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Preface

Why study security and why use this Reader?

S E C UR I T Y  A N D  T H E  S T U DY  of it are everywhere. In the aftermath of 
the events of 11 September 2001 and the ‘War on Terror’, security has returned 

to the forefront of the policy and social science agendas. If grappling with the diverse 
challenges of the unwinding of the Cold War system was not already enough, policy-
makers post-9/11 are now thinking through the ramifi cations of transnational ter-
rorism for their security of their publics and the international system. Similarly, 
researchers and students of politics increasingly need to focus on security in order to 
understand not just traditional problems of political violence and confl ict but also 
how these spill over into a range of subfi elds of international politics and related 
disciplines. Security now penetrates into and generates insights from the fi elds of 
International Relations, International Political Economy, Development Studies, 
Economics, Sociology and International Law, to name but a few. Moreover, aca-
demic analysts are charged with the responsibility not simply to study the impact of 
security on international politics per se, but also where possible to provide the neces-
sary expertise to critically examine how policy-makers may devise and utilise secu-
rity agendas.

Hence, policy-makers, researchers and students now face fundamental questions 
regarding the future of the global and regional security orders, and the study of 
security has never been more complex or interconnected with other fi elds of enquiry. 
Given this growing imperative for the study of security, and yet the increasing com-
plexity of doing so, the objective of this volume is to provide a practical pathway into 
the analysis of International Security or Security Studies. This Reader seeks to pro-
vide a comprehensive and sophisticated but user-friendly overview of the past, cur-
rent and developing trends in Security Studies. The Reader is designed with both the 
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advanced researcher or teacher and student in mind, and aims to instruct in a number 
of areas:

● It provides in one text a series of carefully selected readings, organised the-
matically and interlinked with each other. The Reader does not try to prescribe 
one particular understanding of Security Studies, but instead to offer a system-
atically organised ‘menu’ of options for understanding the diverse fi eld.

● It provides an overview of the key theoretical and empirical debates in Security 
Studies in the Cold War and post-Cold War periods.

● The Reader provides an introduction to the ideas of some of the most infl uential 
‘past masters’ and contemporary thinkers on security in the UK, the US and 
elsewhere; or in other words, the ‘state of the art’ in security thinking. Many of 
the readings will be well known to readers already because of their prominence 
in the fi eld, others are perhaps less well known but they have been chosen 
because of the intrinsic insights that they present.

● The volume provides a sample of works which enables researchers and students 
to discover the progression in theoretical thinking about security, and thus 
enables them to associate and navigate their way around different theories. In 
turn, it will be possible to build from these theories an overall conceptual frame-
work to get a grasp of such a diverse range of security issues.

● In addition to theory, the Reader provides a sample of more empirical or policy-
focused works which detail past and contemporary security issues in traditional 
and more non-traditional security dimensions.

The Reader more specifi cally seeks to provide a broadly fi ve-pronged structure to 
assist researchers and students.

● Part 1 ‘What is Security?’ provides a set of readings which deal with how the 
defi nitions of the object and scope of Security Studies have undergone contesta-
tion and evolution in the Cold War and post-Cold War periods. Contributions 
from a number of key authors demonstrate how understandings of security have 
shifted from a so-called ‘traditional’ agenda focused on inter-state confl ict and 
drawing on the ideas of Political Realism, to a far more diverse set of ‘non-
traditional’ issues, encompassing individual and group security and the dimen-
sions of economics and the environment. This part further offers critical 
viewpoints on security from the perspective of Feminism and the developing 
world.

● Part 2 ‘Security Paradigms’ seeks to orient Security Studies within a broader 
canon of theoretical literature that provides contending explanations for 
the generation of violent confl ict. Hence, Security Studies is embedded within 
evolving notions of Classical Realism and Neorealism, Liberalism and Neoliberal 
Institutionalism, and Constructivism.

● Part 3 ‘Security Dimensions and Issues’ introduces readings which examine 
particular types of traditional and non-traditional security issues and forms of 
armed confl ict, including the proliferation of nuclear weapons, the arms race, 
the Revolution in Military Affairs, environmental degradation, migrations, 
transnational crime, infectious diseases, and economic dislocation.
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● Part 4 ‘Security Frameworks and Actors’ turns attention to examining the var-
ious structures, organisations and actors and forms of power that have been 
important in determining global and regional security. It investigates how 
structures of polarity, unipolar, bipolar or multipolar, may infl uence security; 
the role of alliances and multilateralism in contributing to security; and the 
functions of interventionism, economic sanctions and private military compa-
nies in contemporary confl ict.

● Part 5 ‘The Future of Security’ provides readings which speculate on the future 
shape of security post-Cold War, under conditions of globalisation, and post-
9/11. It demonstrates contending perspectives which see perpetuation or con-
tainment of confl ict; the renewal of old security agendas or a range of new 
issues; and the geographical displacement of confl ict to other regions.

How to use this Reader

Once again, to be clear, the objective of this Reader is not to cajole researchers and 
students into accepting one interpretation of Security Studies. Instead, the aim is to 
make clear the diversity and complexity of the fi eld, while at the same time offering 
a structured and balanced pathway to understanding Security Studies. To this end, 
the Reader can be utilised in a number of ways. The Reader can be read through as 
a consistent whole in order, almost as a textbook written by many leading fi gures in 
the fi eld. Alternatively, the Reader can be dipped into thematically by using each of 
the Parts where appropriate in order to support ongoing studies in other areas or 
course. The Reader can also be used to simply provide background reading or more 
specialised readings in conjunction with courses and other literature.

Each of the parts is organised to assist researchers and students in these differ-
ent usages. At the opening of every part is a short introductory essay which essen-
tially overviews the content of the upcoming contributions and seeks to show how 
they fi t together and feed off each other in generating understandings of security. At 
the end of each part, there is also a set of discussion questions linked to the preced-
ing readings, which can be used to refl ect back on the key concepts and issues cov-
ered. These can be used as seminar discussion or essay questions. Furthermore, 
there is a set of additional readings at the end of the volume, organised thematically, 
which enable deeper research into key theoretical and empirical issues highlighted. 
Finally, although this Reader strives to be comprehensive while user-friendly, it is 
also advisable that it be read alongside key original texts in the fi eld so as fl esh out 
the structure it provides for comprehending Security Studies.
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PART 1

What is Security?

Introduction

A R N O L D  W O L F E R S ’ S  C L A S S I C  E S S AY  from 1962 starts off this 
section, providing an insight into competing defi nitions of security prevalent 

during the Cold War. Wolfers’s key point is that while security is a crucial concept 
in international relations, it is also (even at the height of the Cold War) extremely 
subjective in nature. States and nations will tend to perceive differently their ‘acquired 
values’ and the degree of danger they face; the degree to which they seek to protect 
‘core’ and ‘marginal’ values, given resource trade-offs; and the means by which they 
provide for security, ranging from alliance and arms races to neutrality and the paci-
fi st non-use of force. Hence, Wolfers reminds us that it is a ‘sweeping generalisation’ 
that all states tend to pursue a ‘uniform and imitable policy of security’; as well as 
highlighting the malleability of the term and how it is important to be aware of the 
term’s manipulation by policy-makers. Richard Ullman, writing in the latter stages of 
the Cold War, follows up on these themes, arguing that traditional security concep-
tions have been too narrow and military-oriented. He reminds us that security is not 
necessarily an absolute value, and needs to be balanced against other key values, and 
most particularly potential infringements of liberty in the name of the pursuit of 
security. Ullman’s analysis is prescient in pointing to a number of non-military 
threats, including resource scarcity and basic human needs, which have subsequently 
become the focus of the post-Cold War security agenda. However, Ullman argues that 
the redefi nition of security in these terms can only be made possible through a change 
in the conceptual mindset of policy-makers and the engagement of civil society.

Barry Buzan’s contribution moves forward the debate on security in the early 
post-Cold War period by acknowledging that, while security is an essentially con-
tested concept, it should be possible to offer categorisations and greater analytical 
coherence to the evolving security agenda. Buzan innovates by presenting a systematic 
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list of sectors: military, political, economic, environmental and societal security. He 
further points out the importance of thinking of how these sectors apply to a range of 
different referent objects of security, and how the security of one sector or referent 
cannot be thought of in isolation from the others, thus laying the ground for thinking 
of security in holistic terms. David Baldwin counters Buzan’s assertion that security 
is a contested concept and instead posits that it has simply been inadequately 
explicated. He then proceeds to specify security in terms of ‘security for whom’ 
and ‘security for which values’; plus he offers additional specifi cations such as 
‘how much security’, ‘from what threats’, ‘by what means’, ‘at what cost’ and ‘in what 
time period’. Baldwin agrees that security is a subjective term and concludes that its 
relative importance can only be assessed through a marginal value approach – asking 
how far security can be traded off against other important values in order to mobilise 
policy resources.

Ken Booth picks up on the themes above by advocating further new defi nitions of 
security. Booth, writing in 1991, and although eschewing the term post-Cold War for 
the alternative the ‘interregnum’, points out the decline in inter-state confl ict but 
the continuance of intra-state violence. Consequently, he argues that, instead of the 
traditional notions of power and order, security should be understood in terms of 
‘emancipation’ – the freeing of people from all types of constraints on their freedom, 
including not just war, but also issues of poverty, education and political oppression. 
Indeed, Booth asserts that the prime object of security should be the individual, and 
that states are simply a means, not an end in security, thus pointing the way towards 
the widening of security current in the present day. J. Ann Tickner adds a further cor-
rective to traditional notions of security by introducing the importance of feminist 
perspectives. Tickner demonstrates how the study of International Relations and secur-
ity has often been a male-centric domain with the concomitant marginalisation of 
women’s experiences. She argues that these biases need to be redressed by embracing 
the voices of the oppressed ‘Others’, including women, with the result that new insights 
can be offered on issues such as militarism and structural violence; fundamental 
international relations concepts often dominated in the past by ‘patriarchal’ perspec-
tives; and traditional binary oppositions of domestic and foreign, and order and anar-
chy.

Amitav Acharya highlights and seeks to redress another past failing of Security 
Studies, namely the tendency towards a ‘Eurocentric’ view of confl ict. Acharya argues 
that the experience of the so-called ‘Third World’ has been marginalised in the main-
stream of the discipline, despite the fact that this is where most world confl icts occur. 
The result has been that Security Studies pays insuffi cient attention to the intrastate 
confl ict and to non-military sources of confl ict. Acharya adds another corrective in 
stressing the need to understand that much of the confl ict originates from local 
regional conditions rather than simple international system transformation, and 
hence that much of structural realism may need to be rethought. All in all, Acharya 
demonstrates again the need to redefi ne and broaden conceptions of security in the 
post-Cold War period.

Jessica Tuchman Matthews adds depth to these calls for redefi nition with an 
early call to take the environment seriously as a security issue. Tuchman Matthews 
argues that the environment deserves attention due to its potential for generating 
armed confl ict, as well as in its own right as a threat to human quality of life. Similarly, 
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Roland Paris pushes forward attempts to redefi ne security and its referent objects by 
grappling with the current concept of Human Security. Paris offers a somewhat 
sceptical view of the often overly broad Human Security concept, but in doing so still 
demonstrates the importance of a new research agenda concerned with non-military 
threats to the safety of societies, groups and individuals.

The penultimate chapter of this part, however, points out some counter-arguments 
and also the risks of redefi ning security. Stephen Walt contends that any attempt to 
expand the concept of security to include topics such as poverty, the environment, 
infectious diseases, runs the risk of over-expanding the fi eld to the point that it loses 
intellectual coherence. Walt argues that the outcome could be to hamper attempts to 
deal with these policy issues as well as more traditional military security concerns. 
Walt stresses that the possibility of inter-state confl ict, if declining, has not been 
eliminated, and thus the core agenda of security studies should remain military, 
although there is room to expand this agenda to include variables in confl ict genera-
tion such as domestic politics and the power of ideas. Finally, Ole Wæver introduces 
the concept of ‘securitization’ whereby policy-makers through the ‘speech act’ iden-
tify and place issues within the category of security. In turn, securitisation empowers 
policy-makers to mobilise all necessary resources in pursuit of their objectives. Wæver 
points out the risk of securitisation in removing issues from the normal 
realm of policy discussion in the name of national security, and that in fact, the de-
securitisation of politics may help us to perceive certain types of public policy issues 
more clearly.



T O DAY  [ … ]  T H E  F O R M U L A  of the national interest has come to be 
practically synonymous with the formula of national security. Unless they 

explicitly state some other intent, spokesmen for a policy which would take the 
national interest as its guide-can be assumed to mean that priority shall be given to 
measures of security, a term to be analyzed.1 […]

The term national security, like national interest, is well enough established in 
the political discourse of international relations to designate an objective of policy 
distinguishable from others. We know roughly what people have in mind if they com-
plain that their government is neglecting national security or demanding excessive 
sacrifi ces for the sake of enhancing it. Usually those who raise the cry for a policy 
oriented exclusively toward this interest are afraid their country underestimates the 
external dangers facing it or is being diverted into idealistic channels unmindful of 
these dangers. Moreover, the symbol suggests protection through power and there-
fore fi gures more frequently in the speech of those who believe in reliance on national 
power than of those who place their confi dence in model behavior, international co-
operation, or the United Nations to carry their country safely through the tempests 
of international confl ict. For these reasons it would be an exaggeration to claim that 
the symbol of national security is nothing but a stimulus to semantic confusion, 
although used without specifi cations it leaves room for more confusion than sound 
political counsel or scientifi c usage can afford.

The demand for a policy of national security is primarily normative in character. 
It is supposed to indicate what the policy of a nation should be in order to be either 
expedient – a rational means toward an accepted end – or moral, the best or the least 
evil course of action. [Besides] [t]he value judgments implicit in these normative 
exhortations […], attention should [also] be drawn to an assertion that is implicit if 
not explicit in most appeals for a policy guided by national security. Such appeals 
usually assume that nations have made security their goal except when idealism or 

1 . 1

Arnold Wolfers

NATIONAL SECURITY AS AN 

AMBIGUOUS SYMBOL

Source: Discord and Collaboration: Essays on International Politics (Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1962), pp. 147–65.
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utopianism of their leaders has led them to stray from the traditional path. If such 
conformity of behavior actually existed, it would be proper to infer that a country 
deviating from the established pattern of conduct would risk being penalized. This 
would greatly strengthen the normative arguments. The trouble with the contention 
of fact, however, is that the term “security” covers a range of goals so wide that highly 
divergent policies can be interpreted as policies of security.

Security points to some degree of protection of values previously acquired. In 
Walter Lippmann’s words, a nation is secure to the extent to which it is not in danger 
of having to sacrifi ce core values, if it wishes to avoid war, and is able, if challenged, 
to maintain them by victory in such a war.2 This defi nition implies that security rises 
and falls with the ability of a nation to deter an attack, or to defeat it. This is in accord 
with common usage of the term.

Security is a value, then, of which a nation can have more or less and which it can 
aspire to have in greater or lesser measure.3 It has much in common, in this respect, 
with power or wealth, two other values of great importance in international affairs. 
But while wealth measures the amount of a nation’s material possessions, and power, 
its ability to control the actions of others, security, in an objective sense, measures the 
absence of threats to acquired values, in a subjective sense, the absence of fear that 
such values will be attacked. In both respects a nation’s security can run a wide gamut 
from almost complete insecurity or sense of insecurity at one end, to almost com-
plete security or absence of fear at the other.4

The possible discrepancy between the objective and subjective connotations of 
the term is signifi cant in international relations although the chance of future attack 
can never be measured “objectively”; it must always remain a matter of subjective 
evaluation and speculation. […] It is well known that nations, and groups within 
nations, differ widely in their reaction to one and the same external situation. Some 
tend to exaggerate the danger while others underestimate it. With hindsight it is 
sometimes possible to tell exactly how far they deviated from a rational reaction to 
the actual or objective state of danger existing at the time. Even if for no other reason, 
this difference in the reaction to similar threats suffi ces to make it probable that nations 
will differ in their efforts to obtain more security. Some may fi nd the danger to which 
they are exposed entirely normal and in line with their modest security expectations 
while others consider it unbearable to live with these same dangers. […]

Another and even stronger reason why nations must be expected not to act uni-
formly is that they are not all or constantly faced with the same degree of danger. […]

This point, however, should not be overstressed. There can be no quarrel with the 
generalization that most nations, most of the time – the great powers particularly – 
have shown, and had reason to show, an active concern about some lack of security and 
have been prepared to make sacrifi ces for its enhancement. Danger and the awareness 
of it have been and continue to be suffi ciently widespread to guarantee some uniform-
ity in this respect. But a generalization that leaves room both for the frantic kind of 
struggle for more security which characterized French policy at times and for the 
neglect of security apparent in American foreign policy after the close of both world 
wars throws little light on the behavior of nations. The demand for conformity would 
have meaning only if it could be said – as it could under the conditions postulated in the 
working hypothesis of pure power politics – that nations normally subordinate all other 
values to the maximization of their security. This, however, is obviously not the case.
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There have been many instances of struggles for more security taking the form of 
an unrestrained race for armaments, alliances, strategic boundaries, and the like; but 
one need only recall the many heated parliamentary debates on arms appropriations 
to realize how uncertain has been the extent to which people will consent to sacrifi ce 
for additional increments of security. Even when there has been no question that 
armaments would mean more security, the cost in taxes, the reduction in social 
benefi ts, or the sheer discomfort involved have militated effectively against further 
effort. […]

Instead of expecting a uniform drive for enhanced or maximum security, a differ-
ent hypothesis may offer a more promising lead. Efforts for security are bound to be 
experienced as a burden; security after all is nothing but the absence of the evil of 
insecurity, a negative value so to speak. As a consequence, nations will be inclined to 
minimize these efforts, keeping them at the lowest level that will provide them with 
what they consider adequate protection. This level will often be lower than what 
statesmen, military leaders, or other particularly security-minded participants in the 
decision-making process believe it should be. In any case, together with the extent of 
the external threats, numerous domestic factors such as national character, tradition, 
preferences, and prejudices will infl uence the level of security that a nation chooses 
to make its target.

It might be objected that in the long run nations are not so free to choose the 
amount of effort they will put into security. […] This objection again would make 
sense only if the hypothesis of pure power politics were a realistic image of actual 
world affairs. A quick glance at history is enough, however, to show that survival has 
only exceptionally been at stake, particularly for the major powers. If nations were 
not concerned with the protection of values other than their survival as independent 
states, most of them most of the time would not have had to be seriously worried 
about their security, despite what manipulators of public opinion engaged in muster-
ing greater security efforts may have said to the contrary. What “compulsion” there is, 
then, is a function not merely of the will of others, real or imagined, to destroy the 
nation’s independence but of national desires and ambitions to retain a wealth of 
other values such as rank, respect, material possessions, and special privileges. It 
would seem to be a fair guess that the efforts for security by a particular nation will 
tend to vary, other things being equal, with the range of values for which protection 
is being sought.

In respect to this range, there may seem to exist a considerable degree of uniform-
ity. All over the world today peoples are making sacrifi ces to protect and preserve 
what to them appear as the minimum national core values: national independence and 
territorial integrity. But there is deviation in two directions. Some nations seek pro-
tection for more marginal values as well. There was a time when United States policy 
could afford to be concerned mainly with the protection of the foreign investments 
or markets of its nationals, its “core values” being out of danger, or when Britain was 
extending its national self to include large and only vaguely circumscribed “regions of 
special interest.” It is a well-known and portentous phenomenon that bases, security 
zones, and the like may be demanded and acquired for the purpose of protecting 
values acquired earlier; and they then become new national values requiring protec-
tion themselves. Pushed to its logical conclusion, such spatial extension of the range 
of values does not stop short of world domination.
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A deviation in the opposite direction of a compression of the range of core values 
is hardly exceptional in our days either. There is little indication that Britain is bolster-
ing the security of Hong Kong although colonies were once considered part of the 
national territory. The Czechs lifted no fi nger to protect their independence against 
the Soviet Union and many West Europeans are arguing today that rearmament 
has become too destructive of values they cherish to be justifi ed even when national 
independence is obviously at stake.

The lack of uniformity does not end here. A policy is not characterized by its 
goal – in this case, security – alone. To establish its character, the means used to 
pursue the goal must be taken into account as well. Thus, if two nations were both 
endeavoring to maximize their security but one were placing all its reliance on arma-
ments and alliances, the other on meticulous neutrality, a policy-maker seeking to 
emulate their behavior would be at a loss where to turn. Those who call for a policy 
guided by national security are not likely to be unaware of this fact, but they take for 
granted that they will be understood to mean a security policy based on power, and 
on military power at that. Were it not so, they would be hard put to prove that their 
government was not already doing its best for security, though it was seeking to 
enhance it by such means as international co-operation or by the negotiation of com-
promise agreements – means which in one instance may be totally ineffective or 
utopian but in others may have considerable protective value.

It is understandable why it should be assumed so readily that a quest for security 
must necessarily translate itself into a quest for coercive power. Since security is being 
sought against external violence – coupled perhaps with internal subversive vio-
lence – it seems plausible at fi rst sight that the response should consist in an accumu-
lation of the same kind of force for the purpose of resisting an attack or of deterring 
a would-be attacker. The most casual reading of history and of contemporary experi-
ence, moreover, suffi ces to confi rm the view that such resort to “power of resistance” 
has been the rule in nations grappling with serious threats to their security, however 
much the specifi c form of this power and its extent may differ. Why otherwise would 
so many nations which have no acquisitive designs maintain costly armaments? […]

But again, the generalization that nations seeking security usually place great reli-
ance on coercive power does not carry one far. The issue is not whether there is regu-
larly some such reliance but whether as between nations there are no signifi cant 
differences concerning their overall choice of the means upon which they place their 
trust. […] [C]oncerning […] future security […], one cannot help drawing the con-
clusion that, in the matter of means, the roads that are open may lead in diametrically 
opposed directions.5 The choice in every instance will depend on a multitude of vari-
ables, including, ideological and moral convictions, expectations concerning the psy-
chological and political developments in the camp of the opponent, and inclinations 
of individual policy-makers.6

After all that has been said, little is left of the sweeping generalization that in 
actual practice nations, guided by their national security interest, tend to pursue a 
uniform and therefore imitable policy of security. Instead, there are numerous rea-
sons why they should differ widely in this respect, with some standing close to the 
pole of complete indifference to security or complete reliance on nonmilitary means, 
others close to the pole of insistence on absolute security or of complete reliance on 
coercive power. It should be added that there exists still another category of nations 
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which cannot be placed within the continuum connecting these poles because they 
regard security of any degree as an insuffi cient goal; instead they seek to acquire new 
values even at the price of greater insecurity. In this category must be placed not only 
the “mad Caesars” who are out for conquest and glory at any price, but also idealistic 
statesmen who would plunge their country into war for the sake of spreading the 
benefi ts of their ideology, for example, or of liberating enslaved peoples. […]

Notes

1 Hans Morgenthau’s In Defense of the National Interest (Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 
1951) is the most explicit and impassioned recent plea for an American foreign 
policy which shall follow “but one guiding star – the National Interest.” While 
Morgenthau is not equally explicit in regard to the meaning he attaches to the 
symbol “national interest,” it becomes clear in the few pages devoted to an exposi-
tion of this “perennial” interest that the author is thinking in terms of the national 
security interest, and specifi cally of security based on power. The United States, he 
says, is interested in three things: a unique position as a predominant power with-
out rival in the Western Hemisphere and the maintenance of the balance of power 
in Europe as well as in Asia, demands which make sense only in the context of a 
quest for security through power.

2 Walter Lippmann, U.S. Foreign Policy: Shield of the Republic (Little, Brown & Co., 
Boston, 1943), p. 51.

3 This explains why some nations that seem to fall into the category of status quo 
powers par excellence may nevertheless be dissatisfi ed and act very much like 
“imperialist” powers, as Morgenthau calls nations with acquisitive goals. They are 
dissatisfi ed with the degree of security they enjoy under the status quo and are out 
to enhance it. France’s occupation of the Ruhr in 1923 illustrates this type of behav-
ior. Because the demand for more security may induce a status quo power even 
to resort to the use of violence as a means of attaining more security, there is 
reason to beware of the easy and often self-righteous assumption that nations which 
desire to preserve the status quo are necessarily “peace-loving.”

4 Security and power would be synonymous terms if security could be attained only 
through the accumulation of power, which will be shown not to be the case. The 
fear of attack – security in the subjective sense – is also not proportionate to the 
relative power position of a nation. Why, otherwise, would some weak and exposed 
nations consider themselves more secure today than does the United States? Harold 
D. Lasswell and Abraham Kaplan in Power and Society (Yale University Press, New 
Haven, 1950), defi ning security as “high value expectancy,” stress the subjective and 
speculative character of security by using the term “expectancy”; the use of the 
term “high,” while indicating no defi nite level, would seem to imply that the secu-
rity-seeker aims at a position in which the events he expects – here the continued 
unmolested enjoyment of his possessions – have considerably more than an even 
chance of materializing.

5 Myres S. McDougal, “Law and Peace,” American Journal of International Law, Vol. 46, 
No. 1 (January, 1952), pp. 102 ff. He rightly criticizes Hans Morgenthau for his 
failure to appreciate the role that nonpower methods, such as legal procedures and 
moral appeals, may at times successfully play in the pursuit of security. But it is 
surprising how little aware McDougal appears to be of the disappointing modesty 
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of the contributions which these “other means” have actually made to the 
enhancement of security and the quite insignifi cant contributions they have made 
to the promotion of changes of the status quo. This latter failure signifi es that they 
have been unable to remove the main causes of the attacks that security-minded 
peoples rightly fear.

6 On the problem of security policy (Sicherheitspolitik) with special reference to 
“collective security,” see the comprehensive and illuminating study of Heinrich 
Rogge, “Kollektivsicherheit Buendnispolitik Voelkerbund,” Theorie der nationalen 
und internationalen Sicherheit (Berlin, 1937), which deserves attention despite the 
fact that it was written and published in Nazi Germany. It bears a distinctly 
“revisionist” slant.



S I N C E  T H E  O N S E T  of the Cold  War in the late 1940s, every administration 
in Washington has defi ned American national security in excessively narrow and 

excessively military terms. Politicians have found it easier to focus the attention of an 
inattentive public on military dangers, real or imagined, than on nonmilitary ones; 
political leaders have found it easier to build a consensus on military solutions to 
foreign policy problems than to get agreement on the use (and, therefore, the 
adequate funding) of the other means of infl uence that the United States can bring to 
bear beyond its frontiers.

Just as politicians have not found it electorally rewarding to put forward concep-
tions of security that take account of nonmilitary dangers, analysts have not found it 
intellectually easy. They have found it especially diffi cult to compare one type of threat 
with others, and to measure the relative contributions toward national security of the 
various ways in which governments might use the resources at their disposal.

[…] [However,] defi ning national security merely (or even primarily) in military 
terms conveys a profoundly false image of reality. That false image is doubly mislead-
ing and therefore doubly dangerous. First, it causes states to concentrate on military 
threats and to ignore other and perhaps even more harmful dangers. Thus it reduces 
their total security. And second, it contributes to a pervasive militarization of inter-
national relations that in the long run can only increase global insecurity.

Security versus what?

One way of moving toward a more comprehensive defi nition of security may be to ask: 
what should we be willing to give up in order to obtain more security? how do we 
assess the tradeoffs between security and other values?  The question is apposite because, 
of all the “goods” a state can provide, none is more fundamental than security.

1 . 2

Richard Ullman

REDEFINING SECURITY

Source: International Security, vol. 8, no. 1, 1983, pp. 129–53.
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Security, for [traditional thinkers like] Hobbes, was an absolute value. […] 
[However], [f]or most of us, security is not an absolute value. We balance security 
against other values. Citizens of the United States and other liberal democratic societ-
ies routinely balance security against liberty. Without security, of course, liberty – 
except for the strongest – is a sham, as Hobbes recognized. But we are willing to 
trade some perceptible increments of security for the advantages of liberty. Were we 
willing to make a Hobbesian choice, our streets would be somewhat safer, and con-
scription would swell the ranks of our armed forces. But our society would be – and 
we would ourselves feel – very much more regimented.

The tradeoff between liberty and security is one of the crucial issues of our era. 
In virtually every society, individuals and groups seek security against the state, just as 
they ask the state to protect them against harm from other states. Human rights and 
state security are thus intimately related. […]

The most profound of all the choices relating to national security is, therefore, 
the tradeoff with liberty, for at confl ict are two quite distinct values, each essential to 
human development. At its starkest, this choice presents itself as: how far must states 
go, in order to protect themselves against adversaries that they regard as totalitarian, 
toward adopting totalitarian-like constraints on their own citizens? In the United 
States it is a tension that arises every day in the pulling and hauling between police and 
intelligence agencies and the Constitution. At a practical level, the choices become: 
what powers do we concede to local police? to the F.B.I.? to the C.I.A. and the other 
arms of the “intelligence community”?

Other security choices may seem equally vexing if they are not equally pro-
found. One is the familiar choice between cure and prevention. Should the U.S. 
spend a (large) sum of money on preparations for military intervention in the 
Persian Gulf in order to assure the continued fl ow of oil from fragile states like 
Saudi Arabia, or should it be spent instead on nonmilitary measures – conservation, 
alternate energy sources, etc. – that promise substantially (although not rapidly) to 
reduce American dependence upon Persian Gulf oil? A second choice involves col-
laboration with regimes whose values are antithetic to America’s own. Should the 
United States government forge a relationship of greater military cooperation with 
the Republic of South Africa, and risk racial confl ict in its cities at home? Or should 
it continue to treat South Africa as an international outlaw and perhaps enhance 
domestic racial harmony – an important characteristic of a secure society – at the 
cost of enabling the Soviet navy to pose a greater potential challenge to the safety of 
the sea lanes around Africa upon which so much vital cargo fl ows? A third choice 
involves military versus economic assistance to poor countries. Should U.S. policy 
aim at strengthening Third World governments against the military threats that they 
assert they perceive to come from the Soviet Union and its allies, or at helping their 
citizens develop greater self-reliance so as, perhaps, ultimately to produce more 
healthful societies with lower rates of birth and thus relieve the rising pressure on 
global resources? Finally, many choices juxtapose international and domestic pri-
orities. If a stretched national budget cannot afford both increased outlays for mili-
tary forces and for a more effective criminal justice system at home, programs that 
create work opportunities for poor inner-city teenagers, or measures to improve 
the quality of the air we breathe and the water we drink, which expenditures enhance 
“security” more?
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The tradeoffs implied in these and many other similar questions are not as 
profound as that between security and liberty. But they are nevertheless capable of 
generating confl icts of values – between alternate ways of viewing national security 
and its relationship to what might be called global security.

There is, in fact, no necessary confl ict between the goal of maintaining a large and 
powerful military establishment and other goals such as developing independence 
from Persian Gulf oil, promoting self-sustaining development in poor countries, min-
imizing military reliance on repressive governments, and promoting greater public 
tranquility and a more healthful environment at home. All these objectives could be 
achieved if the American people chose to allocate national resources to do so. But it 
is scarcely likely that they – or their Congressional representatives – will choose to 
make all the perceived sacrifi ces that such large governmental programs entail. […]

A redefi nition of threats

In addition to examining security tradeoffs, it is necessary to recognize that security 
may be defi ned not merely as a goal but as a consequence – this means that we may 
not realize what it is or how important it is until we are threatened with losing it. 
In some sense, therefore, security is defi ned and valorized by the threats which 
challenge it.

We are, of course, accustomed to thinking of national security in terms of mili-
tary threats arising from beyond the borders of one’s own country. But that emphasis 
is doubly misleading. It draws attention away from the nonmilitary threats that prom-
ise to undermine the stability of many nations during the years ahead. And it presup-
poses that threats arising from outside a state are somehow more dangerous to its 
security than threats that arise within it.

A more useful (although certainly not conventional) defi nition might be: a threat 
to national security is an action or sequence of events that (1) threatens drastically and 
over a relatively brief span of time to degrade the quality of life for the inhabitants of a 
state, or (2) threatens signifi cantly to narrow the range of policy choices available to the 
government of a state or to private, nongovernmental entities (persons, groups, corpor-
ations) within the state. Within the fi rst category might come the spectrum of disturb-
ances and disruptions ranging from external wars to internal rebellions, from blockades 
and boycotts to raw material shortages and devastating “natural” disasters such as deci-
mating epidemics, catastrophic fl oods, or massive and pervasive droughts. […]

The second category is perhaps less obviously apposite. […] It is easy to think of 
degradation of the quality of life or a diminution of the range of policy choices as 
“national security” problems when the source of these undesirable conditions is a 
large, powerful, antagonistic state such as Nazi Germany or Stalin’s U.S.S.R. And it is 
even (relatively) easy to organize responses to such clear and present dangers. But it 
is much more diffi cult to portray as threats to national security, or to organize effect-
ive action against, the myriads of other phenomena, some originating within a 
national society, many coming from outside it, which also kill, injure, or impoverish 
persons, or substantially reduce opportunities for autonomous action, but do so on a 
smaller scale and come from sources less generally perceived as evil incarnate. 
Interruptions in the fl ow of critically needed resources or, indeed, a dwindling of the 
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available global supply; terrorist attacks or restrictions on the liberty of citizens in 
order to combat terrorism; a drastic deterioration of environmental quality caused by 
sources from either within or outside a territorial state; continuing violence in a 
major Third World state chronically unable to meet the basic human needs of large 
numbers of its citizens; urban confl ict at home perhaps (or perhaps not) fomented by 
the presence of large numbers of poor immigrants from poor nations – all these either 
degrade the quality of life and/or reduce the range of policy options available to 
governments and private persons.

For a leader trying to instill the political will necessary for a national society to 
respond effectively to a threat to its security, a military threat is especially convenient. 
The “public good” is much more easily defi ned; sacrifi ce can not only be asked but 
expected; particular interests are more easily co-opted or, failing that, overridden; it 
is easier to demonstrate that “business as usual” must give way to extraordinary mea-
sures; dissent is more readily swept aside in the name of forging a national consensus. 
A convenient characteristic of military threats to national security is that their pos-
sible consequences are relatively apparent and, if made actual, they work their harm 
rapidly. Therefore, they are relatively noncontroversial.1

The less apparent a security threat may be – whether military or nonmilitary – the 
more that preparations to meet it are likely to be the subject of political controversy. 
[…] [For instance] the generally unenthusiastic reception given to programs aimed at 
aiding poor countries, ameliorating the disaffection of poor persons at home, halting 
environmental degradation, stockpiling strategically important materials, or other 
such measures is striking but scarcely surprising. Proponents of such programs in fact 
frequently do justify them on the ground that they promote national security. But 
because their connection to security is often not immediately apparent, opponents 
fi nd it easy to reject or simply ignore such arguments, if not to refute them.2 […]

Assessing vulnerability

In every sphere of policy and action, security increases as vulnerability decreases.3 At 
the most basic level of individual survival, this is a law of nature, seemingly as well 
understood by animals as by humans. At that level it is a refl exive response. Reducing 
vulnerability becomes a matter of policy, rather than of refl ex action, when it seems 
necessary to calculate the costs and benefi ts involved. How much security do we buy 
when we expend a given increment of resources to reduce vulnerability? That is a dif-
fi cult question even in relatively simple situations, such as a householder stockpiling 
a commodity against the possibility of a disruption in accustomed channels of supply. 
At the level of the community, rather than the individual, it becomes very much more 
diffi cult: different members assess risks differently, and they may well be differently 
damaged by a disrupting event. An investment in redundancy that seems worthwhile 
to one family may seem excessively costly to another. Neither will know which is cor-
rect unless the crunch actually comes. And even then they might disagree. They might 
experience distress differently.

At the level discussed in this paper, where states are the communities involved and 
where the problems are for the most part considerably more complicated than a simple 
disruption in an accustomed channel of supply, the relationship between decreased 
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vulnerability and increased security is formidably diffi cult to measure. Consider even 
the relatively simple measure of adding crude oil to the U.S. Strategic Petroleum 
Reserve, the (for the most part) underground stockpile whose purpose is to make it 
possible for the nation to ride out a cutoff in deliveries from one or more major for-
eign oil suppliers. We know, of course, the cost of buying and storing a given incre-
ment of crude oil. But until mid-1981 the government of Saudi Arabia (the world’s 
major exporter of oil) took the position that U.S. stockpiling of oil was an unfriendly 
act. It claimed that it maintained high levels of oil production to provide immediate 
benefi ts – “moderate” prices – to Western (and other) consumers, not to make it pos-
sible for Washington to buy insurance against the day when the Saudi leadership might 
want to cut production so as, say, to infl uence U.S. policy toward Israel. Successive 
administrations in Washington have regarded the retention of Saudi good will as 
something close to a vital American interest, on both economic and strategic grounds. 
They therefore dragged their feet on fi lling the Strategic Petroleum Reserve.4

Who can say with assurance that those administrations were wrong? Who could 
measure – before the event – the effects of putting Saudi noses out of joint? It may 
well have been that even so seemingly modest a measure as adding to the oil stockpile 
would ripple through Saudi and Middle Eastern politics in such a manner as ulti-
mately to bring about just that calamity against which the stockpile is intended to 
offer insulation, that is, a production cutback. Moreover, being fi nite in size; the 
stockpile may not offer suffi cient insulation against a protracted deep cutback. But, by 
the same token, who can be sure that even if the reserve remains unfi lled (its level is 
still far below the total originally planned5), and even if the United States takes other 
additional measures to mollify the Saudis, an event will not occur that will trigger a 
supply disruption in any case? If that occurs, the nation would clearly be better off if 
it possessed a healthy reserve of stored oil, even one insuffi cient to cushion the entire 
emergency. […]

This discussion has sought to show that we generally think about – and, as a 
polity, dispose of – resource allocations for military and for nonmilitary dimensions 
of security in quite different ways. Regarding military forces, although analysts and 
interest groups may have their own ideas about such issues as the appropriate size of 
the American fl eet or the composition of its air wings, there is general agreement on 
the principle that there must in the end be a single, authoritative determination, and 
that such a determination can come only from the central government of the polity. 
Because we acknowledge that there is no marketplace in which we can purchase mil-
itary security (as distinguished from some of its components), we would not look to 
private individuals or fi rms or legislators or regional governments to make such a 
determination, even though we might disagree with the determination that the fed-
eral government makes.

By contrast, as indicated above, there is no consensus about the need for a single, 
authoritative determination regarding the nonmilitary dimensions of security. The 
polity as a whole is therefore much more responsive to allegations that a given invest-
ment in, say, a commodity stockpile is “ineffi cient” than it is responsive to the same 
allegation regarding a given investment in military forces. Moreover, the alleged inef-
fi ciency is far more easily demonstrated. The situation is similar regarding measures 
for coping with the other problems mentioned in this paper: rapid population growth, 
explosive urbanization, deforestation, and the like. […]
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Changing the consensus

Because of these preconceptions regarding the appropriate role of governmental 
authority both in defi ning problems and in proposing solutions, the tendency of 
American political leaders to defi ne security problems and their solutions in military 
terms is deeply ingrained. The image of the President as Commander in Chief is pow-
erful. When in this role he requests additional funds for American military forces the 
Congress and the public are reluctant to gainsay him. When he requests funds for 
economic assistance to Third World governments, he is much more likely to be dis-
puted even though he may contend that such expenditures also provide the United 
States with security.

Altering that pattern will require a sustained effort at public education. It is not 
an effort that administrations themselves are likely to undertake with any real com-
mitment, particularly in times when the economy is straightened and when they fi nd 
it diffi cult enough to fi nd funds for the military goals they have set for themselves. The 
agents for any change in public attitudes are therefore likely to be nongovernmental.

Over the past decade or so a vast array of public interest organizations have begun 
to put forward alternate conceptions of national security. Nearly all are devoted to 
particular issues – limiting population growth, enhancing environmental quality, 
eradicating world hunger, protecting human rights, and the like. Some are overt 
lobbies expressly seeking to alter political outcomes. Others devote themselves to 
research and educational activities, but are equally concerned with changing govern-
mental behavior. Jointly they have succeeded in substantially raising public awareness 
of the vulnerability of the society to a variety of harms nonmilitary in nature, and of 
the limitations of military instruments for coping with many types of political 
problems.

One should not overestimate the achievements of these nongovernmental organ-
izations, however. Awareness on the part of a substantial informed minority is one 
thing. Embodying it in public policy is a very much larger step. A society’s conscious-
ness changes only gradually – usually with the change of generations. The likelihood 
is that for the foreseeable future the American polity will continue to be much more 
willing to expend scarce resources on military forces than on measures to prevent or 
ameliorate the myriad profoundly dislocating effects of global demographic change. 
Yet those effects are likely to intensify with the passage of time. […]. And while 
political will and energy are focused predominately on military solutions to the prob-
lems of national security, the nonmilitary tasks are likely to grow ever more diffi cult 
to accomplish and dangerous to neglect.

Notes

1 This is not to say that there are not recriminations following wars or military crises. 
Indeed, the governments that lead nations when war is thrust upon them – or when 
they initiate war themselves – are often subject to pillory. It may be alleged that 
their complacence allowed their nations’ defenses to atrophy to a point where their 
military forces no longer deterred attack. Or they may be accused of recklessness 
that brought on a needless and expensive war. But while the war is still in prospect, 
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or while it is actually underway, there are too seldom any questions of leaders’ 
abilities to command the requisite resources from their perceptibly threatened 
countrymen.

2 The same is true, it should be noted, about some “ordinary” foreign threats. In 1975 
a majority of Senators and members of Congress did not believe that the presence 
of Soviet-supported Cuban troops in Angola posed a signifi cant threat to U.S. secur-
ity, and legislated limits on potential American involvement. Three years earlier 
they imposed a cutoff on U.S. bombing of targets in Cambodia and North Vietnam 
on the supposition that continued bombing would no longer (if it ever did) pro-
mote U.S. security, For a discussion of these Congressional curbs on the President’s 
ability to commit American military resources, see Thomas M. Franck and Edward 
Weisband, Foreign Policy By Congress (New York: Oxford University Press, 1979), 
esp. pp. 13–23 and 46–57.

3 Some might argue that this is not the case in the strategic nuclear relationship 
between the United States and the Soviet Union, and that it is the knowledge within 
each government that its society is highly vulnerable to nuclear attacks by the other 
that keeps it from ever launching such an attack itself. Security is thus a product of 
vulnerability. This argument has considerable force as a logical construct. Yet, not 
surprisingly, neither superpower is content to act upon it. As technological devel-
opments seem to make possible the limitation of damage from at least some forms 
of nuclear attack, each pursues them for fear that the other will secure a moment-
ary advantage. We are therefore faced with the worst of situations, in which one or 
the other may be unduly optimistic regarding the degree to which it might 
limit damage to its own society if it were to strike fi rst. Decreased vulnerability 
accurately assessed may well enhance security even in strategic nuclear relations; 
misleadingly assessed it may bring disaster.

4 See, e.g., Walter S. Mossberg, “Kowtowing on the Oil Reserve,” The Wall Street 
Journal, May 14, 1980, p. 20, and Sheilah Kast, “Filling Our Strategic Oil Reserve,” 
Washington Star, February 9, 1981, the latter quoting Secretary-of-State-designate 
Alexander M. Haig, Jr., as calling the Saudi position “oil blackmail.”

5 The Energy Information Administration’s Monthly Energy Review (Washington: U.S. 
Department of Energy) presents a running tally of the size of the Strategic Petroleum 
Reserve. For a technical account of how the reserve is maintained, see Ruth M. 
Davis, “National Strategic Petroleum Reserve,” Science, Vol. 213 (August 7, 1981), 
pp. 618–22. See also David A. Deese and Joseph S. Nye, eds., Energy and Security 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Ballinger, 1981), pp. 326–28, 399–403.



F E W  P E O P L E  W O U L D  deny that security, whether individual, national, 
or international, ranks prominently among the problems facing humanity. 

National security is particularly central because states dominate many of the 
conditions that determine security at the other two levels, and states seem unable to 
coexist with each other in harmony. […]

In order to have a proper understanding of the national security problem one 
must fi rst understand the concept of security. In much of its prevailing usage, espe-
cially by those associated with state policy-making, this concept is so weakly devel-
oped as to be inadequate for the task. I seek to demonstrate that a simple-minded 
concept of security constitutes such a substantial barrier to progress that it might 
almost be counted as part of the problem. By simple-minded I mean an understand-
ing of national security that is inadequately aware of the contradictions latent within 
the concept itself, and/or inadequately aware of the fact that the logic of security 
almost always involves high levels of interdependence among the actors trying to 
make themselves secure. […]

Security is not the only concept through which the national security problem can 
be approached. Traditionally, most of the literature that attempted analysis or pre-
scription was, and to some extent still is, based on the concepts of power and peace. 
Those who favour the approach through power derive their thinking from the Realist 
school of International Relations represented by writers such as E. H. Carr and Hans 
Morgenthau.1 It can be argued that power not only reveals the basic pattern of capa-
bilities in the international system but also highlights a prime motive for the behav-
iour of actors. Those who favour the approach through peace are more loosely 
associated into the Idealist school. Idealists argue that their concept leads them not 
only to see the problem in holistic terms, as opposed to the necessarily fragmented 
view of the Realists, but also that it focuses attention directly on the essential issue of 
war. Since war is the major threat arising from the national security problem, a solu-
tion to it would largely eliminate the problem from the international agenda.

1 . 3
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(London: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1991), pp. 1–34.
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Until the 1980s, these two approaches dominated thinking about the national 
security problem […] [which] usually led […] to highly polarized and confl icting 
prescriptions. Within this universe of debate the concept of security played a subsid-
iary role. Realists tended to see security as a derivative of power: an actor with enough 
power to reach a dominating position would acquire security as a result. This view 
was easy to take when power was defi ned in the very broad terms sketched by 
Morgenthau.2 Although security was rightly placed as the goal, the understanding 
that power was the route to it was inherently self-defeating. Idealists tended to see 
security as a consequence of peace: a lasting peace would provide security for all.

[…] I argue that the concept of security is, in itself, a more versatile, penetrating 
and useful way to approach the study of international relations than either power or 
peace. It points to a prime motive for behaviour which is different from, but no less 
signifi cant than, that provided by power. It also leads to a comprehensive perspective 
which is likewise different from, but no less useful than, that provided by peace. In 
combination, these add up to an analytical framework which stands comparison with 
anything available from the more established concepts. A more fully developed con-
cept of security can be seen to lie between the extremes of power and peace, incor-
porating most of their insights, and adding more of its own. It provides many ideas 
which link the established conventions of the other two schools and help to bridge 
the political and intellectual gulf which normally, and to their mutual detriment, 
separates them.

* * *

It is almost no longer controversial to say that traditional conceptions of security were 
(and in many minds still are) too narrowly founded. That advance does not, however, 
mean that a consensus exists on what a more broadly constructed conception should 
look like. It is still a useful exercise to survey the ground on which any broader view 
must be built. In other words, it is necessary to map the domain of security as an 
essentially contested concept. This cartographic exercise is inevitably more abstract 
than empirical because its purpose is to defi ne the conceptual sub-structures on which 
the mass of empirical studies by strategists and others rests. In trying to transcend 
criticisms aimed at too narrow a focus on national security, analysts must detach 
themselves from the pressures of day-to-day policy issues and the conventional modes 
of thought that have grown up around them. […]

[In other words, one must] look more at the idea of security itself than at the 
contemporary empirical conditions in which security policy has to be formulated. 
What does security mean, in a general sense? How is this general meaning transferred 
to the specifi c entities such as people and states that must be the objects of security 
policy? What exactly is the referent object of security when one refers to national 
security? If it is the state, what does that mean? Is one to take the state as meaning the 
sum of the individuals within it, or is it in some sense more than the sum of its parts? 
In either case, how do individuals relate to an idea like national security in terms of 
their own interests? At the other extreme, what does international security mean? 
Does it apply to some entity higher than states, or is there some sense in which 
security among states is an indivisible phenomenon?

The character of this exercise is as much philosophical as empirical. Because secur-
ity is an essentially contested concept it naturally generates questions as well as answers. 
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It encompasses several important contradictions and a host of nuances all of which 
can cause confusion if not understood. Major contradictions include that between 
defence and security, that between individual security and national security, that 
between national security and international security, and that between violent means 
and peaceful ends. Add to these the diffi culties of determining the referent object of 
security (i.e. what is it that is to be made secure) and the pitfalls of applying the idea 
across a range of sectors (military, political, economic, environmental and societal), 
and the scope of the task becomes clear.

The object of the exercise is not to try to resolve these conundrums, but rather 
to explore them, and thereby clarify the diffi culties – and the opportunities – that 
they pose for any attempt to apply the concept to real problems. The easy part of the 
exercise is using these insights to demolish the logic of simple-minded applications 
of security which ignore some of the contradictions they contain. For example, 
defence policies that raise threats by provoking the fears of other states may decrease 
security more than they increase it. The German naval challenge to Britain before 
the First World War is a case in point. The harder part of the exercise is fi nding 
derived concepts which enable the concept of security to be applied to practical 
situations in the full knowledge of the contradictions involved. The great merit 
of ideas like non-provocative defence is that they start from a solid understanding of 
both the necessity of, and the contradictions inherent within, the pursuit of military 
security.

As argued above, the nature of security defi es pursuit of an agreed general defi ni-
tion. […] But both the desire for intellectual neatness and the attempt to clarify the 
ends of security policy naturally create a demand for defi nition, and it is instructive 
to survey the results. Wolfers warned about the ambiguity of security, and Charles 
Schultze argues explicitly that: “The concept of national security does not lend itself 
to neat and precise formulation. It deals with a wide variety of risks about whose 
probabilities we have little knowledge and of contingencies whose nature we can only 
dimly perceive.”3 Despite these warnings, quite a number of writers have been unable 
to resist the temptation to try:

József Balázs: International security is determined basically by the internal and 
external security of the various social systems, by the extent, in general, to which 
system identity depends on external circumstances. Experts generally defi ne social 
security as internal security. Its essential function is to ensure the political and 
economic power of a given ruling class, or the survival of the social system and an 
adequate degree of public security.4

Ian Bellany: Security itself is a relative freedom from war, coupled with a relatively 
high expectation that defeat will not be a consequence of any war that should occur.5

Penelope Hartland-Thunberg: [National security is] the ability of a nation to pursue 
successfully its national interests, as it sees them, any place in the world.6

Walter Lippmann: A nation is secure to the extent to which it is not in danger of 
having to sacrifi ce core values if it wishes to avoid war, and is able, if challenged, to 
maintain them by victory in such a war.7

Michael H. H. Louw: [National security includes traditional defence policy and 
also] the non-military actions of a state to ensure its total capacity to survive as a 
political entity in order to exert infl uence and to carry out its internal and interna-
tional objectives.8



Giacomo Luciani: National security may be defi ned as the ability to withstand 
aggression from abroad.9

Laurence Martin: [Security is the] assurance of future well being.10

John E. Mroz: [Security is] the relative freedom from harmful threats.11

National Defence College (Canada): [National Security is] the preservation of a way 
of life acceptable to the […] people and compatible with the needs and legitimate 
aspirations of others. It includes freedom from military attack or coercion, freedom 
from internal subversion and freedom from the erosion of the political, economic and 
social values which are essential to the quality of life.12

Frank N. Trager and F. L. Simonie: National security is that part of government policy 
having as its objective the creation of national and international political conditions 
favourable to the protection or extension of vital national values against existing and 
potential adversaries.13

Richard Ullman: A threat to national security is an action or sequence of events 
that (1) threatens drastically and over a relatively brief span of time to degrade the 
quality of life for the inhabitants of a state, or (2) threatens signifi cantly to narrow the 
range of policy choices available to the government of a state or to private, nongov-
ernmental entities (persons, groups, corporations) within the state.14

Ole Wæver: One can view ‘security’ as that which is in language theory called a 
speech act: … it is the utterance itself that is the act … By saying ‘security’ a state-
representative moves the particular case into a specifi c area; claiming a special right 
to use the means necessary to block this development.15

Arnold Wolfers: Security, in any objective sense, measures the absence of threats 
to acquired values, in a subjective sense, the absence of fear that such values will 
be attacked.16

These defi nitions do a useful service in pointing out some of the criteria for 
national security, particularly the centrality of values, the timing and intensity of 
threats and the political nature of security as an objective of the state. But they can do 
a disservice by giving the concept an appearance of fi rmness which it does not merit. 
For purely semantic reasons, it is diffi cult to avoid the absolute sense of security. The 
word itself implies an absolute condition – something is either secure or insecure – 
and does not lend itself to the idea of a graded spectrum like that which fi lls the space 
between hot and cold. Most defi nitions avoid one or more crucial questions. What are 
‘core values’? Are they a fi xed or a fl oating reference point? Are they in themselves 
free from contradictions? What sources of change are acceptable and what are not? 
Does ‘victory’ mean anything under contemporary conditions of warfare? Are subject-
ive and objective aspects of security separable in any meaningful way? Is war the only 
form of threat relevant to national security? How can relative security goals be ade-
quately defi ned? Is national security really national, or merely an expression of domi-
nant groups? What right does a state have to defi ne its security values in terms which 
require it to have infl uence beyond its own territory, with the almost inevitable 
infringement of others’ security interests that this implies? How are terms like ‘threat’ 
and ‘aggression’ defi ned in relation to normal activity? The inadequacy of these defi ni-
tions should be neither surprising nor discouraging. Years of effort have also failed to 
produce a generally accepted defi nition or measure for power. The concept of justice 
requires legions of lawyers to service its ambiguities. There is no reason to think that 
security will be any easier to crack, and as with power and justice, the absence of a 
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universal defi nition does not prevent constructive discussion. Although precise 
defi nitions will always be controversial, the general sense of what one is talking about 
is nevertheless clear: the political effects of physical capabilities in the case of power; 
the pursuit of fair outcomes when behaviour is contested in the case of justice.

