rico but did not relish a role as an imperial power. In World War I, the coun-
try waited three years to weigh in—and refused to join the League of Nations afterward.
U.S. isolationism peaked in the 1930s; public opinion polls late in that decade showed 95
percent of the U.S. public opposed to participation in a future great European war, and
about 70 percent opposed to joining the League of Nations or joining with other nations to
stop aggression.50

Internationalists, such as Presidents Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson, fa-
vored U.S. leadership and activism in world affairs. These views seemed vindicated by the
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failure of isolationism to prevent World War II (or to allow the United States to stay out
of it). U.S. leaders after the war became alarmed by the threat of Soviet (and then
Chinese) communism and drummed up U.S. public opinion to favor a strong internation-
alism during the Cold War. The United States became an activist, global superpower.
Despite an inward-looking period after the Vietnam War, the United States has largely
continued this internationalist stance ever since. In the post–Cold War era, U.S. interna-
tionalism became tempered by a new cost consciousness, and by the emergence of a new
isolationist camp born in reaction to the displacements caused by globalization and free
trade. However, the terrorist attacks of September 2001 discredited the idea of U.S. dis-
engagement from world affairs, and renewed public support for U.S. interventionism in dis-
tant conflicts that no longer seemed so distant.51

A second area of U.S. ambivalence is unilateralism versus multilateralism in U.S. inter-
nationalism. Multilateral approaches—working through international institutions—aug-
ment U.S. power and reduce costs, but they limit U.S. freedom of action. For example, the
United States cannot always get the UN to do what it wants. Polls in the 1990s showed
that a majority of U.S. citizens supported working through the UN and other multilateral
institutions.52 However, members of the U.S. Congress, skeptical of the UN and interna-
tional agencies, often favored a more unilateralist approach, in which the United States
dictated terms and expected the world to comply. In the 1990s, Congress slipped more
than $1 billion behind in paying U.S. dues to the UN. Similarly, in the late 1990s
Congress passed the Helms-Burton Act, which provides for sanctions against countries
that do business in Cuba, and the Iran-Libya Sanctions Act, which imposes sanctions on
countries that invest in Iran or Libya. These unilateralist U.S. policies, naturally, have
been resisted by European states and Canada. In 2001, the new Bush Administration de-
clined to participate in such international efforts as a treaty on global warming (see pp.
***–***), a conference on racism, and an International Criminal Court (see p. ***).
The international community’s united front against terrorism pushed these disputes to the
back burner, but they will likely reemerge as U.S. foreign policy continues to vacillate be-
tween unilateral and multilateral approaches.

A third aspect of ambivalent U.S. hegemony is that of morality versus realism. Should
the United States be a moral guiding light for the world—pursuing goals such as democracy
and human rights—or should it concentrate on its own national interests, such as natural
resources and geostrategic position? Most U.S. citizens do not want to be “the world’s po-
liceman,” and some resent paying for the security of allies such as Japan and Europe. After
the collapse of the Soviet Union, efforts to win congressional approval of foreign aid for
Russia had to be couched in terms of U.S. interests (avoiding a return to costly Russian ag-
gression), not humanitarian assistance or a moral obligation to help a nation achieve free-
dom and democracy. Yet the U.S. people also think of themselves as a caring nation and a
beacon of hope for the world. Presidents continue to say things such as “where people are
hungry, we will help. We are the United States!”53
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ALLIANCES

An alliance is a coalition of states that coordinate their actions to accomplish some end.
Most alliances are formalized in written treaties, concern a common threat and related issues
of international security, and endure across a range of issues and a period of time. If actors’
purposes in banding together were shorter-term, less formal, or more issue-specific (such as
the current efforts to stop international terrorism), the association is usually called a coali-
tion rather than an alliance. Informal but enduring strategic alignments in a region are dis-
cussed shortly. But all these terms are somewhat ambiguous. Two countries may have a for-
mal alliance and yet be bitter enemies, such as the Soviet Union and China in the 1960s
or NATO members Greece and Turkey today. Or, two countries may create the practical
equivalent of an alliance without a formal treaty.

Purposes of Alliances
Alliances generally have the purpose of augmenting their members’ power relative to
other states. By pooling their power capabilities, two or more states can exert greater
leverage in their bargaining with other states. For smaller states, alliances can be their most
important power element, and for great powers the structure of alliances shapes the con-
figuration of power in the system. Of all the elements of power, none can change as
quickly and decisively as alliances.