In the case of security, the discussion is about the pursuit of freedom from threat. 
When this discussion is in the context of the international system, security is about 
the ability of states and societies to maintain their independent identity and their 
functional integrity. In seeking security, state and society are sometimes in harmony 
with each other, sometimes opposed. Its bottom line is about survival, but it also 
reasonably includes a substantial range of concerns about the conditions of existence. 
Quite where this range of concerns ceases to merit the urgency of the ‘security’ label 
and becomes part of the everyday uncertainties of life, is one of the diffi culties of the 
concept. Security is primarily about the fate of human collectivities, and only second-
arily about the personal security of individual human beings. In the contemporary 
international system, the standard unit of security is thus the sovereign territorial 
state. The ideal type is the nation-state, where ethnic and cultural boundaries line up 
with political ones, as in Japan and Denmark. But since nations and states do not fi t 
neatly together in many places, non-state collectivities, particularly nations, are also 
an important unit of analysis. Because the structure of the international system is 
anarchic (without central authority) in all of its major organizational dimensions 
(political, economic, societal), the natural focus of security concerns is the units. 
Since states are the dominant units, ‘national security’ is the central issue, both in its 
normal, but ambiguous, reference to the state and in its more direct application to 
ethno-cultural units. Since some military and ecological threats affect the conditions 
of survival on the entire planet, there is also an important sense in which security 
applies to the collectivity of humankind as a whole.

The security of human collectivities is affected by factors in fi ve major sectors: 
military, political, economic, societal and environmental. Generally speaking, mili-
tary security concerns the two-level interplay of the armed offensive and defensive 
capabilities of states, and states’ perceptions of each other’s intentions. Political secur-
ity concerns the organizational stability of states, systems of government and the 
ideologies that give them legitimacy. Economic security concerns access to the 
resources, fi nance and markets necessary to sustain acceptable levels of welfare and 
state power. Societal security concerns the sustainability, within acceptable condi-
tions for evolution, of traditional patterns of language, culture and religious and 
national identity and custom. Environmental security concerns the maintenance of 
the local and the planetary biosphere as the essential support system on which all 
other human enterprises depend. These fi ve sectors do not operate in isolation from 
each other. Each defi nes a focal point within the security problematique, and a way of 
ordering priorities, but all are woven together in a strong web of linkages. […]

[…] What is the referent object for security? What are the necessary conditions 
for security? […]

Security as a concept clearly requires a referent object, for without an answer to 
the question ‘The security of what?’ the idea makes no sense. To answer simply ‘The 
state’, does not solve the problem. Not only is the state an amorphous, multifaceted, 
collective object to which security could be applied in many different ways, but also 
there are many states, and the security of one cannot be discussed without reference 



to the others. The search for a referent object of security goes hand-in-hand with that 
for its necessary conditions. One soon discovers that security has many potential 
referent objects. These objects of security multiply not only as the membership of the 
society of states increases, but also as one moves down through the state to the level of 
individuals, and up beyond it to the level of the international system as a whole. Since 
the security of any one referent object or level cannot be achieved in isolation from the 
others, the security of each becomes, in part, a condition for the security of all.

Notes

 1 E. H. Carr, The Twenty Years Crisis (London, Macmillan: 1946, 2nd edn); Hans 
Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations (New York: Knopf, 1973, 5th edn). See also, for 
a more recent Neorealist view, Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics 
(Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1979). Realism in this context should not be 
confused with the philosophical school of the same name.

 2 Peter Gellman, ‘Hans J. Morgenthau and the legacy of political realism’, Review of 
International Studies, 14:4 (1988), pp. 50–58.

 3 Charles L. Schultze, ‘The economic content of national security policy’, Foreign 
Affairs, 51:3 (1973), pp. 529–30.

 4 József Balázs, ‘A note on the interpretation of security’, Development and Peace, 6 
(1985) (note 39), p. 146.

 5 Ian Bellany, ‘Towards a theory of international security’, Political Studies, 29:1 
(1981), p. 102.

 6 Penelope Hartland-Thunberg, ‘National economic security: interdependence and 
vulnerability’, in Frans A.M. Alting von Geusau and Jacques Pelkmans (eds), 
National Economic Security (Tilburg: John F. Kennedy Institute, 1982), p. 50.

 7 Cited in Arnold Wolfers, Discord and Collaboration (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1962), p. 150.

 8 Michael H. H. Louw, National Security (Pretoria: ISS-University of Pretoria, 1978); 
the quote is from the introductory note titled ‘The purpose of the symposium’.

 9 Giacomo Luciani, ‘The economic content of security’, Journal of Public Policy, 8:2 
(1989), p. 151.

10 Lawrence Martin, ‘Can there be national security in an insecure age?’ Encounter, 
60:3 (1983), p. 12.

11 John E. Mroz, Beyond Security: Private perceptions among Arabs and Israelis (New York: 
International Peace Academy, 1980), p. 105 (emphasis in original).

12 Course documents, National Defence College of Canada, Kingston, 1989.
13 Frank N. Trager and Frank L. Simonie, ‘An introduction to the study of national 

security’, in F. N. Trager and P. S. Kronenberg, National Security and American Society 
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1973), p. 36.

14 Richard H. Ullman, ‘Redefi ning security’, International Security, 8:1 (1983) (note 
32), p. 133.

15 Ole Wæver, ‘Security, the speech act: analysing the politics of a word’, unpublished 
second draft, Centre for Peace and Confl ict Research, Copenhagen, 1989 (note 
38), pp. 5–6.

16 Arnold Wolfers, ‘National security as an ambiguous symbol’, Discord and Collaborat-
ion (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1962), (note 45), p. 150.

T H E  N A T I O N A L  S E C U R I T Y  P R O B L E M  I N  I R   2 3



Security as a contested concept

[ … ]  S O M E  S C H O L A R S  have depicted security as an ‘essentially contested 
concept’.1 This contention must be addressed before we proceed to analyse the con-
cept of security, for three reasons: First, there is some ambiguity as to what this 
means. Second, security may not fulfi l the requirements for classifi cation as an ‘essen-
tially contested concept’. And third, even if security were to be so classifi ed, the 
implications for security studies may be incorrectly specifi ed.2

Essentially contested concepts are said to be so value-laden that no amount of 
argument or evidence can ever lead to agreement on a single version as the ‘correct 
or standard use’.3 The stronger variants of this position lead to a radical sceptical 
nihilism in which there are no grounds for preferring one conception of security to 
another.4 Acceptance of this position would make the kind of conceptual analysis 
undertaken here futile. There are, however, weaker forms of this position that allow 
one to differentiate between better and worse conceptualizations, even though ulti-
mately none of the better conceptualizations can ever be said to be the best.5 Since 
the analysis undertaken here purports only to improve on current usage, and not to 
identify the single best usage, it is compatible with the weaker variant of the essential 
contestedness hypothesis.

It is not clear, however, that security should be classifi ed as an essentially con-
tested concept. Of the several requirements for such a classifi cation, two are espe-
cially questionable with respect to the concept of security. In the fi rst place, the 
concept must be ‘appraisive in the sense that it signifi es or accredits some kind of 
valued achievement’.6  W. B. Gallie uses the concept of a ‘champion’ in sports to illus-
trate the point, i.e., to label a team as champion is to say that it plays the game better 
than other teams. Is the concept of security similar to the concept of a champion? 
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Neorealists seem to imply that it is. For them security is the most important goal a 
state can have in the same way that winning a championship is presumably the goal of 
all teams in Gallie’s example. Just as teams compete to be champions, so states com-
pete for security. And just as the champion is better at playing the game than other 
teams, so states with more security than other states are better at playing the neoreal-
ist version of the ‘game’ of international politics.7 From the neorealist perspective, 
then, it is plausible to treat security as an appraisive concept.

Wolfers, however, presents a different view of security. He contends that states 
vary widely in the value they place on security and that some states may be so dissatis-
fi ed with the status quo that they are more interested in acquiring new values than in 
securing the values they have.8 From this perspective, saying that one state has more 
security than another does not imply that one state is better than another any more 
than saying that one state has more people or land area implies that one state is better 
than another. For Wolfers international politics is not a ‘game’ in which all states play 
by the same ‘rules’ and compete for the same ‘championship’.

Is security an appraisive concept? For neorealists, it may be. For others, such as 
Wolfers, it is not. The purpose of this discussion is not to settle the issue, but only to 
point out that this question is more diffi cult to answer than those who classify security 
as an essentially contested concept imply.

A second requirement for classifying a concept as essentially contested – 
indeed, the defi ning characteristic of such concepts – is that it must actually gener-
ate vigorous disputes as to the nature of the concept and its applicability to various 
cases. Gallie deliberately rules out policy disputes in ‘practical life’ that refl ect con-
fl icts of ‘interests, tastes, or attitudes’. These, he suggests, are more likely to involve 
special pleading and rationalization than deep-seated philosophical disagreement.9 
Thus, much of the contemporary public policy debate over whether to treat the 
environment, budget defi cits, crime or drug traffi c as national security issues does 
not qualify as serious conceptual debate by Gallie’s standards. For Gallie, essential 
contestedness implies more than that different parties use different versions of a 
concept. Each party must recognize the contested nature of the concept it uses, and 
each must engage in vigorous debate in defence of its particular conceptual view-
point.10 Yet the security studies literature, as the previous section pointed out, is 
virtually bereft of serious conceptual debate. The neorealists may have a different 
conception of security than Wolfers, but they do not debate his position; they ignore 
it.11 Writers often fail to offer any defi nition of security. And if one is offered, it is 
rarely accompanied by a discussion of reasons for preferring one defi nition rather 
than others. This is hardly the kind of toe-to-toe conceptual combat envisioned by 
Gallie with respect to such matters as what constitutes justice, democracy, or a 
good Christian.

Even if security were to be classifi ed as an essentially contested concept, some of 
the implications suggested by Buzan are questionable. One cannot use the designation 
of security as an essentially contested concept as an excuse for not formulating one’s 
own conception of security as clearly and precisely as possible. Indeed, the whole idea 
of an essentially contested concept is that various parties purport to have a clearer and 
more precise understanding of the concept than others. Yet Buzan explicitly disavows 
any intention of formulating a precise defi nition and suggests that to attempt to do so 
is to misunderstand the function of essentially contested concepts in social science.12 
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‘Such a conclusion’, as Ken Booth points out, ‘is unsatisfying. If we cannot name it, can 
we ever hope to achieve it?’13

Another consequence Buzan attributes to the essential contestability of security 
is a set of ‘contradictions latent within the concept itself’.14 It is not entirely clear 
what this means, but such ‘contradictions’ seem to include those between the 
individual and the state, between national and international security, between violent 
means and peaceful ends, between blacks and whites in South Africa, between the 
Jews and Nazi Germany, and so on. Indeed, Buzan’s assertion that the ‘principal 
security contradiction’ for most states is between their own security and that of other 
states suggests that the Cold War itself could be described as a ‘contradiction’ between 
the security of the NATO allies and the Warsaw Pact countries.15 It is true, of course, 
that the state’s pursuit of security for itself may confl ict with the individual’s pursuit 
of security; but this is an empirical fact rather than a conceptual problem. Most of 
the phenomena designated by Buzan as conceptual ‘contradictions’ could more fruit-
fully be called instances of empirically verifi able confl ict between various actors or 
policies.

In sum, the alleged essential contestedness of the concept of security represents a 
challenge to the kind of conceptual analysis undertaken here only in its strong vari-
ants. There are some grounds for questioning whether security ought to be classifi ed 
as an essentially contested concept at all. And even if it is so classifi ed, the implications 
may be misspecifi ed. Insofar as the concept is actually contested this does not seem to 
stem from ‘essential contestability’. Security is more appropriately described as a con-
fused or inadequately explicated concept than as an essentially contested one. […]

Specifying the security problematique

National security, as Wolfers suggested, can be a dangerously ambiguous concept if 
used without specifi cation. The purpose of this section is to identify some specifi ca-
tions that would facilitate analysing the rationality of security policy. The discussion 
begins with specifi cations for defi ning security as a policy objective and proceeds to 
specifi cations for defi ning policies for pursuing that objective.

The point of departure is Wolfers’ characterization of security as ‘the absence of 
threats to acquired values’,16 which seems to capture the basic intuitive notion under-
lying most uses of the term security. Since there is some ambiguity in the phrase 
‘absence of threats’, Wolfers’ phraseology will be reformulated as ‘a low probability 
of damage to acquired values’. This does not signifi cantly change Wolfers’ meaning, 
and it allows for inclusion of events such as earthquakes, which Ullman has argued 
should be considered ‘threats’ to security.17 The advantage of this reformulation can 
be illustrated as follows: In response to threats of military attack, states develop deter-
rence policies. Such policies are intended to provide security by lowering the proba-
bility that the attack will occur. In response to the ‘threat’ of earthquakes, states adopt 
building codes. This does not affect the probability of earthquakes, but it does lower 
the probability of damage to acquired values. Thus the revised wording focuses on the 
preservation of acquired values and not on the presence or absence of ‘threats’. With 
this reformulation, security in its most general sense can be defi ned in terms of two 
specifi cations: Security for whom? And security for which values?
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Security for whom?

As Buzan rightly points out, a concept of security that fails to specify a ‘referent 
object’ makes little sense.18 For Buzan, however, a simple specifi cation, such as ‘the 
state’ or ‘the individual’, does not suffi ce. Since there are many states and individuals, 
and since their security is interdependent, he argues that the ‘search for a referent 
object of security’ must go ‘hand-in-hand with that for its necessary conditions’.19 As 
noted above, however, this approach confuses concept specifi cation with empirical 
observation. For purposes of specifying the concept of security, a wide range of 
answers to the question, ‘Security for whom?’ is acceptable: the individual (some, 
most, or all individuals), the state (some, most, or all states), the international system 
(some, most, or all international systems), etc. The choice depends on the particular 
research question to be addressed.

Security for which values?

Individuals, states, and other social actors have many values. These may include 
physical safety, economic welfare, autonomy, psychological well-being, and so on. The 
concept of national security has traditionally included political independence and ter-
ritorial integrity as values to be protected; but other values are sometimes added. The 
former American Secretary of Defense Harold Brown, for example, includes the 
maintenance of ‘economic relations with the rest of the world on reasonable terms’ 
in his conception of national security.20 Failure to specify which values are included in 
a concept of national security often generates confusion. Wolfers distinguished 
between objective and subjective dimensions of security.21 His purpose was to allow 
for the possibility that states might overestimate or underestimate the actual probabil-
ity of damage to acquired values. In the former case, reducing unjustifi ed fears might 
be the objective of security policy; while in the latter case, a state might perceive itself 
as secure when it was not. The defi nition proposed above clearly includes the object-
ive dimension, and the subjective dimension can be accommodated by designating 
‘peace of mind’ or the ‘absence of fear’ as values that can be specifi ed. Whether one 
wants to do this, of course, depends on the research task at hand.

It should be noted that specifi cation of this dimension of security should not be 
in terms of ‘vital interests’ or ‘core values’ […] [f]or […] this prejudges the value of 
security as a policy objective, and thus prejudices comparison of security with other 
policy objectives.

Although the two specifi cations above suffi ce to defi ne the concept of security, 
they provide little guidance for its pursuit. In order to make alternative security 
policies comparable with each other and with policies for pursuing other goals, the 
following specifi cations are also needed.

How much security?

Security, according to Wolfers, is a value ‘of which a nation can have more or less and 
which it can aspire to have in greater or lesser measure’.22 Writing during the same 
period as Wolfers, Bernard Brodie observed that not everyone views security as a 
matter of degree. He cited as an example a statement by General Jacob L. Devers:
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National security is a condition which cannot be qualifi ed. We shall either 
be secure, or we shall be insecure. We cannot have partial security. If we 
are only half secure, we are not secure at all.23

Although Brodie, Wolfers, and others have criticized such views, the idea of security 
as a matter of degree cannot be taken for granted. Knorr has noted that treating 
national security threats as ‘matters of more or less causes a lot of conceptual uneasi-
ness’.24 And Buzan refers to similar diffi culties:

The word itself implies an absolute condition – something is either secure 
or insecure – and does not lend itself to the idea of a graded spectrum like 
that which fi lls the space between hot and cold.25

If this were true, it would be necessary to depart from common usage in defi ning 
security as an analytical concept. This, however, does not appear to be the case. It is 
quite common in ordinary language to speak of varying degrees of security.

One reason it is important to specify the degree of security a country has or seeks 
is that absolute security is unattainable. Buzan recognizes this, but treats it as a ‘logical 
problem’ arising from ‘the essentially contested nature of security as a concept’.26 If 
security is conceived of as a matter of degree, Buzan observes, ‘then complicated and 
objectively unanswerable questions arise about how much security is enough’.27 This, 
of course, is precisely why security should be so conceived. It is not clear why such 
questions should be described as ‘objectively unanswerable’. They are precisely the 
kind of questions that economists have been addressing for a long time, i.e., how to 
allocate scarce resources among competing ends.28 Nor is there anything peculiar 
about the unattainability of absolute security. As Herbert Simon notes, the ‘attain-
ment of objectives is always a matter of degree’.29

In a world in which scarce resources must be allocated among competing objec-
tives, none of which is completely attainable, one cannot escape from the question 
‘How much is enough?’ and one should not try.

From what threats?

Those who use the term security usually have in mind particular kinds of threats. […] 
Since threats to acquired values can arise from many sources, it is helpful if this dimen-
sion is clearly specifi ed. Vague references to the ‘Communist threat’ to national secur-
ity during the Cold War often failed to specify whether they referred to ideological 
threats, economic threats, military threats, or some combination thereof, thus imped-
ing rational debate of the nature and magnitude of the threat. The concept of threat 
referred to in this specifi cation differs from that used by many students of interna-
tional politics and national strategy. Such scholars often use the term threat to refer 
to actions that convey a conditional commitment to punish unless one’s demands are 
met.30 In ordinary language, however, one often fi nds references to epidemics, fl oods, 
earthquakes, or droughts as ‘threats’ to acquired values. Ullman and others have 
argued that the concept of security should be expanded to include such phenomena.31 
There seems to be no reason not to use this more expansive concept of threats, espe-
cially since it comports with common usage. Those who wish to refer to conditional 
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commitments to punish by social actors as security threats may make that clear when 
specifying this dimension of security.

By what means?

Like wealth, the goal of security can be pursued by a wide variety of means. […] 
Specifi cation of this dimension of security is especially important in discussions of 
international politics. Since the publication of Wolfers’ article, ‘security studies’ has 
emerged as a recognized subfi eld in international relations. The tendency of some 
security studies scholars to defi ne the subfi eld entirely in terms of ‘the threat, use, and 
control of military force’32 can lead to confusion as to the means by which security 
may be pursued. It can also prejudice discussion in favour of military solutions to 
security problems.

At what cost?

The pursuit of security always involves costs, i.e., the sacrifi ce of other goals that 
could have been pursued with the resources devoted to security. Specifi cation of this 
dimension of security policy is important because writers sometimes imply that costs 
do not matter. […] From the standpoint of a rational policy-maker, however, […] 
[c]osts always matter. […]

[…] In thinking about security, as in thinking about other policy goals, it is help-
ful to remember the TANSTAAFL principle, i.e., ‘There ain’t no such thing as a free 
lunch’.33

Wolfers suggests an additional reason for specifying this dimension of security. 
Arguing against those who would place national security policy beyond moral judg-
ment, he contends that the sacrifi ce of other values for the sake of security inevitably 
makes such policies ‘a subject for moral judgment’.34 Given the crimes that have been 
committed in the name of ‘national security’, this is a helpful reminder.

In what time period?

The most rational policies for security in the long run may differ greatly from those 
for security in the short run. In the short run, a high fence, a fi erce dog, and a big gun 
may be useful ways to protect oneself from the neighbours. But in the long run, it may 
be preferable to befriend them.35 Short-run security policies may also be in confl ict 
with long-run security policies.36 […]

The question remains, however: ‘How much specifi cation is enough?’ Must all of 
these dimensions be specifi ed in detail every time one uses the concept of security? 
Obviously not. Both the number of dimensions in need of specifi cation and the degree 
of specifi city required will vary with the research task at hand. Each of the dimensions 
can be specifi ed in very broad or very narrow terms. Not all of the dimensions need 
to be specifi ed all the time. For most purposes, however, meaningful scientifi c com-
munication would seem to require at least some indication of how much security is 
being sought for which values of which actors with respect to which threats. For pur-
poses of systematic comparison of policy alternatives, the last three specifi cations, 
i.e., means, costs, and time period, must be specifi ed.
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Although the dimensions of security can be specifi ed very broadly, the utility of 
the concept does not necessarily increase when this is done. For example, if security 
is specifi ed in terms of threats to all acquired values of a state, it becomes almost 
synonymous with national welfare or national interest and is virtually useless for 
distinguishing among policy objectives.37

The value of security

Security is valued by individuals, families, states, and other actors. Security, however, 
is not the only thing they value; and the pursuit of security necessitates the sacrifi ce 
of other values. It is therefore necessary to ask how important is security relative to 
other values. Three ways of answering this question will be discussed […].

The prime value approach

One way of determining the value of security is to ask what life would be like without 
it. The most famous answer to this question is that by Thomas Hobbes to the effect 
that life would be ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short’.38 Such reasoning has led 
many scholars to assert the ‘primacy’ of the goal of security.39 The logic underlying 
this assertion is that security is a prerequisite for the enjoyment of other values such 
as prosperity, freedom, or whatever.

The fallacy in this line of argument is exposed by asking the Hobbesian question 
with respect to breathable air, potable water, salt, food, shelter or clothing. The answer 
is roughly the same for each of these as it is for security; and a plausible case for the 
‘primacy’ of each can be made. This exercise, of course, merely underscores a truth 
King Midas learned long ago, i.e., that the value of something – gold, security, water, 
or whatever – is not an inherent quality of the good itself but rather a result of exter-
nal social conditions – supply and demand. The more gold one has, the less value 
one is likely to place on an additional ounce; and the more security one has, the 
less one is likely to value an increment of security.

To the extent that the prime value approach implies that security outranks other 
values for all actors in all situations, it is both logically and empirically indefensible. 
Logically, it is fl awed because it provides no justifi cation for limiting the allocation of 
resources to security in a world where absolute security is unattainable. Empirically 
it is fl awed because it fails to comport with the way people actually behave. Prehistoric 
people may have lived in caves for security, but they did not remain there all the time. 
Each time they ventured forth in pursuit of food, water or adventure, they indicated 
a willingness to sacrifi ce the security of the cave for something they presumably valued 
more. And in choosing places to live, settlers often forgo the security of high moun-
tain-tops in favour of less secure locations with more food or water. Likewise, modern 
states do not allocate all of their resources to the pursuit of security, even in wartime. 
Even the most beleaguered society allocates some of its resources to providing food, 
clothing, and shelter for its population.

Even if ‘absolute’ security were a possibility, it is not obvious that people would 
seek it. As Robert Dahl and Charles Lindblom observed long ago, ‘probably most 
people do not really want “absolute” security, if such a state is imaginable; “optimum” 
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security would probably still leave an area of challenge, risk, doubt, danger, hazard, 
and anxiety. Men are not lotus-eaters’.40

The core value approach

The core value approach allows for other values by asserting that security is one of 
several important values. Although this approach mitigates the logical and empirical 
diffi culties associated with the prime value approach, it does not eliminate them. One 
is still confronted with the need to justify the classifi cation of some values as core 
values and other values as non-core values. And if core values are always more import-
ant than other values, this approach cannot justify allocating any resources whatso-
ever to the pursuit of non-core values.

The marginal value approach

The marginal value approach is the only one that provides a solution to the resource 
allocation problem. This approach is not based on any assertion about the value of 
security to all actors in all situations. Instead, it is rooted in the assumption that the 
law of diminishing marginal utility is as applicable to security as it is to other values. 
Asserting the primacy of security is like asserting the primacy of water, food, or air. 
A certain minimum amount of each is needed to sustain life, but this does not mean 
that the value of a glass of water is the same for a person stranded in a desert and a 
person drowning in a lake. As King Midas learned, the value of an increment of some-
thing depends on how much of it one has.

According to the marginal value approach, security is only one of many policy 
objectives competing for scarce resources and subject to the law of diminishing 
returns. Thus, the value of an increment of national security to a country will vary 
from one country to another and from one historical context to another, depending 
not only on how much security is needed but also on how much security the country 
already has. Rational policy-makers will allocate resources to security only as long as 
the marginal return is greater for security than for other uses of the resources.

There is nothing new about treating national security as one of many public policy 
objectives competing for scarce resources and subject to diminishing returns. Wolfers 
and his contemporaries used this approach, and defence economists have long advo-
cated it.41 Its neglect in recent writings on national security, however, suggests the 
need to reiterate its importance.42

Critical theorists, feminist theorists, Realists, neorealists, liberals, Third World 
theorists, and globalists all live in a world of scarce resources. In the end, all must 
confront the question posed by Booth of ‘how many frigates to build’.43 Even paci-
fi sts, who answer ‘none’, must decide how to allocate resources among competing 
non-military uses. The analytical tools of marginal utility analysis are available for use 
by any or all of the schools mentioned above.

It is not always clear whether statements about the importance of security as a 
goal are empirical observations or part of the defi nition of security. The ‘high politics/
low politics’ distinction, however, suggests that some scholars may be making the 
value of security a matter of defi nition. Buzan, for example, includes in security only 
those concerns that ‘merit the urgency of the “security” label’, thus suggesting that 



3 2   D A V I D  B A L D W I N

urgency is part of his defi nition of security. And when he refers to ‘attempts to elevate 
particular economic issues onto the national security agenda’, he seems to imply the 
inherent superiority of that agenda. Likewise, the intensity of the threat seems to be 
a defi ning characteristic of security for Buzan.44

Ullman’s proposed defi nition of national security threats also includes elements 
that prejudge the importance of security. Thus, he does not include all threats that 
‘degrade the quality of life for the inhabitants of a state’, but only those that do so 
‘drastically’ and quickly. And he does not include all threats that ‘narrow the range of 
policy choices available to the state’, but only those that do so ‘signifi cantly’.45 Both 
Buzan and Ullman seem to rule out the possibility of a minor or trivial national secu-
rity threat by conceptual fi at.

Policy advocates, of course, often try to win acceptance for their proposals by 
declaring them to be ‘security issues’. Navies wanting frigates, educators wanting 
scholarships, environmentalists wanting pollution controls, and so on are likely to 
portray their respective causes as matters of ‘national security’. In this context the 
declaration that something is a security issue is a way of asserting its importance. Thus 
one may argue that building urgency into the concept of security is a common prac-
tice.46 If this practice is followed, however, the concept becomes useless for rational 
policy analysis because the value of security relative to other goals will have been 
conceptually prejudged. […]
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Word problems and world problems

O U R  W O R K  I S  our words, but our words do not work any more. They 
have not worked for some time. […] As a result […], we cannot expect to deal 

successfully with world problems if we cannot sort out our word problems.

The interregnum

One of the interesting word problems at the moment involves the diffi culty of giving 
a satisfactory name to the present stage of world affairs. The phrase ‘post-Cold War 
world’ is widely used, but it is not apposite. The end of the Cold War obviously partly 
defi nes when we are living, but there is, and has been for years, much more to this 
turbulent era: the growth of complex interdependence, the erosion of sovereignty, 
amazing advances in communications, the declining utility of force, the degradation 
of nature, huge population growth, the internationalization of the world economy, 
the spread of global life styles, constant technological innovation, the dissemination 
of modern weaponry, the growing scope for non-state actors and so on. […] Rosenau 
describes our times as ‘post-international politics’. This is meant to suggest the decline 
of long-standing patterns, as more and more of the interactions that sustain world 
politics do not directly involve states.

Economic and loyalty patterns are becoming more complex. A recent book asks: 
‘Are Korean stocks purchased in London by a Turk part of the Korean, British or 
Turkish economy?’ The answer it gives breaks out of the state framework and con-
cludes that they are clearly part of a more complicated global economy.1 Meanwhile, 
there is the simultaneous development of both more local and more global identities, 
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as people want meaning and authenticity in their lives, as well as economic well-being. 
The local/global sense of identifi cation is not mutually exclusive; it is part of the 
development of the more complex and overlapping identities which will characterize 
the future. The result will be the breaking down of the statist Tebbit prinzip: ein 
passport, ein leader, ein cricket team.

If we must name things correctly before we can ‘live in truth’, as Vaclev Havel has 
put it, we need to name when we are living.2 Marxism Today’s label, ‘New Times’, is the 
most helpful so far. But if an entirely satisfactory label is still to be conceived, there is 
at least one neat form of words, from 60 years ago, which speaks exactly to the pres-
ent. ‘The old is dying’, Gramsci wrote, ‘and the new cannot be born; in this inter-
regnum there arises a great diversity of morbid symptoms.’3 An ‘interregnum’ is a 
useful way to think about the present. […]

A turning point for inter-state war

The forces shaping the new context for world politics, as ever, offer both dangers and 
opportunities. What demands our pressing attention is the unprecedented destruc-
tion threatened by modern military technology and environmental damage. Since the 
direct and indirect costs of failure in what might be termed global management are 
now so high, conscious cultural evolution is imperative.4 One area where this has 
become increasingly apparent is security, which has been the fi rst obligation of gov-
ernments and is the transcendent value of strategic studies, a dominant sub-fi eld of 
international politics since the mid-1950s.

Until recently the security problematic was well-focused. A group of people like 
us, turning up at a conference like this, could predict what a speaker would talk about 
if ‘security’ was in the title of a talk. It is not long ago when issues such as Cruise, 
Pershing, SDI and the SS-20 made strategists out of all of us; and gave President 
Reagan sleepless afternoons. The dominating security questions were: Is the Soviet 
threat growing? What is the strategic balance? And would the deployment of a par-
ticular weapon help stability? In that period of looking at world politics through 
a missile-tube and gun-sight, weapons provided most of the questions, and they 
provided most of the answers – whatever the weapon, whatever the context, and 
whatever the cost. […]

Military questions will obviously continue to have an important part in the con-
cerns of all students of international politics. However, it is doubtful whether they 
will be as central a preoccupation, except for some obvious regional confl icts. This is 
because the institution of inter-state war is in historic decline. [.…] Today states will 
only fi ght, with the odd deviant, if they or their allies and associates are actually 
attacked. Otherwise states are running out of motives for war. Within states it is a 
different matter; there is no diminution of internal violence.

Given the changing costs and benefi ts of inter-state war, it is too soon in history 
to describe the international system and the logic of anarchy as immutably a ‘war 
system’. Indeed, there are accumulating signs that world politics is fi tfully coming to 
the end of a 350-year span of history, which was dominated by the military competi-
tion between the technologically advanced states of the north, with realist outlooks, 
Machiavellian ethics and a Clausewitzian philosophy of war.
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The period of history just described – the ‘Westphalian system’ – produced a 
game, in Raymond Aron’s noted formulation, played by diplomats and soldiers on 
behalf of statesmen. Through these centuries the security game states learned to play 
was ‘power politics’, with threats producing counterthreats, alliances, counteral-
liances, and so on. This has been the basic raw material of strategic studies for the past 
thirty years. The question we now face is: what security game should be played in the 
‘New Times’ which do not yet have a suitable name?

Security in our new times

The elements of the new security game I want to propose should not be unfamiliar. 
The ingredients include ideas from such diverse sources as the World Society School, 
alternative security thinking, classical international relations, critical theory, peace 
research, strategic studies, and neo-realism. If these different approaches are con-
ceived as tramlines, some are to be extended, some bent and others turned back on 
themselves, until they all reach a common point. I call this point of convergence uto-
pian realism. It is a mixture of what William T. R. Fox called ‘empirical realism’5 with 
some notion of what others would call global ethics, or world order principles.

The most obvious difference between security from a utopian realist perspective 
and traditional security thinking lies in the former’s holistic character and non-statist 
approach. The last decade or so has seen a growing unease with the traditional con-
cept of security, which privileges the state and emphasizes military power. […]

The unease with traditional security thinking has expressed itself in a frequent 
call for a ‘broadening’ or ‘updating’ of the concept of security. In practice little actual 
new thinking has taken place. A notable exception, of course, was Barry Buzan’s People, 
States and Fear, fi rst published in 1983. […] But even that book, excellent as it is, can 
primarily be read as an explanation of the diffi culties surrounding the concept. The 
book not only argues that security is an ‘essentially contested concept’ defying pursuit 
of an agreed defi nition, but it asserts that there is not much point struggling to make 
it uncontested. Such a conclusion is unsatisfying. If we cannot name it, can we ever 
hope to achieve it? […]

The pressures to broaden and update the concept of security have come from two 
sources. First, the problems with the traditionally narrow military focus of security 
have become increasingly apparent. It is only necessary here to mention the greater 
awareness of the pressures of the security dilemma, the growing appreciation of secu-
rity interdependence, the widespread recognition that the arms race has produced 
higher levels of destructive power but not a commensurate growth of security, and the 
realization of the heavy burden on economies of extravagant defence spending. The 
second set of pressures has come from the strengthening claim of other issue areas for 
inclusion on the security agenda. The daily threat to the lives and well-being of most 
people and most nations is different from that suggested by the traditional military 
perspective. Old-fashioned territorial threats still exist in some parts of the world. 
[…] For the most part, however, the threats to the well-being of individuals and the 
interests of nations across the world derive primarily not from a neighbour’s army but 
from other challenges, such as economic collapse, political oppression, scarcity, over-
population, ethnic rivalry, the destruction of nature, terrorism, crime and disease. 
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In most of the respects just mentioned people are more threatened by the policies and 
inadequacies of their own government than by the Napoleonic ambitions of their 
neighbour’s. To countless millions of people in the world it is their own state, and not 
‘The Enemy’ that is the primary security threat. In addition, the security threat to the 
regimes running states is often internal rather than external. It is almost certainly true 
that more governments around the world at this moment are more likely to be top-
pled by their own armed forces than by those of their neighbours. […]

The broader security problems […] are obviously not as cosmically threatening 
as was the Cold War. But they are problems of profound signifi cance. They already 
cost many lives and they could have grave consequences if left untreated. The repres-
sion of human rights, ethnic and religious rivalry, economic breakdown and so on can 
create dangerous instability at the domestic level which in turn can exacerbate the 
tensions that lead to violence, refugees and possibly inter-state confl ict. […]

Communities which are wealthy and have a signifi cant level of social justice do 
not seem to fi ght each other. There has not been a war since 1945 between the 44 
richest countries.6 ‘Security communities’ – islands of what Kenneth Boulding called 
‘stable peace’7 – have developed in several parts of the world. For whatever reason 
there does seem to be a correlation between democracy and freedom on the one hand 
and warlessness (within security communities) on the other. As a result even rela-
tively conservative thinkers about international politics seem increasingly to accept 
that order in world affairs depends on at least minimal levels of political and social 
justice. This is where, fi nally, emancipation comes in.

Emancipation versus power and order

Emancipation should logically be given precedence in our thinking about security 
over the mainstream themes of power and order. The trouble with privileging power 
and order is that they are at somebody else’s expense (and are therefore potentially 
unstable). […] During the Cold War of the 1960s and 1970s there was military stabil-
ity in Europe (hot war would not pay for either side) but there was no political 
stability (because millions were oppressed). In the end the vaunted ‘order’ created by 
dividing Europe into the two most heavily armed camps in history proved so unstable 
that it collapsed like a house of cards (and miraculously almost without violence). 
True (stable) security can only be achieved by people and groups if they do not deprive 
others of it.

‘Security’ means the absence of threats.8 Emancipation is the freeing of people (as 
individuals and groups) from those physical and human constraints which stop them 
carrying out what they would freely choose to do. War and the threat of war is one of 
those constraints, together with poverty, poor education, political oppression and so 
on. Security and emancipation are two sides of the same coin. Emancipation, not 
power or order, produces true security. Emancipation, theoretically, is security. 
Implicit in the preceding argument is the Kantian idea that we should treat people as 
ends and not means. States, however, should be treated as means and not ends. It is on 
the position of the state where the conception of security as a process of emancipation 
parts company with the neo-realist conception as elaborated in People, States and Fear. 
The litmus test concerns the primary referent object: is it states, or is it people? 
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Whose security comes fi rst? I want to argue, following the World Society School, 
buttressed on this point by Hedley Bull that individual humans are the ultimate refer-
ent. Given all the attention he paid to order between states, it is often overlooked that 
Bull considered ‘world order’ – between people – to be ‘more fundamental and pri-
mordial’ than international order: ‘the ultimate units of the great society of all man-
kind’, he wrote, ‘are not states […] but individual human beings, which are permanent 
and indestructible in a sense in which groupings of them of this or that sort are not’.9

Those entities called ‘states’ are obviously important features of world politics, 
but they are unreliable, illogical and too diverse in their character to use as the primary 
referent objects for a comprehensive theory of security:

● States are unreliable as primary referents because whereas some are in the busi-
ness of security (internal and external) some are not. It cannot serve the theory 
and practice of security to privilege Al Capone regimes. The traditional (national) 
security paradigm is invariably based upon a text-book notion of ‘the state’, but 
the evidence suggests that many do not even approximate it. Can ‘security’ be 
furthered by including the regimes of such as Hitler, Stalin or Saddam Hussein 
among the primary referents of theory or practice?

● It is illogical to place states at the centre of our thinking about security because 
even those which are producers of security (internal and external) represent 
the means and not the ends. It is illogical to privilege the security of the means 
as opposed to the security of the ends. An analogy can be drawn with a house 
and its inhabitants. A house requires upkeep, but it is illogical to spend excessive 
amounts of money and effort to protect the house against fl ood, dry rot and 
burglars if this is at the cost of the well-being of the inhabitants. There is obvi-
ously a relationship between the well-being of the sheltered and the state of the 
shelter, but can there be any question as to whose security is primary?

● States are too diverse in their character to serve as the basis for a comprehensive 
theory of security because, as many have argued over the years, the historical 
variety of states, and relations between them, force us to ask whether a theory 
of the state is misplaced.10 Can a class of political entities from the United States 
to Tuvalu, and Ancient Rome to the Lebanon, be the foundation for a sturdy 
concept of security?

When we move from theory to practice, the difference between the neo-realist and 
the utopian realist perspective on the primary referent should become clearer. It was 
personifi ed in the early 1980s by the confrontation between the women of Greenham 
Common and Margaret Thatcher on the issue of nuclear weapons. Thatcher demanded 
Cruise and Trident as guarantors of British sovereignty. In the opinion of the prime 
minister and her supporters the main threat was believed to be a Soviet occupation of 
Britain and the overthrow of the Westminster model of democracy. It was believed 
that British ‘sovereignty’, and its traditional institutions safeguarded the interests of 
the British people. Thatcher spoke for the state perspective. The Greenham women 
sought denuclearization. The main threat, they and anti-nuclear opinion believed, 
was not the Soviet Union, but the nuclear arms build-up. They pinned tokens of family 
life, such as photographs and teddy bears, on the perimeter fence of the Greenham 
missile base, to indicate what was ultimately being threatened by nuclear war. 
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People could survive occupation by a foreign power, they argued, but could not sur-
vive a nuclear war, let alone nuclear winter. By criticizing nuclearism, and pointing to 
the dangers of proliferation and ecological disaster, the women of Greenham Common 
were acting as a home counties chapter of the world community.

The confrontation between the Greenham women and the Grantham woman 
sparked interesting arguments about principle and policy. I thought the Greenham 
women right at the time, and still do. But the path to nuclear abolition cannot be 
quick or easy; nor is it guaranteed. The hope of some anti-nuclear opinion for a grand 
abolition treaty (a sort of Hobbes today, Kant tomorrow) is not feasible.11 But it is 
rational to act as though abolition is possible. Indeed, to do otherwise is to perpetuate 
the belief that there is ultimately no stronger basis for human coexistence than geno-
cidal fear. Over a long period such minimalist thinking seems to be a recipe for disas-
ter, The search for nuclear abolition has value as part of a process of extending the 
idea of moral and political community (which even realists like Carr saw as the ulti-
mate foundation of security). Kant would have seen the search for total global aboli-
tion as a ‘guiding ideal’; he might have called it a ‘practical impracticality’.

The case for emancipation

It is appropriate to place emancipation at the centre of new security thinking in part 
because it is the spirit of our times […] [which] refers to the whole of the twentieth 
century. […] This century has seen the struggle for freedom of the colonial world, 
women, youth, the proletariat, appetites of all sorts, homosexuals, consumers, and 
thought.12 The struggle for emancipation goes on in many places. Some groups have 
done and are doing better than others. For the moment there is a spirit of liberty 
abroad. In the struggle against political oppression, one striking feature of recent 
years has been the remarkable success of non-violent ‘people power’ in many coun-
tries, ranging from Poland to the Philippines.

In the study of world politics, emphasizing emancipation is one way to help loosen 
the grip of the neo-realist tradition. Neo-realism undoubtedly highlights important 
dynamics in relations between states, and these cannot be disregarded. But to make 
world politics more intelligible it is necessary to go beyond these important but lim-
ited insights. The tradition of critical theory is helpful in this regard; its most import-
ant potential contribution in the present state of the subject lies in recapturing the 
idea that politics is open-ended and based in ethics.13 From this perspective strategy 
becomes not the study of the technological variable in inter-state politics, but a con-
tinuation of moral philosophy with an admixture of fi repower. The next stage of 
thinking about security in world affairs should be marked by moving it out of its 
almost exclusively realist framework into the critical philosophical camp.

In parallel with such a move it is necessary to reconsider much traditional think-
ing about liberty, which has tended to place freedom before equality. This tradition 
was clearly expressed by Theodore Sumberg in an argument about foreign aid as a 
moral obligation. The central value for Americans, it was asserted, is liberty not the 
abolition of poverty.14 Liberty is also the central value of emancipation, but emancipa-
tion implies an egalitarian concept of liberty. When the homeless are told, for exam-
ple, that they now have more liberty, by people with hearts of pure polyester, because 
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they can buy shares in privatized industries, that ‘liberty’ is meaningless. Whether the 
focus is Britain or the globe, liberty without economic status is propaganda. […]

Integral to emancipation is the idea of the reciprocity of rights. The implication 
of this is the belief that ‘I am not truly free until everyone is free’. This is a principle 
everyone can implement in everyday life, and it has implications for international 
relations. Since ‘my freedom depends on your freedom’, the process of emancipation 
implies the further breaking down of the barriers we perpetuate between foreign and 
domestic policy. In this world of turbulent change it is less and less tenable to see the 
‘external world’ – the subject-matter of traditional international politics – as a 
‘domain of its own’. In the interpenetrating world of global politics, economics and 
cultures, we need better attend to the linkages between ‘domestic’ and ‘foreign’ poli-
tics. Frontiers these days do not hold back either ‘internal’ or ‘external’ affairs.

The continuing sharp distinction between what is ‘domestic’ and what is ‘foreign’ 
is one manifestation of the way the study of international politics has been bedevilled 
by unhelpful dichotomies. What are convenient labels for teaching can actually be 
misleading. It is only necessary to mention the polarization of order and justice, 
domestic and foreign policy, internal order and external anarchy, utopianism 
and realism, political and international theory, high and low politics, and peace 
research and strategic studies. Security conceived as a process of emancipation 
promises to integrate all these. It would encompass, for example, the ‘top down’ 
northern ‘national security’ view of security and the ‘bottom up’ southern view of 
‘comprehensive secur ity’ concerned with problems arising out of underdevelopment 
or oppression.15 Overall, therefore, the concept of emancipation promises to bring 
together Martin Wight’s ‘theories of the good life’, and ‘theories of survival’ into a 
comprehensive approach to security in world politics.

* * *

Today it is diffi cult to think of issues more important than those on the expanded 
security agenda mentioned earlier. Understanding such issues in the 1990s will be 
the equivalent of what the Great War was in the 1920s. It is already evident that in 
the 1990s insecurity in one form or another will be all around. Fortunately, in this 
post-international politics/post-foreign policy world nobody has to wait for the 
Douglas Hurds. Some governments can exercise enormous power, but they are not 
the only agents, and they are not immune to infl uence. The implementation of an 
emancipatory strategy through process utopian steps is, to a greater or lesser extent, 
in the hands of all those who want it to be – the embryonic global civil society. In a 
world of global communications few should feel entirely helpless. Even in small and 
private decisions it is possible to make choices which help rather than hinder the 
building of a world community. Some developments depend on governments, but 
some do not. We can begin or continue pursuing emancipation in what we research, 
in how we teach, in what we put on conference agendas, in how much we support 
Greenpeace, Amnesty International, Oxfam and other groups identifying with a 
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global community, and in how we deal with each other and with students. And in 
pursuing emancipation, the bases of real security are being established.
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Engendered insecurities: Feminist perspectives on international 
relations

Too often the great decisions are originated and given form in bodies 
made up wholly of men, or so completely dominated by them that what-
ever of special value women have to offer is shunted aside without 
expression.

Eleanor Roosevelt

Representation of the world, like the world itself, is the work of men; 
they describe it from their own point of view, which they confuse with 
absolute truth.

Simone De Beauvoir

As Eleanor Roosevelt and countless others have observed, international politics is 
a man’s world. It is a world inhabited by diplomats, soldiers, and international civil 
servants, most of whom are men. Apart from the occasional head of state, there is 
little evidence to suggest that women have played much of a role in shaping foreign 
policy in any country in the twentieth century. In the United States in 1987, 
women constituted less than 5 percent of the senior Foreign Service ranks, and in 
the same year, less than 4 percent of the executive positions in the Department of 
Defense were held by women.1 Although it is true that women are underrepre-
sented in all top-level government positions in the United States and elsewhere, 
they encounter additional diffi culties in positions having to do with international 
politics. […]

1 . 6

J. Ann Tickner

FEMINISM AND SECURITY

Source: Gender in International Relations: Feminist Perspectives on Achieving Global Security (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1992), pp. 1–25.
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[…] [There is] the belief, widely held in the United States and throughout the 
world by both men and women, that military and foreign policy are arenas of policy-
making least appropriate for women. Strength, power, autonomy, independence, and 
rationality, all typically associated with men and masculinity, are characteristics we 
most value in those to whom we entrust the conduct of our foreign policy and the 
defense of our national interest. Those women in the peace movements, whom femi-
nist critics […] cited as evidence for women’s involvement in international affairs, are 
frequently branded as naive, weak, and even unpatriotic. When we think about the 
defi nition of a patriot, we generally think of a man, often a soldier who defends his 
homeland, most especially his women and children, from dangerous outsiders. […] 
[E]ven women who have experience in foreign policy issues are perceived as being 
too emotional and too weak for the tough life-and-death decisions required for the 
nation’s defense. Weakness is always considered a danger when issues of national secu-
rity are at stake: the president’s dual role as commander in chief reinforces our belief 
that qualities we associate with “manliness” are of utmost importance in the selection 
of our presidents.

The few women who do make it into the foreign policy establishment often suffer 
from this negative perception […]. The[ir] experiences […] are examples of the dif-
fi culties that women face when they try to enter the élite world of foreign policy 
decision-making. […] I believe that these gender-related diffi culties are symptomatic 
of a much deeper issue that I do wish to address: the extent to which international 
politics is such a thoroughly masculinized sphere of activity that women’s voices are 
considered inauthentic. […] By analyzing some of the writings of those who have 
tried to describe, explain, and prescribe for the behavior of states in the international 
system, we can begin to understand some of the deeper reasons for women’s perva-
sive exclusion from foreign policy-making – for it is in the way that we are taught to 
think about international politics that the attitudes I have described are shaped.

With its focus on the “high” politics of war and Realpolitik, the traditional Western 
academic discipline of international relations privileges issues that grow out of men’s 
experiences; we are socialized into believing that war and power politics are spheres 
of activity with which men have a special affi nity and that their voices in describing 
and prescribing for this world are therefore likely to be more authentic. The roles 
traditionally ascribed to women – in reproduction, in households, and even in the 
economy – are generally considered irrelevant to the traditional construction of the 
fi eld. Ignoring women’s experiences contributes not only to their exclusion but also 
to a process of self-selection that results in an overwhelmingly male population both 
in the foreign policy world and in the academic fi eld of international relations. This 
selection process begins with the way we are taught to think about world politics; if 
women’s experiences were to be included, a radical redefi nition of the fi eld would 
have to take place. […]

Gender in international relations

[…] [T]he marginalization of women in the arena of foreign policy-making through 
the kind of gender stereotyping that I have described suggests that international poli-
tics has always been a gendered activity in the modern state system. Since foreign and 
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military policy-making has been largely conducted by men, the discipline that analyzes 
these activities is bound to be primarily about men and masculinity. […] Any attempt 
to introduce a more explicitly gendered analysis into the fi eld must therefore begin 
with a discussion of masculinity.

Masculinity and politics have a long and close association. Characteristics associ-
ated with “manliness,” such as toughness, courage, power, independence, and even 
physical strength, have, throughout history, been those most valued in the conduct of 
politics, particularly international politics. Frequently, manliness has also been associ-
ated with violence and the use of force, a type of behavior, that, when conducted in 
the international arena, has been valorized and applauded in the name of defending 
one’s country. […]

[…] Socially constructed gender differences are based on socially sanctioned, 
unequal relationships between men and women that reinforce compliance with men’s 
stated superiority. Nowhere in the public realm are these stereotypical gender images 
more apparent than in the realm of international politics, where the characteristics 
associated with hegemonic masculinity are projected onto the behavior of states 
whose success as international actors is measured in terms of their power capabilities 
and capacity for self-help and autonomy. […]

[…] Historically, differences between men and women have usually been ascribed 
to biology. But when feminists use the term gender today, they are not generally refer-
ring to biological differences between males and females, but to a set of culturally 
shaped and defi ned characteristics associated with masculinity and femininity. These 
characteristics can and do vary across time and place. In this view, biology may con-
strain behavior, but it should not be used “deterministically” or “naturally” to justify 
practices, institutions, or choices that could be other than they are. While what it means 
to be a man or a woman varies across cultures and history, in most cultures gender dif-
ferences signify relationships of inequality and the domination of women by men. […]

[Joan] Scott claims that the way in which our understanding of gender signifi es 
relationships of power is through a set of normative concepts that set forth interpreta-
tions of the meanings of symbols. In Western culture, these concepts take the form of 
fi xed binary oppositions that categorically assert the meaning of masculine and femi-
nine and hence legitimize a set of unequal social relationships.2 Scott and many other 
contemporary feminists assert that, through our use of language, we come to per-
ceive the world through these binary oppositions. Our Western understanding of 
gender is based on a set of culturally determined binary distinctions, such as public 
versus private, objective versus subjective, self versus other, reason versus emotion, 
autonomy versus relatedness, and culture versus nature; the fi rst of each pair of char-
acteristics is typically associated with masculinity, the second with femininity.3 Scott 
claims that the hierarchical construction of these distinctions can take on a fi xed and 
permanent quality that perpetuates women’s oppression: therefore they must be 
challenged. To do so we must analyze the way these binary oppositions operate in dif-
ferent contexts and, rather than accepting them as fi xed, seek to displace their hierar-
chical construction.4 When many of these differences between women and men are 
no longer assumed to be natural or fi xed, we can examine how relations of gender 
inequality are constructed and sustained in various arenas of public and private life. In 
committing itself to gender as a category of analysis, contemporary feminism also 
commits itself to gender equality as a social goal.
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Extending Scott’s challenge to the fi eld of international relations, we can 
immediately detect a similar set of hierarchical binary oppositions. But in spite of the 
seemingly obvious association of international politics with the masculine character-
istics described above, the fi eld of international relations is one of the last of the social 
sciences to be touched by gender analysis and feminist perspectives.5 The reason for 
this, I believe, is not that the fi eld is gender neutral, meaning that the introduction of 
gender is irrelevant to its subject matter as many scholars believe, but that it is so 
thoroughly masculinized that the workings of these hierarchical gender relations are 
hidden.

Framed in its own set of binary distinctions, the discipline of international rela-
tions assumes similarly hierarchical relationships when it posits an anarchic world 
“outside” to be defended against through the accumulation and rational use of power. 
In political discourse, this becomes translated into stereotypical notions about those 
who inhabit the outside. Like women, foreigners are frequently portrayed as “the 
other”: nonwhites and tropical countries are often depicted as irrational, emotional, 
and unstable, characteristics that are also attributed to women. The construction of 
this discourse and the way in which we are taught to think about international politics 
closely parallel the way in which we are socialized into understanding gender differ-
ences. To ignore these hierarchical constructions and their relevance to power is there-
fore to risk perpetuating these relationships of domination and subordination. […]

* * *

Contemporary feminist theories

Just as there are multiple approaches within the discipline of international relations, 
there are also multiple approaches in contemporary feminist theory that come out of 
various disciplinary traditions and paradigms. While it is obvious that not all women 
are feminists, feminist theories are constructed out of the experiences of women in 
their many and varied circumstances, experiences that have generally been rendered 
invisible by most intellectual disciplines.

Most contemporary feminist perspectives defi ne themselves in terms of reacting 
to traditional liberal feminism that, since its classic formulation in the works of Mary 
Wollstonecraft and John Stuart Mill, has sought to draw attention to and eliminate the 
legal restraints barring women’s access to full participation in the public world.6 Most 
contemporary feminist scholars, other than liberals, claim that the sources of dis-
crimination against women run much deeper than legal restraints: they are enmeshed 
in the economic, cultural, and social structures of society and thus do not end when 
legal restraints are removed. Almost all feminist perspectives have been motivated by 
the common goal of attempting to describe and explain the sources of gender inequal-
ity, and hence women’s oppression, and to seek strategies to end them.

Feminists claim that women are oppressed in a multiplicity of ways that depend 
on culture, class, and race as well as on gender. Rosemary Tong suggests that we can 
categorize various contemporary feminist theories according to the ways in which 
they view the causes of women’s oppression. While Marxist feminists believe that 
capitalism is the source of women’s oppression, radical feminists claim that women are 
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oppressed by the system of patriarchy that has existed under almost all modes of 
production. Patriarchy is institutionalized through legal and economic, as well as social 
and cultural institutions. Some radical feminists argue that the low value assigned to 
the feminine characteristics described above also contributes to women’s oppression. 
Feminists in the psychoanalytic tradition look for the source of women’s oppression 
deep in the psyche, in gender relationships into which we are socialized from birth.

Socialist feminists have tried to weave these various approaches together into 
some kind of a comprehensive explanation of women’s oppression. Socialist feminists 
claim that women’s position in society is determined both by structures of production 
in the economy and by structures of reproduction in the household, structures that 
are reinforced by the early socialization of children into gender roles. Women’s 
unequal status in all these structures must be eliminated for full equality to be 
achieved. Socialist feminism thus tries to understand the position of women in their 
multiple roles in order to fi nd a single standpoint from which to explain their condi-
tion. Using standpoint in the sense that it has been used by Marxists, these theorists 
claim that those who are oppressed have a better understanding of the sources of their 
oppression than their oppressors. “A standpoint is an engaged vision of the world 
opposed and superior to dominant ways of thinking.”7

This notion of standpoint has been seriously criticized by postmodern feminists 
who argue that a unifi ed representation of women across class, racial, and cultural 
lines is an impossibility. Just as feminists more generally have criticized existing 
knowledge that is grounded in the experiences of white Western males, postmodern-
ists claim that feminists themselves are in danger of essentializing the meaning of 
woman when they draw exclusively on the experiences of white Western women: 
such an approach runs the additional risk of reproducing the same dualizing distinc-
tions that feminists object to in patriarchal discourse.8 Postmodernists believe that a 
multiplicity of women’s voices must be heard lest feminism itself become one more 
hierarchical system of knowledge construction.

Any attempt to construct feminist perspectives on international relations must 
take this concern of postmodernists seriously; as described above, dominant 
approaches to international relations have been Western-centered and have focused 
their theoretical investigations on the activities of the great powers. An important 
goal for many feminists has been to attempt to speak for the marginalized and 
oppressed: much of contemporary feminism has also recognized the need to be sensi-
tive to the multiple voices of women and the variety of circumstances out of which 
they speak. Developing perspectives that can shed light on gender hierarchies as they 
contribute to women’s oppression worldwide must therefore be sensitive to the dan-
gers of constructing a Western-centered approach. Many Western feminists are 
understandably apprehensive about replicating men’s knowledge by generalizing from 
the experiences of white Western women. Yet to be unable to speak for women only 
further reinforces the voices of those who have constructed approaches to interna-
tional relations out of the experiences of men.

“[Feminists] need a home in which everyone has a room of her own, but one 
in which the walls are thin enough to permit a conversation.”9 Nowhere is this 
more true than in these early attempts to bring feminist perspectives to bear on 
international politics, a realm that has been divisive in both its theory and its 
practice. […]
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Feminist theories and international relations

Since, as I have suggested, the world of international politics is a masculine domain, 
how could feminist perspectives contribute anything new to its academic discourses? 
Many male scholars have already noted that, given our current technologies of 
destruction and the high degree of economic inequality and environmental degrada-
tion that now exists, we are desperately in need of changes in the way world politics 
is conducted; many of them are attempting to prescribe such changes. For the most 
part, however, these critics have ignored the extent to which the values and assump-
tions that drive our contemporary international system are intrinsically related to 
concepts of masculinity; privileging these values constrains the options available to 
states and their policymakers. All knowledge is partial and is a function of the know-
er’s lived experience in the world. Since knowledge about the behavior of states in the 
international system depends on assumptions that come out of men’s experiences, it 
ignores a large body of human experience that has the potential for increasing the 
range of options and opening up new ways of thinking about interstate practices. 
Theoretical perspectives that depend on a broader range of human experience are 
important for women and men alike, as we seek new ways of thinking about our con-
temporary dilemmas.

Conventional international relations theory has concentrated on the activities of 
the great powers at the center of the system. Feminist theories, which speak out of 
the various experiences of women – who are usually on the margins of society and 
interstate politics – can offer us some new insights on the behavior of states and the 
needs of individuals, particularly those on the peripheries of the international system. 
Feminist perspectives, constructed out of the experiences of women, can add a new 
dimension to our understanding of the world economy; since women are frequently 
the fi rst casualties in times of economic hardship, we might also gain some new insight 
into the relationship between militarism and structural violence.

However, feminist theories must go beyond injecting women’s experiences into 
different disciplines and attempt to challenge the core concepts of the disciplines 
themselves.

Concepts central to international relations theory and practice, such as power, 
sovereignty, and security, have been framed in terms that we associate with masculin-
ity. Drawing on feminist theories to examine and critique the meaning of these and 
other concepts fundamental to international politics could help us to reformulate 
these concepts in ways that might allow us to see new possibilities for solving our 
current insecurities. Suggesting that the personal is political, feminist scholars have 
brought to our attention distinctions between public and private in the domestic 
polity: examining these artifi cial boundary distinctions in the domestic polity could 
shed new light on international boundaries, such as those between anarchy and order, 
which are so fundamental to the conceptual framework of realist discourse.

Most contemporary feminist perspectives take the gender inequalities that I have 
described above as a basic assumption. Feminists in various disciplines claim that fem-
inist theories, by revealing and challenging these gender hierarchies, have the poten-
tial to transform disciplinary paradigms. By introducing gender into the discipline of 
international relations, I hope to challenge the way in which the fi eld has traditionally 
been constructed and to examine the extent to which the practices of international 
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politics are related to these gender inequalities. The construction of hierarchical 
binary oppositions has been central to theorizing about international relations.10 
Distinctions between domestic and foreign, inside and outside, order and anarchy, 
and center and periphery have served as important assumptions in theory construc-
tion and as organizing principles for the way we view the world. Just as realists center 
their explanations on the hierarchical relations between states and Marxists on unequal 
class relations, feminists can bring to light gender hierarchies embedded in the theo-
ries and practices of world politics and allow us to see the extent to which all these 
systems of domination are interrelated.

As Sarah Brown argues, a feminist theory of international relations is an act 
of political commitment to understanding the world from the perspective of the 
socially subjugated. “There is the need to identify the as yet unspecifi ed relation 
between the construction of power and the construction of gender in international 
relations.”11 Acknowledging, as most feminist theories do, that these hierarchies 
are socially constructed, also allows us to envisage conditions necessary for their 
transcendence. […]

Notes

Roosevelt epigraph from speech to the United Nations General Assembly (1952), quoted 
in Crapol, ed., Women and American Foreign Policy, p. 176; de Beauvoir epigraph from The 
Second Sex, p. 161.
 1. McGlen and Sarkees, “Leadership Styles of Women in Foreign Policy,” p. 17.
 2. Scott, Gender and the Politics of History, p. 43. Scott’s chapter 2, entitled “Gender: 

A Useful Category of Historical Analysis,” on which my analysis of gender draws, 
was originally published in the American Historical Review (December 1986), 
91(5):1053–75.

 3. Broverman et al., “Sex-Role Stereotypes: A Current Appraisal.” Although the 
original study was published in 1972, replication of this research in the 1980s 
confi rmed that these perceptions still held in the United States.

 4. Scott, Gender and the Politics of History, p. 43.
 5. As of 1986, a study showed that no major American international relations journal 

had published any articles that used gender as a category of analysis. See Steuernagel 
and Quinn, “Is Anyone Listening?” Apart from a special issue of the British interna-
tional relations journal Millennium (Winter 1988),17(3), on women and interna-
tional relations, very little attention has been paid to gender in any major 
international relations journal.

 6. Tong, Feminist Thought, p. 2. My description of the varieties of contemporary femi-
nist thought draws heavily on her chapter 1.

 7. Ruddick, Maternal Thinking, p. 129. See also Hartsock, Money, Sex, and Power, ch. 10.
 8. Runyan and Peterson, “The Radical Future of Realism,” p. 7.
 9. Tong, Feminist Thought, p. 7.
10. Runyan and Peterson, “The Radical Future of Realism,” p. 3.
11. Brown, “Feminism, International Theory, and International Relations of Gender 

Inequality,” p. 469.
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The periphery as the core: The Third World and security studies

T H I S  C H A P T E R  L O O K S  at another, less pronounced but ultimately 
more signifi cant, reason why a redefi nition of security is called for. The Cold 

War period was marked by a preoccupation of security studies scholars with issues 
and problems of a particular segment of the international system. As with other key 
concepts of International Relations, national security assumed a Eurocentric universe 
of nation-states and dwelled primarily on the responses of Western governments and 
societies, particularly the United States, to the problem of war. The issues and experi-
ences within the other segment, collectively labeled as the Third World, were not 
fully incorporated into the discourse of security studies. Because the international 
system as a whole was seen as a “transplantation of the European territorial state,” the 
concept of national security was taken to be a general model, “refl ecting the univer-
salization of the competitive European style of anarchic international relations.”1

This exclusion of the Third World from the Cold War security studies agenda was 
evident in both policy and academic arenas.2 […] In the academic literature, what was 
considered mainstream focused on “the centrality of the East-West divide to the rest 
of global politics.”3 Attention to problems of regional instability in the Third World 
was given only to the extent that they had the potential to affect the superpower rela-
tionship. Not surprisingly, therefore, […] “regional security issues (apart from 
Western Europe) […] received inadequate attention,” a fact attributable to “ethno-
centric biases” resulting from “the development of security studies in the United 
States more than in other countries.” 4

The tendency of security studies to focus on a particular segment of the interna-
tional system to the exclusion of another is ironic given the fact that it is in the 
neglected arena that the vast majority of confl icts have taken place.5 Moreover, the 
security predicament of the Third World states challenges several key elements of 
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the national security paradigm, especially its state-centric and war-centric universe. 
The Third World’s problems of insecurity and their relationship with the larger issues 
of international order have been quite different from what was envisaged under the 
dominant notion.6

[…] [A]s security studies adapts itself to post-Cold War realities, the security 
predicament of Third World states provides a helpful point of departure for appreciat-
ing the limitations of the dominant understanding and moving it toward a broader and 
more inclusive notion of security. This redefi nition is crucial to understanding the 
problems of confl ict and order in the post-Cold War period. […]

National security, regional confl icts, and the emergence of the Third World

The emergence of the Third World challenged the dominant understanding of secur-
ity in three important respects:

1. Its focus on the interstate level as the point of origin of security threats.
2. Its exclusion of nonmilitary phenomena from the security studies agenda.
3. Its belief in the global balance of power as the legitimate and effective instru-

ment of international order.

During the Cold War, the vast majority of the world’s confl icts occurred in the Third 
World. Most of these confl icts were intrastate in nature (antiregime insurrections, 
civil wars, tribal confl icts, and so on). […] Many of them were cases of aggravated 
tensions emerging from the process of state formation and regime maintenance. The 
proliferation of such confl icts refl ected the limited internal sociopolitical cohesion of 
the newly independent states, rather than the workings of the globally competitive 
relationship between the two superpowers.

The roots of Third World instability during the Cold War period were to be found 
in weak state structures that emerged from the process of decolonization, that is, 
structures that lacked a close fi t between the state’s territorial dimensions and its 
ethnic and societal composition. The concept of national security is of limited utility 
in this context. Udo Steinbach points out that “the concept of ‘nation,’ introduced by 
colonial powers or by small élites who saw in it the prerequisite for the fulfi lment of 
their own political aspirations, materialized in a way which went against territorial, 
ethnic, religious, geographical or culto-historical traditions.”7 As a result, to quote 
Mohammed Ayoob, most Third World states lacked a “capacity to ensure the habitual 
identifi cation of their inhabitants with the post-colonial structures that have emerged 
within colonially-dictated boundaries.”8 The most common outcome of this was 
confl icts about national identity, including separatist insurgencies whose peak was 
recorded in the 1960s.

The relatively brief time available to Third World governments for creating viable 
political structures out of anticolonial struggles as well as conditions of poverty, 
underdevelopment, and resource scarcity limited their capacity for pursuing develop-
mental objectives in order to ensure domestic stability. Moreover, domestic confl icts 
in the Third World were often responsible for a wider regional instability. Revolutions, 
insurgencies, and ethnic separatist movements frequently spilled over across national 
boundaries to fuel discord with neighbors. Ethnic minorities fi ghting the dominant 
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élite rarely honored state boundaries, often seeking sanctuary in neighboring states 
where the regime and population might be more sympathetic to their cause. Weak 
states were more vulnerable to foreign intervention, as outside powers, including the 
superpowers, could take advantage of their domestic strife to advance their economic 
and ideological interests.

These general patterns of regional instability were compounded by the particular 
insecurities of the ruling élite in Third World states.9 Most Third World societies 
exhibited a lack of consensus on the basic rules of political accommodation, power 
sharing, and governance. Regime creation and regime maintenance were often a 
product of violent societal struggles, governed by no stable constitutional framework. 
The narrow base of Third World regimes and the various challenges to their survival 
affected the way in which national security policy was articulated and pursued. In 
such a milieu, the regime’s instinct for self-preservation often took precedence over 
the security interests of the society or the nation. […]

As a result, the nature of national security as an ambiguous symbol is more pro-
nounced in Third World societies than in the industrial North. The Third World expe-
rience challenged the realist image of the state as a provider of security. […]

Another way in which the emergent Third World challenged the dominant under-
standing of security relates to the place of nonmilitary issues in the latter. […] To date, 
the dominant understanding of security resists the inclusion of nonmilitary phenom-
ena in the security studies agenda.10 […]

But the logic of accepting a broader notion of security becomes less contestable 
when one looks at the Third World experience. From the very outset, resource scar-
city, overpopulation, underdevelopment, and environmental degradation were at the 
heart of insecurity in the Third World. These essentially nonmilitary threats were 
much more intimately linked to the security predicament of the Third World than that 
of the developed countries. Economic development and well-being were closely 
linked not only because “a semblance of security and stability is a prerequisite for suc-
cessful economic development,” but also because “it is also generally understood 
within the Third World that economic development can contribute to national secur-
ity; an economically weak nation can be exploited or defeated more easily by foreign 
powers and may be exposed periodically to the violent wrath of dissatisfi ed citizens.”11 
While problems such as lack of suffi cient food, water, and housing are not part of the 
national security agenda of developed states, they very much hold the balance between 
confl ict and order in the Third World. […]

The vulnerability of Third World states to […] [the above] threats was com-
pounded by their lack of material, human, and institutional capacity to deal with these 
problems […] [let alone] enjoy[ing] little infl uence over the international context 
within which these problems arise. […]

Finally, the Third World’s emergence challenged the legitimacy of the dominant 
instrument of the Cold War international order. The principal anchor of that order, 
the global superpower rivalry, was viewed with profound mistrust throughout the 
Third World. […] The role of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) in demanding a 
speedy completion of the decolonization process, opposing superpower interference 
in the Third World, and advocating global disarmament and the strengthening of 
global and regional mechanisms for confl ict resolution testifi ed to the collective 
resistance of Third World states to the system of international order resulting from 
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superpower rivalry.12 While the NAM’s record in realizing these objectives has 
attracted much criticism, it was able to provide a collective psychological framework 
for Third World states to strengthen their independence and to play an active role in 
international affairs.13 Membership in the NAM provided many Third World states 
with some room to maneuver in their relationship with the superpowers and to resist 
pressures for alliances and alignment.14

The Third World’s collective attitude toward superpower rivalry has important 
implications for realist international theory. A structural realist understanding of 
International Relations (as developed by Ken Waltz or John Mearsheimer) would 
credit the Cold War and bipolarity for ensuring a stable international order. But this 
perspective was misleading insofar as the Third World was concerned. The Cold War 
order, instead of dampening confl icts in the Third World, actually contributed to their 
escalation. Although rarely a direct cause of Third World confl icts, the Cold War 
opportunism and infl uence seeking of superpowers contributed signifi cantly to the 
ultimate severity of many cases of incipient and latent strife in the Third World.15 It 
led to the internationalization of civil wars and the internalization of superpower 
competition.16 It also contributed to the prolongation of regional wars by preventing 
decisive results in at least some theaters, including the major regional confl icts of the 
1970s and 1980s in Central America, Angola, the Horn of Africa, Cambodia, 
Afghanistan, and the Iran-Iraq War.17

Thus, superpower rivalry, while keeping the “long peace” in Europe, served to 
exacerbate the problems of regional confl ict and instability in the Third World. […] 
While nuclear deterrence prevented even the most minor form of warfare between 
the two power blocs in Europe, superpower interventions in regional confl icts else-
where were “permitted” as a necessary “safety valve.”18 […]

Similarly, the Third World security experience during the Cold War explains why 
mechanisms for international order that refl ected (and were shaped by) superpower 
balancing strategies were of limited effectiveness in promoting regional security. 
Steven David argues that for a balance of power approach to be effective, “the deter-
minants of alignment [must] come overwhelmingly from the structure of the interna-
tional system, particularly from the actual and potential external threats that states 
face.” But in the Third World, it is the “internal characteristics of states” that usually 
infl uence alignments.19  Thus, no superpower-sponsored mechanism for international 
order could be effective unless it would be able to address client states’ internal 
(including regime security) concerns. This factor explains the failure of outward-
looking regional security alliances such as the South East Asia Treaty Organization 
(SEATO) and the Central Treaty Organization (CENTO), and the relative success of 
more internal-security-oriented regional security arrangements such as the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC). […]

Security in the post-Cold War era: the relevance of the Third World experience

The above-mentioned features of insecurity in the Third World constitute a highly 
relevant explanatory framework for analyzing the major sources of instability in the 
post-Cold War era. To begin with, they aid our understanding of the emergence and 
escalation of confl icts and instability in the new states of Europe and Central Asia, 
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which now constitute some of the most serious threats to the post-Cold War 
international order. […]

In a broader context, the Third World security experience suggests the need to 
view the majority of the post-Cold War confl icts as a product of local factors, rather 
than of the changing structure of the international system from bipolarity to multipo-
larity. Some observers have suggested that the Cold War had suppressed “many poten-
tial third-world confl icts”; its end will ensure that “other confl icts will very probably 
arise from decompression and from a loosening of the controls and self-controls” 
exercised by the superpowers.20 But such a view obscures the unchanged role of 
essentially domestic and intraregional factors related to weak national integration, 
economic underdevelopment, and competition for political legitimacy and control in 
shaping Third World instability. […]

The view of regional confl icts as “essentially local expressions of rivalry” also 
underscores the need to rethink structuralist ideas that tend to analyze regional secu-
rity in terms of systemic factors. […]

There is suffi cient empirical evidence to support Fred Halliday’s view that “since 
the causes of third world upheaval [were] to a considerable extent independent of 
Soviet-U.S. rivalry they will continue irrespective of relations between Washington 
and Moscow.”21 In Africa, which the U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency rates to be “the 
most unstable region in the Third World,”22 recent outbreaks of confl ict (as in Rwanda 
and Somalia) are rooted in old ethnic and tribal animosities.23 In Asia, the end of the 
two major Cold War confl icts (Afghanistan and Cambodia) leaves a number of ethnic 
insurgencies and separatist movements. In South Asia, the problems of political insta-
bility and ethnic separatism continue to occupy the governments of India (Assam, 
Kashmir, and the Punjab), Pakistan (demands for autonomy in the Sind province), and 
Sri Lanka (Tamil separatism).24 The Southeast Asian governments face similar prob-
lems, especially in Indonesia (Aceh, East Timor, Irian Jaya), Myanmar (Karen and 
Shan guerrillas), and the Philippines (the New People’s Army). In the more econom-
ically developed parts of the Third World, the primary security concerns of the ruling 
regimes derive from what Shahram Chubin calls the “stresses and strains of economic 
development, political integration, legitimation and institutionalization.”25 A good 
example is the situation in the Persian Gulf, where despite the recent attention to 
interstate wars (for example, the Iran-Iraq War and the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait), the 
threat from within remains a central cause of concern about the stability and survival 
of the traditional monarchies. […]

There is another reason why the Third World security experience is highly rele-
vant to post-Cold War security analysis. Confl icts in the post-Cold War era are likely 
to become even more regional in their origin and scope because of the changing con-
text of great power intervention. The post-Cold War era is witnessing a greater 
regional differentiation in great power interests and involvement in the Third World. 
[…] This will render confl ict formation and management in these areas more local-
ized, subject to regional patterns of amity and enmity and the interventionist role of 
regionally dominant powers. The diffusion of military power to the Third World is 
enabling some regional powers to exercise greater infl uence in shaping confl ict and 
cooperation in their respective areas.

With the end of the Cold War, some parts of the Third World are likely to experi-
ence a shift from internal to external security concerns, while others will remain 
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primarily concerned with internal stability. […] The more developed states in the 
Third World (such as the newly industrializing countries) are reshaping their defense 
capabilities from counterinsurgency to conventional warfare postures. […] A number 
of major Third World powers, such as India, Indonesia, Nigeria, and Iran, are develop-
ing extended power-projection capabilities, which is bound to alarm their neighbors 
into giving greater attention to external security.

In general, the end of the Cold War is not having a single or uniform effect on 
Third World stability. […] [I]t is [therefore] not helpful to interpret confl ict struc-
tures in the post-Cold War period as the product of a single structural or systemic 
realignment; a more differentiated view of the post-Cold War disorder is required.

Finally, the Third World security experience suggests the need to focus on eco-
nomic and ecological changes that are giving rise to new forms of regional confl icts. 
The issue of economic development remains at the heart of many of these 
confl icts. Although economically induced instability in the Third World has been 
traditionally viewed as a function of underdevelopment, such instability is becoming 
more associated with the strategies for, and the achievement of, developmental 
success. […] Numerous empirical studies have established that the Third World is 
the main arena of confl icts and instability linked to environmental degradation.26 The 
view of the environment as a global commons should not obscure the fact that 
the scale of environmental degradation, its consequences in fostering intra- and inter-
state confl ict, and the problems of addressing these issues within the framework of the 
nation-state are more acute in the Third World than in the developed states. […] 
Moreover, environmental degradation originating in the Third World is increasingly a 
potential basis for confl ict between the North and the South, as poorer nations demand 
a greater share of the world’s wealth and Third World environmental refugees aggra-
vate existing group-identity confl icts (the problems of social assimilation of the 
migrant population) in the host countries.

The Third World security experience is helpful not only in understanding the 
sources of insecurity in the post-Cold War era, but also for judging the effectiveness 
of global-order-maintenance mechanisms. As during the Cold War period, the man-
agement of international order today refl ects the dominant role of great powers, 
albeit now operating in a multipolar setting. The sole remaining superpower, the 
United States, has taken the lead in espousing a “new world order,” whose key ele-
ments include a revival of collective security and the relatively newer frameworks of 
humanitarian intervention and nonproliferation. But as during the Cold War period, 
attempts by the globally dominant actors to manage international order do not cor-
respond with regional realities in the Third World. Moreover, these attempts have 
contributed to a climate of mistrust and exacerbated North-South tensions.

For example, former President George Bush’s vision of a new world order prom-
ised a return to multilateralism and the revival of the UN’s collective security frame-
work. But the fi rst major test of this new world order, the U.S.-led response to the 
Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, prompted widespread misgivings in the Third World. 
Although the UN resolutions against Iraq were supported by most Third World states, 
this was accompanied by considerable resentment of the U.S. domination of the UN 
decision-making process. […] The Gulf War fed apprehensions in the Third World 
that in the so-called unipolar moment, the United States, along with like-minded 
Western powers, would use the pretext of multilateralism to pursue essentially 
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unilateral objectives in post-Cold War confl icts. Confl icts in those areas deemed to be 
vitally important to the Western powers will be especially susceptible to Northern 
unilateralism.

As with collective security, armed intervention in support of humanitarian object-
ives has the potential to exacerbate North-South tensions. The use of the humanitar-
ian label in justifying intervention in failed states (as in the case of Somalia or Rwanda) 
or against regimes accused of gross human rights abuses has created some serious 
misgivings in the Third World. Many Third World regimes view this as a kind of recy-
cled imperialism, while those taking a more tolerant view worry nonetheless about 
the effects of such a sovereignty-defying instrument. […] A third area of North-South 
tension concerns the Northern approach to arms control and nonproliferation. In 
particular, supplyside antiproliferation measures developed by the North, such as the 
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) or the Missile Technology Control Regime 
(MTCR), which seek to restrict the availability of military or dual-use technology to 
Southern states, have met with Southern objections. These objections focus on the 
selective application and discriminatory nature of the North’s antiproliferation cam-
paign. Chubin fi nds that the North’s antinuclear policy “frankly discriminates between 
friendly and unfriendly states, focusing on signatories (and potential cheats) like Iran 
but ignoring actual proliferators like Israel. It is perforce more intelligible in the 
North than in the South.”27 […]

In the absence of greater understanding between the North and the South, there 
is a defi nite risk that the organizing principles of order devised and enforced by the 
dominant actors of the international system will have a limited impact as instruments 
of international order. In this context, regional security arrangements, developed by 
the Southern actors themselves, could theoretically provide greater opportunity and 
scope for regional autonomy and help the maintenance of international order.28 […] 
The end of the Cold War is reinvigorating and reshaping the role of Third World 
regional groupings toward confl ict control, peacekeeping, and preventive diplomacy 
functions. […]

But the peace and security role of regional groupings remains limited by their 
lack of the institutional structures required for confl ict resolution or a collective mil-
itary capacity needed for complex peacekeeping operations. Moreover, wide dispari-
ties of power within many existing Third World regional groupings create the risk that 
collective regional action will be held hostage to the narrow interests of a dominant 
member state. The Third World’s continued adherence to the principle of noninterfer-
ence undermines the prospect for effective regional action with respect to internal 
confl icts.29 In addition, regional security arrangements in areas that are deemed to 
engage the vital interests of the great powers have limited autonomy in managing 
local confl icts. In these areas, the dependence of local states on external security 
guarantees (hence frequent great power intervention in local confl icts) will continue 
to thwart prospects for regional solutions to regional problems.30 […]

Nonetheless, regional approaches to peace and security face fewer systemic con-
straints in the post-Cold War era. They could provide a way of ensuring a greater 
decentralization of the global peace and security regime, which has assumed 
greater urgency in view of the limited resources of the UN in the face of an ever-ex-
panding agenda of peacekeeping operations. They are also a means for achieving 
greater democratization of the global security regime, an important challenge in view 
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of the Third World’s resentment of the dominant role of great powers in the UN 
Security Council. Thus, the post-Cold War era contains an opportunity for a more 
meaningful division of labor between universal and regional frameworks of security 
in promoting confl ict resolution in the Third World. […]

There are three principal reasons why the notion of a Third World retains analyt-
ical value. First, the existence of North-South divisions continues to be widely acknow-
ledged among scholars and policy makers from Washington to Kuala Lumpur. It has 
become commonplace to fi nd observations that the end of East-West confl ict has left 
the North-South divide as the main challenge to collective international order. […]

Second, despite their diversity, the Third World countries continue to share a 
number of common features in the security and economic arena. These include the 
primacy of internal threats (as weak states) and a dependence on external security 
guarantees (as weak powers). Moreover, while the collective bargaining position of 
the Third World over international economic regimes and the redistribution of wealth 
might have collapsed, the economic predicament of Third World states, marked by 
poverty, underdevelopment, resource scarcity, and dependence, remains as a general 
feature of many of the states that emerged in the post-World War II period. […] The 
diversity of the South or the disunity that has affl icted all its major platforms cannot 
be denied, but these features are nothing new and by themselves should not negate 
the Third World’s claim for a collective label. Indeed, the Third World states have 
never pretended to be a homogeneous lot. If economic and political differentiation is 
accepted as the basis for rejecting the notion, then the analytical relevance of similar 
notions (such as the “West”) should also be questioned.

Third, it should be remembered that the term Third World was not originally 
intended to denote a political bloc between the East and the West. Instead, the term 
was coined by French authors by analogy with the “Third Estate” of prerevolutionary 
France to refer to social groups other than the most privileged groups of the day, the 
clergy and nobility. In James Mittleman’s view, the relatively inferior position of Third 
World states within the international system still holds true, especially as a large part 
of the Third World is facing greater marginalization after the Cold War. In this sense, 
the term Third World did and continues to refer to “the marginalized strata of the 
international system.” […]

The end of the Cold War has dramatically shifted the empirical focus of security 
studies. Today, regional confl icts – confl icts (intra-as well as interstate) in the world’s 
less developed areas, including the new states that emerged out of the breakup of 
the Soviet empire – are widely recognized as a more serious threat to international 
order. […]

[…] [T]he understanding of regional confl icts and security in the post-Cold War 
period […] requires conceptual tools and methodology beyond what is provided by 
orthodox notions of security developed during the Cold War period. […]

During the Cold War, the exclusion of the Third World’s security problems from 
the mainstream security studies agenda contributed to its narrow and ethnocentric 
conceptual framework and empirical terrain. The analysis of regional confl ict in the 
contemporary security discourse can benefi t from a framework that captures the 
signifi cantly broader range of issues – involving state and nonstate actors, military and 
nonmilitary challenges – that lie at the heart of insecurity and disorder in the Third 
World. In this respect, a greater integration of Third World security issues into 
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international security studies will facilitate the latter’s attempt to move beyond its 
now-discredited realist orthodoxy. […]

[T]he end of the Cold War should serve as a catalyst for the coming of age of  Third 
World security studies. The true globalization of security studies should be built on a 
greater regionalization of our understanding of the sources of confl ict and the require-
ments of international order, with the Third World serving as a central conceptual and 
empirical focus.
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T H E  1 9 9 0 S  will demand a redefi nition of what constitutes national security. 
In the 1970s the concept was expanded to include international economics 

[…]. Global developments now suggest the need for another analogous, broadening 
defi nition of national security to include resource, environmental and demographic 
issues.

The assumptions and institutions that have governed international relations in the 
postwar era are a poor fi t with these new realities. Environmental strains that tran-
scend national borders are already beginning to break down the sacred boundaries of 
national sovereignty, previously rendered porous by the information and communica-
tion revolutions and the instantaneous global movement of fi nancial capital. The once 
sharp dividing line between foreign and domestic policy is blurred, forcing govern-
ments to grapple in international forums with issues that were contentious enough in 
the domestic arena. […]

Individuals and governments alike are beginning to feel the cost of substituting 
for (or doing without) the goods and services once freely provided by healthy ecosys-
tems. Nature’s bill is presented in many different forms […]. Whatever the immedi-
ate cause for concern, the value and absolute necessity for human life of functioning 
ecosystems is fi nally becoming apparent.

Moreover, for the fi rst time in its history, mankind is rapidly – if inadvertently – 
altering the basic physiology of the planet. Global changes currently taking place in the 
chemical composition of the atmosphere, in the genetic diversity of species inhabiting the 
planet, and in the cycling of vital chemicals through the oceans, atmosphere, biosphere 
and geosphere, are unprecedented in both their pace and scale. If left unchecked, the 
consequences will be profound and, unlike familiar types of local damage, irreversible.

Population growth lies at the core of most environmental trends. It took 130 
years for world population to grow from one billion to two billion: it will take just a 
decade to climb from today’s fi ve billion to six billion. […]

1 . 8

Jessica Tuchman Matthews

REDEFINING SECURITY (2)

Source: ‘Redefi ning security’, Foreign Affairs, vol. 68, no. 2, Spring 1989, pp. 162–77.
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The relationship linking population levels and the resource base is complex. 
Policies, technologies and institutions determine the impact of population growth. 
These factors can spell the difference between a highly stressed, degraded environ-
ment and one that can provide for many more people. […]

An important paradox to bear in mind when examining natural resource trends 
is that so-called nonrenewable resources – such as coal, oil and minerals – are in fact 
inexhaustible, while so-called renewable resources can be fi nite. […] There are, thus, 
threshold effects for renewable resources that belie the name given them, with unfor-
tunate consequences for policy.

The most serious form of renewable resource decline is the deforestation taking 
place throughout the tropics. […] Tropical forests are fragile ecosystems, extremely 
vulnerable to human disruption. Once disturbed, the entire ecosystem can unravel. 
The loss of the trees causes the interruption of nutrient cycling above and below the 
soil, the soil loses fertility, plant and animal species lose their habitats and become 
extinct, and acute fuelwood shortages appear (especially in the dry tropical forests). 
The soil erodes without the ground cover provided by trees and plants, and down-
stream rivers suffer siltation, causing fl oods and droughts, and damaging expensive 
irrigation and hydroelectric systems. Traced through its effects on agriculture, energy 
supply and water, resources, tropical deforestation impoverishes about a billion 
people. […]

The planet’s evolutionary heritage – its genetic diversity is heavily concentrated in 
these same forests. It is therefore disappearing today on a scale not seen since the age 
of the dinosaurs, and at an unprecedented pace. Biologists estimate that species are 
being lost in the tropical forests 1,000–10,000 times faster than the natural rate of 
extinction. As many as 20 percent of all the species now living may be gone by the year 
2000. The loss will be felt aesthetically, scientifi cally and, above all, economically. […]

[…] The bitter irony is that genetic diversity is disappearing on a grand scale at 
the very moment when biotechnology makes it possible to exploit fully this resource 
for the fi rst time.

Soil degradation is another major concern. Both a cause and a consequence of 
poverty, desertifi cation, as it is generally called, is causing declining agricultural pro-
ductivity on nearly two billion hectares, 15 percent of the earth’s land area. The causes 
are overcultivation, overgrazing, erosion, and salinization and waterlogging due to 
poorly managed irrigation. […]

Finally, patterns of land tenure, though not strictly an environmental condition, 
have an immense environmental impact. […] Land reform is among the most diffi cult 
of all political undertakings, but without it many countries will be unable to create a 
healthy agricultural sector to fuel economic growth.

Environmental decline occasionally leads directly to confl ict […]. Generally, 
however, its impact on nations’ security is felt in the downward pull on economic 
performance and, therefore, on political stability. The underlying cause of turmoil is 
often ignored; instead governments address the poverty and instability that are its 
results. […]

If such resource and population trends are not addressed, as they are not in so 
much of the world today, the resulting economic decline leads to frustration, resent-
ment, domestic unrest or even civil war. Human suffering and turmoil make coun-
tries ripe for authoritarian government or external subversion. Environmental 
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refugees spread the disruption across national borders. […] Wherever refugees settle, 
they fl ood the labor market, add to the local demand for food and put new burdens 
on the land, thus spreading the environmental stress that originally forced them from 
their homes. Resource mismanagement is not the only cause of these mass move-
ments, of course. Religious and ethnic confl icts, political repression and other forces 
are at work. But the environmental causes are an essential factor.

A different kind of environmental concern has arisen from mankind’s new ability 
to alter the environment on a planetary scale. The earth’s physiology is shaped by the 
characteristics of four elements (carbon, nitrogen, phosphorous and sulfur); by its 
living inhabitants (the biosphere); and by the interactions of the atmosphere and the 
oceans, which produce our climate.

Mankind is altering both the carbon and nitrogen cycles, having increased the 
natural carbon dioxide concentration in the atmosphere by 25 percent. This has 
occurred largely in the last three decades through fossil-fuel use and deforestation. 
The production of commercial fertilizer has doubled the amount of nitrogen nature 
makes available to living things. The use of a single, minor class of chemicals, chloro-
fl uorocarbons, has punched a continent-sized “hole” in the ozone layer at the top of 
the stratosphere over Antarctica, and caused a smaller, but growing loss of ozone all 
around the planet. Species loss is destroying the work of three billion years of evolu-
tion. Together these changes could drastically alter the conditions in which life on 
earth has evolved.

The greenhouse effect results from the fact that the planet’s atmosphere is largely 
transparent to incoming radiation from the sun but absorbs much of the lower energy 
radiation reemitted by the earth. This natural phenomenon makes the earth warm 
enough to support life. But as emissions of greenhouse gases increase, the planet is 
warmed unnaturally. Carbon dioxide produced from the combustion of fossil fuels 
and by deforestation is responsible for about half of the greenhouse effect. A number 
of other gases, notably methane (natural gas), nitrous oxide, ozone (in the lower 
atmosphere, as distinguished from the protective ozone layer in the stratosphere) and 
the man-made chlorofl uorocarbons are responsible for the other half.

Despite important uncertainties about aspects of the greenhouse warming, a vir-
tually unanimous scientifi c consensus exists on its central features. If present emission 
trends continue, and unless some as yet undocumented phenomenon (possibly 
increased cloudiness) causes an offsetting cooling, the planet will, on average, get 
hotter because of the accumulation of these gases. Exactly how large the warming will 
be, and how fast it will occur, are uncertain. Existing models place the date of com-
mitment to an average global warming of 1.5–4.5°C (3–8°F) in the early 2030s. The 
earth has not been this hot for two million years, long before human society, and 
indeed, even Homo sapiens, existed.

Hotter temperatures will be only one result of the continuing greenhouse warm-
ing. At some point, perhaps quite soon, precipitation patterns are likely to shift, pos-
sibly causing dustbowl-like conditions in the U.S. grain belt. Ocean currents are 
expected to do the same, dramatically altering the climates of many regions. A diver-
sion of the Gulf Stream, for example, would transform Western Europe’s climate, 
making it far colder than it is today. Sea level will rise due to the expansion of water 
when it is warmed and to the melting of land-based ice. The oceans are presently 
rising by one-half inch per decade, enough to cause serious erosion along much of the 
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U.S. coast. The projected rise is one to four feet by the year 2050. Such a large rise in 
the sea level would inundate vast coastal regions, erode shorelines, destroy coastal 
marshes and swamps (areas of very high biological productivity), pollute water sup-
plies through the intrusion of salt water, and put at high risk the vastly disproportion-
ate share of the world’s economic wealth that is packed along coastlines. The great 
river deltas, from the Mississippi to the Ganges, would be fl ooded. Estimates are that 
a half-meter rise in Egypt would displace 16 percent of the population, while a two-
meter rise in Bangladesh would claim 28 percent of the land where 30 million people 
live today and where more than 59 million are projected to live by 2030. […]

[…] [H]uman societies, industrial no less than rural, depend on the normal, pre-
dictable functioning of the climate system. Climate undergoing rapid change will not 
only be less predictable because it is different, but may be inherently more variable. 
Many climatologists believe that as accumulating greenhouse gases force the climate 
out of equilibrium, climate extremes such as hurricanes, droughts, cold snaps and 
typhoons will become more frequent and perhaps more intense. […]

Greenhouse change is closely linked to stratospheric ozone depletion, which is 
also caused by chlorofl uorocarbons. The increased ultraviolet radiation resulting from 
losses in that protective layer will cause an increase in skin cancers and eye damage. It 
will have many still uncertain impacts on plant and animal life, and may suppress the 
immune systems of many species.

Serious enough in itself, ozone depletion illustrates a worrisome feature of man’s 
newfound ability to cause global change. It is almost impossible to predict accurately 
the long-term impact of new chemicals or processes on the environment. 
Chlorofl uorocarbons were thoroughly tested when fi rst introduced, and found to be 
benign. Their effect on the remote stratosphere was never considered. […]

Not only is it diffi cult to anticipate all the possible consequences in a highly inter-
dependent, complex system, the system itself is poorly understood. […]

[…] [C]urrent knowledge of planetary mechanisms is so scanty that the possibil-
ity of surprise, perhaps quite nasty surprise, must be rated rather high. The greatest 
risk may well come from a completely unanticipated direction. We lack both crucial 
knowledge and early warning systems.

Absent profound change in man’s relationship to his environment, the future 
does not look bright. Consider the planet without such change in the year 2050. 
Economic growth is projected to have quintupled by then. Energy use could also 
quintuple; or if post-1973 trends continue, it may grow more slowly, perhaps only 
doubling or tripling. The human species already consumes or destroys 40 percent of 
all the energy produced by terrestrial photosynthesis, that is, 40 percent of the food 
energy potentially available to living things on land. While that fraction may be sus-
tainable, it is doubtful that it could keep pace with the expected doubling of the 
world’s population. Human use of 80 percent of the planet’s potential productivity 
does not seem compatible with the continued functioning of the biosphere as we 
know it. The expected rate of species loss would have risen from perhaps a few each 
day to several hundred a day. The pollution and toxic waste burden would likely prove 
unmanageable. Tropical forests would have largely disappeared, and arable land, a 
vital resource in a world of ten billion people, would be rapidly decreasing due to soil 
degradation. In short, sweeping change in economic production systems is not a 
choice but a necessity.
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Happily, this grim sketch of conditions in 2050 is not a prediction, but a projection, 
based on current trends. Like all projections, it says more about the present and the 
recent past than it does about the future. The planet is not destined to a slow and pain-
ful decline into environmental chaos. There are technical, scientifi c and economical 
solutions that are feasible to many current trends, and enough is known about prom-
ising new approaches to be confi dent that the right kinds of research will produce 
huge payoffs. Embedded in current practices are vast costs in lost opportunities and 
waste, which, if corrected, would bring massive benefi ts. Some such steps will require 
only a reallocation of money, while others will require sizable capital investments. 
None of the needed steps, however, requires globally unaffordable sums of money. 
What they do demand is a sizable shift in priorities.

For example, family-planning services cost about $10 per user, a tiny fraction of 
the cost of the basic human needs that would otherwise have to be met. Already iden-
tifi ed opportunities for raising the effi ciency of energy use in the United States cost 
one-half to one-seventh the cost of new energy supply. Comparable savings are avail-
able in most other countries. Agroforestry techniques, in which carefully selected 
combinations of trees and shrubs are planted together with crops, can not only replace 
the need for purchased fertilizer but also improve soil quality, make more water avail-
able to crops, hold down weeds, and provide fuelwood and higher agricultural yields 
all at the same time.

But if the technological opportunities are boundless, the social, political and 
institutional barriers are huge. Subsidies, pricing policies and economic discount rates 
encourage resource depletion in the name of economic growth, while delivering only 
the illusion of sustainable growth. Population control remains a controversial subject 
in much of the world. The traditional prerogatives of nation states are poorly matched 
with the needs for regional cooperation and global decision-making. And ignorance of 
the biological underpinning of human society blocks a clear view of where the long-
term threats to global security lie.

Overcoming these economic and political barriers will require social and institu-
tional inventions comparable in scale and vision to the new arrangements conceived 
in the decade following World War II. Without the sharp political turning point of a 
major war, and with threats that are diffuse and long term, the task will be more dif-
fi cult. But if we are to avoid irreversible damage to the planet and a heavy toll in 
human suffering, nothing less is likely to suffi ce. A partial list of the specifi c changes 
suggests how demanding a task it will be.

Achieving sustainable economic growth will require the remodeling of agricul-
ture, energy use and industrial production after nature’s example – their reinvention, 
in fact. These economic systems must become circular rather than linear. Industry and 
manufacturing will need processes that use materials and energy with high effi ciency, 
recycle by-products and produce little waste. Energy demand will have to be met 
with the highest effi ciency consistent with full economic growth. Agriculture will 
rely heavily upon free ecosystem services instead of nearly exclusive reliance on man-
made substitutes. And all systems will have to price goods and services to refl ect the 
environmental costs of their provision.

A vital fi rst step, one that can and should be taken in the very near term, would 
be to reinvent the national income accounts by which gross national product is mea-
sured. GNP is the foundation on which national economic policies are built, yet its 
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calculation does not take into account resource depletion. A country can consume its 
forests, wildlife and fi sheries, its minerals, its clean water and its topsoil, without 
seeing a refl ection of the loss in its GNP. Nor are ecosystem services sustaining soil 
fertility, moderating and storing rainfall, fi ltering air and regulating the climate-valued, 
though their loss may entail great expense. The result is that economic. policymakers 
are profoundly misled by their chief guide.

A second step would be to invent a set of indicators by which global environmen-
tal health could be measured. Economic planning would be adrift without GNP, 
unemployment rates, and the like, and social planning without demographic indica-
tors – fertility rates, infant mortality, literacy, life expectancy – would be impossible. 
Yet this is precisely where environmental policymaking stands today.

Development assistance also requires new tools. Bilateral and multilateral donors 
have found that project success rates climb when nongovernmental organizations dis-
tribute funds and direct programs. This is especially true in agriculture, forestry and 
conservation projects. The reasons are not mysterious. Such projects are more decen-
tralized, more attuned to local needs and desires, and have a much higher degree of 
local participation in project planning. They are usually quite small in scale, however, 
and not capable of handling very large amounts of development funding. Often, too, 
their independent status threatens the national government. Finding ways to make far 
greater use of the strengths of such groups without weakening national governments 
is another priority for institutional innovation.

Better ways must also be found to turn the scientifi c and engineering strengths of 
the industrialized world to the solution of the developing world’s problems. The chal-
lenges include learning enough about local constraints and conditions to ask the right 
questions, making such research professionally rewarding to the individual scientist, 
and transferring technology more effectively. […]

On the political front, the need for a new diplomacy and for new institutions and 
regulatory regimes to cope with the world’s growing environmental interdependence 
is even more compelling. Put bluntly, our accepted defi nition of the limits of national 
sovereignty as coinciding with national borders is obsolete. […]

The majority of environmental problems demand regional solutions which 
encroach upon what we now think of as the prerogatives of national governments. 
This is because the phenomena themselves are defi ned by the limits of watershed, 
ecosystem, or atmospheric transport, not by national borders. Indeed, the costs and 
benefi ts of alternative policies cannot often be accurately judged without considering 
the region rather than the nation. […]

Dealing with global change will be more diffi cult. No one nation or even group 
of nations can meet these challenges, and no nation can protect itself from the 
actions – or inaction – of others. No existing institution matches these criteria. It will 
be necessary to reduce the dominance of the superpower relationship which so often 
encourages other countries to adopt a wait-and-see attitude […].

The United States, in particular, will have to assign a far greater prominence than 
it has heretofore to the practice of multilateral diplomacy. This would mean changes 
[…] that [allow] leadership without primacy, both in the slogging work of negotiation 
and in adherence to fi nal outcomes. Above all, ways must soon be found to step around 
the deeply entrenched North-South cleavage and to replace it with a planetary sense 
of shared destiny. […]
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Today’s negotiating models – the Law of the Sea Treaty, the Nuclear Nonproliferation 
Treaty, even the promising Convention to Protect the Ozone Layer – are inadequate. 
Typically such agreements take about 15 years to negotiate and enter into force, and 
perhaps another ten years before substantial changes in behavior are actually achieved. 
[…] Far better approaches will be needed.

Among these new approaches, perhaps the most diffi cult to achieve will be ways 
to negotiate successfully in the presence of substantial scientifi c uncertainty. The pres-
ent model is static: years of negotiation leading to a fi nal product. The new model will 
have to be fl uid, allowing a rolling process of intermediate or self-adjusting agree-
ments that respond quickly to growing scientifi c understanding. […] [It] will require 
new economic methods for assessing risk, especially where the possible outcomes are 
irreversible. It will depend on a more active political role for biologists and chemists 
than they have been accustomed to, and far greater technical competence in the natu-
ral and planetary sciences among policymakers. Finally, the new model may need to 
forge a more involved and constructive role for the private sector. Relegating the 
affected industries to a heel-dragging, adversarial, outsiders role almost guarantees a 
slow process. […]

International law, broadly speaking, has declined in infl uence in recent years. 
With leadership and commitment from the major powers it might regain its lost 
status. But that will not be suffi cient. To be effective, future arrangements will require 
provisions for monitoring, enforcement and compensation, […] areas where interna-
tional law has traditionally been weak. […]

Refl ecting on the discovery of atomic energy, Albert Einstein noted “everything 
changed.” And indeed, nuclear fi ssion became the dominant force – military, geopo-
litical, and even psychological and social – of the ensuing decades. In the same sense, 
the driving force of the coming decades may well be environmental change. Man is 
still utterly dependent on the natural world but now has for the fi rst time the ability 
to alter it, rapidly and on a global scale. Because of that difference, Einstein’s verdict 
that “we shall require a substantially new manner of thinking if mankind is to survive” 
still seems apt.



What is human security?