Most alliances form in re-
sponse to a perceived threat.
When a state’s power grows and
threatens to overmatch that of its
rivals, the latter often form an al-
liance to limit that power.
Thucydides attributed the out-
break of the Peloponnesian Wars
more than 2,000 years ago to the
growing power of Athens, and to
the fear that caused in Sparta.
Sparta turned to its neighbors in
the Peloponnesian League, and
that alliance managed to defeat
Athens.

Alliances are an important
component of the balance of
power. Except in the rare circum-
stance of hegemony, every state is
weaker than some combination of
other states. If states overstep
norms of international conduct
they may face a powerful alliance
of opposing states. This happened
to Iraq when it invaded Kuwait in
1990, as it had to Hitler ’s
Germany in the 1940s and to
Napoleon’s France in the 1800s.
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Alliances, such as that between Kuwait and the United States, generally result from a
convergence of practical interests, not sentimental or ideological reasons. Here, U.S.
general Norman Schwarzkopf meets with the emir of Kuwait, 1991.

MARRIAGE OF CONVENIENCE



Realists emphasize the fluidity of alliances. Because of the autonomy of states, al-
liances can be made or broken fairly easily. Alliances are not marriages of love; they are
marriages of convenience. Alliances are based on national interests, and can shift as na-
tional interests change. This fluidity helps the balance-of-power process to operate effec-
tively.

As critics of realism point out, it is not simple or costless to break an alliance: one’s
reputation may suffer and future alliances may be harder to establish. There is an important
norm that says that written treaties should be honored—in Latin, pacta sunt servanda. So
states often do adhere to alliance terms even when it is not in their short-term interest to
do so. Nonetheless, because of the nature of international anarchy, there is no mechanism
to enforce contracts in IR, so the possibility of turning against a friend is always present.
Realists would agree with French president Charles de Gaulle (under whom France with-
drew militarily from NATO and developed its own nuclear weapons in the 1960s) that
“France has no permanent friends, only permanent interests.” He also said, “Treaties are
like roses and young girls. They last while they last.”54 One hears echoes of Napoleon, 150
years earlier: “Treaties are observed as long as they are in harmony with interests.”55

Examples are many. Anticommunist Richard Nixon could cooperate with communist
Mao Zedong in 1972. Joseph Stalin could sign a nonaggression pact with a fascist, Adolph
Hitler, and then cooperate with the capitalist West against Hitler. The United States
could back the Islamic militants in Afghanistan against the Soviet Union in the 1980s,
then attack them in 2001. Every time history brings another such reversal in interna-
tional alignments, many people are surprised or even shocked. Realists are not so sur-
prised.

The fluidity of alliances deepens the security dilemma in a world of multiple actors.
Recall that the dilemma is that one state’s efforts to ensure its own security (building up
military capabilities) reduce the security of another state. With only two states, it is possi-
ble to match capabilities so that both have adequate defense but cannot attack. But if one
adds a third state, free to ally with either side, then each state has to build adequate de-
fenses against the potential alliance of its enemy with the third state. The threat is greater
and the security dilemma is harder to escape.

The nightmare of being overpowered looms large when a state faces a potential hostile
alliance that could form overnight. For example, in a war Israel could defeat any of its
neighbors alone. But Israeli leaders believe they must arm against the worst contingency—
an attack by all their neighbors together. Because the neighbors are not very aligned (and
the most important, Egypt and Jordan, are at peace with Israel), Israel’s military capabilities
appear excessive to those neighbors.

Alliance cohesion is the ease with which the members hold together an alliance.56

Cohesion tends to be high when national interests converge and when cooperation within
the alliance becomes institutionalized and habitual. When states with divergent interests
form an alliance against a common enemy, the alliance may come apart if the threat sub-
sides (as with the U.S.-Soviet alliance in World War II, for instance). Even when alliance
cohesion is high, as in NATO during the Cold War, conflicts may arise over who bears the
costs of the alliance (burden sharing).57
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The credibility with which an alliance can deter an enemy depends on the alliance’s
cohesion as well as its total power capabilities. If an alliance is successful at displaying a
common front and taking a unified line on issues, a potential enemy is more likely to be-
lieve that members will honor their alliance commitments (such as their promise to fight
if an ally is attacked). An enemy may try to split the alliance by finding issues on which the
interests of the members diverge. For instance, the United States subtly encouraged the
Sino-Soviet split, and the Soviet Union subtly tried to turn European members of NATO
away from the United States.

Great powers often form alliances with smaller states, sometimes called client states.58

In the Cold War, each superpower extended a security umbrella over its allies. The issue of
credibility in such an alliance is whether (and under what circumstances) the great power
will assist its clients in a war. Extended deterrence refers to a strong state’s use of threats to
deter attacks on weaker clients—such as the U.S. threat to attack the Soviet Union if it in-
vaded Western Europe.

Great powers face a real danger of being dragged into wars with each other over rela-
tively unimportant regional issues if their respective clients go to war. If the great powers
do not come to their clients’ protection, they may lose credibility with other clients, but if
they do, they may end up fighting a costly war.59 The Soviet Union worried that its com-
mitments to China in the 1950s, to Cuba in the 1960s, and to Syria and Egypt in the 1970s
(among others) could result in a disastrous war with the United States.

NATO and the U.S.-Japanese Security Treaty
At present, two important formal alliances dominate the international security scene. By
far the more powerful (although with a somewhat uncertain future in the post–Cold War
era), is the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), which encompasses Western
Europe and North America. Using GDP as a measure of power, the 19 NATO members
possess nearly half the world total (roughly twice the power of the United States alone).
Members are the United States, Canada, Britain, France, Germany, Italy, Belgium, the
Netherlands, Luxembourg, Denmark, Norway, Iceland, Spain, Portugal, Greece, Turkey,
Poland, the Czech Republic, and Hungary. At NATO headquarters in Brussels, Belgium,
military staffs from the member countries coordinate plans and periodically direct exercises
in the field. The NATO “allied supreme commander” has always been a U.S. general. In
NATO, each state contributes its own military units—with its own national culture, lan-
guage, and equipment specifications.

NATO was founded in 1949 to oppose and deter Soviet power in Europe. Its coun-
terpart in Eastern Europe during the Cold War, the Soviet-led Warsaw Pact, was founded
in 1955 and disbanded in 1991. During the Cold War, the United States maintained
more than 300,000 troops in Europe, with advanced planes, tanks, and other equipment.
After the Cold War ended, these forces were cut to about 100,000. But NATO stayed to-
gether because its members believed that NATO provided useful stability even though its
mission was unclear.60 Article V, considered the heart of NATO, asks members to come to
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the defense of a fellow member un-
der attack. It was envisioned as a
U.S. commitment to help defend
Western Europe against the Soviet
Union, but instead was invoked for
the first time when Europe came
to the defense of the United States
after the terrorist attacks in 2001.

The first actual use of force by
NATO was in Bosnia in 1994, in
support of the UN mission there.
A “dual key” arrangement gave
the UN control of NATO’s ac-
tions in Bosnia, and the UN
feared retaliation against its lightly
armed peacekeepers if NATO at-
tacked the Serbian forces to pro-
tect Bosnian civilians. As a result,
NATO made threats, underlined
by symbolic airstrikes, but then
backed down after UN qualms;
this waffling undermined NATO
credibility. More extensive
NATO airstrikes in 1995, how-
ever, alarmed Russian leaders who
were already concerned by NATO’s expansion plans. These problems, along with ten-
sions between the American and European NATO members over Bosnia policy, dogged
the first major NATO mission of the post–Cold War era. Later NATO actions in the
Balkans (the air war for Kosovo in 1999 and peacekeeping in Macedonia in 2001) went
more smoothly in terms of alliance cohesion.

In 1999, the European Union decided to form by 2003 its own 60,000-troop rapid de-
ployment force, outside NATO. The decision grew in part from European military weak-
nesses demonstrated in the 1999 Kosovo war, in which the United States contributed the
most power by far. Although the European force will probably work with NATO in future
operations, it also gives Europe a bit more independence from the United States. Despite
other efforts in this direction earlier in the 1990s, currently NATO still dominates
European security.