T H E  F I R S T  M A J O R  statement concerning human security appeared in 
the 1994. Human Development Report, an annual publication of the United Nations 

Development Programme (UNDP). “The concept of security,” the report argues, “has 
for too long been interpreted narrowly: as security of territory from external aggres-
sion, or as protection of national interests in foreign policy or as global security from 
the threat of nuclear holocaust. […] Forgotten were the legitimate concerns of ordi-
nary people who sought security in their daily lives.”1 This critique is clear and force-
ful, but the report’s subsequent proposal for a new concept of security – human 
security – lacks precision: “Human security can be said to have two main aspects. It 
means, fi rst, safety from such chronic threats as hunger, disease and repression. And 
second, it means protection from sudden and hurtful disruptions in the patterns of 
daily life – whether in homes, in jobs or in communities.2 The scope of this defi nition 
is vast: Virtually any kind of unexpected or irregular discomfort could conceivably 
constitute a threat to one’s human security. Perhaps anticipating this criticism, the 
authors of the report identify seven specifi c elements that comprise human security: 
(1) economic security (e.g., freedom from poverty); (2) food security (e.g., access to 
food); (3) health security (e.g., access to health care and protection from diseases); 
(4) environmental security (e.g., protection from such dangers as environmental pol-
lution and depletion); (5) personal security (e.g., physical safety from such things as 
torture, war, criminal attacks, domestic violence, drug use, suicide, and even traffi c 
accidents); (6) community security (e.g., survival of traditional cultures and ethnic 
groups as well as the physical security of these groups); and (7) political security (e.g., 
enjoyment of civil and political rights, and freedom from political oppression). This 
list is so broad that it is diffi cult to determine what, if anything, might be excluded 
from the defi nition of human security. Indeed the drafters of the report seem distinctly 
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Source: ‘Human security: paradigm shift or hot air?’ International Security, vol. 26, no. 2, 2001, pp. 87–102.
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uninterested in establishing any defi nitional boundaries. Instead they make a point of 
commending the “all-encompassing” and “integrative” qualities of the human security 
concept, which they apparently view as among the concept’s major strengths.3

Today the UNDP’s 1994 defi nition of human security remains the most widely 
cited and “most authoritative” formulation of the term,4 although different members 
of the human security coalition have customized the defi nition to suit their own par-
ticular interests. […] Meanwhile the human security network – which, in addition to 
Canada, Norway, and Japan, includes several other states and a broad assortment of 
international NGOs – has committed itself to the goal of “strengthening human secu-
rity with a view to creating a more humane world where people can live in security 
and dignity, free from want and fear, and with equal opportunities to develop their 
human potential to the full.”5 The sentiments embodied in these statements are hon-
orable, but they do little to clarify the meaning or boundaries of the human security 
concept.

Some academic writings on the subject have been similarly opaque. Many works 
amount to restatements or revisions of the UNDP’s laundry list of human security 
issues. Jorge Nef, for example, devises a fi vefold classifi cation scheme, arguing that 
human security comprises (1) environmental, personal, and physical security, (2) 
economic security, (3) social security, including “freedom from discrimination based 
on age, gender, ethnicity, or social status,” (4) political security, and (5) cultural secur-
ity, or “the set of psychological orientations of society geared to preserving and 
enhancing the ability to control uncertainty and fear.”6 Laura Reed and Majid Tehranian 
offer their own list of human security’s ten constituent elements – including psycho-
logical security, which “hinges on establishing conditions fostering respectful, loving, 
and humane interpersonal relations,” and communication security, or the importance 
of “freedom and balance in information fl ows.”7 Other scholars avoid the laundry list 
approach, but offer equally expansive defi nitions. According to Caroline Thomas, 
human security refers to the provision of “basic material needs” and the realization of 
“human dignity,” including “emancipation from oppressive power structures – be they 
global, national, or local in origin and scope.”8 For Robert Bedeski, human security 
includes “the totality of knowledge, technology, institutions and activities that pro-
tect, defend and preserve the biological existence of human life; and the processes 
which protect and perfect collective peace and prosperity to enhance human 
freedom.”9 Again, if human security is all these things, what is it not?

A guide for research and policymaking?

Policymakers and scholars face different, but related, problems in attempting to put 
these defi nitions of human security into practical use. For policymakers, the challenge 
is to move beyond all-encompassing exhortations and to focus on specifi c solutions to 
specifi c political issues. This is a diffi cult task not only because of the broad sweep and 
defi nitional elasticity of most formulations of human security but also – and perhaps 
even more problematically – because the proponents of human security are typically 
reluctant to prioritize the jumble of goals and principles that make up the concept. As 
noted above, part of the ethic of the human security movement is to emphasize the 
“inclusiveness” and “holism” of the term, which in practice seems to mean treating all 



H U M A N  S E C U R I T Y   7 3

interests and objectives within the movement as equally valid. Reed and Tehranian, 
for instance, after presenting their list of ten constituent categories of human security, 
conclude with this caveat: “It is important to reiterate that these overlapping catego-
ries do not represent a hierarchy of security needs from personal to national, interna-
tional, and environmental rights. On the contrary, each realm impinges upon the 
others and is intrinsically connected to wider political and economic considerations.”10 
The observation that all human and natural realms are fundamentally interrelated is a 
truism, and does not provide very convincing justifi cation for treating all needs, 
values, and policy objectives as equally important. Nor does it help decisionmakers in 
their daily task of allocating scarce resources among competing goals: After all, not 
everything can be a matter of national security, with all of the urgency that this term 
implies. […]

For those who study, rather than practice, international politics, the task of trans-
forming the idea of human security into a useful analytical tool for scholarly research 
is also problematic. Given the hodgepodge of principles and objectives associated 
with the concept, it is far from clear what academics should even be studying. Human 
security seems capable of supporting virtually any hypothesis – along with its oppo-
site – depending on the prejudices and interests of the particular researcher. Further, 
because the concept of human security encompasses both physical security and more 
general notions of social, economic, cultural, and psychological well-being, it is 
impractical to talk about certain socioeconomic factors “causing” an increase or 
decline in human security, given that these factors are themselves part of the defi ni-
tion of human security. The study of causal relationships requires a degree of analyti-
cal separation that the notion of human security lacks.11 […]

Attempts to narrow the concept

One possible remedy for the expansiveness and vagueness of human security is to 
redefi ne the concept in much narrower and more precise terms, so that it might offer 
a better guide for research and policymaking. […] King and Murray offer a defi nition 
of human security that is intended to include only “essential” elements, meaning ele-
ments that are “important enough for human beings to fi ght over or to put their lives 
or property at great risk.”12 Using this standard, they identify fi ve key indicators of 
well-being – poverty, health, education, political freedom, and democracy – that they 
intend to incorporate into an overall measure of human security for individuals and 
groups. Similarly, another scholar, Kanti Bajpai, proposes construction of a “human 
security audit” that would include measures of “direct and indirect threats to indi-
vidual bodily safety and freedom,” as well as measures of different societies’ “capacity 
to deal with these threats, namely, the fostering of norms, institutions, and […] 
representativeness in decisionmaking structures.”13 […]

Both of these projects, however, face problems that seem endemic to the study of 
human security. First, they identify certain values as more important than others 
without providing a clear justifi cation for doing so. Bajpai, for instance, proposes 
inclusion of “bodily safety” and “personal freedom” in his human security audit, and 
argues that this audit would draw attention to the fact that “threats to safety and 
freedom are the most important” elements of human security.14 He does not explain, 
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however, why other values are not equally, or perhaps even more, important than the 
values he champions. What about education? Is the ability to choose one’s marriage 
partner, which is one of Bajpai’s examples of personal freedom, really more import-
ant than, say, a good education? Perhaps it is, but Bajpai does not address this issue. 
Similarly, King and Murray state that their formulation of human security includes 
only those matters that people would be willing to fi ght over. But they neglect to offer 
evidence that their fi ve indicators are, in fact, closely related to the risk of violent 
confl ict. […] Additionally, their decision to exclude indicators of violence from their 
composite measure of human security creates a de facto distinction between 
human security and physical security, thereby purging the most familiar connotation 
of security – safety from violence – from their defi nition of human security. […] Thus 
the challenge for these scholars is not simply to narrow the defi nition of human 
security into a more analytically tractable concept, but to provide a compelling ratio-
nale for highlighting certain values. […]

[…] Defi ning the core values of human security may be diffi cult not only because 
there is so little agreement on the meaning of human security, but because the term’s 
ambiguity serves a particular purpose: It unites a diverse and sometimes fractious 
coalition of states and organizations that “see an opportunity to capture some of the 
more substantial political interest and superior fi nancial resources” associated with 
more traditional, military conceptions of security.15 These actors have in effect pur-
sued a political strategy of “appropriating” the term “security,” which conveys urgency, 
demands public attention, and commands governmental resources.16 By maintaining 
a certain level of ambiguity in the notion of human security, moreover, the members 
of this coalition are able to minimize their individual differences, thereby accommo-
dating as wide a variety of members and interests in their network as possible.17 
Given these circumstances, they are unlikely to support outside calls for greater 
specifi city in the defi nition of human security, because defi nitional narrowing would 
likely highlight and aggravate differences among them, perhaps even to the point of 
alienating certain members and weakening the coalition as a whole. […]

Human security as a category of research

To recapitulate my argument so far: Human security does not appear to offer a par-
ticularly useful framework of analysis for scholars or policymakers. But perhaps there 
are other avenues by which the idea of human security can contribute to the study of 
international relations and security. I would like to suggest one such possibility: 
Human security may serve as a label for a broad category of research in the fi eld of 
security studies that is primarily concerned with nonmilitary threats to the safety of 
societies, groups, and individuals, in contrast to more traditional approaches to secur-
ity studies that focus on protecting states from external threats. Much of this work is 
relatively new, and our understanding of how such research “fi ts” within the larger 
fi eld of security studies is still limited. In other words, even if the concept of human 
security itself is too vague to generate specifi c research questions, it could still play a 
useful taxonomical role in the fi eld by helping to classify different types of scholarship. 
Using human security in this manner would be compatible with the spirit of the 
term – particularly its emphasis on nonmilitary sources of confl ict – while recognizing 
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that there is little point in struggling to operationalize the quicksilver concept of 
human security itself. […]

[…] Since the end of the Cold War, in particular, the subject matter of security 
studies has undergone both a “broadening” and a “deepening.”18 […]

[…] [I]t is [now] possible to construct a matrix of the security studies fi eld, […] 
[that] contains four cells, each representing a different cluster of literature in the 
fi eld. […]

● Cell 1 contains works that concentrate on military threats to the security of 
states. Conventional realists tend to adopt this perspective, which has tradition-
ally dominated academic security studies, particularly in the United States.19 
Most of the articles published in International Security, for example, fall into this 
category.

● Cell 2 contains works that address nonmilitary threats (instead of, or in addition 
to, military threats) to the national security of states, including environmental 
and economic challenges. Jessica Tuchman Mathews’s much-cited 1989 article, 
“Redefi ning Security,” is typical of this category. Mathews argues that foreign 
security policies should incorporate considerations of environmental destruc-
tion, among other things, but she still considers the state, rather than substate 
actors, to be the salient object of security.20 Other examples of such work include 
the Palme Commission’s 1982 report, Common Security, which argued that nuclear 
weapons posed a threat to the survival of all states; “investigations into the rela-
tionship between environmental degradation and international armed confl ict,” 
and studies of foreign economic policy and international security.21

● Cell 3 includes works that focus on military threats to actors other than states: 
namely societies, groups, and individuals. The prevalence of intrastate violence 
since the end of the Cold War has given rise to a large literature on intrastate 
confl icts, in which substate groups are the principal belligerents.22 In addition, 
studies of “democide,” or the intentional killing by a state of its own citizens, 
also fall into this category.23

● Cell 4 is concerned with military or nonmilitary threats – or both – to the 
secur ity of societies, groups, and individuals. Does poverty, for example, fuel 
violence within societies?24 Are certain types of domestic political institutions 
more conducive to domestic peace?25 Is the degree of urbanization of a society, 
or access to medical care, associated with the occurrence of civil violence?26 
What other societal conditions pose a particular danger to the survival of groups 
and individuals? All of these questions would fall into the category of research 
that I label “human security.”

Using the term “human security” to describe this type of scholarship has several 
advantages. First, […] [it] echo[es] many of the concerns of the human security coali-
tion […]. Second, employing human security as a label for a broad category of research 
eliminates the problem of deriving clear hypotheses from the human security concept 
itself – a concept that […] offers little analytical leverage because it is so sprawling 
and ambiguous. Consequently, scholars working in the “human security branch” of 
security studies would not need to adjudicate the merit or validity of human security 
per se, but rather they would focus on more specifi c questions that could be clearly 
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defi ned (and perhaps even answered). Third, and relatedly, although many scholars in 
this branch of security studies may be interested in normative questions as well as 
empirical ones, the advantage of using human security as a descriptive label for a class 
of research is that the label would not presuppose any particular normative 
agenda.27

Fourth, mapping the fi eld […] with human security as one branch – helps to dif-
ferentiate the principal nontraditional approaches to security studies from one 
another. With the broadening and deepening of security studies in recent years, it is 
no longer helpful or reasonable to defi ne the fi eld in dualistic terms: with the realist, 
state-centric, military-minded approach to security studies at the core and a disor-
derly bazaar of alternative approaches in the periphery. These alternative approaches 
actually fall into broad groupings and have become suffi ciently important to merit 
their own classifi cation scheme. Mapping the fi eld in new ways can help us to under-
stand how these approaches relate to more traditional approaches to security studies, 
and to one another. Finally, the very fashionability of the label “human security” could 
benefi t scholars by drawing attention to existing works within cell 4 and opening up 
new areas of research in this branch of the fi eld. […]
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http://gking.harvard.edu/files/civil.pdf


What is “security studies”?

T H E  B O U N DA R I E S  O F  intellectual disciplines are permeable; as a 
result, any effort to delineate the precise scope of security studies is somewhat 

arbitrary. The main focus of security studies is easy to identify, however: it is the phe-
nomenon of war. Security studies assumes that confl ict between states is always a 
possibility and that the use of military force has far-reaching effects on states and 
societies (Bull, 1968; Martin, 1980). Accordingly, security studies may be defi ned as 
the study of the threat, use, and control of military force (Nye and Lynn Jones, 1988). It 
explores the conditions that make the use of force more likely, the ways that the use 
of force affects individuals, states, and societies, and the specifi c policies that states 
adopt in order to prepare for, prevent, or engage in war. […]

Military power is not the only source of national security, and military threats are 
not the only dangers that states face (though they are usually the most serious). As a result 
security studies also includes what is sometimes termed “statecraft” – arms control, 
diplomacy, crisis management, for example. These issues are clearly relevant to the main 
focus of the fi eld, because they bear directly on the likelihood and character of war.

Because nonmilitary phenomena can also threaten states and individuals, some 
writers have suggested broadening the concept of “security” to include topics such as 
poverty, AIDS, environmental hazards, drug abuse, and the like (Buzan, 1983; Brown, 
1989). Such proposals remind us that nonmilitary issues deserve sustained attention 
from scholars and policymakers, and that military power does not guarantee well-
being. But this prescription runs the risk of expanding “security studies” excessively; 
by this logic, issues such as pollution, disease, child abuse, or economic recessions 
could all be viewed as threats to “security.” Defi ning the fi eld in this way would destroy 
its intellectual coherence and make it more diffi cult to devise solutions to any of these 
important problems.

1 . 1 0

Stephen M. Walt

THE RENAISSANCE OF SECURITY 
STUDIES

Source: ‘The renaissance of security studies’, International Studies Quarterly, vol. 35, no. 2, 1991, 
pp. 211–39.



T H E  R E N A I S S A N C E  O F  S E C U R I T Y  S T U D I E S   8 1

Moreover, the fact that other hazards exist does not mean that the danger of war 
has been eliminated. However much we may regret it, organized violence has been a 
central part of human existence for millennia and is likely to remain so for the fore-
seeable future. Not surprisingly, therefore, preparations for war have preoccupied 
organized polities throughout history (McNeill, 1982). Any attempt to understand 
the evolution of human society, let alone the prospects for peace, must take account 
of the role of military force. Indeed, given the cost of military forces and the risks of 
modern war, it would be irresponsible for the scholarly community to ignore the 
central questions that form the heart of the security studies fi eld.1 […]

* * *

Problems and prospects for security studies

What lies ahead for security studies? On the one hand, the widespread belief that the end 
of the Cold War has decreased the risk of war may temporarily divert fi nancial support 
and research energies in other directions. On the other hand, a permanent decline is 
unlikely for at least three reasons. First, as the war in the Persian Gulf reminds us, mili-
tary power remains a central element of international politics, and failure to appreciate 
its importance invariably leads to costly reminders. Second, security studies has been 
institutionalized within many university departments; indeed, a graduate program lack-
ing qualifi ed experts in this area must now be considered incomplete. Thus, new Ph.Ds 
will emerge in due course and will enjoy adequate professional opportunities. Most 
important of all, the collapse of the Cold War order will create new policy problems and 
new research puzzles. In short, the scholarly agenda in security studies is expanding, not 
shrinking, and security studies will remain an active sub-fi eld for some time to come.

Potential problems

Despite these grounds for optimism, several dangers could undermine the future 
development of the fi eld. As noted earlier, the resources at stake in debates over 
defense and foreign policy create a strong temptation to focus on short-term policy 
analysis. Moreover, as Hans Morgenthau once warned, active involvement in 
policy debates inevitably tempts participants to sacrifi ce scholarly integrity for the 
sake of personal gain or political effectiveness (Morgenthau, 1970; Walt, 1987:146–60). 
At the very least, there are powerful incentives to concentrate on consulting work 
and policy analysis rather than on cumulative scholarly research. If security studies 
neglects long-term research questions and focuses solely on immediate policy issues, 
a decline in rigor and quality will be diffi cult to avoid.

Yet the opposite tendency may pose an even greater danger. On the whole, secu-
rity studies have profi ted from its connection to real-world issues; the main advances 
of the past four decades have emerged from efforts to solve important practical ques-
tions. If security studies succumbs to the tendency for academic disciplines to pursue 
“the trivial, the formal, the methodological, the purely theoretical, the remotely his-
torical – in short, the politically irrelevant” (Morgenthau, 1966:73), its theoretical 
progress and its practical value will inevitably decline.
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In short, security studies must steer between the Scylla of political opportunism 
and the Charybdis of academic irrelevance. What does this mean in practice? Among 
other things, it means that security studies should remain wary of the counterproduc-
tive tangents that have seduced other areas of international studies, most notably the 
“post-modern” approach to international affairs (Ashley, 1984; Der Derian and 
Shapiro, 1989; Lapid, 1989). Contrary to their proponents’ claims, post-modern 
approaches have yet to demonstrate much value for comprehending world politics; to 
date, these works are mostly criticism and not much theory.2 As Robert Keohane has 
noted, until these writers “have delineated […] a research program and shown […] 
that it can illuminate important issues in world politics, they will remain on the mar-
gins of the fi eld” (Keohane, 1988:392). In particular, issues of war and peace are too 
important for the fi eld to be diverted into a prolix and self-indulgent discourse that is 
divorced from the real world.

The use of formal models should also be viewed with some caution, though their 
potential value is greater. Formal methods possess obvious virtues: analytic assump-
tions tend to be stated more explicitly, gaps in evidence can be handled through sys-
tematic sensitivity analyses, and advanced mathematical techniques can identify 
deductive solutions to previously intractable problems (for recent examples, see 
O’Neill, 1989; Downs and Rocke, 1990; Powell, 1990). Formal analysis can also 
depict a theory’s logical structure with precision, generating counterintuitive propo-
sitions and identifying inconsistencies.

Yet despite these strengths, recent formal applications have had relatively little 
impact on other work in the fi eld. This situation stands in sharp contrast to earlier 
formal works (Schelling, 1960; Olson and Zeckhauser, 1966), which had a broad and 
lasting infl uence. One reason is the tendency for recent works to rely on increasingly 
heroic assumptions, which render these models both impossible to test and less appli-
cable to important real-world problems. The danger, as Schelling warned, is “the will-
ingness of social scientists to treat the subject [of strategy] as though it were, or should 
be, solely a branch of mathematics” (1960:10).

Obviously, scholarship in social science need not have immediate “policy rele-
vance.” But tolerance for diverse approaches is not a license to pursue a technique 
regardless of its ultimate payoff; the value of any social science tool lies in what it can 
tell us about real human behavior. Formal models are useful when they do this, but 
they should not be viewed as ends in themselves. Unfortunately, despite the impres-
sive technical fi repower displayed in many recent formal works, their ability to illu-
minate important national security problems has been disappointing.

Because scientifi c disciplines advance through competition, we should not try to 
impose a single methodological monolith upon the fi eld. To insist that a single method 
constitutes the only proper approach is like saying that a hammer is the only proper 
tool for building a house. The above strictures are no more than a warning, therefore; 
progress will be best served by increased dialogue between different methodological 
approaches (Downs, 1989).3

A research agenda for security studies

Any attempt to defi ne a research agenda will invariably omit important or unforeseen 
possibilities. Nevertheless, several subjects clearly merit further attention.
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The role of domestic politics. Some of the most interesting advances in security 
studies have come from scholars focusing on different aspects of domestic politics. 
What unites these disparate theories is the belief that domestic politics is a powerful 
determinant of national security policy. For example, several prominent studies have 
argued that liberal democracies do not fi ght each other (Small and Singer, 1976; Chan, 
1984; Weede, 1984; Doyle, 1986; Maoz and Abdolali, 1989); given the importance of 
this claim, further research is needed to resolve the remaining theoretical and empir-
ical puzzles.4 Similarly, the long-standing debate over the military’s role as a cause of 
war remains unresolved (Huntington, 1957; Vagts, 1959; Betts, 1977; Snyder, 1984; 
Van Evera, 1984), along with the validity of the so-called scapegoat and diversionary 
theories of war (Levy, 1988, 1990). Other recent works suggest that regime change 
or revolution is a potent cause of confl ict as well (Maoz, 1989; Walt, 1990), but fur-
ther research to measure and explain this effect is still needed. Students of arms races 
have long stressed the role of domestic factors (York, 1970; Kurth, 1971; Senghaas, 
1972; Evangelista, 1988), and Jack Snyder’s recent work (1991) on empires argues 
that the internal politics of rapidly industrializing societies encourages “log-rolled” 
domestic coalitions to unite behind highly expansionist foreign policies. Given the 
recent shifts in the domestic politics of the Soviet Union and its Eastern European 
allies, further work on these different approaches is clearly in order.

The causes of peace and cooperation. Another potential growth area is in 
greater attention to the causes of peace and cooperation. To be sure, most theories 
about the causes of war are also theories about peace (Van Evera, 1984; Blainey, 
1988), and exploring ways to reduce the risk of war has been part of the fi eld since its 
inception.5 In the past, however, security studies tended to view explicit research on 
peace as utopian or naive, perhaps based on a belief that realists should not be diverted 
into such idealistic pursuits. For their part, peace researchers tended to assume that 
the use of force was always irrational, that arms races were a powerful cause of con-
fl ict rather than a symptom, and that war was always the result of misperception. The 
tendency for some peace researchers to view capitalism as a powerful engine of con-
fl ict (despite the abundant evidence against this belief) divided the two fi elds even 
further.6

Over time, however, the two perspectives have begun to converge. As discussed 
above, scholars in security studies have devoted considerable attention to mispercep-
tion and domestic politics as causes of war, while some peace researchers have begun 
to address issues of military strategy and defense policy in a more sophisticated and 
well-informed way. This trend is perhaps most evident in the literature on “nonoffen-
sive” defense: many of these writings acknowledge the need for military power while 
investigating alternative force structures that could ameliorate the security dilemma 
between states (Ahfeldt, 1983; Alternative Defense Commission, 1983; Agrell, 1987; 
Gates, 1987; Saperstein, 1987; Flanagan, 1988). Although primarily a product of the 
peace research community, these works bear a strong resemblance to the offense/
defense literature in security studies.

Increased interest in peace and cooperation is evident in other ways as well. For 
example, scholars of security affairs have been understandably skeptical of “security 
regimes” in the past (Jervis, 1983), but more recent studies suggest that international 
regimes can have modest positive effects on the ability of states to cooperate on specifi c 
security issues (Lynn Jones, 1985; Nye, 1987; George, Farley, and Dallin, 1988). 
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Although self-help remains the primary imperative in international politics, institutional 
arrangements could still contribute to peace, particularly if they directly address the 
primary controllable causes of war identifi ed by previous scholarly work.7

Far from being a utopian ideal, efforts to reduce the danger of war are consistent 
with the central focus of security studies and with realism’s traditional pessimism 
about the prospects for a durable peace. Moreover, preserving peace contributes 
directly to national security, at least for most states most of the time. Given their 
belief that war is always a possibility, realists should be especially interested in devis-
ing ways to ensure that it does not occur. In short, well-informed research on peace 
is a realistic response to anarchy and should be part of security studies.

The power of ideas. Finally, interest in the “autonomous power of ideas” has also 
grown in recent years. The role of “strategic beliefs” in foreign and military policy has 
been stressed by historians (Howard, 1984), by scholars drawing upon psychology 
(Jervis, 1976; Kull, 1988), and by studies of military organizations and domestic pol-
itics (Snyder, 1984, 1991; Van Evera, 1984; Thomson, 1990). More generally, John 
Mueller (1989) and James L. Ray (1990) have argued that war is a fading institution 
among advanced industrial societies, just as dueling and slavery become obsolete in 
the 19th century. Signifi cantly, their arguments are not based on the dangers posed by 
nuclear weapons. Instead, they claim that the horrors of conventional war have dis-
credited the earlier belief that it was a noble or heroic activity. This argument remains 
incomplete, however, for we lack a theory to account for the observed change in 
attitudes (Kaysen, 1990). Mueller attributes the shift to the dehumanizing experience 
of World War I, but this does not explain why earlier wars failed to produce a similar 
result. Without a theory of attitude change, we cannot estimate the durability of cur-
rent antiwar attitudes or devise a workable strategy for reinforcing them. And as 
Mueller admits, the outbreak of World War II shows that if most but not all states 
believe war is too horrible to contemplate, those that do not share this view will be 
more likely to use force precisely because they expect opponents to acquiesce rather 
than fi ght. Unless popular revulsion against war becomes universal and permanent, it 
provides no guarantee that inter-state violence would end. Despite these limitations, 
the impact of changing attitudes on warfare remains a fascinating question, as part of 
the general subject of how states learn.

The end of the Cold War. For the past forty years, the two superpowers defi ned 
their security policies primarily in response to each other, and the rivalry between 
them shaped the conduct of most other states as well. Accordingly, the waning of 
U.S.Soviet rivalry will have a signifi cant impact on security studies.

First, the study of grand strategy will be increasingly important. As discussed 
earlier, interest in U.S. grand strategy revived during the renaissance of security stud-
ies, but there are still no theoretical or comparative works on grand strategy and 
relatively few studies of other cases.8 Because both great and lesser powers will need 
new security arrangements once the Cold War is over, research on alternative grand 
strategies will be of obvious interest. Under what conditions should states employ 
military force and for what purposes? With the waning of the Soviet threat, what 
interests will the other great powers seek to defend? Can the United States and its 
allies now reduce their military forces, or should they be confi gured for other contin-
gencies? These issues are certain to receive considerable attention, and some of it 
should come from experts without a professional interest in the outcome.
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Second, the end of the Cold War raises basic issues about the prospects for peace. 
Will the waning of U.S.-Soviet rivalry reduce the danger of war or allow familiar 
sources of confl ict to reemerge? Will regional powers take more aggressive actions to 
improve their positions – as Iraq sought to do by invading Kuwait – or will they behave 
more cautiously in the absence of superpower support? Attempts to answer these and 
other questions will necessarily build on the existing knowledge base in the fi eld, but 
will also stimulate new empirical studies and theoretical innovations.

These concerns are already evident in the scholarly debate over the future of 
Europe. At least four main views can be identifi ed. “Third-image pessimists”9 argue 
that the re-emergence of a multipolar Europe will restore the conditions that fueled 
war in Europe in the past; for this reason, the end of the Cold War will increase the 
danger of war. They recommend that U.S. military forces remain in Europe to dampen 
these effects and favor the managed spread of nuclear weapons (to Germany in par-
ticular) to alleviate the security fears they believe will accompany the superpowers’ 
withdrawal from Europe (Mearsheimer, 1990). “Second-image pessimists” downplay 
systemic causes and emphasize the dangers arising from the weak democratic institu-
tions in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union. They fear that competing interest groups 
will use foreign policy to enhance their domestic positions; in the worst case, several 
factions would unite in a coalition combining their separate expansionist agendas, as 
occurred in Germany and Japan before the two world wars. The recommended anti-
dote is Western assistance to support the new democracies in Eastern Europe, and the 
rapid integration of these states into the European Community (EC) (Snyder, 1990).

Rejecting these pessimistic views, “second-image optimists” argue that the level-
ing of European societies, the dampening of militarism, and the extensive rewriting 
of nationalist history in Europe have removed the main causes of earlier wars. This 
view sees the possible dissolution of the Soviet Union as the main threat to peace, and 
favors Western efforts to encourage a peaceful transition and to prevent the reemer-
gence of the domestic forces that fueled aggression in the past (Van Evera, 1990–91). 
Finally, “institutional optimists” suggest that economic integration and international 
institutions (such as NATO, the EC, or the Conference on Security and Cooperation 
in Europe) will be strong enough to safeguard peace in Europe. A full scholarly pre-
sentation of this view is not yet available – though Snyder (1990) presents elements 
of one – but it implies using existing institutions to facilitate arms control and to 
manage economic and political tensions in an independent and increasingly united 
Europe (Hoffmann, 1990; Keohane, 1990).

A brief summary cannot do justice to the subtlety and power of these competing 
views. It is worth noting, however, that all of them rely on scholarship developed or 
refi ned during the renaissance of security studies: the scholarly debate on the future of 
Europe is very much a contest between rival theoretical visions. It is also an issue with 
far-reaching implications for defense budgets, alliance commitments, and the likeli-
hood of war. Far from signaling a declining role for security studies, in short, the end 
of the Cold War will keep security issues on the front burner for some time to come.

Economics and security. The relationship between economics and security is of 
growing interest as well. One obvious dimension is the connection between military 
spending and economic performance; the debate sparked by Paul Kennedy’s The Rise 
and Fall of the Great Powers illustrates the continued dissensus on this question (Kennedy, 
1987; Adams and Gold, 1987; Huntington, 1988–89; Friedberg, 1989; Kupchan, 
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1989; Nye, 1990). Second, despite the attention that resource issues received after 
the 1973 oil shocks, disputes persist on the strategic importance of economic 
resources and their role as potential causes of international confl ict (Shafer, 1982; 
Maull, 1984; Finlayson and Haglund, 1987; Johnson, 1989). The recent war in the 
Persian Gulf highlights the continued relevance of this issue, as well as the potential 
effectiveness of economic sanctions as a diplomatic instrument.

A third issue linking economics and security is the political infl uence of the mili-
tary-industrial complex (MIC). Although several recent works have analyzed the pro-
curement process in detail (Gansler, 1982, 1989; Stubbing, 1986; McNaugher, 1989), 
there has been little research on the MIC’s political role in shaping national policy. 
Even our historical knowledge is defi cient; there is still no adequate successor to 
Huntington’s The Common Defense (1961), Schilling, Hammond, and Snyder’s Strategy, 
Politics, and Defense Budgets (1962), and Enthoven and Smith’s How Much is Enough? 
(1971). Indeed, there is no authoritative scholarly analysis of the U.S. defense buildup 
in the 1980s.10 Cross-national comparisons would be valuable as well, to supplement 
the few studies now available (Evangelista, 1988). Given the resources at stake, inves-
tigating how such decisions are made seems well worth the effort of economists and 
security experts alike.

Refi ning existing theories. The discussion in this section underscores how new 
theories and approaches have sparked lively scholarly exchanges throughout the 
renaissance of security studies, on topics such as the impact of offensive and defensive 
advantages, the effect of domestic politics on war, the causes and consequences of 
arms races, the requirements of extended deterrence, the sources of military innova-
tion, and the prospects for security cooperation. In most cases, however, competing 
hypotheses have not been subjected to systematic empirical tests. In addition to the 
usual efforts to devise new theories, therefore, refi ning and testing existing hypoth-
eses through well-designed empirical studies should form a central part of future 
work.

Protecting the data base. As noted earlier, the renaissance of security studies 
was facilitated by greater access to relevant information. Unfortunately, several recent 
developments suggest that the information so necessary for scholarship and for an 
informed public debate is being seriously curtailed. The Annual Reports produced by 
the Defense Department during the Reagan Administration were less informative 
than earlier versions, and this trend has continued under President Bush.11 The Reagan 
Administration was also more aggressive in prosecuting alleged leaks and in manipu-
lating media coverage, thereby inhibiting journalists from investigative reporting and 
reducing the raw data available for use by scholars (Hertsgaard, 1988).12 Even more 
worrisome, a recent volume of the Foreign Relations of the United States, the State 
Department’s offi cial record of U.S. diplomacy, contained such serious distortions 
that the Chairman of its Advisory Committee resigned in protest, accompanied by 
widespread condemnation from the Historical profession (Cohen, 1990; Kuniholm, 
1990; Society of Historians of American Foreign Relations, 1990).13

Efforts to shield government policy from outside evaluation pose a grave threat 
to scholarship in the fi eld. No doubt some government offi cials would like to deny 
ordinary citizens the opportunity to scrutinize their conduct; as a central part of that 
evaluative process, the scholarly profession should resist this effort wholeheartedly. 
The danger goes beyond the interests of any particular subfi eld; restricting information 
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threatens the public debate that is central to democracy and essential to sound policy. 
Events as diverse as the Bay of Pigs invasion, the Iran/contra affair, and the troubled 
development of the B-2 bomber remind us that excessive secrecy allows ill-conceived 
programs to survive uncorrected. Instead of limiting the study of security issues to a 
select group of offi cial “experts,” therefore, open debate on national security matters 
must be preserved. Such a debate requires that scholars retain access to a reliable and 
complete data base. […]
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Notes

 1 I am indebted to Michael Desch for discussion on these points.
 2 Although Yosef Lapid cites Imre Lakatos’s critique of naive positivism approvingly 

(Lapid, 1989:239, 245), he neglects Lakatos’s key argument: theories are only 
overturned by the development of a superior alternative (Lakatos, 1970).

 3 In the past, for example, security studies tended to dismiss quantitative research on 
confl ict as irrelevant, while the latter tended to view security studies as unscientifi c 
“policy analysis.” Both charges are undoubtedly true in some cases, but a blanket 
dismissal is increasingly inappropriate. Instead, encouraging both groups to become 
more familiar with alternative approaches would improve both enterprises. For 
example, whenever these literatures reach different conclusions – such as on the 
impact of domestic confl ict or regime type on the likelihood of war – there is an 
obvious opportunity for further work.

 4 In addition to problems of defi nition (were England and Germany liberal states in 
1812 and 1914 respectively?) and the lack of independence between cases (many 
liberal states were formerly united in the British empire), these studies have yet to 
offer a persuasive explanation for the “liberal peace.”

 5 For example, deterrence theory identifi es the conditions that make decisions for 
war irrational, surely a worthy goal for opponents of war.

 6 For surveys of peace research from a variety of perspectives, see Singer (1976), 
Boulding (1978), Wiberg (1981), and Quester (1989).

 7 Examples include offensive military imbalances, territorial disputes, xenophobia, 
and hypernationalism. The U.S.-Soviet arms control negotiations helped stabilize 
their deterrent relationship by limiting anti-ballistic missile systems, and the 
United Nations Educational, Scientifi c and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) led 
a largely successful campaign to eliminate national biases within European text-
books (Dance, 1960).

 8 Studies of grand strategy for non-U.S. cases include Handel (1973), Luttwak 
(1976), Ben-Horin and Posen (1981), Friedberg (1988), and Mandelbaum 
(1988).

 9 “Third-image” theories view war as a result of the anarchic international system, 
“second-image” theories focus on the internal character of states, and “fi rst-image” 
theories address causes found in human nature. See Waltz (1959).

10 Instead, most recent writings on U.S. defense policy are journalistic, polemical, or 
narrowly focused (Fallows, 1982; Stubbing, 1986; or Kotz, 1988).

11 The Defense Department seems proud of its failure to inform us: its 1990 Annual 
Report boasts that it saved $121,800 by “tailoring the report directly to statutory 
requirements […] and eliminating unnecessary no-charge distribution.” In other 
words, Secretary Cheney’s staff included only what was absolutely required by law 
and reduced public access to its report!

12 The Bush Administration’s handling of the Panama invasion and the Gulf War sug-
gests that it is following a similar approach, aided by a compliant media (Cook and 
Cohen, 1990).
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13 Specifi cally, Volume X in the 1952–54 series, covering U.S. policy in Iran, makes no 
mention of Operation AJAX, the U.S.-backed coup that ousted the Mossadegh 
government in 1953. According to Bruce Kuniholm, an historian of U.S.-Iranian 
relations and former State Department employee with access to the complete 
account: “the misleading impression of U.S. non-involvement conveyed in the pages 
of this volume constitutes a gross misrepresentation of the historical record 
suffi cient to deserve the label of fraud” (Kuniholm, 1990:12).



[ … ]  [ T ] H E  L A B E L  “ S E C U R I T Y ”  has become the indicator of a spe-
cifi c problematique, a specifi c fi eld of practice. Security is, in historical terms, the fi eld 
where states threaten each other, challenge each other’s sovereignty, try to impose 
their will on each other, defend their independence, and so on. Security, moreover, 
has not been a constant fi eld; it has evolved and, since World War II, has been trans-
formed into a rather coherent and recognizable fi eld. In this process of continuous, 
gradual transformation, the strong military identifi cation of earlier times has been 
diminished – it is, in a sense, always there, but more and more often in metaphorical 
form, as other wars, other challenges – while the images of “challenges to sover-
eignty” and defense have remained central.

If we want to rethink or reconstruct the concept of security, therefore, it is nec-
essary that we keep an eye on the entire fi eld of practice. This is contrary to the now-
standard debates on “redefi ning security,” inasmuch as those who want radically to 
rethink the concept generally tend to cancel out the specifi c fi eld. The concept is thus 
reduced to its everyday sense, which is only a semantic identity, not the concept of 
security. Of course, both choices are completely legitimate, but this question of lan-
guage politics depends ultimately on what we wish to accomplish. If our intent is to 
determine when we are secure, the investigation can address many levels. If, however, 
we want to add something new to ongoing debates on “security” (in strategic studies) 
and national interests, we must begin with those debates, taking on that problema-
tique, so that we can get at the specifi c dynamics of that fi eld, and show how these old 
elements operate in new ways and new places.

The specifi city, in other words, is to be found in the fi eld and in certain typical 
operations within the fi eld (speech acts – “security” – and modalities – threat-defense 
sequences), not in a clearly defi nable objective (“security”) or a specifi c state of affairs 
(“security”). Beginning from the modality of specifi c types of interactions in a specifi c 
social arena, we can rethink the concept “security” in a way that is true to the classical 

1 . 1 1

Ole Wæver

SECURITIZATION

Source: ‘Securitization and desecuritization’, in Ronnie D. Lipschutz (ed.) On Security (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1995), pp. 46–86.
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discussion. By working from the inside of the classical discussion, we can take the 
concepts of national security, threat, and sovereignty, and show how, on the collective 
level, they take on new forms under new conditions. We can then strip the classical 
discussion of its preoccupation with military matters by applying the same logic to 
other sectors, and we can de-link the discussion from the state by applying similar 
moves to society […]. With this, we maintain a mode of thinking, a set of rules and 
codes from the fi eld of “security” as it has evolved and continues to evolve.

To start instead from being secure in the everyday sense means that we end up 
approaching security policy from the outside, that is, via another language game. My 
premise here is, therefore, that we can identify a specifi c fi eld of social interaction, 
with a specifi c set of actions and codes, known by a set of agents as the security fi eld. 
In international society, for example, a number of codes, rules, and understandings 
have been established that make international relations an intersubjectively defi ned 
social reality possessing its own specifi c laws and issues.1 National security is similarly 
social in the sense of being constituted intersubjectively in a specifi c fi eld,2 and it 
should not be measured against some real or true yardstick of “security” derived from 
(contemporary) domestic society.

An alternative route to a wider concept of security is to broaden the security 
agenda to include threats other than military ones. When widening takes place along 
this axis, it is possible to retain the specifi c quality characterizing security problems: 
Urgency; state power claiming the legitimate use of extraordinary means; a threat 
seen as potentially undercutting sovereignty, thereby preventing the political “we” 
from dealing with any other questions. With this approach, it is possible that any 
sector, at any particular time, might be the most important focus for concerns about 
threats, vulnerabilities, and defense. Historically, of course, the military sector has 
been most important.3 […]

[…] The question remains, however: What made the military sector conspicuous, 
and what now qualifi es the others to almost equal status? […] Military threats have 
been primary in the past because they emerged “very swiftly” and with “a sense of 
outrage at unfair play”; if defeated, a state would fi nd itself laid bare to imposition of 
the conqueror’s will.4 Such outcomes used to characterize the military sector. But, if 
the same overturning of the political order can be accomplished by economic or 
political methods, these, too, will constitute security problems.5 […]

From alternative security to security, the speech act

[…] [S]ecurity problems [hence] are developments that threaten the sovereignty or 
independence of a state in a particularly rapid or dramatic fashion, and deprive it of 
the capacity to manage by itself. This, in turn, undercuts the political order. Such a 
threat must therefore be met with the mobilization of the maximum effort.

Operationally, however, this means: In naming a certain development a security prob-
lem, the “state” can claim a special right, one that will, in the fi nal instance, always be 
defi ned by the state and its élites. Trying to press the kind of unwanted fundamental 
political change on a ruling élite is similar to playing a game in which one’s opponent 
can change the rules at any time s/he likes. Power holders can always try to use the 
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instrument of securitization of an issue to gain control over it. By defi nition, something 
is a security problem when the élites declare it to be so […]:

Thus, that those who administer this order can easily use it for specifi c, self-
serving purposes is something that cannot easily be avoided.

What then is security? With the help of language theory, we can regard “security” 
as a speech act. In this usage, security is not of interest as a sign that refers to something 
more real; the utterance itself is the act. By saying it, something is done (as in betting, 
giving a promise, naming a ship).6 By uttering “security,” a state-representative moves 
a particular development into a specifi c area, and thereby claims a special right to use 
whatever means are necessary to block it.7

The clearest illustration of this phenomenon […] occurred in Central and Eastern 
Europe during the Cold War, where “order” was clearly, systematically, and institu-
tionally linked to the survival of the system and its élites. Thinking about change in 
East-West relations and/or in Eastern Europe throughout this period meant, there-
fore, trying to bring about change without generating a “securitization” response by 
élites, which would have provided the pretext for acting against those who had over-
stepped the boundaries of the permitted.

Consequently, to ensure that this mechanism would not be triggered, actors had 
to keep their challenges below a certain threshold and/or through the political pro-
cess – whether national or international – have the threshold negotiated upward. As 
Egbert Jahn put it, the task was to turn threats into challenges; to move developments 
from the sphere of existential fear to one where they could be handled by ordinary 
means, as politics, economy, culture, and so on. As part of this exercise, a crucial 
political and theoretical issue became the defi nition of “intervention” or “interference 
in domestic affairs,” whereby change-oriented agents tried, through international 
law, diplomacy, and various kinds of politics, to raise the threshold and make more 
interaction possible.

Through this process, two things became very clear. First, the word “security” is 
the act; the utterance is the primary reality. Second; the most radical and transforma-
tional perspective – which nonetheless remained realist – was one of minimizing 
“security” by narrowing the fi eld to which the security act was applied (as with the 
European détente policies of the 1970s and 1980s). After a certain point, the process 
took a different form and the aim became to create a speech act failure (as in Eastern 
Europe in 1989). Thus, the trick was and is to move from a positive to a negative 
meaning: Security is the conservative mechanism – but we want less security!

Under the circumstances then existing in Eastern Europe, the power holders had 
among their instruments the speech act “security.” The use of this speech act had the 
effect of raising a specifi c challenge to a principled level, thereby implying that all 
necessary means would be used to block that challenge. And, because such a threat 
would be defi ned as existential and a challenge to sovereignty, the state would not be 
limited in what it could or might do. Under these circumstances, a problem would 
become a security issue whenever so defi ned by the power holders. Unless or until this 
operation were to be brought to the point of failure – which nuclear conditions made 
rather diffi cult to imagine8 – available avenues of change would take the form of nego-
tiated limitations on the use of the “speech act security.” Improved conditions would, 
consequently, hinge on a process implying “less security, more politics!”
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To put this point another way, security and insecurity do not constitute a binary 
opposition. “Security” signifi es a situation marked by the presence of a security prob-
lem and some measure taken in response. Insecurity is a situation with a security 
problem and no response. Both conditions share the security problematique. When 
there is no security problem, we do not conceptualize our situation in terms of 
security; instead, security is simply an irrelevant concern. The statement, then, that 
security is always relative, and one never lives in complete security, has the additional 
meaning that, if one has such complete security, one does not label it “security.” It 
therefore never appears. Consequently, transcending a security problem by politiciz-
ing it cannot happen through thematization in security terms, only away from such 
terms.

An agenda of minimizing security in this sense cannot be based on a classical crit-
ical approach to security, whereby the concept is critiqued and then thrown away or 
redefi ned according to the wishes of the analyst. The essential operation can only be 
touched by faithfully working with the classical meaning of the concept and what is 
already inherent in it. The language game of security is, in other words, a jus necessita-
tis for threatened élites, and this it must remain.

Such an affi rmative reading, not at all aimed at rejecting the concept, may be a 
more serious challenge to the established discourse than a critical one, for it recog-
nizes that a conservative approach to security is an intrinsic element in the logic of 
both our national and international political organizing principles. By taking seriously 
this “unfounded” concept of security, it is possible to raise a new agenda of security 
and politics. This further implies moving from a positive to a negative agenda, in the 
sense that the dynamics of securitization and desecuritization can never be captured 
so long as we proceed along the normal critical track that assumes security to be a 
positive value to be maximized.

That élites frequently present their interests in “national security” dress is, of 
course, often pointed out by observers, usually accompanied by a denial of élites’ 
right to do so. Their actions are then labelled something else, for example, “class 
interests,” which seems to imply that authentic security is, somehow, defi nable inde-
pendent of élites, by direct reference to the “people.” This is, in a word, wrong. All 
such attempts to defi ne people’s “objective interests” have failed. Security is articu-
lated only from a specifi c place, in an institutional voice, by élites. All of this can be 
analyzed; if we simply give up the assumption that security is, necessarily, a positive 
phenomenon.

Critics normally address the what or who that threatens, or the whom to be secured; 
they never ask whether a phenomenon should be treated in terms of security because 
they do not look into “securityness” as such, asking what is particular to security, in 
contrast to non-security, modes of dealing with particular issues. By working with the 
assumption that security is a goal to be maximized, critics eliminate other, potentially 
more useful ways of conceptualizing the problems being addressed. […]

Viewing the security debate at present, one often gets the impression of the 
object playing around with the subjects, the fi eld toying with the researchers. The 
problematique itself locks people into talking in terms of “security,” and this rein-
forces the hold of security on our thinking, even if our approach is a critical one. We 
do not fi nd much work aimed at de-securitizing politics which, I suspect, would be 
more effective than securitizing problems. […]
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Notes

1 Alexander Wendt, “Anarchy is what states make of it: the social construction of 
power politics,” International Organization 46, no. 2 (Spring 1992): 391–426; C. A. 
W Manning, The Nature of International Society (London: London School of 
Economics, 1962); Martin Wight, Systems of States (Leicester: Leicester University 
Press, 1977); Ole Wæver, “International Society: The Grammar of Dialogue among 
States?,” paper presented at ECPR workshop in Limerich, April 1992; Nicholas 
Greenwood Onuf, World of Our Making: Rules and Rule in Social Theory and International 
Relations (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1989).

2 “Most seriously, however, even if we admit that we are all now participating in 
common global structures, that we are all rendered increasingly vulnerable to pro-
cesses that are planetary in scale, and that our most parochial activities are shaped 
by forces that encompass the world and not just particular states, it is far from clear 
what such an admission implies for the way we organize ourselves politically. The 
state is a political category in a way that the world, or the globe, or the planet, or 
humanity is not. The security of states is something we can comprehend in political 
terms in a way that, at the moment, world security can not be understood.” R. B. J. 
Walker, “Security, Sovereignty, and the Challenge of World Politics,” Alternatives 15, 
no. 1 (1990): 5. There is nothing inevitable about this way of defi ning security – it 
has emerged historically, and might change gradually again – but one has to admit 
“the extent to which the meaning of security is tied to historically specifi c forms of 
political community” (Walker, “Security, Sovereignty”). Only to the extent that 
other forms of political community begin to become thinkable (again), does it make 
sense to think about security at other levels. The main process at the present is a very 
open and contradictory articulation of the relationship between state (and other 
political structures) and nation (and other large scale cultural communities). 
Therefore, the main dynamic of security will play at the interface of state security 
and societal security (in the sense of the security of large-scale we-identities). Thus, 
in the section on “Societal Security,” I will argue why the study of “societal security” 
should – although being aware of specifi c threats to social groups – construct 
the concept of societal security as distinct from this, as being at a specifi c level of 
collectivity, being a social fact.

3 But even here one can argue about the way of defi ning these standard cases as mili-
tary or political; Egbert Jahn, Pierre Lemaitre and Ole Wæver, European Security: 
Problems of Research on Non-Military Aspects (Copenhagen: Copenhagen Papers of the 
Centre for Peace and Confl ict Research, 1987), pp. 17–20.

4 Barry Buzan argues more extensively as follows: “Because the use of force can 
wreak major undesired changes very swiftly, military threats are traditionally 
accorded the highest priority in national security concerns. Military action can 
wreck the work of centuries in all other sectors. Diffi cult accomplishments in pol-
itics, art, industry, culture and all human activities can be undone by the use of 
force. Human achievements, in other words, can be threatened in terms other than 
those in which they were created, and the need to prevent such threats from being 
realized is a major underpinning of the state’s military protection function. A 
defeated society is totally vulnerable to the conqueror’s power which can be applied 
to ends ranging from restructuring the government, through pillage and rape, to 
massacre of the population. and resettlement of the land. The threat of force thus 
stimulates not only a powerful concern to protect the socio-political heritage of the 
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state, but also a sense of outrage at the use of unfair forms of competition.” Barry 
Buzan, People, States and Fear: An Agenda for Security Studies in the Post-Cold War Era 
(Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 1991, 2nd ed.), p. 117.

5 Jahn et al., European Security, p. 9.
6 More precisely, in the theory of speech acts, “security’ would be seen as an illocu-

tionary act; this is elaborated at length in Ole Wæver, “Security the Speech Act: 
Analysing the Politics of a Word,” Copenhagen: Centre for Peace and Confl ict 
Research, Working Paper no. 1989/19. See-also: J. L. Austin, How to do Things with 
Words (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975, 2nd ed.), p. 98.

7 A point to which we will return: The other side of the move will, in most cases, be 
at least the price of some loss of prestige as a result of needing to use this special 
resort (“National security was threatened”) or, in the case of failure, the act back-
fi res and raises questions about the viability and reputation of the regime. In this 
sense the move is similar to raising a bet – staking more on the specifi c issue, giving 
it principled importance and thereby investing it with basic order questions.

8 The strongest case for the theoretical status of speech act failure being equal to suc-
cess is given by Jacques Derrida, “Signature Event Context,” Glyph 1 (1977): 172–97 
(originally presented in 1971). The article was reprinted, in a different translation, 
in Jacques Derrida, Margins of Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1982).



Discussion questions

● What do we mean when we talk about national security?
● Discuss what Arnold Wolfers meant by national security as an ‘ambiguous 

symbol’.
● Is security an ‘essentially contested concept’?
● What is/are the referent object/s of, and the necessary conditions for, 

security?
● Why is there the need to redefi ne the concept of security?
● How signifi cant is the contribution of IR Realism to the emancipation and 

primacy of national security?
● How does the feminist perspective change our understanding of international 

relations and security?
● How does the Third World experience contribute to our understanding and 

explanation of the problems of (in)security in the post-Cold War era?
● How do the concepts of environmental and human security alter our under-

standing of national security?
● What are the problems and prospects for the fi eld of security studies in the age 

of globalisation?
● Why does Ole Wæver consider ‘security’ as a ‘speech act’?



PART 2

Security Paradigms

Introduction

E . H .  C A R R  in extracts from Chapters three and four of the Twenty Years’ 
Crisis contributes to the foundations of what is often termed the paradigm of 

‘Classical Realism’, emergent in the inter-war and early Cold War periods. Carr’s 
critique of inter-war ‘Utopianism’ is based on a rejection of the notion of the role of 
public opinion or a balance of economic interest as ensuring international order and 
peace. Instead, Carr posits that confl ict in the inter-war years was driven by a clash 
of economic rivalries between the dominant Anglo-American states and economically 
disadvantaged but rising states demanding their perceived fair share of international 
power and status. Hans J. Morgenthau lays out the main tenets of Classical Realism, 
insisting on the rationality of statesmen and their actions in terms of national interest 
defi ned as the pursuit of power. Morgenthau’s search for a theory of Realism means 
that, while international politics is seen not to be totally indifferent to political ideals, 
it is largely governed by successful and prudent political action in the pursuit of 
national security. Hedley Bull offers a less pessimistic view on the possibilities for 
peace among states through articulating the concept of international society. In some 
ways, Bull’s conception is a bridge between Classical Realism and Liberalism, argu-
ing that states may limit violence among themselves due to bonds, culture, civilisa-
tion, international law and diplomacy.

Kenneth N. Waltz moves the Realist paradigm forward through the provision of a 
framework of Neorealism or Structural Realism. In the extract from the Theory of 
International Politics, Waltz asserts that it is the structure of international anarchy 
and lack of an overarching authority to regulate the behaviour of states which 
give rise to a self-help system. This system is characterised by competition among 
states for power, security and relative gains, making confl ict endemic to the system. 
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Robert Jervis elaborates on some of the assumptions of Neorealism with his 
explication of the concept of the security dilemma. Jervis illustrates how interna-
tional anarchy creates a security dilemma which in turn complicates cooperation. 
Nevertheless, he also points how, even under conditions of anarchy, states may coop-
erate through constant iterations of the ‘Prisoner’s Dilemma’, thus pointing to a 
range of subsequent rational choice theory which has demonstrated the possibilities 
for cooperation under anarchy. John J. Mearsheimer, an advocate of ‘Offensive 
Realism’, again stresses the belief of Neorealists in the diffi culty of international 
cooperation. Specifi cally, he demonstrates how the problem of relative gains under-
mines the effi cacy of international institutions in ensuring cooperation, and that, if 
anything, contemporary theories of Liberalism are adjuncts of Neorealism.

Norman Angell provides a classic statement of early applications of Liberalism 
to the realm of international politics. Angell, writing in 1933, was forced to modify 
his earlier pre-World War I view that economic prosperity, built upon a system of 
interdependent international credit, made large-scale warfare counter-productive and 
nearly impossible. Instead, Angell retains the Liberal belief that while war will always 
remain, and despite the fact that men have become increasingly aware of its futility, 
nevertheless the prospects for confl ict can be mitigated through active promotion of 
economic cooperation and raising the costs of war. Robert Keohane, although writing 
in the more contemporary era, picks up on this Liberal tradition by stressing the 
importance of international institutions in mediating the possibilities for international 
confl ict. Keohane, in advancing a theory of ‘Neoliberal Institutionalism’, emphasises 
the signifi cance of formal and informal institutions – rules, norms, regimes and con-
ventions – in the conduct of world politics. Keohane accepts Neorealism’s emphasis 
on the central role of the state and the constraining condition of international anar-
chy. However, states may cooperate under anarchy due to the capacity for institutions 
to facilitate fl ows of information and lower transaction costs enabling the forging of 
credible international commitments. Keohane sees the Neoliberal Institutionalism 
approach as highly relevant to security in the management of alliances and interna-
tional security agreements. Michael W. Doyle offers another variant of Liberalism in 
his espousing of what is often termed the ‘Democratic Peace thesis’. Doyle points out 
how democratic states do not fi ght each other due to their domestic accountability 
which means leaders are restrained in the international arena; their tendency towards 
negotiation and accommodation in the international arena; and the tendency of lib-
eral democracies to promote international economic interdependency. However, he 
further points out how liberal states may readily fi ght non-liberal states which do not 
share these values and which are inherently distrustful of each other’s intentions; so 
providing an insight into many contemporary wars between the developed powers and 
so-called ‘rogue states’. Bruce Russett rounds off the Liberal perspective with a 
modern version of Immanuel Kant’s three Defi nitive Articles for Perpetual Peace. 
Russett in ‘Neo-Kantian’ style emphasises the dynamic and mutually reinforcing tri-
angular relationship between democracy, peace and economic interdependence.

Alexander Wendt introduces Constructivism as the third major paradigm, or at 
least perspective, on the causes and amelioration of international confl ict. Wendt chal-
lenges the Neorealist notion that anarchic self-help international system is an immu-
table given. Instead, he argues that the international system is a social construction 
based on the interaction of its constituents that brings about a process of identity and 
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interest formation. These inter-subjective identities shape and reshape interests in 
terms of survival; or, in other words, ‘anarchy is what states make of it’. Hence, culture, 
ideas and identities are core to shaping behaviours, with the result that states may 
come into confl ict, but just as equally they may assume more cooperative identities, so 
escaping the Neorealist view of confl ict as inherent to the international system. 
Thomas U. Berger outlines a second variant of Constructivism which focuses on 
domestic culture and norms in shaping identities and interests. Berger stresses that 
culture is constantly evolving and thus political-military cultures will also keep shift-
ing. The implication is that discovering the degree and changing propensity of certain 
societies to confl ict or cooperation will be a product of examinations of different cul-
tures of security.



The foundations of utopianism

T H E  M O D E R N  S C H O O L  of utopian political thought must be traced 
back to the break-up of the mediaeval system, which presupposed a universal 

ethic and a universal political system based on divine authority. […] The realists of the 
Renaissance made the fi rst determined onslaught on the primacy of ethics and pro-
pounded a view of politics which made ethics an instrument of politics, the authority 
of the state being thus substituted for the authority of the church as the arbiter of 
morality. The answer of the utopian school to this challenge was not an easy one. An 
ethical standard was required which would be independent of any external authority, 
ecclesiastical or civil; and the solution was found in the doctrine of a secular ‘law of 
nature’ whose ultimate source was the individual human reason. Natural law, as fi rst 
propounded by the Greeks, had been an intuition of the human heart about what is 
morally right. […] In science, the laws of nature were deduced by a process of reason-
ing from observed facts about the nature of matter [namely that] […] [t]he moral law 
of nature could be scientifi cally established; and rational deduction from the supposed 
facts of human nature took the place of revelation or intuition as the source of moral-
ity. Reason could determine what were the universally valid moral laws; and the 
assumption was made that, once these laws were determined, human beings would 
conform to them just as matter conformed to the physical laws of nature. […]

By the eighteenth century, the main lines of modern utopian thought were fi rmly 
established. It was essentially individualist in that it made the human conscience the 
fi nal court of appeal in moral questions […]. It was essentially rationalist in that it 
identifi ed the human conscience with the voice of reason.1 But it had still to undergo 
important developments; and it was Jeremy Bentham who […] gave to nineteenth-
century utopianism its characteristic shape. Starting from the postulate that the 
fundamental characteristic of human nature is to seek pleasure and avoid pain, 

2 . 1

E. H. Carr

THE NEMESIS OF UTOPIANISM

Source: Twenty  Years’ Crisis: An Introduction to the Study of International Relations (Basingstoke: Papermac, 
1981), pp. 25–41, 42–61.
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Bentham deduced from this postulate a rational ethic which defi ned the good in the 
famous formula ‘the greatest happiness of the greatest number’. As has often been 
pointed out, ‘the greatest happiness of the greatest number’ performed the function, 
which natural law had performed for a previous generation, of an absolute ethical 
standard. Bentham fi rmly believed in this absolute standard, and rejected as ‘anarchi-
cal’ the view that there are ‘as many standards of right and wrong as there are men’.2 
In effect, ‘the greatest happiness of the greatest number’ was the nineteenth-century 
defi nition of the content of natural law.

The importance of Bentham’s contribution was twofold. In the fi rst place, by 
identifying the good with happiness, he provided a plausible confi rmation of the ‘sci-
entifi c’ assumption of the eighteenth-century rationalists that man would infallibly 
conform to the moral law of nature once its content had been rationally determined. 
Secondly, while preserving the rationalist and individualist aspect of the doctrine, he 
succeeded in giving it a broader basis. […] [By identifying] happiness [as] the criter-
ion, the one thing needful was that the individual should understand where his happi-
ness lay. Not only was the good ascertainable […] by a rational process, but this 
process […] was not a matter of abstruse philosophical speculation, but of simple 
common sense. Bentham was the fi rst thinker to elaborate the doctrine of salvation by 
public opinion. The members of the community ‘may, in their aggregate capacity, be 
considered as constituting a sort of judicatory or tribunal – call it […] The Public-
Opinion Tribunal’.3 […]

This is not the only argument by which democracy as a political institution can be 
defended. But this argument was, in fact, explicitly or implicitly accepted by most 
nineteenth-century liberals. The belief that public opinion can be relied on to judge 
rightly on any question rationally presented to it, combined with the assumption that 
it will act in accordance with this right judgement, is an essential foundation of the 
liberal creed. […]

The application of these principles to international affairs followed […]. The 
Abbé Saint-Pierre, who propounded one of the earliest schemes for a League of 
Nations, ‘was so confi dent in the reasonableness of his projects that he always believed 
that, if they were fairly considered, the ruling powers could not fail to adopt them’.4 
Both Rousseau and Kant argued that, since wars were waged by princes in their own 
interest and not in that of their peoples, there would be no wars under a republican 
form of government. In this sense, they anticipated the view that public opinion, if 
allowed to make itself effective, would suffi ce to prevent war. In the nineteenth cen-
tury, this view won widespread approval in Western Europe, and took on the specifi -
cally rationalist colour proper to the doctrine that the holding of the right moral 
beliefs and the performance of the right actions can be assured by process of reason-
ing. Never was there an age which so unreservedly proclaimed the supremacy of the 
intellect. ‘It is intellectual evolution’, averred Comte, ‘which essentially determines 
the main course of social phenomena.’5 […] The view that the spread of education 
would lead to international peace was shared by many of Buckle’s contemporaries and 
successors. Its last serious exponent was Sir Norman Angell, who sought, by The Great 
Illusion and other books, to convince the world that war never brought profi t to 
anyone. If he could establish this point by irrefutable argument, thought Sir Norman, 
then war could not occur. War was simply a ‘failure of understanding’. Once the head 
was purged of the illusion that war was profi table, the heart could look after itself. 
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[…] Reason could demonstrate the absurdity of the international anarchy; and with 
increasing knowledge, enough people would be rationally convinced of its absurdity 
to put an end to it. […]

Benthamism transplanted

Before the end of the nineteenth century, serious doubts had been thrown from 
more than one quarter on the assumptions of Benthamite rationalism. The belief in 
the suffi ciency of reason to promote right conduct was challenged by psychologists. 
The identifi cation of virtue with enlightened self-interest began to shock philoso-
phers. The belief in the infallibility of public opinion had been attractive on the 
hypothesis of the earlier utilitarians that public opinion was the opinion of educated 
and enlightened men. It was less attractive, at any rate to those who thought them-
selves educated and enlightened, now that public opinion was the opinion of the 
masses; and as early as 1859, in his essay On Liberty, J. S. Mill had been preoccupied 
with the dangers of ‘the tyranny of the majority’. After 1900, it would have been 
diffi cult to fi nd, either in Great Britain or in any other European country, any seri-
ous political thinker who accepted the Benthamite assumptions without qualifi ca-
tion. Yet, by one of the ironies of history, these half-discarded nineteenth-century 
assumptions reappeared, in the second and third decades of the twentieth 
century, in the special fi eld of international politics, and there became the founda-
tion-stones of a new utopian edifi ce. The explanation may be in part that, after 
1914, men’s minds naturally fumbled their way back, in search of a new utopia, to 
those apparently fi rm foundations of nineteenth-century peace and security. But a 
more decisive factor was the infl uence of the United States, still in the heyday of 
Victorian prosperity and of Victorian belief in the comfortable Benthamite creed. 
Just as Bentham, a century earlier, had taken the eighteenth-century doctrine of 
reason and refashioned it to the needs of the coming age, so now Woodrow Wilson, 
the impassioned admirer of Bright and Gladstone, transplanted the nineteenth-
century rationalist faith to the almost virgin soil of international politics and, bring-
ing it back with him to Europe, gave it a new lease of life. Nearly all popular theories 
of international politics between the two world wars were refl exions, seen in an 
American mirror, of nineteenth-century liberal thought. In a limited number of 
countries, nineteenth-century liberal democracy had been a brilliant success. It was 
a success because its presuppositions coincided with the stage of development 
reached by the countries concerned. Out of the mass of current speculation, the 
leading spirits of the age took precisely that body of theory which corresponded to 
their needs, consciously and unconsciously fi tting their practice to it, and it to their 
practice. Utilitarianism and laissez-faire served, and in turn directed, the course of 
industrial and commercial expansion. But the view that nineteenth-century liberal 
democracy was based, not on a balance of forces peculiar to the economic develop-
ment of the period and the countries concerned, but on certain a priori rational 
principles which had only to be applied in other contexts to produce similar results, 
was essentially utopian; and it was this view which, under Wilson’s inspiration, 
dominated the world after the fi rst world war. When the theories of liberal democ-
racy were transplanted, by a purely intellectual process, to a period and to countries 
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whose stage of development and whose practical needs were utterly different from 
those of Western Europe in the nineteenth century, sterility and disillusionment 
were the inevitable sequel. Rationalism can create a utopia, but cannot make it real. 
The liberal democracies scattered throughout the world by the peace settlement of 
1919 were the product of abstract theory, stuck no roots in the soil, and quickly 
shrivelled away.

Rationalism and the League of Nations

The most important of all the institutions affected by this one-sided intellectualism 
of international politics was the League of Nations, which was an attempt ‘to apply 
the principles of Lockeian liberalism to the building of a machinery of international 
order’.6 ‘The Covenant’, observed General Smuts, ‘[…] simply carries into world 
affairs that outlook of a liberal democratic society which is one of the great achieve-
ments of our human advance.’7 But this transplantation of democratic rationalism 
from the national to the international sphere was full of unforeseen diffi culties. The 
empiricist treats the concrete case on its individual merits. The rationalist refers it to 
an abstract general principle. Any social order implies a large measure of standard-
ization, and therefore of abstraction; there cannot be a different rule for every 
member of the community. Such standardization is comparatively easy in a commu-
nity of several million anonymous individuals conforming more or less closely to 
recognized types. But it presents infi nite complications when applied to sixty known 
states differing widely in size, in power, and in political, economic and cultural 
development. The League of Nations, being the fi rst large-scale attempt to standard-
ize international political problems on a rational basis, was particularly liable to 
these embarrassments.

The founders of the League […] had indeed recognized the dangers of abstract 
perfection. ‘Acceptance of the political facts of the present’, remarked the offi cial 
British Commentary on the Covenant issued in 1919, ‘has been one of the principles 
on which the Commission has worked’,8 and this attempt to take account of political 
realities distinguished the Covenant not only from previous paper schemes of world 
organization, but also from such purely utopian projects as the International Police 
Force, the Briand-Kellogg Pact and the United States of Europe. The Covenant pos-
sessed the virtue of several theoretical imperfections. […] It seemed for the moment 
as if the League might reach a working compromise between utopia and reality and 
become an effective instrument of international politics.

Unhappily, the most infl uential European politicians neglected the League during 
its critical formative years. Abstract rationalism gained the upper hand, and from 
about 1922 onwards the current at Geneva set strongly in the utopian direction.9 It 
came to be believed, in the words of an acute critic, ‘that there can exist, either at 
Geneva or in foreign offi ces, a sort of carefully classifi ed card-index of events or, 
better still, “situations”, and that, when the event happens or the situation presents 
itself, a member of the Council or Foreign Minister can easily recognize that event or 
situation and turn up the index to be directed to the fi les where the appropriate 
action is prescribed’.10 There were determined efforts to perfect the machinery, to 
standardize the procedure, to close the ‘gaps’ in the Covenant by an absolute veto on 
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all war, and to make the application of sanctions ‘automatic’. The Draft Treaty of 
Mutual Assistance, the Geneva Protocol, the General Act, the plan to incorporate the 
Briand-Kellogg Pact in the Covenant and ‘the defi nition of the aggressor’, were all 
milestones on the dangerous path of rationalization. The fact that the utopian dishes 
prepared during these years at Geneva proved unpalatable to most of the principal 
governments concerned was a symptom of the growing divorce between theory and 
practice.

Even the language current in League circles betrayed the growing eagerness to 
avoid the concrete in favour of the abstract generalizations. […] These linguistic con-
tortions encouraged the frequent failure to distinguish between the world of abstract 
reason and the world of political reality. […] Once it came to be believed in League 
circles that salvation could be found in a perfect card-index, and that the unruly fl ow 
of international politics could be canalized into a set of logically impregnable abstract 
formulae inspired by the doctrines of nineteenth-century liberal democracy, the end 
of the League as an effective political instrument was in sight.

The apotheosis of public opinion

Nor did any better fortune attend the attempt to transplant to the international sphere 
the liberal democratic faith in public opinion. And here there was a double fallacy. The 
nineteenth-century belief in public opinion comprised two articles: fi rst (and in 
democracies this was, with some reservations, true), that public opinion is bound in 
the long run to prevail; and second (this was the Benthamite view), that public opin-
ion is always right. Both these beliefs, not always clearly distinguished one from the 
other, were uncritically reproduced in the sphere of international politics.

The fi rst attempts to invoke public opinion as a force in the international world 
had been made in the United States. […]

The belief in the compelling power of reason, expressed through the voice of the 
people, was particularly congenial to [President] Wilson. […]

America’s entry into the war entailed no modifi cation of Wilson’s faith in the 
rightness of popular judgement. He took up the cue in one of the speeches in which 
he discussed the future conditions of peace […]. […]

‘Unless the Conference was prepared to follow the opinions of mankind,’ he said 
on his way to Paris, ‘and to express the will of the people rather than that of the lead-
ers of the Conference, we should be involved in another break-up of the world.’11

Such conceptions did, in fact, play a conspicuous part in the work of the 
Conference. […] The communiqué to the Italian people, and the withdrawal of the 
Italian Delegation from Paris, were the result of this conviction. The problem of dis-
armament was approached in the same spirit. Once the enemy Powers had been dis-
armed by force, the voice of reason, speaking through public opinion, could be trusted 
to disarm the Allies. […] Most important of all, the whole conception of the League 
of Nations was from the fi rst closely bound up with the twin belief that public opinion 
was bound to prevail and that public opinion was the voice of reason. […]

The ticklish problem of material sanctions was approached reluctantly from the 
American, and almost as reluctantly from the British, side. Like Taft, Anglo-Saxon 
opinion felt itself ‘very little concerned’ over this aspect of the matter; for the 
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recognition of the necessity of sanctions was in itself a derogation from the utopian 
doctrine of the effi cacy of rational public opinion. It was unthinkable that a unani-
mous verdict of the League should be defi ed; and even if by some mischance the 
verdict were not unanimous, ‘a majority report would probably be issued, and […]
this’, suggested Lord Cecil during the debates in Paris, ‘would be likely to carry great 
weight with the public opinion of the world’.12 […] But the argument that public 
opinion is the all-important weapon is two-edged; and in 1932, during the Manchurian 
crisis, the ingenious Sir John Simon used it to demonstrate that any other kind of 
action was superfl uous. ‘The truth is’, he told the House of Commons, ‘that when 
public opinion, world opinion, is suffi ciently unanimous to pronounce a fi rm moral 
condemnation, sanctions are not needed.’13 Given the Benthamite and Wilsonian 
premises, this answer was irrefutable. If public opinion had failed to curb Japan, 
then – as Lord Cecil had said in 1919 – ‘the whole thing is wrong’. […]

The nemesis of utopianism

The nemesis of utopianism in international politics came rather suddenly. […] [A] 
rapid succession of events forced upon all serious thinkers a reconsideration of prem-
ises which were becoming more and more fl agrantly divorced from reality. The 
Manchurian crisis had demonstrated that the ‘condemnation of international public 
opinion’ […], was a broken reed. […] [I]n countries more directly menaced by inter-
national crisis, this consoling view no longer found many adherents […]. Before long 
the group of intellectuals who had once stressed the relative unimportance of the 
‘material’ weapons of the League began to insist loudly on economic and military 
sanctions as the necessary cornerstones of an international order. […]

Moreover, scepticism attacked not only the premise that public opinion is 
certain to prevail, but also the premise that public opinion is certain to be right. At 
the Peace Conference, it had been observed that statesmen were sometimes more 
reasonable and moderate in their demands than the public opinion which they were 
supposed to represent. […] Later history provided many examples of this 
phenomenon. It became a commonplace for statesmen at Geneva and elsewhere to 
explain that they themselves had every desire to be reasonable, but that public 
opinion in their countries was inexorable; and though this plea was sometimes a 
pretext or a tactical manœuvre, there was often a solid substratum of reality beneath 
it. The prestige of public opinion correspondingly declined. ‘It does not help the 
conciliator, the arbitrator, the policeman or the judge’, wrote a well-known sup-
porter of the League of Nations Union recently, ‘to be surrounded by a crowd emit-
ting either angry or exulting cheers.’14 Woodrow Wilson’s ‘plain men throughout 
the world’, the spokesmen of ‘the common purpose of enlightened mankind’, had 
somehow transformed themselves into a disorderly mob emitting incoherent and 
unhelpful noises. It seemed undeniable that, in international affairs, public opinion 
was almost as often wrong-headed as it was impotent. But where so many of the 
presuppositions of 1919 were crumbling, the intellectual leaders of the utopian 
school stuck to their guns […]; the rift between theory and practice assumed 
alarming dimensions. […]
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The problem of diagnosis

In such disasters the obvious explanation is never far to seek. […] Statesmen of more 
than one country have been pilloried by disappointed utopians as wreckers of the 
international order. The few members of the school who have tried to go behind this 
simple anthropomorphic explanation hesitate between two alternative diagnoses. If 
mankind in its international relations has signally failed to achieve the rational good, 
it must either have been too stupid to understand that good, or too wicked to pursue 
it. Professor Zimmern leans to the hypothesis of stupidity. […]

The attempt to build a world order has failed not through ‘pride or ambition or 
greed’, but through ‘muddled thinking’.15 Professor Toynbee, on the other hand, sees 
the cause of the breakdown in human wickedness. […] Some writers combined the 
charge of stupidity and the charge of wickedness. Much comment on international 
affairs was rendered tedious and sterile by incessant girding at a reality which refused 
to conform to utopian prescriptions. […]

It is not true, as Professor Toynbee believes, that we have been living in an excep-
tionally wicked age. It is not true, as Professor Zimmern implies, that we have been 
living in an exceptionally stupid one. Still less is it true, as Professor Lauterpacht 
more optimistically suggests, that what we have been experiencing is ‘a transient 
period of retrogression’ which should not be allowed unduly to colour our thought.16 
It is a meaningless evasion to pretend that we have witnessed, not the failure of the 
League of Nations, but only the failure of those who refused to make it work. The 
breakdown of the 1930s was too overwhelming to be explained merely in terms of 
individual action or inaction. Its downfall involved the bankruptcy of the postulates 
on which it was based. The foundations of nineteenth-century belief are themselves 
under suspicion. It may be not that men stupidly or wickedly failed to apply right 
principles, but that the principles themselves were false or inapplicable. It may turn 
out to be untrue that if men reason rightly about international politics they will also 
act rightly, or that right reasoning about one’s own or one’s nation’s interests is the 
road to an international paradise. If the assumptions of nineteenth-century liberalism 
are in fact untenable, it need not surprise us that the utopia of the international 
theorists made so little impression on reality. […]

The international harmony

Attention has been drawn to the curious way in which doctrines, already obsolete or 
obsolescent before the war of 1914, were reintroduced in the post-war period, largely 
through American inspiration, into the special fi eld of international affairs. This would 
appear to be conspicuously true of the laissez-faire doctrine of the harmony of inter-
ests. […] [T]here was a special reason for the ready acceptance of the doctrine in the 
international sphere. In domestic affairs it is clearly the business of the state to create 
harmony if no natural harmony exists. In international politics, there is no organized 
power charged with the task of creating harmony; and the temptation to assume a 
natural harmony is therefore particularly strong. But […] [t]o make the harmoniza-
tion of interests the goal of political action is not the same thing as to postulate that a 
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natural harmony of interests exists;17 and it is this latter postulate which has caused so 
much confusion in international thinking.

The common interest in peace

Politically, the doctrine of the identity of interests has commonly taken the form of 
an assumption that every nation has an identical interest in peace, and that any 
nation which desires to disturb the peace is therefore both irrational and immoral. 
This view bears clear marks of its Anglo-Saxon origin. It was easy after 1918 to 
convince that part of mankind which lives in English-speaking countries that war 
profi ts nobody. The argument did not seem particularly convincing to Germans, 
who had profi ted largely from the wars of 1866 and 1870, and attributed their 
more recent sufferings, not to the war of 1914, but to the fact that they had lost it; 
or to Italians, who blamed not the war, but the treachery of allies who defrauded 
them in the peace settlement; or to Poles or Czecho-Slovaks who, far from deplor-
ing the war, owed their national existence to it; or to Frenchmen, who could not 
unreservedly regret a war which had restored Alsace-Lorraine to France; or to 
people of other nationalities who remembered profi table wars waged by Great 
Britain and the United States in the past. But these people had fortunately little 
infl uence over the formation of current theories of international relations, which 
emanated almost exclusively from the English-speaking countries. British and 
American writers continued to assume that the uselessness of war had been irrefut-
ably demonstrated by the experience of 1914–18, and that an intellectual grasp of 
this fact was all that was necessary to induce the nations to keep the peace in the 
future; and they were sincerely puzzled as well as disappointed at the failure of 
other countries to share this view.

The confusion was increased by the ostentatious readiness of other countries to 
fl atter the Anglo-Saxon world by repeating its slogans. In the fi fteen years after the 
fi rst world war, every Great Power (except, perhaps, Italy) repeatedly did lip-service 
to the doctrine by declaring peace to be one of the main objects of its policy.18 But as 
Lenin observed long ago, peace in itself is a meaningless aim. […] The utopian assump-
tion that there is a world interest in peace which is identifi able with the interest of 
each individual nation helped politicians and political writers everywhere to evade 
the unpalatable fact of a fundamental divergence of interest between nations desirous 
of maintaining the status quo and nations desirous of changing it.19 A peculiar combina-
tion of platitude and falseness thus became endemic in the pronouncements of states-
men about international affairs. […] The fact of divergent interests was disguised and 
falsifi ed by the platitude of a general desire to avoid confl ict.

International economic harmony

In economic relations, the assumption of a general harmony of interests was made 
with even greater confi dence; for here we have a direct refl exion of the cardinal doc-
trine of laissez-faire economics, and it is here that we can see most clearly the dilemma 
which results from the doctrine. When the nineteenth-century liberal spoke of the 



T H E  N E M E S I S  O F  U T O P I A N I S M   1 1 3

greatest good of the greatest number, he tacitly assumed that the good of the minority 
might have to be sacrifi ced to it. This principle applied equally to international eco-
nomic relations. If Russia or Italy, for example, were not strong enough to build up 
industries without the protection of tariffs, then – the laissez-faire liberal would have 
argued – they should be content to import British and German manufactures and 
supply wheat and oranges to the British and German markets. If anyone had there-
upon objected that this policy would condemn Russia and Italy to remain second-rate 
Powers economically and militarily dependent on their neighbours, the laissez-faire 
liberal would have had to answer that this was the will of Providence and that this was 
what the general harmony of interests demanded. The modern utopian international-
ist enjoys none of the advantages, and has none of the toughness, of the nineteenth-
century liberal. The material success of the weaker Powers in building up protected 
industries, as well as the new spirit of internationalism, preclude him from arguing 
that the harmony of interests depends on the sacrifi ce of economically unfi t nations. 
Yet the abandonment of this premise destroys the whole basis of the doctrine which 
he has inherited; and he is driven to the belief that the common good can be achieved 
without any sacrifi ce of the good of any individual member of the community. Every 
international confl ict is therefore unnecessary and illusory. It is only necessary to 
discover the common good which is at the same time the highest good of all the dis-
putants; and only the folly of statesmen stands in the way of its discovery. The utopian, 
secure in his understanding of this common good, arrogates to himself the monopoly 
of wisdom. The statesmen of the world one and all stand convicted of incredible 
blindness to the interest of those whom they are supposed to represent. Such was the 
picture of the international scene presented, in all seriousness, by British and American 
writers, including not a few economists.

It is for this reason that we fi nd in the modern period an extraordinary diver-
gence between the theories of economic experts and the practice of those responsible 
for the economic policies of their respective countries. […] The economic expert, 
dominated in the main by laissez-faire doctrine, considers the hypothetical economic 
interest of the world as a whole, and is content to assume that this is identical with the 
interest of each individual country. The politician pursues the concrete interest of his 
country, and assumes (if he makes any assumption at all) that the interest of the world 
as a whole is identical with it. Nearly every pronouncement of every international 
economic conference held between the two world wars was vitiated by this assump-
tion that there was some ‘solution’ or ‘plan’ which, by a judicious balancing of inter-
ests, would be equally favourable to all and prejudicial to none. […]

[…] It seems altogether rash to suppose that economic nationalism is necessarily 
detrimental to states which practise it. In the nineteenth century, Germany and the 
United States, by pursuing a ‘strictly nationalistic policy’, had placed themselves in a 
position to challenge Great Britain’s virtual monopoly of world trade. No conference 
of economic experts, meeting in 1880, could have evolved a ‘general plan’ for ‘paral-
lel or concerted action’ which would have allayed the economic rivalries of the time 
in a manner equally advantageous to Great Britain, Germany and the United States. It 
was not less presumptuous to suppose that a conference meeting in 1927 could allay 
the economic rivalries of the later period by a ‘plan’ benefi cial to the interests of 
everyone. Even the economic crisis of 1930–33 failed to bring home to the economists 
the true nature of the problem which they had to face. The experts who prepared the 
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‘Draft Annotated Agenda’ for the World Economic Conference of 1933 condemned 
the ‘worldwide adoption of ideals of national self-suffi ciency which cut unmistakably 
athwart the lines of economic development’.20 They did not apparently pause to 
refl ect that those so-called ‘lines of economic development’, which might be benefi -
cial to some countries and even to the world as a whole, would inevitably be detri-
mental to other countries, which were using weapons of economic nationalism in 
self-defence. […] [E]very Power at some period of its history, and as a rule for pro-
longed periods, has resorted to ‘autarkic tendencies’. It is diffi cult to believe that 
there is any absolute sense in which ‘autarkic tendencies’ are always detrimental to 
those who pursue them. […]

Economic theory, as opposed to economic practice, was so powerfully dominated 
in the years between the two world wars by the supposed harmony of interests that it 
is diffi cult to fi nd, in the innumerable international discussions of the period, any 
clear exposition of the real problem which baffl ed the statesmen of the world. […]

[…] Laissez-faire, in international relations as in those between capital and labour, 
is the paradise of the economically strong. State control, whether in the form of pro-
tective legislation or of protective tariffs, is the weapon of self-defence invoked by the 
economically weak. The clash of interests is real and inevitable; and the whole nature 
of the problem is distorted by an attempt to disguise it.

The harmony broken

We must therefore reject as inadequate and misleading the attempt to base international 
morality on an alleged harmony of interests which identifi es the interest of the whole 
community of nations with the interest of each individual member of it. In the nine-
teenth century, this attempt met with widespread success, thanks to the continuously 
expanding economy in which it was made. The period was one of progressive 
prosperity, punctuated only by minor set-backs. The international economic struc-
ture bore considerable resemblance to the domestic economic structure of the United 
States. Pressure could at once be relieved by expansion to hitherto unoccupied and 
unexploited territories; and there was a plentiful supply of cheap labour, and of back-
ward countries, which had not yet reached the level of political consciousness. 
Enterprising individuals could solve the economic problem by migration, enterpris-
ing nations by colonization. Expanding markets produced an expanding population, 
and population in turn reacted on markets. Those who were left behind in the race 
could plausibly be regarded as the unfi t. A harmony of interests among the fi t, based 
on individual enterprise and free competition, was suffi ciently near to reality to form 
a sound basis for the current theory. With some diffi culty the illusion was kept alive 
till 1914. Even British prosperity, though its foundations were menaced by German 
and American competition, continued to expand. […]

The transition from the apparent harmony to the transparent clash of interests 
may be placed about the turn of the century. Appropriately enough, it found its fi rst 
expression in colonial policies. In the British mind, it was primarily associated with 
events in South Africa. […] In North Africa and the Far East, there was a hasty scram-
ble by the European Powers to secure the few eligible sites which were still vacant. 
Emigration of individuals from Europe, the point of principal tension, to America 
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assumed unparalleled dimensions. In Europe itself, anti-Semitism – the recurrent 
symptom of economic stress – reappeared after a long interval in Russia, Germany 
and France.21 In Great Britain, agitation against unrestricted alien immigration began 
in the 1890s; and the fi rst act controlling immigration was passed in 1905.

The fi rst world war, which proceeded from this growing tension, aggravated it 
tenfold by intensifying its fundamental causes. In belligerent and neutral countries in 
Europe, Asia and America industrial and agricultural production were everywhere 
artifi cially stimulated. After the war every country struggled to maintain its expanded 
production; and an enhanced and infl amed national consciousness was invoked to jus-
tify the struggle. One reason for the unprecedented vindictiveness of the peace trea-
ties, and in particular of their economic clauses, was that practical men no longer 
believed – as they had done fi fty or a hundred years earlier – in an underlying harmony 
of interests between victors and defeated. The object was now to eliminate a competi-
tor, a revival of whose prosperity might menace your own. In Europe, the struggle was 
intensifi ed by the creation of new states and new economic frontiers. In Asia, India and 
China built up large-scale manufactures to make themselves independent of imports 
from Europe. Japan became an exporter of textiles and other cheap goods which 
undercut European manufactures on the world market. Most important of all, there 
were no more open spaces anywhere awaiting cheap and profi table development and 
exploitation. The ample avenues of migration which had relieved the economic pres-
sures of the pre-war period were closed; and in place of the natural fl ow of migration 
came the problem of forcibly evicted refugees.22 The complex phenomenon known as 
economic nationalism swept over the world. The fundamental character of this clash of 
interests became obvious to all except those confi rmed utopians who dominated eco-
nomic thought in the English-speaking countries. The hollowness of the glib nine-
teenth-century platitude that nobody can benefi t from what harms another was 
revealed. The basic presupposition of utopianism had broken down.

What confronts us in international politics today is, therefore, nothing less than 
the complete bankruptcy of the conception of morality which has dominated political 
and economic thought for a century and a half. Internationally, it is no longer possible 
to deduce virtue from right reasoning, because it is no longer seriously possible to 
believe that every state, by pursuing the greatest good of the whole world, is pursuing 
the greatest good of its own citizens, and vice versa. The synthesis of morality and 
reason, at any rate in the crude form in which it was achieved by nineteenth-century 
liberalism, is untenable. The inner meaning of the modern international crisis is the 
collapse of the whole structure of utopianism based on the concept of the harmony of 
interests. The present generation will have to rebuild from the foundations. But before 
we can do this, before we can ascertain what can be salved from the ruins, we must 
examine the fl aws in the structure which led to its collapse; and we can best do this 
by analysing the realist critique of the utopian assumptions.

Notes

1 While this is the form of utopianism which has been predominant for the past three 
centuries, and which still prevails (though perhaps with diminishing force) 
in English-speaking countries, it would be rash to assert that individualism and 
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rationalism are necessary attributes to utopian thought. Fascism contained elements 
of a utopianism which was anti-individualist and irrational. These qualities were 
already latent in the utopian aspects of Leninism – and perhaps even of Marxism.

 2 Bentham, Works, ed. Bowring, i. p. 31.
 3 Bentham, Works, ed. Bowring, viii. p. 561.
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p. 12. ‘The great strength of the Covenant’, said the British Government some 
years later, ‘lies in the measure of discretion which it allows to the Council and 
Assembly in dealing with future contingencies which may have no parallel in his-
tory and which therefore cannot all of them be foreseen in advance’ (League of 
Nations: Offi cial Journal, May 1928, p. 703).

 9 By a curious irony, this development was strongly encouraged by a group of 
American intellectuals; and some European enthusiasts imagined that, by following 
this course, they would propitiate American opinion. The rift between the theory 
of the intellectuals and the practice of the government, which developed in Great 
Britain from 1932 onwards, began in the United States in 1919.

10 J. Fischer-Williams, Some Aspects of the Covenant of the League of Nations, p. 238.
11 Intimate Papers of Colonel House, ed. C. Seymour, iv. p. 291.
12 Miller, The Drafting of the Covenant, ii. p. 64.
13 House of Commons, Offi cial Report, col. 923, 22 March 1932.
14 Lord Allen of Hurtwood, The Times, 30 May 1938.
15 Neutrality and Collective Security, (1936), Harris Foundation Lectures: Chicago, 

pp. 8, 18.
16 International Affairs, xvii. (September–October 1938), p. 712.
17 The confusion between the two was admirably illustrated by an interjection of 

Mr Attlee in the House of Commons: ‘It was precisely the object of the establish-
ment of the League of Nations that the preservation of peace was a common inter-
est of the world’ (House of Commons, 21 December 1937: Offi cial Report, col. 
1811). Mr Attlee apparently failed to distinguish between the proposition that a 
natural community of interests existed and the proposition that the League of 
Nations had been established to create one.

18 ‘Peace must prevail, must come before all’ (Briand, League of Nations: Ninth Assembly, 
p. 83). ‘The maintenance of peace is the fi rst objective of British foreign policy’ 
(Eden, League of Nations: Sixteenth Assembly, p. 106). ‘Peace is our dearest treasure’ 
(Hitler, in a speech in the German Reichstag on 30 January 1937, reported in The 
Times, 1 February 1937). ‘The principal aim of the international policy of the Soviet 
Union is the preservation of peace’ (Chicherin in The Soviet Union and Peace (1929), 
p. 249). ‘The object of Japan, despite propaganda to the contrary, is peace’ 
(Matsuoka, League of Nations: Special Assembly 1932–33, iii. p. 73). The paucity of 
Italian pronouncements in favour of peace was probably explained by the poor 
reputation of Italian troops as fi ghters: Mussolini feared that any emphatic expres-
sion of preference for peace would be construed as an admission that Italy had no 
stomach for war.
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19 It is sometimes maintained not merely that all nations have an equal interest in 
preferring peace to war (which is, in a sense, true), but that war can never in any 
circumstances bring to the victor advantages comparable with its cost. The latter 
view does not appear to be true of the past, though it is possible to argue (as does 
Bertrand Russell, Which Way Peace?) that it is true of modern warfare. If accepted, 
this view leads, of course, to absolute pacifi sm; for there is no reason to suppose 
that it is any truer of ‘defensive’ than of ‘offensive’ war (assuming the distinction 
between them to be valid).

20 League of Nations: C.48, M.18, 1933, ii. p. 6.
21 The same conditions encouraged the growth of Zionism; for Zionism, as the 

Palestine Royal Commission of 1937 remarked, ‘on its negative side is a creed of 
escape’ (Cmd. 5479, p. 13).

22 ‘The existence of refugees is a symptom of the disappearance of economic and 
political liberalism. Refugees are the by-product of an economic isolationism which 
has practically stopped free migration’ (J. Hope Simpson, Refugees: Preliminary Report 
of a Survey, p. 193).



[ . … ]  T H E  H I S T O RY  of modern political thought is the story of a contest 
between two schools that differ fundamentally in their conceptions of the nature of 
man, society, and politics. One believes that a rational and moral political order, 
derived from universally valid abstract principles, can be achieved here and now. It 
assumes the essential goodness and infi nite malleability of human nature, and blames 
the failure of the social order to measure up to the rational standards on lack of 
knowledge and understanding, obsolescent social institutions, or the depravity of cer-
tain isolated individuals or groups. It trusts in education, reform, and the sporadic use 
of force to remedy these defects.

The other school believes that the world, imperfect as it is from the rational 
point of view, is the result of forces inherent in human nature. To improve the 
world one must work with those forces, not against them. This being inherently a 
world of opposing interests and of confl ict among them, moral principles can 
never be fully realized, but must at best be approximated through the ever tempor-
ary balancing of interests and the ever precarious settlement of confl icts. This 
school, then, sees in a system of checks and balances a universal principle for all 
pluralist societies. It appeals to historic precedent rather than to abstract princi-
ples, and aims at the realization of the lesser evil rather than of the absolute 
good.

This theoretical concern with human nature as it actually is, and with the 
historic processes as they actually take place, has earned for the theory presented 
here the name of realism. What are the tenets of political realism? No systematic 
exposition of the philosophy of political realism can be attempted here; it will 
suffi ce to single out six fundamental principles, which have frequently, been 
misunderstood.

2 . 2

Hans J. Morgenthau

A REALIST THEORY OF 
INTERNATIONAL POLITICS

Source: Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace, Brief Edition, revised 
by Kenneth W. Thompson (New York: McGraw Hill, 1993), pp. 3–16.
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Six principles of political realism

1. Political realism believes that politics, like society in general, is governed by 
objective laws that have their roots in human nature. In order to improve soci-
ety it is fi rst necessary to understand the laws by which society lives. The oper-
ation of these laws being impervious to our preferences, men will challenge 
them only at the risk of failure.

Realism, believing as it does in the objectivity of the laws of politics, must 
also believe in the possibility of developing a rational theory that refl ects, how-
ever imperfectly and one-sidedly, these objective laws. It believes also, then, in 
the possibility of distinguishing in politics between truth and opinion – between 
what is true objectively and rationally, supported by evidence and illuminated 
by reason, and what is only a subjective judgment, divorced from the facts as 
they are and informed by prejudice and wishful thinking. […]

For realism, theory consists in ascertaining facts and giving them meaning 
through reason. It assumes that the character of a foreign policy can be ascer-
tained only through the examination of the political acts performed and of the 
foreseeable consequences of these acts. Thus we can fi nd out what statesmen 
have actually done, and from the foreseeable consequences of their acts we can 
surmise what their objectives might have been.

Yet examination of the facts is not enough. To give meaning to the factual 
raw material of foreign policy, we must approach political reality with a kind of 
rational outline, a map that suggests to us the possible meanings of foreign 
policy. In other words, we put ourselves in the position of a statesman who 
must meet a certain problem of foreign policy under certain circumstances, and 
we ask ourselves what the rational alternatives are from which a statesman may 
choose who must meet this problem under these circumstances (presuming 
always that he acts in a rational manner), and which of these rational alternatives 
this particular statesman, acting under these circumstances, is likely to choose. 
It is the testing of this rational hypothesis against the actual facts and their con-
sequences that gives theoretical meaning to the facts of international politics.

2. The main signpost that helps political realism to fi nd its way through the land-
scape of international politics is the concept of interest defi ned in terms of 
power. This concept […] sets politics as an autonomous sphere of action and 
understanding apart from other spheres, such as economics (understood in 
terms of interest defi ned as wealth), ethics, aesthetics, or religion. Without such 
a concept a theory of politics, international or domestic, would be altogether 
impossible, for without it we could not distinguish between political and 
nonpolitical facts, nor could we bring at least a measure of systemic order to the 
political sphere.

We assume that statesmen think and act in terms of interest defi ned as 
power, and the evidence of history bears that assumption out. That assumption 
allows us to retrace and anticipate, as it were, the steps a statesman – past, 
present, or future – has taken or will take on the political scene. We look 
over his shoulder when he writes his dispatches; we listen in on his conversation 
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with other statesmen; we read and anticipate his very thoughts. […] [Also], 
we think as he does, and as disinterested observers we understand his thoughts 
and actions perhaps better than he, the actor on the political scene, does 
himself.

The concept of interest defi ned as power imposes intellectual discipline 
upon the observer, infuses rational order into the subject matter of politics, and 
thus makes the theoretical understanding of politics possible. On the side of the 
actor, it provides for rational discipline in action and creates that astounding 
continuity in foreign policy which makes American, British, or Russian foreign 
policy appear as an intelligible, rational continuum, by and large consistent 
within itself, regardless of the different motives, preferences, and intellectual 
and moral qualities of successive statesmen. A realist theory of international 
politics, then, will guard against two popular fallacies: the concern[s] with 
motives and […] ideological preferences.

To search for the clue to foreign policy exclusively in the motives of states-
men is both futile and deceptive. It is futile because motives are the most illusive 
of psychological data, distorted as they are, frequently beyond recognition, by 
the interests and emotions of actor and observer alike. […]

What is important to know, if one wants to understand foreign policy, is not 
primarily the motives of a statesman, but his intellectual ability to comprehend 
the essentials of foreign policy, as well as his political ability to translate what he 
has comprehended into successful political action. It follows that while ethics in 
the abstract judges the moral qualities of motives, political theory must judge 
the political qualities of intellect, will, and action.

A realist theory of international politics will also avoid the other popular 
fallacy of equating the foreign policies of a statesman with his philosophic or 
political sympathies, and of deducing the former from the latter. Statesmen, 
especially under contemporary conditions, […] will distinguish […] between 
their “offi cial duty,” which is to think and act in terms of the national interest, 
and their “personal wish,” which is to see their own moral values and political 
principles realized throughout the world. Political realism does not require, nor 
does it condone, indifference to political ideals and moral principles, but it 
requires indeed a sharp distinction between the desirable and the possible – 
between what is desirable everywhere and at all times and what is possible 
under the concrete circumstances of time and place.

It stands to reason that not all foreign policies have always followed so ratio-
nal, objective, and unemotional a course. The contingent elements of personal-
ity, prejudice, and subjective preference, and of all the weaknesses of intellect 
and will which fl esh is heir to, are bound to defl ect foreign policies from their 
rational course. Especially where foreign policy is conducted under the condi-
tions of democratic control, the need to marshal popular emotions to the sup-
port of foreign policy cannot fail to impair the rationality of foreign policy 
itself. Yet a theory of foreign policy which aims at rationality must for the time 
being, as it were, abstract from these irrational elements and seek to paint a 
picture of foreign policy which presents the rational essence to be found in 
experience, without the contingent deviations from rationality which are also 
found in experience. […]
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Political realism contains not only a theoretical but also a normative ele-
ment. It knows that political reality is replete with contingencies and systemic 
irrationalities and points to the typical infl uences they exert upon foreign policy. 
Yet it shares with all social theory the need, for the sake of theoretical under-
standing, to stress the rational elements of political reality; for it is these ratio-
nal elements that make reality intelligible for theory. Political realism presents 
the theoretical construct of a national foreign policy which experience can 
never completely achieve.

At the same time political realism considers a rational foreign policy to be 
good foreign policy; for only a rational foreign policy minimizes risks and max-
imizes benefi ts and, hence, complies both with the moral precept of prudence 
and the political requirement of success. Political realism wants the photo-
graphic picture of the political world to resemble as much as possible its painted 
portrait. Aware of the inevitable gap between good – that is, rational – foreign 
policy and foreign policy as it actually is, political realism maintains not only 
that theory must focus upon the rational elements of political reality, but also 
that foreign policy ought to be rational in view of its own moral and practical 
purposes. […]

3. Realism assumes that its key concept of interest defi ned as power is an objective 
category which is universally valid, but it does not endow that concept with a 
meaning that is fi xed once and for all. The idea of interest is indeed of the essence 
of politics and is unaffected by the circumstances of time and place. […]

Yet the kind of interest determining political action in a particular period of 
history depends upon the political and cultural context within which foreign 
policy is formulated. The goals that might be pursued by nations in their foreign 
policy can run the whole gamut of objectives any nation has ever pursued or 
might possibly pursue.

The same observations apply to the concept of power. Its content and the 
manner of its use are determined by the political and cultural environment. 
Power may comprise anything that establishes and maintains the control of man 
over man. Thus power covers all social relationships which serve that end, from 
physical violence to the most subtle psychological ties by which one mind con-
trols another. Power covers the domination of man by man, both when it is 
disciplined by moral ends and controlled by constitutional safeguards, as in 
Western democracies, and when it is that untamed and barbaric force which 
fi nds its laws in nothing but its own strength and its sole justifi cation in its 
aggrandizement.

Political realism does not assume that the contemporary conditions under 
which foreign policy operates, with their extreme instability and the ever pres-
ent threat of large-scale violence, cannot be changed. The balance of power, for 
instance, is indeed a perennial element of all pluralistic societies […], yet it is 
capable of operating […] under the conditions of relative stability and peaceful 
confl ict. If the factors that have given rise to these conditions can be duplicated 
on the international scene, similar conditions of stability and peace will then 
prevail there, as they have over long stretches of history among certain nations.

What is true of the general character of international relations is also true 
of the nation state as the ultimate point of reference of contemporary foreign 
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policy. While the realist indeed believes that interest is the perennial standard 
by which political action must be judged and directed, the contemporary con-
nection between interest and the nation state is a product of history, and is 
therefore bound to disappear in the course of history. Nothing in the realist 
position militates against the assumption that the present division of the politi-
cal world into nation states will be replaced by larger units of a quite different 
character, more in keeping with the technical potentialities and the moral 
requirements of the contemporary world.

The realist parts company with other schools of thought before the all-
important question of how the contemporary world is to be transformed […] 
[in] that this transformation can be achieved only through the workmanlike 
manipulation of the perennial forces that have shaped the past as they will the 
future […] [not] by confronting a political reality that has its own laws with an 
abstract ideal that refuses to take those laws into account.

4. Political realism is aware of the moral signifi cance of political action. It is also 
aware of the ineluctable tension between the moral command and the require-
ments of successful political action. […]

Realism maintains that universal moral principles cannot be applied to the 
actions of states in their abstract universal formulation, but that they must be 
fi ltered through the concrete circumstances of time and place. The individual 
may say for himself: “Fiat justitia, pereat mundus (Let justice be done, even if the 
world perish),” but the state has no right to say so in the name of those who are 
in its care. Both individual and state must judge political action by universal 
moral principles, such as that of liberty. Yet while the individual has a moral 
right to sacrifi ce himself in defense of such a moral principle, the state has no 
right to let its moral disapprobation of the infringement of liberty get in the 
way of successful political action, itself inspired by the moral principle of 
national survival. There can be no political morality without prudence; that is, 
without consideration of the political consequences of seemingly moral action. 
Realism, then, considers prudence – the weighing of the consequences of alter-
native political, actions – to be the supreme virtue in politics. Ethics in the 
abstract judges action by its conformity with the moral law; political ethics 
judges action by its political consequences. […]

5. Political realism refuses to identify the moral aspirations of a particular nation with 
the moral laws that govern the universe. […] All nations are tempted – and few 
have been able to resist the temptation for long – to clothe their own particular 
aspirations and actions in the moral purposes of the universe. To know that nations 
are subject to the moral law is one thing, while to pretend to know with certainty 
what is good and evil in the relations among nations is quite another. […]

The lighthearted equation between a particular nationalism and the counsels 
of Providence is morally indefensible, for it is that very sin of pride against which 
the Greek tragedians and the Biblical prophets have warned rulers and ruled. 
That equation is also politically pernicious, for it is liable to engender the distor-
tion in judgment which, in the blindness of crusading frenzy, destroys nations 
and civilizations – in the name of moral principle, ideal, or God himself.

On the other hand, it is exactly the concept of interest defi ned in terms of 
power that saves us from both that moral excess and that political folly. For if we 
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look at all nations, our own included, as political entities pursuing their respective 
interests defi ned in terms of power, we are able to do justice to all of them […] in 
a dual sense: We are able to judge other nations as we judge our own and, having 
judged them in this fashion, we are then capable of pursuing policies that respect 
the interests of other nations, while protecting and promoting those of our own. 
Moderation in policy cannot fail to refl ect the moderation of moral judgment.