The biggest question for NATO is eastward expansion, beyond the East-West Cold
War dividing line. In 1999, former Soviet-bloc countries Poland, the Czech Republic, and
Hungary joined the alliance. (Other Eastern European states seeking admission in future
rounds of expansion include Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Romania,
Bulgaria, Macedonia, and Albania.) Making the new members’ militaries compatible with
NATO is a major undertaking, requiring increased military spending by existing and new
NATO members at a time of general reductions. Arms industries look forward to new sales
as Eastern European countries restructure their military forces. NATO expansion was jus-
tified by liberals as a way to solidify new democracies while keeping Europe peaceful, and
by conservatives as protection against possible future Russian aggression.

Russian leaders oppose NATO’s expansion into Eastern Europe as aggressive and
anti-Russian. They view NATO expansion as reasserting dividing lines on the map of
Europe, but pushed closer to Russia’s borders. These fears strengthen nationalist and
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The NATO alliance has been the world’s strongest military force since 1949; its mission
in the post–Cold War era is somewhat uncertain. Here, President Kennedy reviews U.S.
forces in Germany, 1963.
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anti-Western political forces in Russia. To mitigate the problems, NATO created a cate-
gory of symbolic membership—the Partnership for Peace—which almost all Eastern
European and former Soviet states including Russia joined. However, the 1999 NATO
bombing of Serbia heightened Russian fears regarding NATO’s eastward expansion.

The second most important alliance is the U.S.-Japanese Security Treaty, a bilateral
alliance. Under this alliance the United States maintains about 50,000 troops in Japan
(with weapons, equipment, and logistical support). Japan pays the United States several
billion dollars annually to offset about half the cost of maintaining these troops. The al-
liance was created in 1951 (during the Korean War) against the potential Soviet threat to
Japan.

Because of its roots in the U.S. military occupation of Japan after World War II, the
alliance is very asymmetrical. The United States is committed to defend Japan if it is at-
tacked, but Japan is not similarly obligated to defend the United States. The United
States maintains troops in Japan, but not vice versa. The United States belongs to several
other alliances, but Japan’s only major alliance is with the United States. The U.S. share of
the total military power in this alliance is also far greater than its share in NATO.

Japan’s constitution (written by U.S. General MacArthur after World War II) re-
nounces the right to make war and maintain military forces, although interpretation has
loosened this prohibition over time. Japan maintains military forces, called the Self-
Defense Forces, strong enough for territorial defense but not for aggression. It is a powerful
army by world standards but much smaller than Japan’s economic strength could support.
Japanese public opinion restrains militarism in general and precludes the development of
nuclear weapons in particular after Japanese cities were destroyed by nuclear weapons in
World War II. Even the dispatch of unarmed Japanese troops on a UN peacekeeping mis-
sion to Cambodia was barely approved in 1992 after a vigorous debate.

Japan is as dependent as ever on natural resources from foreign countries, but Japanese
leaders generally believe that economic and diplomatic (rather than military) capabilities
can best assure a smooth flow of resources to Japan and export markets for Japanese goods.
The security alliance with the United States—Japan’s largest trading partner—provides a
stable security framework conducive to business. Japan need not worry that in a dispute
over trade barriers the U.S. Navy will arrive to pry Japan’s doors open (as it did in 1854).
Nonetheless, some Japanese leaders believe that Japan’s formal security role should now ex-
pand commensurate with its economic power. Japanese troops participated in the was in
Afghanistan in 2001 (though not in combat roles) and Japan seeks a seat on the UN
Security Council. The UN in turn is pressing Japan to participate fully in peacekeeping
missions.

For its part, the United States has used the alliance with Japan as a base to project
U.S. power in Asia, especially during the wars in Korea (1950–1953) and Vietnam
(1965–1975) when Japan was a key staging area for U.S. war efforts. The continued U.S.
military presence in Japan (as in Europe) symbolizes the U.S. commitment to remain en-
gaged in Asian security affairs.61 However, these U.S. forces have been drawn down some-
what in the past decade in response to high costs, reduced threats, and some opposition by
local residents (especially on Okinawa island).