6. The difference […] between political realism and other schools of thought is 
real, and […] profound. […]

The political realist is not unaware of the existence and relevance of stan-
dards of thought other than political ones. […] [H]e cannot but subordinate 
these other standards to those of politics [and] part[ing] company with other 
schools when they impose standards of thought appropriate to other spheres 
upon the political sphere. It is here that political realism takes issue with the 
“legalistic-moralistic approach” to international politics. […]

Th[e] realist defense of the autonomy of the political sphere against its sub-
version by other modes of thought does not imply disregard for the existence 
and importance of these other modes of thought. It rather implies that each 
should be assigned its proper sphere and function. Political realism is based 
upon a pluralistic conception of human nature. […]

Recognizing that […] different facets of human nature exist, political real-
ism also recognizes that in order to understand one of them one has to deal with 
it on its own terms. That is to say, if I want to understand “religious man,” I must 
for the time being abstract from the other aspects of human nature and deal 
with its religious aspect as if it were the only one. Furthermore, I must apply to 
the religious sphere the standards of thought appropriate to it, always remaining 
aware of the existence of other standards and their actual infl uence upon the 
religious qualities of man. What is true of this facet of human nature is true of 
all the others. […]

It is in the nature of things that a theory of politics which is based upon such 
principles will not meet with unanimous approval – nor does, for that matter, 
such a foreign policy. For theory and policy alike run counter to two trends in 
our culture which are not able to reconcile themselves to the assumptions and 
results of a rational, objective theory of politics. One of these trends disparages 
the role of power in society on grounds that stem from the experience and phi-
losophy of the nineteenth century; […] The other trend, opposed to the realist 
theory and practice of politics, stems from the very relationship that exists, and 
must exist, between the human mind and the political sphere. […] The human 
mind in its day-by-day operations cannot bear to look the truth of politics straight 
in the face. It must disguise, distort, belittle, and embellish the truth – the more 
so; the more the individual is actively involved in the processes of politics, and 
particularly in those of international politics. For only by deceiving himself about 
the nature of politics and the role he plays on the political scene is man able to 
live contentedly as a political animal with himself and his fellow men.

Thus it is inevitable that a theory which tries to understand international 
politics as it actually is and as it ought to be in view of its intrinsic nature, rather 
than as people would like to see it, must overcome a psychological resistance 
the most other branches of learning need not face. […]



International order

B Y  I N T E R N AT I O N A L  O R D E R  I mean a pattern of activity that 
sustains the elementary or primary goals of the society of states, or interna-

tional society. […]
A society of states (or international society) exists when a group of states, con-

scious of certain common interests and common values, form a society in the sense 
that they conceive themselves to be bound by a common set of rules in their relations 
with one another, and share in the working of common institutions. If states today 
form an international society […], this is because, recognising certain common inter-
ests and perhaps some common values, they regard themselves as bound by certain 
rules in their dealings with one another, such as that they should respect one another’s 
claims to independence, that they should honour agreements into which they enter, 
and that they should be subject to certain limitations in exercising force against one 
another. At the same time they cooperate in the working of institutions such as the 
forms of procedures of international law, the machinery of diplomacy and general 
international organisation, and the customs and conventions of war.

An international society in this sense presupposes an international system, but an 
international system may exist that is not an international society. Two or more states, 
in other words, may be in contact with each other and interact in such a way as to be 
necessary factors in each other’s calculations without their being conscious of common 
interests or values, conceiving themselves to be bound by a common set of rules, or 
co-operating in the working of common institutions. Turkey, China, Japan, Korea and 
Siam, for example, were part of the European-dominated international system before 
they were part of the European-dominated international society. That is to say, they 
were in contact with European powers, and interacted signifi cantly with them in war 
and commerce, before they and the European powers came to recognise common 
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interests or values, to regard each other as subject to the same set of rules and as 
co-operating in the working of common institutions. […]

When, as in the case of encounters between European and non-European states 
from the sixteenth century until the late nineteenth century, states are participants in 
a single international system, but not members of a single international society, there 
may be communication, exchanges of envoys or messengers and agreements – not 
only about trade but also about war, peace and alliances. But these forms of interac-
tion do not in themselves demonstrate that there is an international society. 
Communication may take place, envoys may be exchanged and agreements entered 
into without there being a sense of common interests or values that gives such 
exchange substance and a prospect of permanence, without any sense that there are 
rules which lay down how the interaction should proceed, and without the attempt of 
the parties concerned to co-operate in institutions in whose survival they have a  
stake. […]

Whether or not these distinguishing features of an international society are 
present in an international system, it is not always easy to determine: as between an 
international system that is clearly also an international society, and a system that is 
clearly not a society, there lie cases where a sense of common interests is tentative and 
inchoate; where the common rules perceived are vague and ill-formed, and there is 
doubt as to whether they are worthy of the name of rules; or where common institu-
tions – relating to diplomatic machinery or to limitations in war – are implicit or 
embryonic. […]

A common feature of these historical international societies is that they were all 
founded upon a common culture or civilisation, or at least on some of the elements 
of such a civilisation: a common language, a common epistemology and understand-
ing of the universe, a common religion, a common ethical code, a common aesthetic 
or artistic tradition. It is reasonable to suppose that where such elements of a common 
civilisation underlie an international society, they facilitate its working in two ways. 
On the one hand, they may make for easier communication and closer awareness and 
understanding between one state and another, and thus facilitate the defi nition of 
common rules and the evolution of common institutions. On the other hand, they 
may reinforce the sense of common interests that impels states to accept common 
rules and institutions with a sense of common values. […]

[B]y international order is meant a pattern or disposition of international activity 
that sustains those goals of the society of states that are elementary, primary or uni-
versal. What goals, then, are these?

First, there is the goal of preservation of the system and society of states itself. 
Whatever the divisions among them, modern states have been united in the belief that 
they are the principal actors in world politics and the chief bearers of rights and duties 
within it. The society of states has sought to ensure that it will remain the prevailing 
form of universal political organisation, in fact and in right. […]

Second, there is the goal of maintaining the independence or external sover-
eignty of individual states. From the perspective of any particular state what it chiefl y 
hopes to gain from participation in the society of states is recognition of its indepen-
dence of outside authority, and in particular of its supreme jurisdiction over its sub-
jects and territory. The chief price it has to pay for this is recognition of like rights to 
independence and sovereignty on the part of other states.
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International society has in fact treated preservation of the independence of 
particular states as a goal that is subordinate to preservation of the society of states 
itself; this refl ects the predominant role played in shaping international society by the 
great powers, which view themselves as its custodians […]. Thus international society 
has often allowed the independence of individual states to be extinguished, as in the 
great process of partition and absorption of small powers by greater ones, in the name 
of principles such as ‘compensation’ and the ‘balance of power’ that produced a steady 
decline in the number of states in Europe from the Peace of Westphalia in 1648 until 
the Congress of Vienna in 1815. In the same way, international society, at least in the 
perspective of the great powers which see themselves as its guardians, treats the inde-
pendence of particular states as subordinate to the preservation of the system as a 
whole when it tolerates or encourages limitation of the sovereignty or independence 
of small states through such devices as spheres-of-infl uence agreements, or agree-
ments to create buffer or neutralised states.

Third, there is the goal of peace. By this is meant not the goal of establishing 
universal and permanent peace, such as has been the dream of irenists or theorists of 
peace, and stands in contrast to actual historical experience: this is not a goal which 
the society of states can be said to have pursued in any serious way. Rather what is 
meant is the maintenance of peace in the sense of the absence of war among member 
states of international society as the normal condition of their relationship, to be 
breached only in special circumstances and according to principles that are generally 
accepted.

Peace in this sense has been viewed by international society as a goal subordinate 
to that of the preservation of the states system itself, for which it has been widely held 
that it can be right to wage war; and as subordinate also to preservation of the sover-
eignty or independence of individual states, which have insisted on the right to wage 
war in self-defence, and to protect other rights also. The subordinate status of peace 
in relation to these other goals is refl ected in the phrase ‘peace and security’, which 
occurs in the United Nations Charter. Security in international politics means no 
more than safety: either objective safety, safety which actually exists, or subjective 
safety, that which is felt or experienced. What states seek to make secure or safe is not 
merely peace, but their independence and the continued existence of the society of 
states itself which that independence requires; and for these objectives, as we have 
noted, they are ready to resort to war and the threat of war. The coupling of the two 
terms together in the Charter refl ects the judgement that the requirements of secu-
rity may confl ict with those of peace, and that in this event the latter will not neces-
sarily take priority.

Fourth, it should be noted that among the elementary or primary goals of the 
society of states are those which, at the beginning of this chapter, were said to be 
the common goals of all social life: limitation of violence resulting in death or bodily 
harm, the keeping of promises and the stabilisation of possession by rules of property.

The goal of limitation of violence is represented in international society in a 
number of ways. States co-operate in international society so as to maintain their 
monopoly of violence, and deny the right to employ it to other groups. States also 
accept limitations on their own right to use violence; at a minimum they accept that 
they shall not kill one another’s envoys or messengers, since this would make 
communication impossible. Beyond this, they accept that war should be waged only 
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for a ‘just’ cause, or a cause the justice of which can be argued in terms of common 
rules. They have also constantly proclaimed adherence to rules requiring that wars be 
fought within certain limits, the temperamenta belli.

The goal of the keeping of promises is represented in the principle pacta sunt 
servanda. Among states as among individuals, cooperation can take place only on the 
basis of agreements, and agreements can fulfi l their function in social life only on the 
basis of a presumption that once entered into they will be upheld. International 
society adjusts itself to the pressures for change that make for the breaking of treaties, 
and at the same time salvages the principle itself, through the doctrine of rebus sic 
stantibus.

The goal of stability of possession is refl ected in international society not only by 
the recognition by states of one another’s property, but more fundamentally in the 
compact of mutual recognition of sovereignty, in which states accept one another’s 
spheres of jurisdiction: indeed, the idea of the sovereignty of the state derived his-
torically from the idea that certain territories and peoples were the property or pat-
rimony of the ruler.

The above are among the elementary or primary goals of modern international 
society, and of other international societies. It is not suggested here that this list is 
exhaustive, nor that it could not be formulated in some other way. Nor is it any part 
of my thesis that these goals should be accepted as a valid basis for action, as legislating 
right conduct in international relations. It should also be said that at this stage in the 
argument we are concerned only with what may be called the ‘statics’ of international 
order and not with its ‘dynamics’; we are concerned only to spell out what is involved 
in the idea of international order, not to trace how it is embodied in historical institu-
tions subject to change. […]

World order

By world order I mean those patterns or dispositions of human activity that sustain 
the elementary or primary goals of social life among mankind as a whole. International 
order is order among states; but states are simply groupings of men, and men may be 
grouped in such a way that they do not form states at all. Moreover, where they are 
grouped into states, they are grouped in other ways also. Underlying the questions we 
raise about order among states there are deeper questions, of more enduring import-
ance, about order in the great society of all mankind.

Throughout human history before the nineteenth century there was no single 
political system that spanned the world as a whole. The great society of all mankind, 
to which allusions were made by exponents of canon law or natural law, was a notional 
society that existed in the sight of God or in the light of the principles of natural law: 
no actual political system corresponded to it. Before the latter half of the nineteenth 
century world order was simply the sum of the various political systems that brought 
order to particular parts of the world.

However, since the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century there has 
arisen for the fi rst time a single political system that is genuinely global. Order on a 
global scale has ceased to be simply the sum of the various political systems that 
produce order on a local scale; it is also the product of what may be called a world 
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political system. Order in the world – say, in 1900 – was still the sum of the order 
provided within European and American states and their overseas dependencies, 
within the Ottoman empire, the Chinese and Japanese empires, within the Khanates 
and Sultanates that preserved an independent existence from the Sahara to Central 
Asia, within primitive African and Oceanic political systems not yet destroyed by the 
European impact – but it was also the consequence of a political system, linking them 
all, that operated all over the world.

The fi rst global political system has taken the form of a global system of states. 
What is chiefl y responsible for the emergence of a degree of interaction among political 
systems in all the continents of the world, suffi cient to make it possible for us to speak 
of a world political system, has been the expansion of the European states system all 
over the globe, and its transformation into a states system of global dimension. In the 
fi rst phase of this process the European states expanded and incorporated or dominated 
the rest of the world, beginning with the Portuguese voyages of discovery in the fi f-
teenth century and ending with the partition of Africa in the nineteenth. In the second 
phase, overlapping with the fi rst in point of time, the areas of the world thus incorpor-
ated or dominated broke loose from European control, and took their places as member 
states of international society, beginning with the American Revolution and ending with 
the African and Asian anticolonial revolution of our own times. It is true that the inter-
meshing of the various parts of the world was not simply the work of states; private 
individuals and groups played their part as explorers, traders, migrants, missionaries 
and mercenaries, and the expansion of the states system was part of a wider spread of 
social and economic exchange. However, the political structure to which these develop-
ments gave rise was one simply of a global system and society of states.

But while the world political system that exists at present takes the form of a 
system of states, or takes principally this form […], world order could in principle be 
achieved by other forms of universal political organisation, and a standing question is 
whether world order might not better be served by such other forms. Other forms 
of universal political organisation have existed in the past on a less than global scale; 
in the broad sweep of human history, indeed, the form of the states system has been 
the exception rather than the rule. Moreover, it is reasonable to assume that new 
forms of universal political organisation may be created in the future that do not 
resemble those that have existed in the past. […]

Here we need only stress that […] world order entails something different from 
international order. Order among mankind as a whole is something wider than order 
among states; something more fundamental and primordial than it; and also, I should 
argue, something morally prior to it.

World order is wider than international order because to give an account of it we 
have to deal not only with order among states but also with order on a domestic or 
municipal scale, provided within particular states, and with order within the wider 
world political system of which the states system is only part.

World order is more fundamental and primordial than international order 
because the ultimate units of the great society of all mankind are not states (or nations, 
tribes, empires, classes or parties) but individual human beings, which are permanent 
and indestructible in a sense in which groupings of them of this or that sort are not. 
This is the moment for international relations, but the question of world order arises 
whatever the political or social structure of the globe.
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World order, fi nally, is morally prior to international order. To take this view is to 
broach the question of the value of world order and its place in the hierarchy of 
human values […]. It is necessary to state at this point, however, that if any value 
attaches to order in world politics, it is order among all mankind which we must treat 
as being of primary value, not order within the society of states. If international order 
does have value, this can only be because it is instrumental to the goal of order in 
human society as a whole.



1. Violence at home and abroad

T H E  S TAT E  A M O N G  S TAT E S , it is often said, conducts its affairs in 
the brooding shadow of violence. Because some states may at any time use force, 

all states must be prepared to do so – or live at the mercy of their militarily more 
vigorous neighbors. Among states, the state of nature is a state of war. This is meant 
not in the sense that war constantly occurs but in the sense that, with each state decid-
ing for itself whether or not to use force, war may at any time break out. Whether in 
the family, the community, or the world at large, contact without at least occasional 
confl ict is inconceivable; and the hope that in the absence of an agent to manage or to 
manipulate confl icting parties the use of force will always be avoided cannot be real-
istically entertained. Among men as among states, anarchy, or the absence of govern-
ment, is associated with the occurrence of violence.

The threat of violence and the recurrent use of force are said to distinguish interna-
tional from national affairs. But in the history of the world surely most rulers have had to 
bear in mind that their subjects might use force to resist or overthrow them. If the absence 
of government is associated with the threat of violence, so also is its presence. […]

If anarchy is identifi ed with chaos, destruction, and death, then the distinction 
between anarchy and government does not tell us much. Which is more precarious: 
the life of a state among states, or of a government in relation to its subject? The 
answer varies with time and place. Among some states at some times, the actual or 
expected occurrence of violence is low. Within some states at some times, the actual 
or expected occurrence of violence is high. The use of force, or the constant fear of 
its use, are not suffi cient grounds for distinguishing international from domestic 
affairs. If the possible and the actual use of force mark both national and international 
orders, then no durable distinction between the two realms can be drawn in terms of 
the use or the nonuse of force. No human order is proof against violence.
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To discover qualitative differences between internal and external affairs one must 
look for a criterion other than the occurrence of violence. The distinction between 
international and national realms of politics is not found in the use or the nonuse of 
force but in their different structures. But if the dangers of being violently attacked 
are greater, say, in taking an evening stroll through downtown Detroit than they are 
in picnicking along the French and German border, what practical difference does the 
difference of structure make? Nationally as internationally, contact generates confl ict 
and at times issues in violence. The difference between national and international 
politics lies not in the use of force but in the different modes of organization for doing 
something about it. A government, ruling by some standard of legitimacy, arrogates 
to itself the right to use force – that is, to apply a variety of sanctions to control the 
use of force by its subjects. If some use private force, others may appeal to the govern-
ment. A government has no monopoly on the use of force, as is all too evident. An 
effective government, however, has a monopoly on the legitimate use of force, and 
legitimate here means that public agents are organized to prevent and to counter the 
private use of force. Citizens need not prepare to defend themselves. Public agencies 
do that. A national system is not one of self-help. The international system is. […]

2. Interdependence and integration

[…] Differences between national and international structures are refl ected in the 
ways the units of each system defi ne their ends and develop the means for reaching 
them. In anarchic realms, like units coact. In hierarchic realms, unlike units interact. 
In an anarchic realm, the units are functionally similar and tend to remain so. Like 
units work to maintain a measure of independence and may even strive for autarchy. 
In a hierarchic realm, the units are differentiated, and they tend to increase the 
extent of their specialization. Differentiated units become closely interdependent, 
the more closely so as their specialization proceeds. Because of the difference of 
structure, interdependence within and interdependence among nations are two dis-
tinct concepts. […]

Although states are like units functionally, they differ vastly in their capabilities. 
Out of such differences something of a division of labor develops […]. The division of 
labor across nations, however, is slight in comparison with the highly articulated divi-
sion of labor within them. Integration draws the parts of a nation closely together. 
Interdependence among nations leaves them loosely connected. Although the integra-
tion of nations is often talked about, it seldom takes place. Nations could mutually 
enrich themselves by further dividing not just the labor that goes into the production 
of goods but also some of the other tasks they perform, such as political management 
and military defense. Why does their integration not take place? The structure of 
international politics limits the cooperation of states in two ways.

In a self-help system each of the units spends a portion of its effort, not in for-
warding its own good, but in providing the means of protecting itself against others. 
Specialization in a system of divided labor works to everyone’s advantage, though not 
equally so. Inequality in the expected distribution of the increased product works 
strongly against extension of the division of labor internationally. When faced with 
the possibility of cooperating for mutual gain, states that feel insecure must ask how 
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the gain will be divided. They are compelled to ask not “Will both of us gain?” but 
“Who will gain more?” If an expected gain is to be divided, say, in the ratio of two to 
one, one state may use its disproportionate gain to implement a policy intended to 
damage or destroy the other. Even the prospect of large absolute gains for both par-
ties does not elicit their cooperation so long as each fears how the other will use its 
increased capabilities. Notice that the impediments to collaboration may not lie in the 
character and the immediate intention of either party. Instead, the condition of inse-
curity – at the least, the uncertainty of each about the other’s future intentions and 
actions – works against their cooperation.

In any self-help system, units worry about their survival, and the worry condi-
tions their behavior. Oligopolistic markets limit the cooperation of fi rms in much the 
way that international-political structures limit the cooperation of states. Within rules 
laid down by governments, whether fi rms survive and prosper depends on their own 
efforts. Firms need not protect themselves physically against assaults from other 
fi rms. They are free to concentrate on their economic interests. As economic entities, 
however, they live in a self-help world. All want to increase profi ts. If they run undue 
risks in the effort to do so, they must expect to suffer the consequences. […] [Hence,] 
[f]irms are constrained to strike a compromise between maximizing their profi ts and 
minimizing the danger of their own demise. Each of two fi rms may be better off if one 
of them accepts compensation from the other in return for withdrawing from some 
part of the market. But a fi rm that accepts smaller markets in exchange for larger 
profi ts will be gravely disadvantaged if, for example, a price war should break out as 
part of a renewed struggle for markets. If possible, one must resist accepting smaller 
markets in return for larger profi ts (pp. 132, 217–18). […] Like nations, oligopolistic 
fi rms must be more concerned with relative strength than with absolute advantage.

A state worries about a division of possible gains that may favor others more than 
itself. That is the fi rst way in which the structure of international politics limits the 
cooperation of states. A state also worries lest it become dependent on others through 
cooperative endeavors and exchanges of goods and services. That is the second way in 
which the structure of international politics limits the cooperation of states. […] 
[Furthermore,] states seek to control what they depend on or to lessen the extent of 
their dependency. This simple thought explains quite a bit of the behavior of states: 
their imperial thrusts to widen the scope of their control and their autarchic strivings 
toward greater self-suffi ciency.

Structures encourage certain behaviors and penalize those who do not respond 
to the encouragement. […] Internationally, many lament the resources states spend 
unproductively for their own defense and the opportunities they miss to enhance the 
welfare of their people through cooperation with other states. And yet the ways of 
states change little. In an unorganized realm each unit’s incentive is to put itself in a 
position to be able to take care of itself since no one else can be counted on to do so. 
The international imperative is “take care of yourself ”! Some leaders of nations may 
understand that the well-being of all of them would increase through their participa-
tion in a fuller division of labor. But to act on the idea would be to act on a domestic 
imperative, an imperative that does not run internationally. What one might want to 
do in the absence of structural constraints is different from what one is encouraged to 
do in their presence. States do not willingly place themselves in situations of increased 
dependence. In a self-help system, considerations of security subordinate economic 
gain to political interest.
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What each state does for itself is much like what all of the others are doing. They 
are denied the advantages that a full division of labor, political as well as economic, 
would provide. Defense spending, moreover, is unproductive for all and unavoidable 
for most. Rather than increased well-being, their reward is in the maintenance of 
their autonomy. States compete, but not by contributing their individual efforts to the 
joint production of goods for their mutual benefi t. Here is a second big difference 
between international-political and economic systems. […]

3. Structures and strategies

[…] Structures cause actions to have consequences they were not intended to have. 
[…] [That said,] [s]o long as one leaves the structure unaffected it is not possible for 
changes in the intentions and the actions of particular actors to produce desirable 
outcomes or to avoid undesirable ones. Structures may be changed […] by changing 
the distribution of capabilities across units. Structures may also be changed by impos-
ing requirements where previously people had to decide for themselves. […] The 
only remedies for strong structural effects are structural changes. […]

Structural constraints cannot be wished away, although many fail to understand 
this. In every age and place, the units of self-help systems – nations, corporations, or 
whatever – are told that the greater good, along with their own, requires them to act 
for the sake of the system and not for their own narrowly defi ned advantage. […] The 
international interest must be served; and if that means anything at all, it means that 
national interests are subordinate to it. The problems are found at the global level. 
Solutions to the problems continue to depend on national policies. What are the con-
ditions that would make nations more or less willing to obey the injunctions that are 
so often laid on them? How can they resolve the tension between pursuing their own 
interests and acting for the sake of the system? No one has shown how that can be 
done, although many wring their hands and plead for rational behavior. The very 
problem, however, is that rational behavior, given structural constraints, does not lead 
to the wanted results. With each country constrained to take care of itself, no one can 
take care of the system. […]

Great tasks can be accomplished only by agents of great capability. That is why 
states, and especially the major ones, are called on to do what is necessary for the 
world’s survival. But states have to do whatever they think necessary for their own 
preservation, since no one can be relied on to do it for them. […]

[…] Over the centuries states have changed in many ways, but the quality of 
international life has remained much the same. States may seek reasonable and worthy 
ends, but they cannot fi gure out how to reach them. The problem is not in their stu-
pidity or ill will, although one does not want to claim that those qualities are lacking. 
The depth of the diffi culty is not understood until one realizes that intelligence and 
goodwill cannot discover and act on adequate programs. Early in this century Winston 
Churchill observed that the British-German naval race promised disaster and that 
Britain had no realistic choice other than to run it. States facing global problems are 
like individual consumers trapped by the tyranny of small decisions. States, like 
consumers, can get out of the trap only by changing the structure of their fi eld of 
activity. The message bears repeating: The only remedy for a strong structural effect 
is a structural change.
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4. The virtues of anarchy

To achieve their objectives and maintain their security, units in a condition of 
anarchy – be they people, corporations, states, or whatever – must rely on the means 
they can generate and the arrangements they can make for themselves. Self-help is 
necessarily the principle of action in an anarchic order. A self-help situation is one of 
high risk – of bankruptcy in the economic realm and of war in a world of free states. 
It is also one in which organizational costs are low. Within an economy or within an 
international order, risks may be avoided or lessened by moving from a situation of 
coordinate action to one of super- and subordination, that is, by erecting agencies with 
effective authority and extending a system of rules. Government emerges where the 
functions of regulation and management themselves become distinct and specialized 
tasks. […]

Along with the advantages of hierarchic orders go the costs. In hierarchic orders, 
moreover, the means of control become an object of struggle. Substantive issues 
become entwined with efforts to infl uence or control the controllers. The hierarchic 
ordering of politics adds one to the already numerous objects of struggle, and the 
object added is at a new order of magnitude. […]

[…] As hierarchical systems, governments nationally or globally are disrupted by 
the defection of major parts. In a society of states with little coherence, attempts at 
world government would founder on the inability of an emerging central authority to 
mobilize the resources needed to create and maintain the unity of the system by 
regulating and managing its parts. The prospect of world government would be an 
invitation to prepare for world civil war. […] States cannot entrust managerial powers 
to a central agency unless that agency is able to protect its client states. The more 
powerful the clients and the more the power of each of them appears as a threat to the 
others, the greater the power lodged in the center must be. The greater the power of 
the center, the stronger the incentive for states to engage in a struggle to control it.

States, like people, are insecure in proportion to the extent of their freedom. If 
freedom is wanted, insecurity must be accepted. Organizations that establish rela-
tions of authority and control may increase security as they decrease freedom. If 
might does not make right, whether among people or states, then some institution or 
agency has intervened to lift them out of nature’s realm. The more infl uential 
the agency, the stronger the desire to control it becomes. In contrast, units in an anar-
chic order act for their own sakes and not for the sake of preserving an organization 
and furthering their fortunes within it. Force is used for one’s own interest. In the 
absence of organization, people or states are free to leave one another alone. Even 
when they do not do so, they are better able, in the absence of the politics of the 
organization, to concentrate on the politics of the problem and to aim for a minimum 
agreement that will permit their separate existence rather than a maximum agree-
ment for the sake of maintaining unity. If might decides, then bloody struggles over 
right can more easily be avoided.

Nationally, the force of a government is exercised in the name of right and jus-
tice. Internationally, the force of a state is employed for the sake of its own protection 
and advantage. Rebels challenge a government’s claim to authority; they question the 
rightfulness of its rule. Wars among states cannot settle questions of authority and 
right; they can only determine the allocation of gains and losses among contenders 
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and settle for a time the question of who is the stronger. Nationally, relations of 
authority are established. Internationally, only relations of strength result. Nationally, 
private force used against a government threatens the political system. Force used by 
a state – a public body – is, from the international perspective, the private use of 
force; but there is no government to overthrow and no governmental apparatus to 
capture. Short of a drive toward world hegemony, the private use of force does not 
threaten the system of international politics, only some of its members. War pits some 
states against others in a struggle among similarly constituted entities. The power of 
the strong may deter the weak from asserting their claims, not because the weak rec-
ognize a kind of rightfulness of rule on the part of the strong, but simply because it is 
not sensible to tangle with them. Conversely, the weak may enjoy considerable free-
dom of action if they are so far removed in their capabilities from the strong that the 
latter are not much bothered by their actions or much concerned by marginal increases 
in their capabilities.

National politics is the realm of authority, of administration, and of law. 
International politics is the realm of power, of struggle, and of accommodation. The 
international realm is preeminently a political one. The national realm is variously 
described as being hierarchic, vertical, centralized, heterogeneous, directed, and 
contrived; the international realm, as being anarchic, horizontal, decentralized, 
homogeneous, undirected, and mutually adaptive. The more centralized the order, 
the nearer to the top the locus of decisions ascends. Internationally, decisions are 
made at the bottom level, there being scarcely any other. In the vertical horizontal 
dichotomy, international structures assume the prone position. Adjustments are made 
internationally, but they are made without a formal or authoritative adjuster. 
Adjustment and accommodation proceed by mutual adaptation (cf. Barnard 1944, 
pp. 148–52; Polanyi 1941, pp. 428–56). Action and reaction, and reaction to the 
reaction, proceed by a piecemeal process. The parties feel each other out, so to speak, 
and defi ne a situation simultaneously with its development. Among coordinate units, 
adjustment is achieved and accommodations arrived at by the exchange of “consider-
ations,” in a condition, as Chester Barnard put it, “in which the duty of command and 
the desire to obey are essentially absent” (pp. 150–51). Where the contest is over 
considerations, the parties seek to maintain or improve their positions by maneuver-
ing, by bargaining, or by fi ghting. The manner and intensity of the competition is 
determined by the desires and the abilities of parties that are at once separate and 
interacting.

Whether or not by force, each state plots the course it thinks will best serve its 
interests. If force is used by one state or its use is expected, the recourse of other 
states is to use force or be prepared to use it singly or in combination. No appeal can 
be made to a higher entity clothed with the authority and equipped with the ability to 
act on its own initiative. Under such conditions the possibility that force will be used 
by one or another of the parties looms always as a threat in the background. In politics 
force is said to be the ultima ratio. In international politics force serves, not only as the 
ultima ratio, but indeed as the fi rst and constant one. […] The constant possibility that 
force will be used limits manipulations, moderates demands, and serves as an incen-
tive for the settlement of disputes. One who knows that pressing too hard may lead 
to war has strong reason to consider whether possible gains are worth the risks 
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entailed. […] The possibility that confl icts among nations may lead to long and costly 
wars has […] sobering effects. […]
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I. Anarchy and the security dilemma

T H E  L A C K  O F  A N  I N T E R N AT I O N A L  sovereign not only permits 
wars to occur, but also makes it diffi cult for states that are satisfi ed with the 

status quo to arrive at goals that they recognize as being in their common interest. 
Because there are no institutions or authorities that can make and enforce interna-
tional laws, the policies of cooperation that will bring mutual rewards if others coop-
erate may bring disaster if they do not. Because states are aware of this, anarchy 
encourages behavior that leaves all concerned worse off than they could be, even in 
the extreme case in which all states would like to freeze the status quo. This is true of 
the men in Rousseau’s “Stag Hunt.” If they cooperate to trap the stag, they will all eat 
well. But if one person defects to chase a rabbit – which he likes less than stag – none 
of the others will get anything. Thus, all actors have the same preference order, and 
there is a solution that gives each his fi rst choice: (1) cooperate and trap the stag (the 
international analogue being cooperation and disarmament); (2) chase a rabbit while 
others remain at their posts (maintain a high level of arms while others are disarmed); 
(3) all chase rabbits (arms competition and high risk of war); and (4) stay at the 
original position while another chases a rabbit (being disarmed while others are 
armed).1 Unless each person thinks that the others will cooperate, he himself will 
not. And why might he fear that any other person would do something that would 
sacrifi ce his own fi rst choice? The other might not understand the situation, or might 
not be able to control his impulses if he saw a rabbit, or might fear that some other 
member of the group is unreliable. If the person voices any of these suspicions, others 
are more likely to fear that he will defect, thus making them more likely to defect, 
thus making it more rational for him to defect. Of course in this simple case – and in 
many that are more realistic – there are a number of arrangements that could permit 
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cooperation. But the main point remains: although actors may know that they seek a 
common goal, they may not be able to reach it.

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

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

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

More frequently, the concern is with direct attack. In order to protect them-
selves, states seek to control, or at least to neutralize, areas on their borders. But 
attempts to establish buffer zones can alarm others who have stakes there, who fear 
that undesirable precedents will be set, or who believe that their own vulnerability 
will be increased. When buffers are sought in areas empty of great powers, expansion 
tends to feed on itself in order to protect what is acquired, as was often noted by 
those who opposed colonial expansion. […]

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

The third problem present in international politics but not in the Stag Hunt is the 
security dilemma: many of the means by which a state tries to increase its security 
decrease the security of others. In domestic society, there are several ways to increase 
the safety of one’s person and property without endangering others. One can move 
to a safer neighborhood, put bars on the windows, avoid dark streets, and keep a dis-
tance from suspicious-looking characters. Of course these measures are not conve-
nient, cheap, or certain of success. But no one save criminals need be alarmed if a 
person takes them. In international politics, however, one state’s gain in security often 
inadvertently threatens others. In explaining British policy on naval disarmament in 
the inter-war period to the Japanese, Ramsey MacDonald said problem was not with 
British desires, but with the consequences of her policy. In earlier periods, too, Britain 
had needed a navy large enough to keep the shipping lanes open. But such a navy 
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could not avoid being a menace to any other state with a coast that could be raided, 
trade that could be interdicted, or colonies that could be isolated. When Germany 
started building a powerful navy before World War I, Britain objected that it could 
only be an offensive weapon aimed at her. As Sir Edward Grey, the Foreign Secretary, 
put it to King Edward VII: “If the German Fleet ever becomes superior to ours, the 
German Army can conquer this country. There is no corresponding risk of this kind 
to Germany; for however superior our Fleet was, no naval victory could bring us any 
nearer to Berlin.”  The English position was half correct: Germany’s navy was an anti-
British instrument. But the British often overlooked what the Germans knew full 
well: “in every quarrel with England, German colonies and trade were […] hostages 
for England to take.” Thus, whether she intended it or not, the British Navy consti-
tuted an important instrument of coercion.2

II. What makes security cooperation more likely?

Given this gloomy picture, the obvious question is, why are we not all dead? Or, to put 
it less starkly, what kinds of variables ameliorate the impact of anarchy and the security 
dilemma? The workings of several can be seen in terms of the Stag Hunt or repeated 
plays of the Prisoner’s Dilemma. The Prisoner’s Dilemma differs from the Stag Hunt 
in that there is no solution that is in the best interests of all the participants; there are 
offensive as well as defensive incentives to defect from the coalition with the others; 
and, if the game is to be played only once, the only rational response is to defect. But 
if the game is repeated indefi nitely, the latter characteristic no longer holds and we can 
analyze the game in terms similar to those applied to the Stag Hunt. It would be in the 
interest of each actor to have others deprived of the power to defect; each would be 
willing to sacrifi ce this ability if others were similarly restrained. But if the others are 
not, then it is in the actor’s interest to retain the power to defect.3 […]

[…] “Given either of the above situations, what makes it more or less likely that 
the players will cooperate […]?” The chances of achieving this outcome will be 
increased by: (1) anything that increases incentives to cooperate by increasing the 
gains of mutual cooperation […] and/or decreasing the costs the actor will pay if he 
cooperates and the other does not […]; (2) anything that decreases the incentives for 
defecting by decreasing the gains of taking advantage of the other […] and/or increas-
ing the costs of mutual noncooperation […] [and]; (3) anything that increases each 
side’s expectation that the other will cooperate.4

* * *

IV. Four worlds

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

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

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

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

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

Notes

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

 The conditions of the problem may […] be briefl y summarized as follows:
a) If we make a railway to Seistan while Russia remains inactive, we gain a consid-

erable defensive advantage at considerable fi nancial cost;
b) If Russia makes a railway to Seistan, while we remain inactive, she gains a con-

siderable offensive advantage at considerable fi nancial cost;
c) If both we and Russia make railways to Seistan, the defensive and offensive 

advantages may be held to neutralize each other; in other words, we shall have 
spent a good deal of money and be no better off than we are at present. On the 
other hand, we shall be no worse off, whereas under alternative (b) we shall be 
much worse off. Consequently, the theoretical balance of advantage lies with the 
proposed railway extension from Quetta to Seistan.

 W. G. Nicholson, “Memorandum on Seistan and Other Points Raised in the 
Discussion on the Defence of India” (Committee of Imperial Defence, March 
20, 1903). It should be noted that the possibility of neither side building railways 
was not mentioned, thus strongly biasing the analysis.

2 Quoted in Leonard Wainstein, “The Dreadnought Gap,” in Robert Art and Kenneth 
Waltz, eds., The Use of Force (Boston: Little, Brown 1971), 155; Raymond Sontag, 
European Diplomatic History, 1871–1932 (New York: Appleton-Century-Croits 
1933), 147. The French had made a similar argument 50 years earlier; see James 
Phinncy Baxter III, The Introduction of the Ironclad Warship (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press 1933), 149. For a more detailed discussion of the security dilemma, 
see Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press 1976), 62–76.

3 Experimental evidence for this proposition is summarized in James Tedeschi, Barry 
Schlenker, and Thomas Bonoma, Confl ict, Power, and Games (Chicago: Aldine 1973), 
135–41.

4 The results of Prisoner’s Dilemma games played in the laboratory support this 
argument. See Anatol Rapoport and Albert Chammah, Prisoner’s Dilemma (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press 1965), 33–50. Also see Robert Axelrod, 
Confl ict of Interest (Chicago: Markham 1970), 60–70.



Liberal institutionalism

L I B E R A L  I N S T I T U T I O N A L I S M  does not directly address the 
question of whether institutions cause peace, but instead focuses on the less 

ambitious goal of explaining cooperation in cases where state interests are not funda-
mentally opposed.1 Specifi cally, the theory looks at cases where states are having dif-
fi culty cooperating because they have “mixed” interests; in other words, each side has 
incentives both to cooperate and not to cooperate.2 Each side can benefi t from coop-
eration, however, which liberal institutionalists defi ne as “goal-directed behavior that 
entails mutual policy adjustments so that all sides end up better off than they would 
otherwise be.”3 The theory is of little relevance in situations where states’ interests are 
fundamentally confl ictual and neither side thinks it has much to gain from coopera-
tion. In these circumstances, states aim to gain advantage over each other. They think 
in terms of winning and losing, and this invariably leads to intense security competi-
tion, and sometimes war. But liberal institutionalism does not deal directly with these 
situations, and thus says little about how to resolve or even ameliorate them.

Therefore, the theory largely ignores security issues and concentrates instead on 
economic and, to a lesser extent, environmental issues.4 In fact, the theory is built on 
the assumption that international politics can be divided into two realms – security 
and political economy – and that liberal institutionalism mainly applies to the latter, 
but not the former. […] Moreover, the likelihood of cooperation is markedly differ-
ent within these two realms: when economic relations are at stake, “cooperation can 
be sustained among several self-interested states,” whereas the prospects for coopera-
tion are “more impoverished[…]in security affairs.”5 Thus, the theory’s proponents 
pay little attention to the security realm, where questions about war and peace are of 
central importance.
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Nevertheless, there are good reasons to examine liberal institutionalism closely. 
Liberal institutionalists sometimes assert that institutions are an important cause of 
international stability. Moreover, one might argue that if the theory shows a strong 
causal connection between institutions and economic cooperation, it would be rela-
tively easy to take the next step and link cooperation with peace.6 Some proponents 
of the theory maintain that institutions contribute to international stability; this sug-
gests that they believe it is easy to connect cooperation and stability.7 I doubt this 
claim, mainly because proponents of the theory defi ne cooperation so narrowly as to 
avoid military issues. […]

CAUSAL LOGIC. Liberal institutionalists claim to accept realism’s root assump-
tions while arguing that cooperation is nevertheless easier to achieve than realists 
recognize. […]

According to liberal institutionalists, the principal obstacle to cooperation among 
states with mutual interests is the threat of cheating.8 The famous “prisoners’ dilemma,” 
which is the analytical centerpiece of most of the liberal institutionalist literature, 
captures the essence of the problem that states must solve to achieve cooperation.9 
Each of two states can either cheat or cooperate with the other. Each side wants to 
maximize its own gain, but does not care about the size of the other side’s gain; each 
side cares about the other side only so far as the other side’s chosen strategy affects its 
own prospects for maximizing gain. The most attractive strategy for each state is to 
cheat and hope the other state pursues a cooperative strategy. […]

The key to solving this dilemma is for each side to convince the other that they 
have a collective interest in making what appear to be short-term sacrifi ces (the gain 
that might result from successful cheating) for the sake of long-term benefi ts (the 
substantial payoff from mutual long-term cooperation). This means convincing states 
to accept the second-best outcome, which is mutual collaboration. The principal 
obstacle to reaching this cooperative outcome will be fear of getting suckered, should 
the other side cheat. This, in a nutshell, is the problem that institutions must solve.

To deal with this problem of “political market failure,” institutions must deter 
cheaters and protect victims.10 Three messages must be sent to potential cheaters: 
you will be caught, you will be punished immediately, and you will jeopardize future 
cooperative efforts. Potential victims, on the other hand, need early warning of cheat-
ing to avoid serious injury, and need the means to punish cheaters.

Liberal institutionalists do not aim to deal with cheaters and victims by changing 
fundamental norms of state behavior. Nor do they suggest transforming the anarchi-
cal nature of the international system. They accept the assumption that states operate 
in an anarchic environment and behave in a self-interested manner.11 […] Liberal 
institutionalists instead concentrate on showing how rules can work to counter the 
cheating problem, even while states seek to maximize their own welfare. They argue 
that institutions can change a state’s calculations about how to maximize gains. 
Specifi cally, rules can get states to make the short-term sacrifi ces needed to resolve 
the prisoners’ dilemma and thus to realize long-term gains. Institutions, in short, can 
produce cooperation.

Rules can ideally be employed to make four major changes in “the contractual 
environment.”12 First, rules can increase the number of transactions between particu-
lar states over time.13 […]
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Second, rules can tie together interactions between states in different issue 
areas. […]

Third, a structure of rules can increase the amount of information available to 
participants in cooperative agreements so that close monitoring is possible. […]

Fourth, rules can reduce the transaction costs of individual agreements.14 […]
Liberal institutionalism is generally thought to be of limited utility in the security 

realm, because fear of cheating is considered a much greater obstacle to cooperation 
when military issues are at stake.15 There is the constant threat that betrayal will result 
in a devastating military defeat. This threat of “swift, decisive defection” is simply not 
present when dealing with international economics. Given that “the costs of betrayal” 
are potentially much graver in the military than the economic sphere, states will be 
very reluctant to accept the “one step backward, two steps forward” logic which 
underpins the tit-for-tat strategy of conditional cooperation. One step backward in 
the security realm might mean destruction, in which case there will be no next step – 
backward or forward.16

FLAWS IN THE CAUSAL LOGIC. There is an important theoretical failing in the liberal 
institutionalist logic, even as it applies to economic issues. The theory is correct as far 
as it goes: cheating can be a serious barrier to cooperation. It ignores, however, the 
other major obstacle to cooperation: relative-gains concerns. As Joseph Grieco has 
shown, liberal institutionalists assume that states are not concerned about relative 
gains, but focus exclusively on absolute gains.17 […]

This oversight is revealed by the assumed order of preference in the prisoners’ 
dilemma game: each state cares about how its opponent’s strategy will affect its own 
(absolute) gains, but not about how much one side gains relative to the other. […] 
Nevertheless, liberal institutionalists cannot ignore relative-gains considerations, 
because they assume that states are self-interested actors in an anarchic system, and 
they recognize that military power matters to states. A theory that explicitly accepts 
realism’s core assumptions – and liberal institutionalism does that – must confront 
the issue of relative gains if it hopes to develop a sound explanation for why states 
cooperate.

One might expect liberal institutionalists to offer the counterargument that rel-
ative-gains logic applies only to the security realm, while absolute-gains logic applies 
to the economic realm. Given that they are mainly concerned with explaining eco-
nomic and environmental cooperation, leaving relative-gains concerns out of the 
theory does not matter.

There are two problems with this argument. First, if cheating were the only sig-
nifi cant obstacle to cooperation, liberal institutionalists could argue that their theory 
applies to the economic, but not the military realm. In fact, they do make that argu-
ment. However, once relative-gains considerations are factored into the equation, it 
becomes impossible to maintain the neat dividing line between economic and mili-
tary issues, mainly because military might is signifi cantly dependent on economic 
might. The relative size of a state’s economy has profound consequences for its stand-
ing in the international balance of military power. Therefore, relative-gains concerns 
must be taken into account for security reasons when looking at the economic as well 
as military domain. The neat dividing line that liberal institutionalists employ to spec-
ify when their theory applies has little utility when one accepts that states worry 
about relative gains.18



Second, there are non-realist (i.e., non-security) logics that might explain why 
states worry about relative gains. Strategic trade theory, for example, provides a 
straightforward economic logic for why states should care about relative gains.19 It 
argues that states should help their own fi rms gain comparative advantage over the 
fi rms of rival states, because that is the best way to insure national economic prosper-
ity. There is also a psychological logic, which portrays individuals as caring about how 
well they do (or their state does) in a cooperative agreement, not for material rea-
sons, but because it is human nature to compare one’s progress with that of others.20

Another possible liberal institutionalist counterargument is that solving the 
cheating problem renders the relative-gains problem irrelevant. If states cannot cheat 
each other, they need not fear each other, and therefore, states would not have to 
worry about relative power. The problem with this argument, however, is that even if 
the cheating problem were solved, states would still have to worry about relative 
gains because gaps in gains can be translated into military advantage that can be used 
for coercion or aggression. And in the international system, states sometimes have 
confl icting interests that lead to aggression. […]

I am not suggesting that relative-gains considerations make cooperation impos-
sible; my point is simply that they can pose a serious impediment to cooperation and 
must therefore be taken into account when developing a theory of cooperation among 
states. […]

CAN LIBERAL INSTITUTIONALISM BE REPAIRED? Liberal institutionalists must address 
two questions if they are to repair their theory. First, can institutions facilitate coop-
eration when states seriously care about relative gains, or do institutions only matter 
when states can ignore relative-gains considerations and focus instead on absolute 
gains? I fi nd no evidence that liberal institutionalists believe that institutions facilitate 
cooperation when states care deeply about relative gains. They apparently concede 
that their theory only applies when relative-gains considerations matter little or hardly 
at all.21 Thus the second question: when do states not worry about relative gains? The 
answer to this question would ultimately defi ne the realm in which liberal institution-
alism applies.

Liberal institutionalists have not addressed this important question in a system-
atic fashion, so any assessment of their efforts to repair the theory must be prelimi-
nary. What exists are a lengthy response by Keohane to Grieco’s original work on 
relative gains, and two studies responding to Grieco’s writings by Robert Powell and 
Duncan Snidal, which Keohane and other liberal institutionalists point to as exem-
plars of how to think about the relative-gains problem.22

Powell and Snidal offer different arguments about when relative-gains consider-
ations are slight. Nevertheless, both are essentially realist arguments.23 Neither study 
discusses how institutions might facilitate cooperation, and both explanations are 
built around familiar realist concepts.

At the root of Powell’s argument is the well-known offense-defense balance made 
famous by Robert Jervis, George Quester, Jack Snyder, and Stephen Van Evera.24 
Powell maintains that relative-gains considerations matter little, and that states act in 
accordance with liberal institutionalism when the threat of aggressive war is low and 
“the use of force is no longer at issue.”25 That situation obtains when the cost of aggres-
sion is high, which is, in turn, a function of the “constraints imposed by the underlying 
technology of war.”26 In other words, when the prevailing military weaponry favors 
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the offense, then the cost of war is low, and relative-gains considerations will be 
intense. Institutions can do little to facilitate cooperation in such circumstances. 
However, when defensive technology dominates, the cost of initiating aggression is 
high and the relative-gains problem is subdued, which allows institutions to cause 
cooperation.

Snidal maintains that relative-gains concerns might not matter much to states 
even if they face a serious threat of war. The root concept in his argument is the dis-
tribution of power in the international system.27 Specifi cally, he maintains that in a 
multipolar system where more than a small number of states have roughly equal 
power, states will not worry much about relative gains. Increasing the number of 
states in the system decreases concern for relative gains. “The reason is that more 
actors enhance the possibilities of protecting oneself through forming coalitions; and, 
generally, the less well united one’s potential enemies, the safer one is.”28 However, 
he concedes that “the relative gains hypothesis[…]has important consequences for 
two-actor situations and, where there are small numbers or important asymmetries 
among larger numbers, it may modify conclusions obtained from the absolute gains 
model.”29

I draw three conclusions from this discussion of the liberal institutionalists’ efforts 
to deal with the relative-gains problem. First, even if one accepts Powell and Snidal’s 
arguments about when states largely ignore relative-gains concerns, those conditions 
are rather uncommon in the real world. Powell would look for a world where defen-
sive military technologies dominate. However, it is very diffi cult to distinguish 
between offensive and defensive weapons, and Powell provides no help on this point.30 
Nuclear weapons are an exception; they are defensive weapons in situations of mutual 
assured destruction.31 Still, the presence of massive numbers of nuclear weapons in 
the arsenals of the superpowers during the Cold War did not stop them from engaging 
in an intense security competition where relative-gains considerations mattered 
greatly. Very importantly, Powell provides no historical examples to illustrate his cen-
tral argument. Snidal would look for a multipolar world with large numbers of 
roughly equal-sized great powers. However, historically we fi nd multipolar systems 
with small numbers of great powers – usually fi ve or six – and very often signifi cant 
power asymmetries within them. Snidal offers no historical examples of multipolar 
systems in which the great powers largely ignored relative-gains considerations.32

Second, liberal institutionalism itself has little new to say about when states 
worry about relative gains. Proponents of the theory have instead chosen to rely on 
two realist explanations to answer that question: the offense-defense balance and the 
distribution of power in the system. Thus, liberal institutionalism can hardly be called 
a theoretical alternative to realism, but instead should be seen as subordinate to it.33

Third, even in circumstances where realist logic about relative gains does not 
apply, non-military logics like strategic trade theory might cause states to think in 
terms of relative gains. Liberal institutionalist theory should directly confront those 
logics. […]

In summary, liberal institutionalism does not provide a sound basis for under-
standing international relations and promoting stability in the post-Cold War world. 
It makes modest claims about the impact of institutions, and steers clear of war and 
peace issues, focusing instead on the less ambitious task of explaining economic coop-
eration. Furthermore, the theory’s causal logic is fl awed, as proponents of the theory 



now admit. Having overlooked the relative-gains problem, they are now attempting 
to repair the theory, but their initial efforts are not promising. […]
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[ … ]  T H E  P E A C E  A DVO C AT E  pleads for “altruism” in international rela-
tionships, and in so doing admits that successful war may be to the interest, though 
the immoral interest, of the victorious party. That is why the “inhumanity” of war 
bulks so largely in his propaganda, and why he dwells so much upon its horrors and 
cruelties.

It thus results that the workaday world and those engaged in the rough and tumble 
of practical politics have come to look upon the peace ideal as a counsel of perfection 
which may one day be attained when human nature, as the common phrase is, has 
been improved out of existence, but not as long as human nature remains what it is. 
While it remains possible to seize a tangible advantage by a man’s strong right arm, 
the advantage, it is felt, will be seized, and woe betide the man who cannot defend 
himself.

Nor is this philosophy of force either as brutal, or immoral as its common state-
ment would make it appear. We know that in the world as it exists today, in spheres 
other than those of international rivalry, the race is to the strong, and the weak get 
scant consideration. Industrialism and commercialism are as full of cruelties as war 
itself – cruelties, indeed, that are longer drawn out, more refi ned, if less apparent, 
and, it may be, appealing less to the ordinary imagination than those of war. With 
whatever reticence we may put the philosophy into words, we all feel that confl ict of 
interests in this world is inevitable, and that what is an incident of our daily lives 
should not be shirked as a condition of those occasional titanic confl icts which mould 
history.

The virile man doubts whether he ought to be moved by the plea of the “inhu-
manity” of war. The masculine mind accepts suffering, death itself, as a risk which we 
are all prepared to run even in the most unheroic forms of money-making. None of 
us refuses to use the railway train because of the occasional smash, to travel because 
of the occasional shipwreck. Indeed, peaceful industry demands in the long run a 
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heavier toll even in life and blood than does war. It suffi ces to note the physique of the 
thousands – women as well as men – who pour through the factory gates of the north; 
the health of the children left at home, the kind of life that industry involves for mil-
lions, to say nothing of the casualty statistics in railroading, fi shing, mining and sea-
manship, to be persuaded of that fact. Even in the “conscious” brutality which we 
usually deem special to war, such peaceful industries as fi shing and shipping reveal a 
dreadful plenty.* Our peaceful administration of the tropics not only takes its heavy 
toll in the health and lives of good men, but much of it involves a moral deterioration 
of human character as great – as does so much of our “peaceful” industry and trade.

Beside these peace sacrifi ces the “price of war” does not seem unduly high, and 
many may well feel that the trustees of a nation’s interests ought not to shrink from 
paying that price should the effi cient protection of those interests demand it. If the 
ordinary man is prepared, as we know he is, to risk his life in a dozen dangerous trades 
and professions for no object higher than that of improving his position or increasing 
his income, why should the statesman shrink from such sacrifi ces as the average war 
demands, if thereby the great interests which have been confi ded to him can be 
advanced? If it be true, as even the pacifi st admits that it may be true, that the vital 
interests of a nation can be advanced by warfare; if, in other words, warfare can play 
some large part in the protection of the nation’s heritage, the promotion of its wel-
fare, then the rulers of a courageous people are justifi ed in disregarding the suffering 
and the sacrifi ce that it may involve. And they will continue to receive the support of 
“the common man” so long as he feels that military predominance gives his nation the 
effi cient protection of rights, its due share in the world’s wealth and economic oppor-
tunity, enlarged commercial opportunities, wider markets, protection against the 
aggression of commercial rivals, all translatable into welfare and prosperity, not at all 
necessarily for himself personally, but for his people – those who should come fi rst, 
by whom he feels he should stand as a matter of plain and simple loyalty. He faces the 
risk of war in the same spirit as that in which a sailor or a fi sherman faces the risk of 
drowning, or a miner that of the choke-damp, or a doctor that of a fatal disease, 
because he would rather take the supreme risk than accept for himself and his depend-
ants a lower situation, a narrower and meaner existence, with complete safety. He 
also asks whether the lower path is altogether free from risks. He knows that in so 
very many circumstances the bolder way is the safer way.

When the pacifi st in these circumstances falls back upon the moral plea as opposed 
to economic considerations, he does not seem to realize that he has not met the mili-
tarists’ – which is here the common man’s – moral case, a case for war which is 
undoubtedly valid if one accepts the economic assumptions that are usually common 
alike to the pacifi st and the militarist.

If it be true that successful war secures for a people enlarged economic opportu-
nities, opportunities which may be necessary for life and welfare, it may be our only 
available means of preventing the starvation of our children, of making due provision 
for them. This is an economic task, but moral motives may well underlie it, and moral 
rights be involved. We can only meet that moral case by disproving the economic one. 
Yet so often does the pacifi st regard it as sordid to discuss economic issues at all. […]

Now you cannot answer that case merely by invoking righteousness, the higher 
claims of morals over economic interest, for the moral question itself arises out of the 
question of economic rights.
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The economic fact is the test of the ethical claim: if it really be true that we must 
withhold sources of food from others because otherwise our own people would 
starve, there is ethical justifi cation for such use of our power. But if such is not the 
fact, the whole moral issue is changed, and with it, to the degree to which it is mutu-
ally realised, the social outlook and attitude. Furthermore, as voters we are trustees, 
trustees of our nation, and as such it is our duty to do the best we can for its prosper-
ity. We have here, therefore, a moral obligation to understand economic issues.

So much of pacifi st advocacy has never done the militarist the elementary justice 
of assuming that, however mistaken, the soldier is sincere when he says that he fi ghts 
for right as he sees it; that he has no other recourse than to fi ght or to acquiesce in 
wrong. To retort in that circumstance that all war is wrong is merely to beg the 
question: the rightness or wrongness is the very thing in dispute. And when the 
soldier, who honestly believes that he is giving his life for a righteous cause, is met 
by the pacifi st appeal to “righteousness,” the plea is apt to excite a not unnatural 
exasperation.

Not long since, an English Divine said that the root cause of all war was the self-
ishness and avarice of man. One thought of the spectacle which almost any war affords 
us, of tens of thousands of youngsters going to their deaths as to a feast, of the moth-
ers who bid them good-bye with smiling faces and breaking hearts; of the fathers who 
are so proud of them; of the millions who starve, and skimp, and suffer through the 
years without murmur. Selfi shness? Avarice?

War does not arise because consciously wicked men take a course which they 
know to be wrong, but because good men on both sides pursue a course which 
they believe to be right, stand, as Lincoln stood when he made war, for the right 
as they see it. It is a case not of conscious and admitted wrong challenging unques-
tioned and admitted right; but of misunderstanding of right.

It is not a question of moral intent, as some pacifi st advocacy would so persist-
ently imply, but of intellectual error in the interpretation of Right, and the problem 
is to fi nd at what point and in what manner the mistake arises. The investigation of that 
misunderstanding is a task rather of intellectual clarifi cation than of moral exhorta-
tion; and it must include examination of economic situations, since questions of right 
and morals arise out of economic confl ict, or assumed economic confl ict.

This […] is not, therefore, an attempt to set up the economic motive over against 
the moral; it is an attempt to analyse a moral situation which arises out of alleged 
economic needs; to examine the economic reasons commonly advanced as morally 
justifying war.

To criticize such examination as preferring “an appeal to narrow self-interest” to 
one based on righteousness and morals, involves one of those confusions of thought 
which frustrate and stultify so much peace advocacy, and perpetuate the misunder-
standings which lie at the root of war.

This of course does not imply that the economic motive should dominate life,
 but rather that it will unless the economic problem is solved: a hungry people is a 
people thinking fi rst and last of bread. To turn their minds to other things they must 
be fed. […]

To refuse to face this problem because “economics” are sordid, is to refuse to face 
the needs of human life, and the forces that shape it. Such an attitude, while professing 
moral elevation, involves a denial of the right of others to live. Its worst defect, 
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perhaps, is that its heroics are fatal to intellectual rectitude, to truth. No society built 
upon such foundations can stand.

It is because this fact of the relationship of economics and morals has not been 
adequately faced that so much peace propaganda has failed; that the public opinion of 
the countries of Europe, far from restraining the tendency of governments to increase 
armaments, is pushing them into still greater expenditure. Behind that impulse, and 
justifying it, are certain universally accepted assumptions, such as that national power 
means national wealth, national advantage; that expanding territory means increased 
opportunity for industry; that the strong nation can guarantee opportunities for its 
citizens that the weak nation cannot. […]

[…] We have seen that no material advantage is to be achieved by a successful 
attack upon us, any more than by ours upon someone else; that an enemy, success-
ful in war, could take neither our wealth, our gold, our trade, nor our colonies 
(since we don’t own them); his war would certainly prove economically futile. Is the 
conclusion, therefore, that we need no defence; that we can abolish our armaments 
and invite the foreigner to do his worst?

Always have I insisted that this is not the conclusion; that the futility of war will 
never of itself stop war; that only when men realize the futility will it deter them. 
They do not at present so realize that futility, or this […] would never have been writ-
ten. Policy is determined, not by the facts, but what men believe to be the facts, and 
that belief may be woefully mistaken. […]

In this matter it seems fatally easy to secure either one of two kinds of action: that 
of the “practical man” who limits his energies to securing a policy which will perfect 
the machinery of war, and disregard anything else; or that of the pacifi st, who, per-
suaded of the brutality or immorality of war, just leaves it at that, implying that 
national defence is no concern of his. What is needed is the type of activity which will 
include both halves of the problem; provision for education, for a political reforma-
tion in this matter, as well as such means of defence as will meantime counterbalance 
the existing impulse to aggression. To concentrate on either half to the exclusion of 
the other half is to render the whole problem insoluble. […]

The essence of truth is degree. This book does not argue that there is not, and 
could never be, such a thing as a confl ict of national interests. It is not necessary to 
prove such absolutes in order to establish the case which I am trying to establish. But 
if it be true, broadly, that a nation cannot capture wealth by military means – that 
wealth in the modern world is of such a nature that the very fact of military seizure 
causes the thing we want to disappear; if, far from it being true that we must fi ght or 
starve, it is very much nearer to the truth to say that we shall starve unless we stop 
fi ghting; and that only by co-operation can we solve our economic problems, then to 
prove this is to clear the road to co-operation, to do the thing which must be done if 
the will to co-operate is to be set in motion.

For while it may not be true that, where there is a will, there is a way, it is cer-
tainly true that, where there is no will, there is no way; and there can be no will to 
co-operation so long as each party believes that partnership means dividing limited 
spoils of which he could secure the whole if only he can “conquer” that other party.

Now, though it may be true that, where you are dependent upon your partner 
(where, say, two fi shermen are working together a fi shing smack which would cer-
tainly be wrecked if one tried to work it alone), you cannot profi tably destroy him, 
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cannot seize his share of the catch without sacrifi cing your own – even so, it does not 
mean that you are ready to forgo all means of protecting your rights under the terms 
of the partnership; does not mean surrendering all measures to ensure that you do 
not have more than your share of the work and less than your share of the profi ts.

Thus, though we may decide that fi ghting each other in order to seize things 
which cannot be seized is a silly business, and that as civilized men we must learn to 
co-operate, co-operation needs organizing, perhaps policing.

Collective power, expressed through police, may be necessary to give men – or 
nations – equality, equality of right. Circumstances give a person or a nation a posi-
tion of power. There arises a difference – it may well be an honest difference – of view 
as to which has the rights of the matter. The stronger – fortifi ed by his sense of right – 
says to the other: “That’s my view. I believe I’m right: I intend to carry my view into 
effect, and, as you are weaker, you will just have to accept it.”  There is no equality of 
right here. The material or economic question, as we have seen, soon becomes a ques-
tion of right. And, by some curious quirk of thought this situation is supposed to 
justify competition of arms, the armed anarchy of the nations. But that does not 
ensure right or justice; it imposes injustice; compels the weaker to accept the view of 
the stronger, however outrageous that view may be.

But if anarchy, the competition of arms does not ensure justice, neither does non-
resistance: the unresisted domination of the stronger. Power must act impartially for all, 
and it can only do that if it is placed behind a law or code that is applied equally to all.

Even when civilized individuals, living within the nation, accept completely the 
principle of social cooperation and do not base their conduct on the assumption that 
in order to live someone else has to go under – even so, we know that life can only go 
on by means of established rules and codes, sometimes of great complexity, covering 
things from motor traffi c to marriage laws, banking practice and inheritance of prop-
erty. Each individual must know that such rights as he possesses will be assured to him 
other than by his own strength, otherwise he will be his own defender of his own 
rights and try to be stronger than his neighbour; and that neighbour will claim the 
same right to be stronger, and you will then get the process of everybody trying to be 
stronger than everybody else, anarchy and chaos.

That is why I do not believe that the problem of defence can be simply ignored; 
nor that we can persuade men to accept sheer non-resistance as its solution. The fi rst 
stage in getting rid of our instruments of coercion, or reducing them to vanishing 
point, is, as indicated in preceding pages, to transfer them from rival litigants to the 
law, to the community, to make of our armies and navies the common police of 
civilization, standing behind a commonly agreed rule. But, before that can be done, 
there must be created a sense of community, a sense of our interests being common 
interests, not inherently, “biologically,” in confl ict. It is futile to lament the fact that 
there is no police to restrain our rival if we ourselves refuse to co-operate in the 
creation of a police. Before the police can exist, there must be a community; and 
before the community can exist, there must be a sense of common interest, and 
before that can exist, we must shed the false ideas which are incompatible with that 
sense. To that end fi nally – the transformation of men’s ideas which determine their 
acts – do we inevitably come.

However we may start, with whatever plan, however elaborated or varied, the 
end is always the same – the progress of man in this matter depends upon the degree 
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to which his ideas are socially workable. Again we have arrived at the region of 
platitude. But also again it is one of those platitudes which most people deny. […]

* * *

We do not believe it impossible to change or reform men’s ideas; such a plea 
would doom us all to silence, and would kill social and political literature. “Public 
opinion” is not external to men; it is made by men; by what they hear and read, and 
have suggested to them by their daily tasks, and talk and contact. […]

If little apparently has been done in the modifi cation of ideas in this matter, it is 
because little relatively has been attempted. Millions of us are prepared to throw 
ourselves with energy into that part of national defence which, after all, is a make-
shift, into agitation for the building of dreadnoughts and the raising of armies, the 
things in fact which can be seen. But barely dozens will throw themselves with equal 
ardour into that other department of national defence, the only department which 
will really guarantee security, though by means which are invisible – the clarifi cation 
of ideas. […]

Admitting his premises – and these premises are the universally accepted axioms 
of international politics the world over – who shall say that he is wrong?

Note

* The Matin recently (1908) made a series of revelations, in which it was shown that 
the master of a French cod-fi shing vessel had, for some trivial insubordinations, 
nearly disembowelled his cabin-boy, put salt into the intestines, and then thrown 
the quivering body into the hold with the cod-fi sh. So inured were the crew to 
brutality that they did not effectively protest, and the incident was only brought to 
light months later by wine-shop chatter. The Matin quotes this as the sort of brutal-
ity that marks the Newfoundland cod-fi shing industry in French ships. Again, the 
German Socialist papers have recently been dealing with what they term “The 
Casualties of the Industrial Battlefi eld,” showing that the losses from industrial acci-
dents since 1871 – the loss of life during peace, that is – have been enormously 
greater than the losses due to the Franco-Prussian War.



Neoliberal institutionalism: a perspective on world politics

[ … ]  T O  U N D E R S TA N D  W O R L D  politics, we must keep in mind both 
decentralization and institutionalization. It is not just that international politics is 
“fl ecked with particles of government,” as Waltz (1979:114) acknowledges; more 
fundamentally, it is institutionalized. That is, much behavior is recognized by partici-
pants as refl ecting established rules, norms, and conventions, and its meaning is inter-
preted in light of these understandings. Such matters as diplomatic recognition, 
extraterritoriality, and the construction of agendas for multilateral organizations are 
all governed by formal or informal understandings […].

Thinking about international institutions

The principal thesis […] is that variations in the institutionalization of world politics 
exert signifi cant impacts on the behavior of governments. In particular, patterns of 
cooperation and discord can be understood only in the context of the institutions that 
help defi ne the meaning and importance of state action. This perspective on interna-
tional relations, which I call “neoliberal institutionalism,” does not assert that states 
are always highly constrained by international institutions. Nor does it claim that 
states ignore the effects of their actions on the wealth or power of other states.1 What 
I do argue is that state actions depend to a considerable degree on prevailing institu-
tional arrangements, which affect

2 . 8

Robert Keohane

NEOLIBERAL INSTITUTIONALISM

Source: International Institution and State Power (Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 1989), pp. 1–20.
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● the fl ow of information and opportunities to negotiate;
● the ability of governments to monitor others’ compliance and to implement 

their own commitments – hence their ability to make credible commitments in 
the fi rst place; and

● prevailing expectations about the solidity of international agreements.

Neoliberal institutionalists do not assert that international agreements are easy to 
make or to keep: indeed, we assume the contrary. What we do claim is that the ability 
of states to communicate and cooperate depends on human-constructed institutions, 
which vary historically and across issues, in nature (with respect to the policies they 
incorporate) and in strength (in terms of the degree to which their rules are clearly 
specifi ed and routinely obeyed) (Aggarwal, 1985:31). States are at the center of our 
interpretation of world politics, as they are for realists; but formal and informal rules 
play a much larger role in the neoliberal than in the realist account.

Neoliberal institutionalism is not a single logically connected deductive theory, 
any more than is liberalism or neorealism: each is a school of thought that provides 
a perspective on world politics. Each perspective incorporates a set of distinctive 
questions and assumptions about the basic units and forces in world politics. Neo-
liberal institutionalism asks questions about the impact of institutions on state action 
and about the causes of institutional change; it assumes that states are key actors 
and examines both the material forces of world politics and the subjective self-
understandings of human beings.2

The neoliberal institutionalist perspective […] is relevant to an international 
system only if two key conditions pertain. First, the actors must have some mutual 
interests; that is, they must potentially gain from their cooperation. In the absence of 
mutual interests, the neoliberal perspective on international cooperation would be as 
irrelevant as a neoclassical theory of international trade in a world without potential 
gains from trade. The second condition for the relevance of an institutional approach 
is that variations in the degree of institutionalization exert substantial effects on state 
behavior. If the institutions of world politics were fi xed, once and for all, it would be 
pointless to emphasize institutional variations to account for variations in actor behav-
ior. There is, however, ample evidence to conclude both that states have mutual inter-
ests and that institutionalization is a variable rather than a constant in world politics. 
Given these conditions, cooperation is possible but depends in part on institutional 
arrangements. A successful theory of cooperation must therefore take into account 
the effects of institutions. […]

Organizations, rules, and conventions

[…] I defi ne institutions as “persistent and connected sets of rules (formal and infor-
mal) that prescribe behavioral roles, constrain activity, and shape expectations.” We 
can think of international institutions, thus defi ned, as assuming one of three forms:

1. Formal intergovernmental or cross-national nongovernmental organizations. […]
2. International regimes. […]
3. Conventions. […]

* * *
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The signifi cance of institutions

International institutions are important for states’ actions in part because they affect 
the incentives facing states, even if those states’ fundamental interests are defi ned 
autonomously. International institutions make it possible for states to take actions that 
would otherwise be inconceivable […]. They also affect the costs associated with alter-
natives that might have existed independently […]. Evasion is often possible, […] but 
institutions do affect behavior, even if they do not always attain the desired objective.

[…] Institutions may also affect the understandings that leaders of states have of 
the roles they should play and their assumptions about others’ motivations and per-
ceived self-interests. That is, international institutions have constitutive as well as 
regulative aspects: they help defi ne how interests are defi ned and how actions are 
interpreted.3 Meanings are communicated by general conventions such those refl ect-
ing the principle of reciprocity and by more specifi c conventions, such as those that 
indicate what is meant in a diplomatic communiqué by a “full and frank exchange of 
views.” Meanings are also embedded in the rules of international regimes, such as 
those of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), which specify and 
implement the principle of reciprocity4 […].

[…] In modern international relations, the pressures from domestic interests, 
and those generated by the competitiveness of the state system, exert much stronger 
effects on state policy than do international institutions, even broadly defi ned. 
International “social structures” are manifestly weaker than those of small homoge-
neous communities or even of modern national societies. Thus, although I accept the 
“structurationist” advice to be alert to the reciprocal interaction between state and 
international institutions, I do not wish to be interpreted as accepting the view that 
the causal impact of international institutions on state policy is as strong as that of 
states on international institutions.

There is no strict relationship between the degree of institutionalization of an 
institution and its importance to world politics. In addition to asking questions about 
institutionalization, we need to inquire about effectiveness, which is not necessarily 
correlated with institutionalization. Highly institutionalized arrangements can 
become ossifi ed, encapsulated, or irrelevant. […] Likewise, practices that are not 
highly institutionalized may be of supreme importance, insofar as they provide the 
basis for interpretation of action throughout world politics. Sovereign statehood was 
one such practice even before its rules had been codifi ed. Whether increasing institu-
tionalization leads to greater effectiveness should therefore not be assumed; the issue 
needs to be addressed with the usual combination of theory (under what conditions 
does institutionalization increase effectiveness?) and empirical research. […]

* * *

Neoliberal institutionalism and neorealism

Contemporary neorealist international political theory, as elegantly outlined in 
Kenneth Waltz’s work, has enhanced our understanding of world politics by clarifying 
the concept of structure, and by using this concept parsimoniously to account for 
certain prominent patterns of international political behavior, such as the formation 
of balances of power. […]
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Neoliberal institutionalism […] shares some important intellectual commitments 
with neorealism. Like neorealists, neoliberal institutionalists seek to explain behav-
ioral regularities by examining the nature of the decentralized international system. 
Neither neorealists nor neoliberal institutionalists are content with interpreting texts: 
both sets of theorists believe that there is an international political reality that can be 
partially understood, even if it will always remain to some extent veiled. Both also 
believe in trying to test theories, while recognizing that epistemology is also prob-
lematical: neither perspective is committed to the naive notion that reality can be 
objectively known.

Another reason for associating neoliberal institutionalism with neorealism is that 
both tendencies regard the international system as decentralized and take state power 
seriously. […]

Finally, neoliberal institutionalists agree with neorealists that by understanding 
the structure of an international system, as defi ned by neorealists, we come to know 
“a small number of big and important things” (Waltz, 1986:329). As Waltz notes: “to 
the extent that dynamics of a system limit the freedom of its units, their behavior and 
the outcomes of their behavior become predictable” (1979:72). This is not to say that 
they become perfectly predictable: “Systems theories explain why different units 
behave similarly and, despite their variations, produce outcomes that fall within 
expected ranges. Conversely, theories at the unit level tell us why different units 
behave differently despite their similar placement in a system” (Waltz, 1979:72). 
Since no systems theory can be expected to account for the behavior of the units, we 
also have to look at policies and the exercise of state power […].

Yet despite these affi nities with neorealism, neoliberal institutionalism should be 
regarded as a distinct school of thought (Keohane, 1986:25–26, fn. 7). Although neolib-
eral institutionalists share the neorealists’ objective of explaining state behavior insofar 
as possible through an understanding of the nature of the international system, we fi nd 
the neorealist conception of structure too narrow and confi ning. Neorealism can account 
only for changes that result from shifts in relative state capabilities. […] Unless the posi-
tions of units change relative to one another, the neorealist cannot explain changes in 
their behavior. Yet, […] I believe that conventions in world politics are as fundamental 
as the distribution of capabilities among states: indeed, state action in the sense used by 
neorealists depends on the acceptance of practices such as sovereign statehood […]. 
Thus I accept and generalize John Ruggie’s argument that Waltz’s conception of struc-
ture is unduly truncated, as well as static (Ruggie, 1983). Deeply embedded expecta-
tions are as fundamental to world politics as are the power resources of the units.

An implicit version of this appreciation of the role of expectations and conven-
tions in world politics underlay the notion of “complex interdependence” [which] 
[…] key characteristic […] is the well-founded expectation of the ineffi cacy of the 
use or threat of force among states – an expectation that helps create support for 
conventions or regimes delegitimating threats of force. […]

Complex interdependence exemplifi es the role of expectations and conventions 
in world politics – and therefore of institutionalization as defi ned above. My argument 
is that neorealism is underspecifi ed because it fails to theorize about variations in the 
institutional characteristics of world politics. Because neorealists do not properly 
specify the nature of the international environment, their conclusions about self-help, 
about reliance on unit-level capabilities, and about sources of shift in patterns of 
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interstate relationships are often wrong or at best misleading. Different international 
political systems have different degrees of institutionalization. In relatively non-
institutionalized systems, the physical capabilities of states are most important: this 
is presumably what Waltz has in mind when he says of international relations that 
“authority quickly reduces to a particular expression of capability” (1979:88). But in 
relatively institutionalized international systems, states may be able to exert infl uence 
by drawing on widespread diplomatic norms, on legally institutionalized transnational 
fi nancial networks, and on those international institutions known as alliances. […] An 
adequate understanding of state action in world politics depends on an appreciation 
of the strengths and weaknesses of institutionalization. […]

Neoliberal institutionalism and liberalism

Liberalism […] stresses the importance of international institutions, constructed by 
states, in facilitating mutually benefi cial policy coordination among governments.5 
Another conception of liberalism associates it with a belief in the value of individual 
freedom. […]

[…] Liberalism […] also […] stresses the role of human-created institutions in 
affecting how aggregations of individuals make collective decisions. It emphasizes the 
importance of changeable political processes rather than simply of immutable struc-
tures, and it rests on a belief in at least the possibility of cumulative progress in human 
affairs. […] Institutions change as a result of human action, and the changes in expect-
ations and processes that result can exert profound effects on state behavior. […]

Yet [neoliberal institutionalism] […] diverge[s] from those of much liberal inter-
national political theory. Liberalism in international relations is often thought of 
exclusively in terms of what I have elsewhere called republican and commercial liberal-
ism (Keohane, 1989). Republican liberalism argues that republics are more peacefully 
inclined than despotisms. In its naive version, commercial liberalism argues that com-
merce leads necessarily to peace. The resulting caricature of liberalism posits the 
“harmony of interests” so tellingly criticized by E. H. Carr (1946). My own view is 
that republics are remarkably peaceful toward one another, but republics do not nec-
essarily act peacefully toward nonrepublican states or toward societies not organized 
as states (Doyle, 1983). I believe that an open international economic environment, 
characterized by opportunities for mutually rewarding exchange under orderly sets 
of rules, provides incentives for peaceful behavior, but not that it necessitates or 
ensures such behavior. That is, cooperation must be distinguished from harmony. 
Cooperation is not automatic, but requires planning and negotiation. It is a highly 
political process inasmuch as patterns of behavior must be altered – a process that 
involves the exercise of infl uence. And infl uence is secured not only with the aid of 
persuasion and prestige but also through the use of resources – principally economic 
resources under conditions of complex interdependence, and military resources 
when confl icts of interest are very sharp and uses or threats of force are effi cacious.6 
Neoliberal institutionalists accept a version of liberal principles that eschews deter-
minism and that emphasizes the pervasive signifi cance of international institutions 
without [marginalizing] the role of state power. […]

* * *
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Neoliberal institutionalism also insists on the signifi cance of international regimes 
and the importance of the continued exploration of the conditions under which they 
emerge and persist. Judging from the literature in international relations journals, 
this battle has been won in the area of political economy: studies of particular inter-
national economic regimes have proliferated.7 […] But we need to carry the investi-
gation of international regimes further into the security area, as a number of authors 
have begun to do.8

The third type of international institution discussed […] is the convention: an 
informal institution, with implicit rules and understandings, that shapes the expecta-
tions of actors. Conventions change over time, although the pace of change may be 
slow. To understand the changes in world politics over the course of centuries, we 
need to understand how conventions change. […]

It has often been assumed that neorealist [theory] is appropriate for the study of 
security issues; yet on some security [issues] states have substantial mutual interests 
that can be realized only through institutionalized cooperation. Consider, for exam-
ple, the phenomenon of international alliances. Currently, the theoretical literature 
on alliances views them from a neorealist perspective.

According to this literature, alliances result from relations of major antagonism 
and are formed to supplement the capabilities of the parties (Liska, 1962:14–20; 
26–27). They are viewed as fundamentally shaped by the structure of the system, 
defi ned in neorealist terms. […] But none of these otherwise perceptive works takes 
advantage of the fact that alliances are institutions, and that both their durability and 
strength (the degree to which states are committed to alliances, even when costs are 
entailed) may depend in part on their institutional characteristics. None of them 
employs theories of institutions to examine the formal and informal rules and con-
ventions on which alliances rely. Thus questions such as the following are not asked:

● Are formal alliances more durable or stronger than alignments based on infor-
mal agreements?

● How much difference do executive heads of alliance organizations, and their 
bureaucracies, make in terms of the durability or strength of alliances?

● To what extent do alliances provide information to their members that facili-
tates cooperation, therefore contributing to alliance durability or strength?

● Do alliances ever develop norms that are not subject to calculations of interest, 
and that are therefore genuine normative commitments for participants? If so, 
under what conditions (domestic as well as international) do such commit-
ments emerge?

● Do open democratic governments fi nd it easier to maintain alliance ties than 
closed authoritarian regimes?9

I believe that a comparison of neorealist interpretations of alliances with a sophisti-
cated neoliberal alternative would show that neoliberal theory provides richer and 
more novel insights, without sacrifi cing the valuable arguments of neorealism. Similar 
conclusions may hold in other security issues, such as those concerning economic 
sanctions and unilateral versus multilateral arrangements for military procurement.10 
Indeed, the study of security and cooperation, using neoliberal theory, should be 
highly worthwhile […].
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Notes

1 Joseph Nye (1988) refers to work such as mine as “neoliberal.” Expanding Nye’s 
phrase, Joseph Grieco employs the appropriate label of “neoliberal institutionalism” 
and provides a number of interesting critiques from the perspective of realist polit-
ical thought. Unfortunately, however, he misinterprets my discussion of utility 
functions to imply lack of concern by states for the wealth and power of others. My 
assumption in After Hegemony, to which I continue to adhere, is that states’ utility 
functions are independent of one another. This assumption, however, clearly does 
not imply that states ignore the effects of their actions on other states’ power and 
welfare, insofar as these changes may affect the states’ future actions toward them-
selves and, hence, their own utilities. Indeed, the focus on strategic interaction in 
my work clearly implies that actors must be careful to assess the indirect effects of 
their actions on their future payoffs (effects that operate through the power and 
incentives of their partners). Compare Grieco, 1988:496–97 with Keohane, 
1984:Chs. 5–7 (especially p. 123).

2 Example of neoliberal institutionalist thinking can be found in the following, among 
other works: Krasner, 1983; Oye, 1986; and Aggarwal, 1985.

3 On constitutive and regulative aspects of rules, see Giddens, 1984. My thinking on 
these issues has been helped by discussions with David Dessler and by a recent 
paper of his (Dessler, 1988).

4 Some conventions are deeply constitutive, in the sense that their rules cannot 
change without causing the fundamental nature of the activity to change. I refer to 
these conventions as practices in Chapter 7. In international politics, sovereign state-
hood is the best example of a practice: if the concept of sovereignty and the rules 
governing recognition of sovereign actors were to change, international relations as 
such would be fundamentally transformed. Insofar as they are intrinsically con-
nected with sovereign statehood, diplomatic immunity and reciprocity can also be 
considered to have the status of practices. Practices originate as conventions, but 
they may become codifi ed in the form of regimes. It should be emphasized, how-
ever, that not all conventions are practices. Many conventions are not suffi ciently 
intrinsic to international relations to qualify as practices; indeed, they may refl ect 
customary behavior that could change without fundamentally affecting the nature 
of world politics.

5 It would also be mistaken to believe that I am particularly sympathetic to this neo-
classical liberalism on normative grounds. I recognize the effi ciency advantages of 
well-functioning markets and the liabilities of state control, but I regard unregu-
lated markets as biased against people disadvantaged by lack of marketable skills, 
mobility, or sophistication. Some regulation is needed not merely to keep markets 
functioning effi ciently but also to counteract the inequities that they generate.

6 On cooperation and harmony, see Keohane, 1984:51–55. On the conditions of 
complex interdependence and realism, see Keohane and Nye, 1989:158–62 and 
Chs. 1 and 2.

7 For a partial listing, see Keohane and Nye, 1987:741, fn. 33.
8 Nye, 1987 (see especially pp. 374–78), cites the relevant works in his discussion of 

this issue.
9 A speculation to this effect appears in Keohane, 1984:95; but as far as I know, no 

one has sought to test this proposition.
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10 Promising dissertations on these topics are being written at Harvard by Lisa Martin 
and Andrew Moravcsik, respectively.
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Liberal internationalism

M O D E R N  L I B E R A L I S M  carries with it two legacies. They do not 
affect liberal states separately, according to whether they are pacifi stic or 

imperialistic, but simultaneously.
The fi rst of these legacies is the pacifi cation of foreign relations among liberal 

states.1 […] Beginning in the eighteenth century and slowly growing since then, a 
zone of peace, which Kant called the “pacifi c federation” or “pacifi c union,” has begun 
to be established among liberal societies. More than 40 liberal states currently make 
up the union. Most are in Europe and North America, but they can be found on every 
continent. […]

Here the predictions of liberal pacifi sts […] are borne out: liberal states do exer-
cise peaceful restraint, and a separate peace exists among them. This separate peace 
provides a solid foundation for the United States’ crucial alliances with the liberal 
powers, e.g., the North Atlantic Treaty Organization and our Japanese alliance. This 
foundation appears to be impervious to the quarrels with our allies that bedeviled the 
Carter and Reagan administrations. It also offers the promise of a continuing peace 
among liberal states, and as the number of liberal states increases, it announces the 
possibility of global peace this side of the grave or world conquest.

Of course, the probability of the outbreak of war in any given year between any 
two given states is low. The occurrence of a war between any two adjacent states, 
considered over a long period of time, would be more probable. The apparent 
absence of war between liberal states, whether adjacent or not, for almost 200 years 
thus may have signifi cance. Similar claims cannot be made for feudal, fascist, com-
munist, authoritarian, or totalitarian forms of rule (Doyle, 1983a, pp. 222), nor for 
pluralistic or merely similar societies. More signifi cant perhaps is that when states 
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are forced to decide on which side of an impending world war they will fi ght, liberal 
states all wind up on the same side despite the complexity of the paths that take them 
there. These characteristics do not prove that the peace among liberals is statistically 
signifi cant nor that liberalism is the sole valid explanation for the peace.2 They do 
suggest that we consider the possibility that liberals have indeed established a sepa-
rate peace – but only among themselves.

Liberalism also carries with it a second legacy: international “imprudence” 
(Hume, 1963, pp. 346–47). Peaceful restraint only seems to work in liberals’ rela-
tions with other liberals. Liberal states have fought numerous wars with non-liberal 
states. […]

Many of these wars have been defensive and thus prudent by necessity. Liberal 
states have been attacked and threatened by nonliberal states that do not exercise any 
special restraint in their dealings with the liberal states. Authoritarian rulers both 
stimulate and respond to an international political environment in which confl icts of 
prestige, interest, and pure fear of what other states might do all lead states toward 
war. War and conquest have thus characterized the careers of many authoritarian 
rulers and ruling parties, from Louis XIV and Napoleon to Mussolini’s fascists, Hitler’s 
Nazis, and Stalin’s communists.

Yet we cannot simply blame warfare on the authoritarians or totalitarians, as 
many of our more enthusiastic politicians would have us do.3 Most wars arise out of 
calculations and miscalculations of interest, misunderstandings, and mutual suspi-
cions, such as those that characterized the origins of World War I. However, aggres-
sion by the liberal state has also characterized a large number of wars. Both France 
and Britain fought expansionist colonial wars throughout the nineteenth century. The 
United States fought a similar war with Mexico from 1846 to 1848, waged a war of 
annihilation against the American Indians, and intervened militarily against sovereign 
states many times before and after World War II. Liberal states invade weak nonliberal 
states and display striking distrust in dealings with powerful nonliberal states (Doyle, 
1983b).

Neither realist (statist) nor Marxist theory accounts well for these two legacies. 
While they can account for aspects of certain periods of international stability (Aron, 
1966, pp. 151–54; Russett, 1985), neither the logic of the balance of power nor the 
logic of international hegemony explains the separate peace maintained for more than 
150 years among states sharing one particular form of governance – liberal principles 
and institutions. Balance-of-power theory expects – indeed is premised upon – fl ex-
ible arrangements of geostrategic rivalry that include preventive war. Hegemonies 
wax and wane, but the liberal peace holds. […]

Kant’s theory of liberal internationalism helps us understand these two legacies. 
[…] Perpetual Peace, written in 1795 (Kant, 1970, pp. 93–130), helps us understand 
the interactive nature of international relations. Kant tries to teach us methodologi-
cally that we can study neither the systemic relations of states nor the varieties of state 
behavior in isolation from each other. Substantively, he anticipates for us the ever-
widening pacifi cation of a liberal pacifi c union, explains this pacifi cation, and at the 
same time suggests why liberal states are not pacifi c in their relations with nonliberal 
states. Kant argues that perpetual peace will be guaranteed by the ever-widening 
acceptance of three “defi nitive articles” of peace. When all nations have accepted the 
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defi nitive articles in a metaphorical “treaty” of perpetual peace he asks them to sign, 
perpetual peace will have been established.

The First Defi nitive Article requires the civil constitution of the state to be 
republican. By republican Kant means a political society that has solved the problem of 
combining moral autonomy, individualism, and social order, [one] […] that preserved 
juridical freedom – the legal equality of citizens as subjects – on the basis of a repre-
sentative government with a separation of powers. Juridical freedom is preserved 
because the morally autonomous individual is by means of representation a self-
legislator making laws that apply to all citizens equally, including himself or herself. 
Tyranny is avoided because the individual is subject to laws he or she does not also 
administer (Kant, PP, pp. 99–102; Riley, 1983, chap. 5).4

Liberal republics will progressively establish peace among themselves by means 
of the pacifi c federation, or union (foedus pacifi cum), described in Kant’s Second 
Defi nitive Article. The pacifi c union will establish peace within a federation of free 
states and securely maintain the rights of each state. The world will not have achieved 
the “perpetual peace” that provides the ultimate guarantor of republican freedom 
until “a late stage and after many unsuccessful attempts” (Kant, UH, p. 47). At that 
time, all nations will have learned the lessons of peace through right conceptions of 
the appropriate constitution, great and sad experience, and good will. Only then will 
individuals enjoy perfect republican rights or the full guarantee of a global and just 
peace. In the meantime, the “pacifi c federation” of liberal republics – “an enduring 
and gradually expanding federation likely to prevent war” – brings within it more 
and more republics – despite republican collapses, backsliding, and disastrous wars – 
creating an ever-expanding separate peace (Kant, PP, p. 105).5 […]

The pacifi c union is not a single peace treaty ending one war, a world state, nor a 
state of nations. Kant fi nds the fi rst insuffi cient. The second and third are impossible 
or potentially tyrannical. National sovereignty precludes reliable subservience to a 
state of nations; a world state destroys the civic freedom on which the development 
of human capacities rests (Kant, UH, p. 50). Although Kant obliquely refers to various 
classical interstate confederations and modern diplomatic congresses, he develops no 
systematic organizational embodiment of this treaty and presumably does not fi nd 
institutionalization necessary (Riley, 1983, chap. 5; Schwarz, 1962, p. 77). He appears 
to have in mind a mutual non-aggression pact, perhaps a collective security agree-
ment, and the cosmopolitan law set forth in the Third Defi nitive Article.6

The Third Defi nitive Article establishes a cosmopolitan law to operate in conjunc-
tion with the pacifi c union. The cosmopolitan law “shall be limited to conditions of 
universal hospitality.” In this Kant calls for the recognition of the “right of a foreigner 
not to be treated with hostility when he arrives on someone else’s territory.” This 
“does not extend beyond those conditions which make it possible for them [foreign-
ers] to attempt to enter into relations [commerce] with the native inhabitants” (Kant, 
PP, p. 106). Hospitality does not require extending to foreigners either the right to 
citizenship or the right to settlement, unless the foreign visitors would perish if they 
were expelled. Foreign conquest and plunder also fi nd no justifi cation under this right. 
Hospitality does appear to include the right of access and the obligation of maintaining 
the opportunity for citizens to exchange goods and ideas without imposing the obliga-
tion to trade (a voluntary act in all cases under liberal constitutions). […]
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In tracing the effects of both political and moral development, he builds an 
account of why liberal states do maintain peace among themselves and of how it will 
(by implication, has) come about that the pacifi c union will expand. He also explains 
how these republics would engage in wars with nonrepublics and therefore suffer the 
“sad experience” of wars that an ethical policy might have avoided.

The fi rst source of the three defi nitive articles derives from a political evolution – 
from a constitutional law. Nature (providence) has seen to it that human beings can 
live in all the regions where they have been driven to settle by wars. […] “Asocial 
sociability” draws men together to fulfi ll needs for security and material welfare as it 
drives them into confl icts over the distribution and control of social products (Kant, 
UH, p. 44–45; PP, pp. 110–11). This violent natural evolution tends towards the lib-
eral peace because “asocial sociability” inevitably leads toward republican govern-
ments, and republican governments are a source of the liberal peace.

Republican representation and separation of powers are produced because they 
are the means by which the state is “organized well” to prepare for and meet foreign 
threats (by unity) and to tame the ambitions of selfi sh and aggressive individuals […]. 
States that are not organized in this fashion fail. […]

Kant shows how republics, once established, lead to peaceful relations, he argues 
that once the aggressive interests of absolutist monarchies are tamed and the habit of 
respect for individual rights engrained by republican government, wars would appear 
as the disaster to the people’s welfare that he and the other liberals thought them to 
be. […]

Yet these domestic republican restraints do not end war. If they did, liberal states 
would not be warlike, which is far from the case. They do introduce republican cau-
tion – Kant’s “hesitation” – in place of monarchical caprice. Liberal wars are only 
fought for popular, liberal purposes. The historical liberal legacy is laden with popular 
wars fought to promote freedom, to protect private property, or to support liberal 
allies against nonliberal enemies. Kant’s position is ambiguous. He regards these wars 
as unjust and warns liberals of their susceptibility to them (Kant, PP, p. 106). At the 
same time, Kant argues that each nation “can and ought to” demand that its neighbor-
ing nations enter into the pacifi c union of liberal states (PP, p. 102). Thus to see how 
the pacifi c union removes the occasion of wars among liberal states and not wars 
between liberal and nonliberal states, we need to shift our attention from constitu-
tional law to international law, Kant’s second source.

Complementing the constitutional guarantee of caution, international law adds a 
second source for the defi nitive articles: a guarantee of respect. The separation of 
nations that asocial sociability encourages is reinforced by the development of sepa-
rate languages and religions. These further guarantee a world of separate states – an 
essential condition needed to avoid a “global, soul-less despotism.” Yet, at the same 
time, they also morally integrate liberal states: “as culture grows and men gradually 
move towards greater agreement over their principles, they lead to mutual under-
standing and peace” (Kant, PP, p. 114). As republics emerge (the fi rst source) and as 
culture progresses, an understanding of the legitimate rights of all citizens and of all 
republics comes into play; and this, now that caution characterizes policy, sets up the 
moral foundations for the liberal peace. Correspondingly, international law highlights 
the importance of Kantian publicity. Domestically, publicity helps ensure that the 
offi cials of republics act according to the principles they profess to hold just and 
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according to the interests of the electors they claim to represent. Internationally, free 
speech and the effective communication of accurate conceptions of the political life of 
foreign peoples is essential to establishing and preserving the understanding on which 
the guarantee of respect depends. Domestically just republics, which rest on consent, 
then presume foreign republics also to be consensual, just, and therefore deserving of 
accommodation. The experience of cooperation helps engender further cooperative 
behavior when the consequences of state policy are unclear but (potentially) mutually 
benefi cial. At the same time, liberal states assume that nonliberal states, which do not 
rest on free consent, are not just. Because nonliberal governments are in a state of 
aggression with their own people, their foreign relations become for liberal govern-
ments deeply suspect. […]

Lastly, cosmopolitan law adds material incentives to moral commitments. The 
cosmopolitan right to hospitality permits the “spirit of commerce” sooner or later to 
take hold of every nation, thus impelling states to promote peace and to try to avert 
war. Liberal economic theory holds that these cosmopolitan ties derive from a 
cooperative international division of labor and free trade according to comparative 
advantage. Each economy is said to be better off than it would have been under 
autarky; each thus acquires an incentive to avoid policies that would lead the other to 
break these economic ties. Because keeping open markets rests upon the assumption 
that the next set of transactions will also be determined by prices rather than coer-
cion, a sense of mutual security is vital to avoid security-motivated searches for 
economic autarky. Thus, avoiding a challenge to another liberal state’s security or 
even enhancing each other’s security by means of alliance naturally follows economic 
interdependence.

A further cosmopolitan source of liberal peace is the international market’s 
removal of diffi cult decisions of production and distribution from the direct sphere of 
state policy. A foreign state thus does not appear directly responsible for these out-
comes, and states can stand aside from, and to some degree above, these contentious 
market rivalries and be ready to step in to resolve crises. The interdependence of 
commerce and the international contacts of state offi cials help create crosscutting 
transnational ties that serve as lobbies for mutual accommodation. According to 
modern liberal scholars, international fi nanciers and transnational and transgovern-
mental organizations create interests in favor of accommodation. Moreover, their 
variety has ensured that no single confl ict sours an entire relationship by setting 
off a spiral of reciprocated retaliation (Brzezinski and Huntington, 1963, chap. 9; 
Keohane and Nye, 1977, chap. 7; Neustadt, 1970; Polanyi, 1944, chaps. 1–2). 
Conversely, a sense of suspicion, such as that characterizing relations between liberal 
and nonliberal governments, can lead to restrictions on the range of contacts between 
societies, and this can increase the prospect that a single confl ict will determine an 
entire relationship.

No single constitutional, international, or cosmopolitan source is alone suffi cient, 
but together (and only together) they plausibly connect the characteristics of liberal 
polities and economies with sustained liberal peace. Alliances founded on mutual 
strategic interest among liberal and nonliberal states have been broken; economic ties 
between liberal and nonliberal states have proven fragile; but the political bonds of 
liberal rights and interests have proven a remarkably fi rm foundation for mutual non-
aggression. A separate peace exists among liberal states.
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In their relations with nonliberal states, however, liberal states have not escaped 
from the insecurity caused by anarchy in the world political system considered as a 
whole. Moreover, the very constitutional restraint, international respect for individual 
rights, and shared commercial interests that establish grounds for peace among liberal 
states establish grounds for additional confl ict in relations between liberal and 
nonliberal societies. […]

Notes

1 Clarence Streit (1938, pp. 88, 90–92) seems to have been the fi rst to point out (in 
contemporary foreign relations) the empirical tendency of democracies to main-
tain peace among themselves, and he made this the foundation of his proposal for 
a (non-Kantian) federal union of the 15 leading democracies of the 1930s. In a 
very interesting book, Ferdinand Hermens (1944) explored some of the policy 
implications of Streit’s analysis. D. V. Babst (1972, pp. 55–58) performed a quan-
titative study of this phenomenon of “democratic peace,” and R. J. Rummel (1983) 
did a similar study of “libertarianism” (in the sense of laissez faire) focusing on the 
postwar period that drew on an unpublished study (Project No. 48) noted in 
Appendix 1 of his Understanding Confl ict and War (1979, p. 386). I use the term 
liberal in a wider, Kantian sense in my discussion of this issue (Doyle, 1983a). In 
that essay, I survey the period from 1790 to the present and fi nd no war among 
liberal states.

2 Babst (1972) did make a preliminary test of the signifi cance of the distribution of 
alliance partners in World War I. He found that the possibility that the actual distri-
bution of alliance partners could have occurred by chance was less than 1% (Babst, 
1972, p. 56). However, this assumes that there was an equal possibility that any two 
nations could have gone to war with each other, and this is a strong assumption. 
Rummel (1983) has a further discussion of the issue of statistical signifi cance as it 
applies to his libertarian thesis.

3 There are serious studies showing that Marxist regimes have higher military spend-
ing per capita than non-Marxist regimes (Payne, n.d.), but this should not be inter-
preted as a sign of the inherent aggressiveness of authoritarian or totalitarian gov-
ernments or of the inherent and global peacefulness of liberal regimes. Marxist 
regimes, in particular, represent a minority in the current international system; 
they are strategically encircled, and due to their lack of domestic legitimacy, they 
might be said to “suffer” the twin burden of needing defenses against both external 
and internal enemies. Andreski (1980), moreover, argues that (purely) military dic-
tatorships, due to their domestic fragility, have little incentive to engage in foreign 
military adventures. According to Walter Clemens (1982, pp. 117–18), the United 
States intervened in the Third World more than twice as often during the period 
1946–76 as the Soviet Union did in 1946–79. Relatedly, Posen and Van Evera 
(1980, p. 105; 1983, pp. 86–89) found that the United States devoted one quarter 
and the Soviet Union one tenth of their defense budgets to forces designed for 
Third World interventions (where responding to perceived threats would presum-
ably have a less than purely defensive character).

4 All citations from Kant are from Kant’s Political Writings (Kant, 1970), the 
H. B. Nisbet translation edited by Hans Reiss. The works discussed and the abbre-
viations by which they are identifi ed in the text are as follows:
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 PP Perpetual Peace (1795)
 UH The Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose (1784)
 CF The Contest of Faculties (1798)
 MM The Metaphysics of Morals (1797)
5 I think Kant meant that the peace would be established among liberal regimes and 

would expand by ordinary political and legal means as new liberal regimes appeared. 
By a process of gradual extension the peace would become global and then per-
petual; the occasion for wars with nonliberals would disappear as nonliberal regimes 
disappeared.

6 Kant’s foedus pacifi cum is thus neither a pactum pacis (a single peace treaty) nor a 
civitas gentium (a world state). He appears to have anticipated something like a less 
formally institutionalized League of Nations or United Nations. One could argue 
that in practice, these two institutions worked for liberal states and only for liberal 
states, but no specifi cally liberal “pacifi c union” was institutionalized. Instead, lib-
eral states have behaved for the past 180 years as if such a Kantian pacifi c union and 
treaty of perpetual peace had been signed.
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P E A C E  A M O N G  R E P R E S E N TAT I V E  democracies, economic 
interdependence, and international law clearly emerge in a free translation and 

late-twentieth century reading of Kant’s 1795 work.1 It is also a view consistent with 
a defi nition of human security recently espoused as the protection of states, and their 
populations, from mortal danger.2 It is a view subversive of authoritarian and autar-
chic concepts of state sovereignty, in the interest of popular sovereignty in control of 
states (liberal internal systems) operating with substantial autonomy but embedded 
in, and therefore supporting and actively promoting, the production of liberal states 
in an interdependent international system. It is a view ultimately of a global authority 
structure, weak but with enough teeth to defend itself against illiberal challengers. In 
this it is a dynamic view of sovereignty.3

Conceptually, a Kantian view fi ts nicely with the thesis of the former UN 
Secretary-General Boutros-Ghali that democracy, economic development and inter-
dependence, and peace are inextricably linked, in something of a triangle of positive 
feedbacks, with the United Nations and other international organizations able to 
make direct contributions to each. […]

It does not matter what item one places at any particular corner of the triangle, 
but for the sake of this discussion peace belongs at the center. The triangular image 
serves as a description and prescription for an ordered, just, and peaceful society at 
the domestic or international levels, with wide and equal political participation yet 
protection of minority rights, equality of opportunity with sharp limits on rents that 
are derived from control of a market by powerful political or economic actors, and 
institutions to facilitate and promote cooperation with some – but minimal – ele-
ments of coercion.

The basic perspective holds that each of these is interacting and mutually sup-
portive, internationally and domestically as well, in a dynamic mutually reinforcing 
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system. For example, each of the other elements is, or can be, supported and 
encouraged by international organizations; in turn, a world where international 
organizations can fl ourish must be one where peace, development, and democracy 
also fl ourish in most of the constituent states. […]

Democracy and peace

At the international level, the causal arrow from democracy (and perhaps human 
rights more generally) to peace is arguably the most solidly established generalization 
of the lot. It is not uncontested, but in my view the critics have yet to seriously dent 
the “democratic peace” proposition. To this point in time, no one to my knowledge has 
seriously argued the opposite (that democracies are more likely to fi ght each other 
than are other states); at most a few articles have held that, especially for particular 
times and places, the positive association does not appear, or if so is not statistically 
signifi cant. […]

For the security community perspective, it is important to note that the “democ-
racies rarely fi ght each other” effect is specifi c to democracies. It depends on particu-
lar normative perspectives on the rightness of fi ghting others who share a commitment 
to peaceful confl ict resolution, and on the absence of need to fi ght those who have 
political institutions that support peaceful confl ict resolution internationally. It may 
apply to a degree to states which, though not especially democratic, nevertheless 
share some of the normative perspectives and institutional restraints typical of democ-
racies. But little evidence suggests it is generalizable to other broad categories of 
political and cultural similarity (e.g., Islamic states, military governments; commu-
nist states). Whereas there surely are specifi c examples of similar “we feelings” that 
inhibit war-making, applying that expectation broadly risks frequent refutations 
unless one makes it virtually tautological. (If we don’t fi ght them, despite some 
opportunity and perhaps cause to do so, it must be because we share mutual identity 
and we-feeling.) Deutsch’s emphasis on compatibility of values rather than similarity 
seems sounder. I doubt, therefore, that it is necessary to make expectations of a global 
security community – however distant that may seem – dependent upon widespread 
acceptance of ideas of global citizenship or adoption of a common global culture. 
Globally, as well as within states, the need is to create institutions refl ecting demo-
cratic principles which can protect cultural diversity while preserving a wider sense 
of common identity.