Parallel with the U.S.-Japan treaty, the United States maintains military alliances
with several other states, including South Korea and Australia. Close U.S. collaboration
with militaries in other states such as Saudi Arabia make them de facto U.S. allies.
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The Former Soviet Republics
The 12 members of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) comprise the former
Soviet republics except the Baltic states (Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania). Russia is the
leading member and Ukraine the second largest. Officially, CIS headquarters is in the city
of Minsk, in Belarus, but in practice there is no strong center and meetings rotate around.
After its first decade, the CIS remains a loose coordinating institution for states to solve
practical problems in economic and (sometimes) military spheres.

When the Soviet Union disintegrated in 1991, a chaotic situation emerged. Power for
several years had been shifting from the center in Moscow to the 15 constituent Soviet re-
publics. The Warsaw Pact had collapsed. The Soviet army itself began to break up, and
several republics began forming their own military forces using Soviet forces, bases, and
equipment located on their territories. At the same time, other former Soviet forces lo-
cated outside Russia remained in a chain of command centered in Moscow, effectively un-
der Russian control. For years until 1997, Russia and Ukraine debated ownership of the
Black Sea fleet, whose port was in Ukraine but whose history was distinctly Russian. (The
fleet will be split and Russia’s basing rights maintained for 20 years.)

One reason for forming the CIS was simply to speed the death of the old Soviet
Union and ease the transition to full independence for its republics. After the formation of
the CIS at the end of 1991, the Soviet Union quickly dissolved. The extensive property of
the Union (including state-owned industry and military forces) went to the individual re-
publics, especially to Russia, which became the USSR’s successor state.

The disposition of the Union’s property and armed forces was negotiated by CIS
members. Although some military coordination takes place through the CIS, plans for a
joint military force instead of 12 independent armies did not succeed. Among the largest
CIS members, Kazakhstan and Belarus are the most closely aligned with Russia, while
Ukraine is the most independent. In 1999, Russia and Belarus formed a confederation that
might lead to future economic integration or even an anti-Western military alliance, but
currently remains merely symbolic.

It is to the CIS’s credit that in the post-Soviet chaos no major war erupted between
major CIS member states. Substantial warfare did occur between some of the smaller
members (notably Armenia and Azerbaijan), and there was civil violence within several
other CIS states (Russia, Georgia, Moldova, and Tajikistan); CIS forces were drawn into a
few small clashes. But the large members were not drawn into large wars. The outcome
could have been much worse.

The most important relationship within the CIS is between its two largest members,
Russia and Ukraine. They distrust each other somewhat but have managed to cooperate
fairly effectively since becoming independent. Disputes over issues such as ownership of
the Black Sea fleet have been negotiated step by step, often painfully but productively in
the end.

One of the first problems facing CIS military forces was what position to take in in-
terrepublic warfare, such as that between Armenia and Azerbaijan, secessionist wars as in
Georgia, or civil wars to control republics’ governments as in Tajikistan. In the mid-
1990s, the CIS operated a 24,000-person peacekeeping force in Tajikistan, generally sup-
porting the government in a civil war there. A 1,500-person force in Moldova and a 500-
person force in Georgia, both acting as buffer forces to monitor cease-fires, operated under
joint commands of Russia and the governments and rebel forces in each of those countries.

Another pressing military problem for the CIS was the disposition of the tens of thou-
sands of nuclear weapons of the former Soviet Union. As the Soviet successor state, Russia
assumed control of the weapons and within a year moved all the tactical nuclear weapons
out of the other republics and into Russian territory. This was a very touchy operation be-
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cause of the danger of theft or accident while so many weapons were in transit. The
United States provided specially designed railroad cars for use in moving the weapons.
Still, there were reports that nuclear materials (or perhaps even warheads) had been stolen
and sold on the international market by corrupt CIS officers or officials (see pp. ***–***
on proliferation).

The strategic nuclear weapons—those on long-range missiles—presented another
kind of problem. These weapons were located in four republics—Russia, Ukraine, Belarus,
and Kazakhstan—under control of Russian commanders. They were not easily moved,
and the three republic leaders expressed some ambivalence about losing them to Russia. At
a minimum they wanted assurances that the nuclear weapons would be destroyed, not re-
targeted on their own republics. Ukraine toyed with using the missiles as bargaining chips
in negotiations with Russia or with the Western powers. But in the end all the former
Soviet republics except Russia agreed to become nonnuclear states.

Overall, the CIS is a marriage of convenience. For now the members find it a neces-
sary marriage—especially because of the tight economic integration of the member states—
if not always a happy one. A divorce could occur quickly.

Regional Alignments
Beyond the three alliances just discussed and the regional IGOs mentioned earlier, most
international alignments and coalitions are not formalized in alliances. Among the great
powers, a close working relationship (through the UN) developed among the United
States, Western European powers, Japan, and Russia after the Cold War. By the mid-
1990s new strains had appeared in great-power relations, including economic conflicts
among the former Western allies, differences over policy in Bosnia and Kosovo, and
Western alarm at Russia’s war in the secession-minded Chechnya province. Of the great
powers, China continues to be the most independent, but prudently avoids conflict with
the others unless China’s immediate security interests are at stake.

In the third world, many states joined a nonaligned movement during the Cold War,
standing apart from the U.S.-Soviet rivalry. This movement, led by India and Yugoslavia,
was undermined by the membership of states such as Cuba that were clearly clients of one
superpower. In 1992, the nonaligned movement agreed to stay in business, though its fu-
ture is unclear. One vestige of past centuries is the Commonwealth—a group of countries
with historical ties to Britain (including Canada and Australia) working together for mu-
tual economic and cultural benefit. France also maintains ties (including regular summit
meetings) with its former colonies in Africa. France had troops stationed in six African
countries in the late 1990s. But France reduced its African ties in the 1990s, and in 1997
it stood by while friendly governments in Zaire (Democratic Congo) and the Republic of
Congo were overthrown. Meanwhile the 53-member Organization of African Unity, an
IGO with few powers, hopes to remake itself as the African Union, a stronger organization
with a continentwide Parliament, central bank, and court.

In Asia, China has had conflicts with most of its major neighbors. Between 1940 and
1979 it engaged in military hostilities with Japan, South Korea, the United States, India,
Russia, and Vietnam. In 1965, China lost its only major regional ally (Indonesia) after a vi-
olent change of government there. China has long been loosely aligned with Pakistan in
opposition to India (which was aligned with the Soviet Union). The United States tended
to favor the Pakistani side as well (especially when Pakistan supported anti-Soviet rebels in
Afghanistan in the 1980s). But U.S.-Indian relations have improved since the Cold War
ended. Vietnam slowly normalized relations with the United States after the wars in
Vietnam and Cambodia. The United States has 35,000 troops stationed in South Korea
under terms of a formal bilateral alliance dating to the Korean War (North Korea is
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vaguely aligned with China). Other long-standing U.S. friends in Asia include the
Philippines (where joint antiterrorist operations began in 2002), the Chinese Nationalists
on Taiwan (only informally since the 1970s), Singapore, and Thailand. With Australia
and New Zealand the United States has had since 1951 a formal military alliance called
ANZUS, which formally invoked its mutual support provisions for the first time in re-
sponse to the terrorist attacks in 2001.

In the Middle East, the Arab-Israeli conflict created a general anti-Israel alignment of
the Arab countries for decades, but that alignment broke down as Egypt in 1978 and then
the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) and Jordan in 1993–1994 made peace with
Israel. As the Israeli-Palestinian peace process moves forward and backward year by year,
Arab countries continue to express varying degrees of solidarity with each other and de-
grees of opposition to Israel. Iraq and Iran are Israel’s most intractable enemies as it makes
a tenuous peace with all its immediate neighbors. Meanwhile, Israel and Turkey have
formed a close military relationship that amplifies Israeli power and links it to the oil-rich
Caspian Sea region (see pp. ***–***). Also, despite its small size, Israel has been the
largest recipient of U.S. foreign aid since the 1980s (about $3 billion per year).

The United States has close relations with Egypt (since 1978), and cooperates closely
with Turkey (a NATO member), Kuwait and Saudi Arabia (cemented by the 1991 Gulf
War), and with Morocco. But U.S.-Iranian relations remained frosty (despite some recent
warming) two decades after the 1979 revolution. The United States has very hostile rela-
tions with Iraq, with recurrent U.S.-led bombing of Iraqi facilities continuing since the late
1990s. U.S. relations with Libya have also been hostile.

It is unclear what new international alignments may emerge in the years to come. The
fluidity of alliances makes them a wild card for scholars to understand and for policy mak-
ers to anticipate. For the present, international alignments center on the United States; al-
though several independence-minded states such as China, Russia, France, and Iran keep
U.S. hegemony in check, there is little sign of a coherent or formal rival power alignment
emerging to challenge the United States. Although U.S. leadership in international secu-
rity affairs fluctuated in the 1990s, the leading U.S. role will be central to the course of
world politics in the early twenty-first century.

This chapter has focused on the concerns of realists—the interests of states, distribu-
tion of power among states, bargaining between states, and alliances of states. Consistent
with the realist framework, the chapter has treated states as unitary actors, much as one
would analyze the interactions of individual people. The actions of state leaders have
been treated as more or less rational in terms of pursuing definable interests through co-
herent bargaining strategies.

But realism is not the only way to frame the major issues of international security.
Chapter 3 reexamines these themes critically, from more liberal and more revolutionary
theoretical perspectives.

THINKING CRITICALLY
1. Using Table 1.2 on pp. **–** (with GDP as a measure of power) and the maps

at the front of the book, pick a state and speculate about what coalition of
nearby states might form with sufficient power to oppose the state if it became
aggressive.

2. Choose a recent international event and list the power capabilities that partici-
pants used as leverage in the episode. Which capabilities were effective, and
which were not? Why?
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3. Given the distinction between zero-sum and non-zero-sum games, can you
think of a current international situation that is a zero-sum conflict? One that is
non-zero-sum?

4. If you were the leader of a small state in Africa, bargaining with a great power
about an issue where your interests diverged, what leverage and strategies could
you bring into play to improve the outcome for your state?

5. Given recent changes in international power distribution and the end of the
Cold War order, where do you think the threats to peace will come from in the
future? Through what means—unilateral actions, alliances, collective secu-
rity—could states respond to those threats?

6. The modern international system came into being at a time when agrarian soci-
eties relied primarily on farmland to create wealth. Now that most wealth is no
longer created through farming, is the territorial nature of states obsolete? How
might the diminishing economic value of territory change the ways in which
states interact?

CHAPTER SUMMARY
■ Realism explains international relations in terms of power.
■ Realists and idealists differ in their assumptions about human nature, international

order, and the potential for peace.
■ Power can be conceptualized as influence or as capabilities that can create influence.
■ The most important single indicator of a state’s power is its GDP.
■ Short-term power capabilities depend on long-term resources, both tangible and in-

tangible.
■ Realists consider military force the most important power capability.
■ International affairs can be seen as a series of bargaining interactions in which states

use power capabilities as leverage to influence the outcomes.
■ Bargaining outcomes depend not only on raw power but also on strategies and luck.
■ Reciprocity can be an effective strategy for reaching cooperation in ongoing relation-

ships but carries a danger of turning into runaway hostility or arms races.
■ Rational-actor approaches treat states as though they were individuals acting to max-

imize their own interests. These simplifications are debatable but allow realists to de-
velop concise and general models and explanations.

■ Game theory draws insights from simplified models of bargaining situations.
■ International anarchy—the absence of world government—means that each state is

a sovereign and autonomous actor pursuing its own national interests.
■ The international system traditionally places great emphasis on the sovereignty of

states, their right to control affairs in their own territory, and their responsibility to
respect internationally recognized borders.

■ Seven great powers account for half of the world’s GDP as well as the great majority
of military forces and other power capabilities.

■ Power transition theory says that wars often result from shifts in relative power distri-
bution in the international system.

■ Hegemony—the predominance of one state in the international system—can help
provide stability and peace in international relations, but with some drawbacks.

■ States form alliances to increase their effective power relative to another state or al-
liance.
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■ Alliances can shift rapidly, with major effects on power relations.
■ The world’s main alliances, including NATO and the U.S.-Japanese alliance, face

uncertain roles in a changing world order.

KEY TERMS
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realism **
idealism **
power **
geopolitics **
bargaining **
negotiation **
reciprocity **
deterrence **
compellence **
arms race **
rational actor **
national interest **
cost-benefit analysis **
game theory **
zero-sum games **
anarchy **

norms **
sovereignty **
security dilemma **
balance of power **
great powers **
middle powers **
neorealism **
multipolar system **
hegemony **
alliance cohesion **
burden sharing **
North Atlantic Treaty Organization **
Warsaw Pact ***
U.S.-Japanese Security Treaty ***
nonaligned movement ***
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