Within countries the evidence about peace and democracy may be less well 
developed, but it is still strong. Whereas civil wars do occur within democracies, they 
are relatively rare. The extreme cases of governments slaughtering their own citizens 
and otherwise engaging in massive violations of human rights are overwhelmingly 
concentrated in authoritarian and totalitarian states. Stable democracies, with guar-
antees of minority rights against majority tyranny, offer means of peaceful confl ict 
resolution and are less likely to experience severe ethnic confl ict.4

The return arrow plausibly also operates at both the international and national 
levels. Since democracies usually – 80 percent of the time – win their wars against 
authoritarian states, and leaders of states who lose wars are more likely to be over-
thrown, an evolutionary mechanism may operate from democracy to peace.5 […]
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Peace and economic interdependence

As for the effect of economic interdependence on peace, a long tradition – partly 
Deutschian and constructivist, partly straight-out rational and nineteenth-century 
liberal – argues in favor of the proposition. The nineteenth-century liberal version 
derives primarily from a viewpoint of rational economic interest: it is hardly in my 
interest to fi ght you if in fact my markets, my sources of supplies, raw materials, and 
other imports are in your country. If my investments are located in your country, 
bombing your industry means, in effect, bombing my own factories. The Deutschian 
argument is that economic exchange becomes a medium for communicating perspec-
tives, interests, and desires on a broad range of matters not the subject of the eco-
nomic exchange, and that these communications form an important channel for 
confl ict management. Both these versions probably operate empirically. In these ways 
dense linkages of economic interdependence are part of a wider variety of interna-
tional transactions that help build a sense of shared identity among peoples.6

It is true that there is a competing proposition, that in many circumstances eco-
nomic ties, especially in the form of asymmetrical dependence rather than true inter-
dependence, do not promote peaceful relations. The fi nal judgment is not yet in. The 
preponderance of systematic evidence for at least the post-World War II era, however, 
suggests that mutual economic interdependence, measured as the share of dyadic 
trade to GNP in the country where that trade is proportionately smaller, is strongly 
associated with peaceful relations in subsequent years. This is so even after the now-
customary controls – distance, alliance, relative power, democracy, and wealth or 
economic growth rates – are included in the equation and prove also to have positive 
independent effects.7  To this should be added the possibility of an interaction between 
democracy and interdependence with a stronger effect than just the additive one. For 
example, Lisa Martin argues within the context of the principal-agent framework that 
in order to reach credible agreements with other states, democratic executives have 
to persuade, and accommodate themselves to the perspectives of, their legislatures. 
In doing so, they make it more likely that they will be able to keep their commit-
ments, that the commitments won’t become unglued in quick or arbitrary fashion. 
She applies this, appropriately, both to security issues and issues of trade and eco-
nomic interdependence. From it one can plausibly impute not just the direct arrow 
from democracy to peace, but one running from democracy to interdependence and 
then to peace. Another kind of interaction may be seen in some “two-level games,” 
whereby interdependence brings extra-state actors into the domestic political pro-
cess to a degree facilitated by a pluralistic political system.8

The possibility of reciprocal effects – states do not allow themselves to become 
too economically dependent on states with whom they are in military confl ict or 
anticipate such a possibility – is of course also plausible and likely; a full sorting-out 
of these relationships is in progress.

Democracy and interdependence

The fi nal set of relationships concerns the base of the triangle, between democracy 
and economic interdependence. At the international level, it may be that economic 



1 7 6   B R U C E  R U S S E T T

interdependence supports democracy; at least the European Union seems to operate 
on this principle, requiring all applicants for admission to the common market to 
demonstrate their commitment to stable democratic rule and human rights. In the 
other direction, democratic states presumably feel their security less threatened 
by other democratic states, and hence can enter into relationships of economic inter-
dependence for absolute gain without worrying as much about the relative gains that 
so centrally impact the realist model of relationships. One would therefore expect 
more trade between democracies than between democracies and non-democracies, 
or between two non-democracies, holding constant other relevant cultural and eco-
nomic infl uences.9 Economic interdependence typically is greater between states 
with competitive markets (somewhat more common in democracies) than operating 
under state or private monopolies.

Purely at the domestic level, the relation between economics and democracy 
requires a conceptual shift away from simply economic interdependence to a broader 
focus on income levels and distribution, and to a focus on peaceful means of confl ict 
resolution and the maintenance of stable democracy. These relationships are some-
what problematic and in dispute. Most scholars readily agree that there is an associa-
tion between democracy and per capita income, and that economic development 
facilitates democratization. But they do not agree on whether any signifi cant causality 
operates from democracy to development, nor fully on the causal relationship between 
economics and domestic political stability and peaceful confl ict resolution. The role of 
free markets is also part of the discussion. Arguably, a key component of economic 
development is the determination of peaceful processes of economic interdependence 
more by market considerations than by state fi at or ethnic preference. […]
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[ … ]  [ T H E R E  A R E ]  S O C I A L  theories which seek to explain identities 
and interests do exist. Keohane has called them “refl ectivist”;1 because I want to 
emphasize their focus on the social construction of subjectivity and minimize their 
image problem, following Nicholas Onuf I will call them “constructivist.”2 Despite 
important differences, cognitivists, poststructuralists, standpoint and postmodern 
feminists, rule theorists, and structurationists share a concern with the basic “socio-
logical” issue bracketed by rationalists – namely, the issue of identity- and interest-
formation. […] [B]oth modern and postmodern constructivists are interested in how 
knowledgeable practices constitute subjects, which is not far from the strong liberal 
interest in how institutions transform interests. They share a cognitive, intersubject-
ive conception of process in which identities and interests are endogenous to interac-
tion, rather than a rationalist-behavioral one in which they are exogenous. […]

Constructivists […] argue that self-help and power politics do not follow either 
logically or causally from anarchy and that if today we fi nd ourselves in a self-help 
world, this is due to process, not structure. There is no “logic” of anarchy apart from 
the practices that create and instantiate one structure of identities and interests rather 
than another; structure has no existence or causal powers apart from process. Self-
help and power politics are institutions, not essential features of anarchy. Anarchy is 
what states make of it. […]

* * *

[…] A fundamental principle of constructivist social theory is that people act 
toward objects, including other actors, on the basis of the meanings that the objects 
have for them.3 States act differently toward enemies than they do toward friends 
because enemies are threatening and friends are not. Anarchy and the distribution of 
power are insuffi cient to tell us which is which. U.S. military power has a different 
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signifi cance for Canada than for Cuba, despite their similar “structural” positions, just 
as British missiles have a different signifi cance for the United States than do Soviet 
missiles. The distribution of power may always affect states’ calculations, but how it 
does so depends on the intersubjective understandings and expectations, on the “dis-
tribution of knowledge,” that constitute their conceptions of self and other.4 […] It is 
collective meanings that constitute the structures which organize our actions.

Actors acquire identities – relatively stable, role-specifi c understandings and 
expectations about self – by participating in such collective meanings.5 Identities are 
inherently relational: “Identity, with its appropriate attachments of psychological 
reality, is always identity within a specifi c, socially constructed world,” Peter Berger 
argues.6 Each person has many identities linked to institutional roles, such as brother, 
son, teacher, and citizen. Similarly, a state may have multiple identities as “sovereign,” 
“leader of the free world,” “imperial power,” and so on.7 The commitment to and the 
salience of particular identities vary, but each identity is an inherently social defi nition 
of the actor grounded in the theories which actors collectively hold about themselves 
and one another and which constitute the structure of the social world.

Identities are the basis of interests. Actors do not have a “portfolio” of interests 
that they carry around independent of social context; instead, they defi ne their inter-
ests in the process of defi ning situations.8 […] Sometimes situations are unprece-
dented in our experience, and in these cases we have to construct their meaning, and 
thus our interests, by analogy or invent them de novo. More often they have routine 
qualities in which we assign meanings on the basis of institutionally defi ned roles. […] 
The absence or failure of roles makes defi ning situations and interests more diffi cult, 
and identity confusion may result. This seems to be happening today in the United 
States and the former Soviet Union: without the cold war’s mutual attributions of 
threat and hostility to defi ne their identities, these states seem unsure of what their 
“interests” should be.

An institution is a relatively stable set or “structure” of identities and interests. 
Such structures are often codifi ed in formal rules and norms, but these have motiva-
tional force only in virtue of actors’ socialization to and participation in collective 
knowledge. Institutions are fundamentally cognitive entities that do not exist apart 
from actors’ ideas about how the world works.9 This does not mean that institutions 
are not real or objective, that they are “nothing but” beliefs. As collective knowledge, 
they are experienced as having an existence “over and above the individuals who 
happen to embody them at the moment.”10 In this way, institutions come to confront 
individuals as more or less coercive social facts, but they are still a function of what 
actors collectively “know.” Identities and such collective cognitions do not exist apart 
from each other; they are “mutually constitutive.”11 On this view, institutionalization 
is a process of internalizing new identities and interests, not something occurring 
outside them and affecting only behavior; socialization is a cognitive process, not just 
a behavioral one. Conceived in this way, institutions may be cooperative or confl ict-
ual, a point sometimes lost in scholarship on international regimes, which tends to 
equate institutions with cooperation. There are important differences between con-
fl ictual and cooperative institutions to be sure, but all relatively stable self-other rela-
tions – even those of “enemies” – are defi ned intersubjectively.

Self-help is an institution, one of various structures of identity and interest that 
may exist under anarchy. Processes of identity-formation under anarchy are concerned 
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fi rst and foremost with preservation or “security” of the self. Concepts of security 
therefore differ in the extent to which and the manner in which the self is identifi ed 
cognitively with the other,12 and, I want to suggest, it is upon this cognitive variation 
that the meaning of anarchy and the distribution of power depends. Let me illustrate 
with a standard continuum of security systems.13

At one end is the “competitive” security system, in which states identify negatively 
with each other’s security so that ego’s gain is seen as alter’s loss. Negative identifi ca-
tion under anarchy constitutes systems of “realist” power politics: risk-averse actors 
that infer intentions from capabilities and worry about relative gains and losses. […]

In the middle is the “individualistic” security system, in which states are indiffer-
ent to the relationship between their own and others’ security. This constitutes “neo-
liberal” systems: states are still self-regarding about their security but are concerned 
primarily with absolute gains rather than relative gains. One’s position in the distribu-
tion of power is less important, and collective action is more possible (though still 
subject to free riding because states continue to be “egoists”).

Competitive and individualistic systems are both “self-help” forms of anarchy in 
the sense that states do not positively identify the security of self with that of others 
but instead treat security as the individual responsibility of each. Given the lack of a 
positive cognitive identifi cation on the basis of which to build security regimes, power 
politics within such systems will necessarily consist of efforts to manipulate others to 
satisfy self-regarding interests.

This contrasts with the “cooperative” security system, in which states identify 
positively with one another so that the security of each is perceived as the responsibil-
ity of all. This is not self-help in any interesting sense, since the “self ” in terms of 
which interests are defi ned is the community; national interests are international 
interests.14 In practice, of course, the extent to which states’ identifi cation with the 
community varies, from the limited form found in “concerts” to the full-blown form 
seen in “collective security” arrangements.15 Depending on how well developed the 
collective self is, it will produce security practices that are in varying degrees altruis-
tic or prosocial. This makes collective action less dependent on the presence of active 
threats and less prone to free riding.16 Moreover, it restructures efforts to advance 
one’s objectives, or “power politics,” in terms of shared norms rather than relative 
power.17

On this view, the tendency in international relations scholarship to view power 
and institutions as two opposing explanations of foreign policy is therefore mislead-
ing, since anarchy and the distribution of power only have meaning for state action in 
virtue of the understandings and expectations that constitute institutional identities 
and interests. Self-help is one such institution, constituting one kind of anarchy but 
not the only kind. Waltz’s three-part defi nition of structure therefore seems under-
specifi ed. In order to go from structure to action, we need to add a fourth: the inter-
subjectively constituted structure of identities and interests in the system.

This has an important implication for the way in which we conceive of states in 
the state of nature before their fi rst encounter with each other. Because states do not 
have conceptions of self and other, and thus security interests, apart from or prior to 
interaction, we assume too much about the state of nature if we concur with Waltz 
that, in virtue of anarchy, “international political systems, like economic markets, are 
formed by the coaction of self-regarding units.”18 We also assume too much if we 
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argue that, in virtue of anarchy, states in the state of nature necessarily face a “stag 
hunt” or “security dilemma.”19 These claims presuppose a history of interaction in 
which actors have acquired “selfi sh” identities and interests; before interaction (and 
still in abstraction from fi rst- and second-image factors) they would have no experi-
ence upon which to base such defi nitions of self and other. To assume otherwise is to 
attribute to states in the state of nature qualities that they can only possess in society.20 
Self-help is an institution, not a constitutive feature of anarchy. […]

Anarchy and the social construction of power politics

If self-help is not a constitutive feature of anarchy, it must emerge causally from pro-
cesses in which anarchy plays only a permissive role.21 This refl ects a second principle 
of constructivism: that the meanings in terms of which action is organized arise out 
of interaction.22 […]

Conceptions of self and interest tend to “mirror” the practices of signifi cant others 
over time. This principle of identity-formation is captured by the symbolic interac-
tionist notion of the “looking-glass self,” which asserts that the self is a refl ection of an 
actor’s socialization.

Consider two actors – ego and alter – encountering each other for the fi rst time.23 
Each wants to survive and has certain material capabilities, but neither actor has bio-
logical or domestic imperatives for power, glory, or conquest (still bracketed), and there 
is no history of security or insecurity between the two. What should they do? Realists 
would probably argue that each should act on the basis of worst-case assumptions about 
the other’s intentions, justifying such an attitude as prudent in view of the possibility of 
death from making a mistake. Such a possibility always exists, even in civil society; 
however, society would be impossible if people made decisions purely on the basis of 
worst-case possibilities. Instead, most decisions are and should be made on the basis 
of probabilities, and these are produced by interaction, by what actors do. […]

This process of signaling, interpreting, and responding completes a “social act” 
and begins the process of creating intersubjective meanings. It advances the same way. 
The fi rst social act creates expectations on both sides about each other’s future behav-
ior: potentially mistaken and certainly tentative, but expectations nonetheless. Based 
on this tentative knowledge, ego makes a new gesture, again signifying the basis on 
which it will respond to alter, and again alter responds, adding to the pool of know-
ledge each has about the other, and so on over time. The mechanism here is reinforce-
ment; interaction rewards actors for holding certain ideas about each other and 
discourages them from holding others. If repeated long enough, these “reciprocal 
typifi cations” will create relatively stable concepts of self and other regarding the issue 
at stake in the interaction.24

It is through reciprocal interaction, in other words, that we create and instantiate 
the relatively enduring social structures in terms of which we defi ne our identities 
and interests. […]

The simple overall model of identity- and interest-formation proposed […] 
applies to competitive institutions no less than to cooperative ones. Self-help security 
systems evolve from cycles of interaction in which each party acts in ways that the 
other feels are threatening to the self, creating expectations that the other is not to be 
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trusted. Competitive or egoistic identities are caused by such insecurity; if the other 
is threatening, the self is forced to “mirror” such behavior in its conception of the 
self’s relationship to that other.25 Being treated as an object for the gratifi cation of 
others precludes the positive identifi cation with others necessary for collective secur-
ity; conversely, being treated by others in ways that are empathic with respect to the 
security of the self permits such identifi cation.26

Competitive systems of interaction are prone to security “dilemmas,” in which 
the efforts of actors to enhance their security unilaterally threatens the security of the 
others, perpetuating distrust and alienation. The forms of identity and interest that 
constitute such dilemmas, however, are themselves ongoing effects of, not exogenous 
to, the interaction; identities are produced in and through “situated activity.”27 We do 
not begin our relationship with the aliens in a security dilemma; security dilemmas are 
not given by anarchy or nature. Of course, once institutionalized such a dilemma may 
be hard to change (I return to this below), but the point remains: identities and inter-
ests are constituted by collective meanings that are always in process. As Sheldon 
Stryker emphasizes, “The social process is one of constructing and reconstructing self 
and social relationships.”28 If states fi nd themselves in a self-help system, this is because 
their practices made it that way. Changing the practices will change the intersubject-
ive knowledge that constitutes the system.
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The concept of political-military culture

C O M M O N  T O  A L L  theories of culture is the notion that human behavior 
is guided by socially shared and transmitted ideas and beliefs.1 Cultures as such 

comprise beliefs about the way the world is – including at the most basic level beliefs 
that defi ne the individual’s and the group’s identities – and ideas about the way the 
world ought to be.2 Political culture refers to those cultural beliefs and values that 
shape a given society’s orientations toward politics.3 Political-military culture in turn 
refers to the subset of the larger political culture that infl uences how members of a 
given society view national security, the military as an institution, and the use of force 
in international relations.

Although infl uenced by the real world, cultures (including political-military cul-
tures) are not merely subjective refl ections of objective reality. Two individuals or 
groups with different cultural backgrounds are likely to behave differently even when 
confronted with identical situations. For example, if French or American policy 
makers found themselves in geostrategic positions similar to Japan’s or Germany’s, 
they might be expected to behave in a very different way than their German and 
Japanese counterparts do because they come from cultural backgrounds with very 
different norms and values regarding the military and the use of force.

Cultures – and by extension political-military cultures – are not static entities 
hovering above society, directing behavior while they themselves remain immune to 
social, economic, and political forces. They are transmitted through the often imper-
fect mechanisms of primary and secondary socialization and are under constant pres-
sure from both external developments and internal contradictions.4 Cognitive beliefs 
about the world are constantly tested by actual events. While failures and surprises 
can be reinterpreted so that they do not contradict existing norms and beliefs, they 
also create pressures that can lead to a reevaluation and modifi cation of the culture. 
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In extreme cases, if a culture totally fails to meet the expectations of its members, 
large-scale defections to other cultural systems are likely to result.5 The collapse of 
Communism may serve as a case in point.

Such adaptation, however, is neither quick nor easy. Simple, instrumental beliefs 
can be discarded easily. More abstract or emotionally laden beliefs and values that 
make up the core of a culture (such as a preference for democracy or belief in mono-
theism) are more resistant to change.6 Ordinarily such change takes place slowly and 
incrementally. Occasionally more rapid change in core beliefs and values occurs, but 
only after they have been thoroughly discredited and the society is under great strain. 
Individuals and groups are then forced to reexamine their old beliefs and seek new 
ways of making sense of the world and new solutions to the problems confronting 
them. Such rapid and fundamental change tends to be accompanied by psychological 
distress and is broadly similar to Thomas Kuhn’s description of paradigm shifts in the 
natural sciences.7

The reexamination of the core beliefs and values of a particular nation is a com-
plicated affair. At any one time there exists a multiplicity of political actors – moti-
vated by their own distinctive experiences and interests – who seek to establish their 
understandings as binding for the rest of the society. In pluralistic political systems, 
however, usually no one group is able to impose its views on the rest. In order to 
pursue their agenda, political actors are compelled to enter into debates and negotia-
tions with other groups, making compromises and concessions along the way. These 
compromises, however, have to be legitimated, both internally within the group and 
externally in the rest of society. Such legitimations often involve a reinterpretation of 
past events, current conditions, and future goals. In this way, politics is a question not 
only of who gets what but of who persuades whom in an ongoing negotiation of 
reality.

At fi rst such compromises are precarious. Political actors are keenly aware of 
their arbitrary and artifi cial nature, and many may hope to reverse the agreed-upon 
compromises at the earliest possible opportunity. Once agreed upon, however, these 
negotiated realities are typically institutionalized in the political system and cannot be 
easily changed even if there is a shift in the balance of power among the different 
political actors. Decision-making rules, such as the requirement of a two-thirds 
majority to revise a constitution, may create high barriers to the reversal of agreed-
upon policies, while the credibility of leaders may be damaged by a constant shifting 
of positions. Moreover, over time the legitimations offered on behalf of these com-
promises – particularly if they are perceived as successful – are reifi ed and become 
what Emile Durkheim called “social facts.”8 Subsequent generations of decision 
makers come to take for granted these legitimations and the beliefs and values on 
which they are based. What may have been an ad hoc response to historical necessities 
at one time becomes hallowed social truth at another. These legitimations thus become 
part of the political culture of the nation and can have a lasting impact on state behav-
ior long after the circumstances that gave birth to them have passed.

The study of the political-military culture of an entire nation requires a detailed, 
multilayered research strategy, involving three central empirical tasks. First, it is nec-
essary to investigate the original set of historical experiences that defi ne how a given 
society views the military, national security, and the use of force, paying careful atten-
tion to the interpretation of these events among different groups in the society. 
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Second, one needs to examine the political process through which actual security 
policy was made and how particular decisions were subsequently legitimated. In this 
context it is important to defi ne the essential features of both the political-military 
culture and the security policy associated with it at a particular point in time. Third, it 
is necessary to examine the evolution of both the political-military culture and 
defense policies over time, monitoring how they evolved in response to historical 
events.

Such a longitudinal analysis allows us to escape the trap of deriving culture from 
behavior, which leads to the kind of tautological, ad hoc reasoning of which cultural 
analysis is often accused.9 While in practice it is nearly impossible to separate culture 
from behavior, for analytical purposes it is possible to disaggregate policy behavior 
and the meanings that political actors and the general public attach to those policies, 
as refl ected in public opinion polls, parliamentary debates, books and articles written 
by opinion leaders, newspaper editorials, and so forth. This procedure allows us to 
judge the degree of consistency between behavior and expressed beliefs and values 
over time. If culture (in this case, political-military culture) changes without any cor-
responding shift in behavior, there are grounds to question the posited relationship 
between the two. Likewise, if behavior changes without any change in the expressed 
beliefs and values that have been associated with earlier policies, then again we have 
reason to doubt that the two factors infl uence one another. In other words, expressed 
cultural beliefs and values should develop in tandem with behavior – in this case 
defense and national security policy. When there is a disjuncture between the two, an 
appropriate degree of tension should be observable in the political system.

According to the model of cultural change explicated above, under normal cir-
cumstances culture should change only incrementally in response to ordinary his-
torical events such as shifts in the balance of power or the formation of international 
institutions. When major new policy initiatives violating existing norms and values 
are proposed, resistance in the form of demonstrations, political confrontations, and 
changes in government should be observable. If major changes occur without gener-
ating such resistance, then the presumed relationship between political-military cul-
ture and defense policy can be considered to have been falsifi ed.

In this sense, political-military culture often acts as a source of inertia in policy 
making, at least in the short run. At the same time, how nations choose to behave can 
have signifi cant, system-level effects in the long run as well, especially if they are 
important actors like Germany and Japan. For example, isolationism in the United 
States before 1941 signifi cantly delayed the American entry into World War II, creat-
ing a window of opportunity in which the Axis powers could have achieved military 
victory. While from a structural realist point of view the only signifi cant difference 
would have been that Western Europe would have been organized under the aegis of 
a Nazi German rather than a democratic American hegemon, the character of the 
international system would have been profoundly different.10

Notes

1 For an excellent yet succinct summary of the main features of a cultural theory of 
action, see Harry Eckstein, “A Culturalist Theory of Political Change,” in Eckstein, 
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University of California Press, 1992).

 2 For an interesting discussion of the relationship between national identity and 
national interest, see William Bloom, Personal Identity, National Identity, and 
International Relations (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990), esp. ch. 4; 
and Alexander Wendt, “Anarchy Is What States Make of It: The Social Construction 
of Power Politics,” International Organization 46, no. 2 (Spring 1992): 391–425.

 3 The classic formulation of the concept of political culture can be found in 
Gabriel Almond and Sydney Verba, The Civic Culture (Boston: Little, Brown, 1965), 
pp. 11–14.

 4 For an example of the kind of internal contradictions that may emerge out of a 
culture over time, see Daniel Bell, The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism (New 
York: Basic Books, 1976).

 5 Michael Thompson, Richard Ellis, and Aaron Wildavsky, Cultural Theory (Boulder: 
Westview, 1990), ch. 5.

 6 For more on the process of social learning, see Milton Rokeach, The Open and Closed 
Mind (New York: Basic Books, 1960); Lloyd Etheridge, Can Governments Learn? (New 
York: Pergamon, 1985); and Ernst Haas, “Why Collaborate? Issue Linkage and 
International Relations,” World Politics 32, no. 3 (April 1980): 357–405.

 7 Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientifi c Revolutions, 2d ed. (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1970).

 8 Emile Durkheim, The Rules of the Sociological Method, trans. Sarah A. Solovay and 
John D. Mueller, ed. George E. G. Catlin (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1938), pp. 1061–62.

 9 See Brian Barry, Sociologists, Economists, and Democracy (London: Collier-Macmillan, 
1970); and Carole Pateman, “Political Culture, Political Structures, and Political 
Change,” British Journal of Sociology 1, no. 3 (July 1971): 291–306.

10 For a similar type of argument, see John Gerard Ruggie, “Multilateralism: The 
Anatomy of an Institution,” in Ruggie, ed., Multilateralism Matters: The Theory and 
Praxis of an Institutional Form (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993), 
pp. 24–31.



Discussion questions

● Identify and discuss the fl aws of utopianism that led to the eventual obsoles-
cence of the League of Nations.

● Do you fi nd the principles of classical realism relevant and convincing in explain-
ing contemporary international relations/security?

● What are the specifi c features of an ‘international society’ that distinguish it 
from an ‘international system’?

● What do Neorealist advocates mean by ‘structure’?
● What is a security dilemma?
● Why do states become ‘like-units’ in an anarchical international order?
● Identify the major differences between Morgenthau’s classical realism and the 

Neorealism of Kenneth Waltz.
● How do Realists and Liberals differ in their understanding of war and peace?
● What makes cooperation more likely under the security dilemma?
● In what manner does the fl aw in the causal logic of liberal institutionalism 

undermine its understanding of international relations, and its ability to pro-
mote stability in the post-Cold War world?

● To what extent is Neoliberal Institutionalism similar to Neorealism in terms of 
their intellectual commitments?

● What is meant by a ‘democratic peace’?
● Do you agree with Alexander Wendt’s conviction that ‘anarchy is what states 

make of it’?
● Do ideas and discourse infl uence and shape state behaviour and preferences?
● How does constructivism’s view of international security differ from that of 

Neorealism and Neoliberal Institutionalism?
● How do culture and identity affect state behaviour and preferences?



PART 3

Security Dimensions and Issues

Introduction

N E D  L E B O W  A N D  J A N I C E  G R O S S  S T E I N  offer a discussion of 
nuclear war as the apogee of the use of armed force, and focus on typologies of 

nuclear deterrence and the contribution to international stability. Lebow and Stein 
point out that mutually assured destruction (MAD) did ensure relative peace during the 
Cold War, but also that deterrence can be self-defeating. Deterrence, if mishandled, 
may induce the very kind of reckless behaviour in adversaries that it was originally 
designed to prevent, fuelling dangerous arms races and even aggression. Barry Buzan 
and Eric Herring expand on the theme of arms races, presenting the two models of 
Action-Reaction and Domestic Structure. The former model refl ects the Realist logic 
of the security dilemma, whereby any action by a hostile state to increase its military 
strength will heighten the sense of insecurity in other states and provoke an arms 
build-up. Conversely, any attempt to build down armaments should induce a reduction 
in military tensions. Buzan and Herring in presenting the Domestic Structure model, 
though, highlight an important complementary or alternative dynamic to explain arms 
races. They draw attention to the role of bureaucratic-military complexes and the pro-
prietors of defence technologies in perpetuating arms build-ups even in the absence of 
external threats, thus offering an important corrective to the dominant Realist view. 
Scott Sagan’s piece adds further depth to the understanding of arms races through an 
examination of the motivations for states to join the ranks of nuclear proliferators. The 
fi rst model of proliferation, the Security Model, follows the Realist logic of the security 
dilemma and external threat. The second model of Domestic Politics emphasises the 
role of internal bureaucratic and political actors in encouraging the acquisition of 
nuclear weapons for their own parochial interests. The fi nal model of Norms suggests 
that states’ normative attachment to or repellence from nuclear weapons will be a key 
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determinant in choices over whether to proliferate or not. These models offer a menu 
of explanations to understand in more sophisticated terms the current impulse of cer-
tain states towards retaining or procuring nuclear weapons.

Lawrence Freedman’s contribution points to new potential loci and forms of 
armed confl ict. Freedman argues that, while major war is becoming obsolete, war 
and violence are still very much apparent, whether within or occasionally between 
states. In particular, he argues, the international security scene will see the emer-
gence of new forms of unorthodox warfare and new sub-state actors which do not play 
by the normal rules of military engagement. Freedman opines that states must come 
to terms with these new forms of warfare, utilising the Revolution in Military Affairs 
(RMA) and gaining an ‘information advantage’ for conduct of effective military oper-
ations, and for more effective ‘public relations’ to win hearts and minds in emerging 
complex struggles. Michael O’Hanlon expands on the theme of the RMA, explaining 
how the rapid development and innovation of military and information technologies 
lead to the introduction of new tactics and strategy, which will inevitably infl uence the 
future shape of warfare. O’Hanlon provides a typology of thinking about the RMA 
and the ways in which it is seen to expand US global military reach but also to intro-
duce potential new military vulnerabilities.

Thomas Homer-Dixon illustrates the linkages between resource scarcity and the 
perpetration of violence. Homer-Dixon argues that states tend to wage war over non-
renewable resources such as fossil fuels and minerals, rather than renewable resources 
such as agricultural land and fi shing grounds, because these can be used to augment 
state power and because weaker states are more reliant on the latter and have less 
national power for aggression. Homer-Dixon points to water as the most likely renew-
able resource to generate confl ict. In addition, he demonstrates the causal linkage 
between environmental scarcity and economic and social disruption, which then trig-
ger ‘deprivation’ confl icts such as civil strife and insurgency. Myron Weiner advances 
the issue of migration as another potential trigger for armed confl ict, both within and 
between states. Weiner presents a number of ways in which migrants can be perceived 
as political, cultural and economic threats to both sending and receiving states.

Phil Williams introduces yet another source of non-traditional contemporary con-
fl ict in the shape of transnational criminal organisations (TCO). TCOs pose a threat of 
violence to individual and state apparatus, as well as undermining governance struc-
tures. Williams also indicates the risk of collaboration between TCOs and ‘rogue states’ 
in the traffi cking of WMD. P. W. Singer further widens out the non-traditional threat 
agenda to examine the linkages between AIDS and security. Singer highlights the high 
incidence of HIV/AIDS infections in militaries, and how this may serve to weaken not 
only the security functions of states but also their very institutional stability. Singer 
indicates that the AIDS epidemic is likely to create more orphans, thus exacerbating 
the issue of child soldiers, and that the disease can even be used as a weapon of war 
and genocide through the crime of rape. Finally in this section, Jonathan Kirshner 
looks at the issue of the role of economics in contemporary warfare. Kirshner outlines 
how economic growth and dislocation can produce conditions for confl ict. He also 
examines how economic sanctions are used as a form of warfare.



Nuclear lessons of the Cold War

S T U D E N T S  O F  N U C L E A R  deterrence distinguish between general 
and immediate deterrence (Morgan, 1977). General deterrence relies on the 

existing power balance to prevent an adversary from seriously considering a military 
challenge because of its expected adverse consequences. It is often a country’s fi rst 
line of defence against attack. Leaders resort to the strategy of immediate deterrence 
only after general deterrence has failed, or when they believe that a more explicit 
expression of their intent to defend their interests is necessary to buttress general 
deterrence. If immediate deterrence fails, leaders will fi nd themselves in a crisis, as 
President Kennedy did when US intelligence discovered Soviet missiles in Cuba […]. 
General and immediate deterrence represent a progression from a diffuse if real con-
cern about an adversary’s intentions to the expectation that a specifi c interest or com-
mitment is about to be challenged.

Both forms of deterrence assume that adversaries are most likely to resort to force 
or threatening military deployments when they judge the military balance favourable 
and question the defender’s resolve. General deterrence pays particular importance to 
the military dimension; it tries to discourage challenges by developing the capability 
to defend national commitments or infl ict unacceptable punishment on an adversary. 
General deterrence is a long-term strategy. Five-year lead times and normally longer 
are common between a decision to develop a weapon and its deployment.

Immediate deterrence is a short-term strategy. Its purpose is to discourage an 
imminent attack or challenge of a specifi c commitment. The military component of 
immediate deterrence must rely on forces in being. To buttress their defensive cap-
ability and display resolve, leaders may deploy forces when they anticipate an attack or 
challenge, as Kennedy did in the aftermath of the Vienna summit meeting with Soviet 
Premier Nikita Khrushchev in June 1961. In response to Khrushchev’s ultimatum on 
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Berlin, he sent additional ground and air forces to Germany and strengthened the US 
garrison in Berlin. These reinforcements were designed to communicate the adminis-
tration’s will to resist any encroachment against West Berlin or Western access routes 
to the city.

General deterrence: The origins of the Cuban missile crisis indicate that general 
deterrence, as practised by both superpowers, was provocative rather than preven-
tive. Soviet offi cials testifi ed that US strategic buildup, deployment of missiles in 
Turkey and assertions of nuclear superiority, made them increasingly insecure. The 
president viewed all of these measures as prudent, defensive precautions. His actions 
had the unanticipated consequence of convincing Khrushchev of the need to protect 
the Soviet Union and Cuba from US military and political challenges.

Khrushchev was hardly the innocent victim of US paranoia. His unfounded claims 
of nuclear superiority and nuclear threats were the catalyst for Kennedy’s decision to 
increase the scope and pace of the US strategic buildup. The new US programmes and 
the Strategic Air Command’s higher state of strategic readiness exacerbated Soviet 
perceptions of threat and contributed to Khrushchev’s decision to send missiles to 
Cuba. In attempting to intimidate their adversaries, both leaders helped to bring 
about the kind of confrontation they were trying to avoid.

Kennedy later speculated, and Soviet offi cials have since confi rmed, that his 
efforts to reinforce deterrence also encouraged Khrushchev to stiffen his position on 
Berlin (Schlesinger, 1965: 347–48; see also George and Smoke, 1974: 429, 579). The 
action and reaction that linked Berlin and Cuba were part of a larger cycle of insecur-
ity and escalation that reached well back into the 1950s, if not to the beginning of the 
Cold War. The Soviet challenge to the Western position in Berlin in 1959–61 was 
motivated by Soviet concern about the viability of East Germany and secondarily by 
Soviet vulnerability to US nuclear-tipped missiles stationed in Western Europe. The 
US missiles had been deployed to assuage NATO fears about the conventional mili-
tary balance on the central front, made more acute by the creation of the Warsaw Pact 
in 1955. The Warsaw Pact itself was an attempt by Moscow to consolidate its political 
and physical control over an increasingly restive Eastern Europe (Remmington, 1967; 
Jones, 1981; Holloway and Sharp, 1984).

Once the Cuban missile crisis erupted, general deterrence played an important 
moderating role. Kennedy and Khrushchev moved away from confrontation and 
towards compromise because they both feared war. Kennedy worried that escalation 
would set in motion a chain of events that could lead to nuclear war. Khrushchev’s 
decision to withdraw the missiles indicated that he too was prepared to make sacrifi ces 
to avoid war. His capitulation in the face of US military pressure was a humiliating 
defeat for the Soviet Union and its leader. Soviet offi cials confi rm that it was a crucial 
factor in his removal from power a year later.1 For many years, Americans portrayed 
the crisis as an unalloyed US triumph. Kennedy’s secret promise to remove the Jupiter 
missiles from Turkey within six months of the end of the missile crisis, and his willing-
ness on Saturday night, 27 October, to consider making that concession public, indi-
cate that when the superpower leaders were ‘eyeball to eyeball’ both sides blinked. 
One reason they did so was their fear of nuclear war and its consequences. […]

Immediate deterrence is intended to forestall a specifi c military deployment or use 
of force. For immediate deterrence to succeed, the defender’s threats must convince 
adversaries that the likely costs of a challenge will more than offset any possible gains.2 
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Immediate deterrence did not prevent the missile crisis. After Khrushchev had 
decided to send missiles to Cuba, Kennedy warned that he would not tolerate the 
introduction of Soviet missiles in Cuba. The president issued his threat in the belief 
that Khrushchev had no intention of establishing missile bases in Cuba. Despite the 
president’s warnings, Khrushchev nevertheless proceeded with the secret deploy-
ment; he was convinced that they were necessary to protect Cuba from invasion, 
redress the strategic balance and establish psychological equality with the United 
States (Lebow and Stein, 1994: 19–66).

Students of the crisis disagree about why deterrence failed. Some contend that 
the strategy could not have worked while others insist that Kennedy attempted deter-
rence too late (Lebow, 1983). Whatever the cause, the failure of deterrence exacer-
bated the most acute crisis of the Cold War. By making a public commitment to keep 
Soviet missiles out of Cuba, Kennedy dramatically increased the domestic political 
and foreign policy costs of allowing the missiles to remain after they were discovered. 
A threat originally intended to defl ect pressures on the administration to invade Cuba 
would have made that invasion very diffi cult to avoid if Soviet-leaders had not agreed 
to withdraw their missiles. […]

Deterrence had diverse and contradictory consequences for superpower behav-
iour. General and immediate deterrence were principal causes of the missile crisis, 
but general deterrence also facilitated its resolution. […]

The strategy of deterrence attempts to manipulate the risk of war for political 
ends. For much of the Cold War, Soviet and US policymakers doubted that their 
opposites were deterred by the prospect of nuclear war. They expended valuable 
resources trying to perfect the mix of strategic forces, nuclear doctrine and targeting 
policy that would succeed in restraining their adversary. They also used military build-
ups, force deployments and threats of war to try to coerce one another into making 
political concessions. In Berlin […], these attempts were unsuccessful but succeeded 
in greatly aggravating tensions.

The reality of deterrence derived from the inescapable fact that a superpower 
nuclear confl ict would have been an unprecedented catastrophe for both sides. 
Superpower leaders understood this; by the late 1960s, if not earlier, they had come 
to believe that their countries could not survive a nuclear war. Fear of war, independ-
ent of the disparity in the strategic capabilities of the two sides, helped to keep both 
US and Soviet leaders from going over the brink and provided an important incentive 
for the mutual concessions that resolved the Cuban missile crisis. The moderation 
induced by the reality of deterrence helped to curtail the recklessness associated with 
the strategy of deterrence in the late 1950s and early 1960s. […]

When and why does deterrence work?

Proponents of deterrence have advanced two constraining reasons for its putative suc-
cess. The conventional wisdom holds that deterrence restrained the Soviet Union by 
convincing its leaders that any military action against the United States or its allies 
would meet certain and effective opposition. Those who credit deterrence with pre-
serving the peace assume that in its absence the Soviet Union would have been 
tempted to use force against its Western adversaries or their allies […].
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[…] [Indeed] [t]he conventional wisdom […] assumed that Soviet aggression 
would wax and wane as a function of Soviet perceptions of US military capability and 
resolve. Soviet leaders would be most restrained when they regarded the military bal-
ance as unfavourable and US resolve as unquestionable (NSC 68, 1950: 264; Pipes, 
1977; Aspaturian, 1980; Podhoretz, 1980; Luttwak, 1980).

The evidence from the crises in 1962 […] do[es] not support this assessment of 
deterrence. […] The alternative interpretation holds that fear of nuclear war made 
both superpowers more cautious than they otherwise would have been in their com-
petition for global infl uence, and thereby kept the peace. While far more convincing 
than the argument which credits the strategy of nuclear deterrence with preserving 
the peace, this explanation also is not fully persuasive. The reality of nuclear deter-
rence had a restraining effect on both Kennedy and Khrushchev in 1962 […]. When 
superpower leaders believed that they were approaching the brink of war, fear of war 
pulled them back.3

It is diffi cult to judge how much of the fear of war can be attributed to nuclear 
weapons, but the pattern of war avoidance was well set before the 1960s when the 
strategic nuclear arms race greatly accelerated (MccGwire, 1994: 215–17). At the 
time of the Korean War, the United States had only a limited nuclear arsenal, but 
Stalin may have exaggerated US ability to launch extensive nuclear strikes against the 
Soviet Union.4 Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara subsequently testifi ed that 
President Kennedy worried primarily that the missile crisis would lead to a conven-
tional war with the Soviet Union (Welch, 1989). Other members of the Ex Comm 
disagree; they say it was the threat of nuclear war that was in the back of their minds, 
and probably, the president’s (Welch, 1989). […]

Soviet leaders during the missile crisis also worried about war, but neither the 
written record nor the testimony of Soviet offi cials offers any evidence of the kind of 
war Khrushchev thought most likely. There is no evidence that Khrushchev or 
Kennedy speculated about war scenarios; they were desperately trying to resolve the 
crisis. They had no political or psychological incentive to investigate the consequences 
of failure – quite the reverse. Their fear of war remained strong but diffuse. […]

The absence of superpower war is puzzling only if at least one of the superpowers 
was expansionist and aggressive. On the basis of the evidence now available, the image 
that each superpower held of the other as opportunity-driven aggressors can be dis-
credited as crude stereotypes. Khrushchev and Brezhnev felt threatened by what they 
considered the predatory policies of their adversary, as did US leaders by Soviet poli-
cies. For much of the Cold War, Soviet leaders were primarily concerned with pre-
serving what they had, although, like their US counterparts, they were not averse to 
making gains that appeared to entail little risk or cost. Serious confrontations between 
the superpowers arose only when one of them believed that its vital interests were 
threatened by the other.

With the benefi t of hindsight it is apparent that although both superpowers hoped 
to remake the world in their image, neither Moscow nor Washington was ever so dis-
satisfi ed with the status quo that it was tempted to go to war with the other, or even 
threaten war, to force a change. It was not only the absence of opportunity that kept the 
peace, but also the absence of a strong motive for war. Without a compelling motive, 
leaders were unwilling to assume the burden and responsibility for war, even if they 
thought its outcome would be favourable. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, when the 
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United States might have destroyed the Soviet Union in a fi rst strike with relatively 
little damage to itself, US leaders never considered a preventive war. The Soviet Union 
never possessed such a strategic advantage, but there is no reason to suspect that 
Khrushchev or Brezhnev had any greater interest than Eisenhower and Kennedy in 
going to war. The reality of deterrence helped to restrain leaders on both sides, but 
their relative satisfaction with the status quo was an important cause of the long 
peace.

Deterrence in hindsight

The Cold War began as a result of Soviet – US competition in Central Europe in the 
aftermath of Germany’s defeat. Once recognised spheres of infl uence were estab-
lished, confrontations between the superpowers in the heart of Europe diminished. 
Only Berlin continued to be a fl ashpoint until the superpowers reached a tacit under-
standing about the two Germanies in the mid-1960s.

The conventional and nuclear arms buildup that followed in the wake of the 
crises of the early Cold War was a reaction to the mutual insecurities they generated. 
By the 1970s, the growing arsenal and increasingly accurate weapons of mass destruc-
tion that each superpower aimed at the other had become the primary source of 
mutual insecurity and tension. Moscow and Washington no longer argued about the 
status quo in Europe but about the new weapons systems each deployed to threaten 
the other. Each thought that deterrence was far less robust than it was. Their search 
for deterrence reversed cause and effect and prolonged the Cold War.

The history of the Cold War provides compelling evidence of the pernicious 
effects of the open-ended quest for nuclear deterrence. Michael MccGwire captured 
the pernicious effects of deterrence dogma on Western attitudes, ethics and policies, 
which he summarised under seven major indictments; he argued consistently that the 
Western theory of nuclear deterrence had a particular dogmatic quality which was 
not shared by the more practical approach of the Soviets (MccGwire, 1985/6). Be 
that as it may, nuclear weapons also moderated superpower behaviour, once leaders 
in Moscow and Washington recognised and acknowledged to the other that a nuclear 
war between them would almost certainly lead to their mutual destruction.

Since the late 1960s, when the Soviet Union developed an effective retaliatory 
capability, both superpowers had to live with nuclear vulnerability. There were always 
advocates of preemption, ballistic missile defence or other illusory visions of security 
in a nuclear world. But nuclear vulnerability could not be eliminated. Mutual Assured 
Destruction (MAD) was a reality from which there was no escape short of the most 
far-reaching arms control. Even after the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the 
proposed deep cuts in nuclear weapons, Russia and the United States will still possess 
enough nuclear weapons to destroy each other many times over.5

Nuclear vulnerability distinguished the Soviet – US confl ict from conventional 
confl icts of the past or present. In conventional confl icts, leaders could believe that 
war might benefi t their country. Leaders have often gone to war with this expectation 
although, more often than not, they have been proved wrong. The consequences of 
war turned out very differently than leaders in Iraq in 1980, Argentina in 1982 and 
Israel in 1982 expected.
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Fear of the consequences of nuclear war not only made it exceedingly improbable 
that either superpower would deliberately seek a military confrontation with the 
other; it made their leaders extremely reluctant to take any action that they consid-
ered would seriously raise the risk of war. Over the years they developed a much 
better appreciation of each other’s interests. In the last years of the Soviet–US con-
fl ict, leaders on both sides acknowledged and refrained from any challenge of the 
other’s vital interests.

The ultimate irony of nuclear deterrence may be the way in which the strategy of 
deterrence undercut much of the political stability the reality of deterrence should 
have created. The arms build-ups, threatening military deployments, and the confron-
tational rhetoric that characterised the strategy of deterrence effectively obscured 
deep-seated, mutual fears of war. Fear of nuclear war made leaders inwardly cautious, 
but their public posturing convinced their adversaries that they were aggressive, risk-
prone and even irrational.

This reckless kind of behaviour was consistent with the strategy of deterrence. 
Leaders on both sides recognised that only a madman would use nuclear weapons 
against a nuclear adversary. To reinforce deterrence, they therefore tried, and to a 
disturbing degree, succeeded in convincing the other that they might be irrational 
enough or suffi ciently out of control to implement their threats. Each consequently 
became less secure, more threatened and less confi dent of the robust reality of deter-
rence. The strategy of deterrence was self-defeating; it provoked the kind of behav-
iour it was designed to prevent.

The history of the Cold War suggests that nuclear deterrence should be viewed as 
a very dangerous medicine. Arsenic, formerly used to treat syphilis and schistosomia-
sis, or chemotherapy, routinely used to treat cancer, can kill or cure a patient. The 
outcome depends on the virulence of the disease, how early the disease is detected, 
the amount of drugs administered, and the resistance of the patient to both the dis-
ease and the cure. So it is with nuclear deterrence. Mutual deterrence can prompt 
mutual caution. Too much deterrence, or deterrence applied inappropriately to a 
frightened and vulnerable adversary, can fuel an arms race that makes both sides less 
rather than more secure and provoke the aggression that it is designed to prevent.

The superpowers ‘overdosed’ on deterrence. It poisoned their relationship, but 
their leaders remained blind to its consequences. Instead, they interpreted the ten-
sion and crises that followed as evidence of the need for even more deterrence. In 
retrospect, both sides would probably have been more secure without any nuclear 
weapons. But once nuclear weapons were developed and used against Japan it became 
impossible to put the nuclear genie back in the bottle with a secure stopper at its 
mouth. Despite its rhetoric to the contrary, the United States was unprepared to give 
up its advantage, and the Soviet Union was committed to developing its own nuclear 
arsenal. Still, the superpowers would have been wise to have resisted the temptation 
to develop thermonuclear weapons, intercontinental ballistic missiles and multiple 
independently targeted re-entry vehicles (MIRVs). MIRVs were particularly destabi-
lising because they conferred an advantage to offence, and made both sides feel more 
insecure and more committed to programmes that seemed to confi rm the other’s 
worst case assumptions about their motives.

The superpowers were unique in their resources, level of technical sophistication 
and numbers of nuclear weapons that they developed and deployed. We have to be 
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careful in drawing wider lessons. Bearing this caveat in mind, there do seem to be some 
important political parallels. Nowhere do nuclear weapons appear to have conferred 
real security benefi ts. In the Middle East, the Indian subcontinent, and in Argentina and 
Brazil until changes of government in both those countries put an end to their nuclear 
weapons programme, the attempt or actual development of nuclear weapons was the 
catalyst for adversaries to develop their own weapons of mass destruction. As with the 
superpowers, this made both sides more insecure because it made them feel vulnerable 
and was taken as evidence of the other’s hostile intentions. The superpower experience 
should serve as a cautionary tale for the leaders of these countries and of those coun-
tries contemplating the possible development of nuclear arsenals.

Notes

1 Interview with Leonid Zamyatin, Moscow, 16 December 1991 (see also Khrushchev, 
1990: 156–57; Troyanovsky, 1992).

2 See Lebow, 1981, pp. 82–97, for a discussion of the four traditional prerequisites 
of deterrence. For an alternative set of hypotheses about the conditions essential to 
deterrent success, see Lebow and Stein, 1990: 59–69.

3 There is also evidence that the fear of war infl uenced Soviet behaviour in Korea. 
Joseph Stalin had encouraged Kim Il Sung to attack South Korea in June 1950 in the 
expectation that the UnitedStates would not intervene. When Washington did 
intervene, Stalin, afraid that the North Korean attack would provoke a Soviet–US 
war, quickly signalled interest in a cease-fi re (Schecter with Luchkov, 1990: 
144–47).

4 Oleg Grinevsky contends that Stalin feared that even a few atomic bombs dropped 
on Moscow would have been enough to destroy the communist experiment (inter-
view with Oleg Grinevsky, Stockholm, 24 Oct. 1992).

5 By 2003, if the cuts proposed in the START II treaty are implemented, Russia will 
cut its missiles to 504 and its warheads to 3,000 and the United States will reduce 
its missiles to 500 and its warheads to 3,500.
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The action–reaction model

T H E  A C T I O N–R E A C T I O N  M O D E L  is the classical view of arms 
racing and provides the basis for the metaphor of a race. Most attempts to defi ne 

arms racing are rooted in it. The basic proposition of the action–reaction model is 
that states strengthen their armaments because of the threats the states perceive from 
other states. The theory implicit in the model explains the arms dynamic as driven 
primarily by factors external to the state. An action by any potentially hostile state to 
increase its military strength will raise the level of threat seen by other states and 
cause them to react by increasing their own strength (Rathjens 1973). In theory this 
process also works in reverse. If states are driven to arm by external threats, then 
domestic economic pressures to apply resources to other items on the political agenda 
should lead them to build down in proportion to reductions in military capability by 
others. Whether action–reaction works with equal facility in both directions has 
important implications for disarmament.

The action–reaction model posits something like an international market in 
military strength. States will arm themselves either to seek security against the threats 
posed by others or increase their power to achieve political objectives against the 
interests of others. Military power can be used to achieve objectives through use of 
force, implicit or explicit threats, or symbolism […]. Balances (including balances in 
political status as well as balances of military power) will emerge at higher or lower 
levels of armament, depending on how willing states are to drive up the price of 
achieving their objectives. Counterpressure to open-ended arms competition is cre-
ated both by the responses of other states to attempts by one to increase its military 
power and by domestic resource constraints. […]

3 . 2

Barry Buzan and Eric Herring

ARMS RACES

Source: The Arms Dynamic in World Politics (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 1998), pp. 83–118.
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The action–reaction model does not depend on the process by which techno-
logical innovation causes continual improvement in military technology. However, if 
such innovation exists it becomes part of the action–reaction process. Even if the 
quality of military technology was static, and evenly distributed in the international 
system, the action–reaction process could still be the mechanism by which states 
compete militarily in purely quantitative terms. Increases in the number of battle-
ships in one state would still create pressure for countering increases in other states. 
For this reason, the action–reaction model can more easily be applied than the 
domestic structure model to cases that occurred before the onset of the industrial 
revolution. Some authors nevertheless take the view that arms racing has only become 
a distinctive international phenomenon since the industrial revolution unleashed the 
forces of mass production and institutionalized innovation into the international 
system (Huntington 1958: 41, 43; Hammond 1993: 11).

When military competition refl ects a power struggle between states, as before 
both world wars; during the Cold War; or between Iran and Iraq, India and Pakistan, 
or Israel and its Arab neighbors, it can be intense and highly focused – especially when 
the parties see war as a likely outcome. Even when there is no specifi c power struggle, 
or only a weak one, the action–reaction process still works at the lower levels of com-
petition and maintenance of the military status quo. States will usually have some 
sense of who they consider to be possible sources of attack even when they see the 
probability of war as being low. This perception will ensure an element of action–
reaction in military policy, albeit of a much more subdued kind than in an arms race. 
For build-down, maintenance, and competition as for racing, action–reaction 
expresses itself not only in the size of armed forces, but also in the type of forces 
acquired and the level of concern about modernization and readiness for combat. The 
action–reaction model therefore applies to the arms dynamic as a whole. […]

There is considerable blending of power and security motives in the behavior of 
states. Most military instruments can be used for offensive as well as defensive pur-
poses. It is therefore diffi cult for any state to distinguish between measures other 
states take to defend themselves and measures they may be taking to increase their 
capability for aggression. Because the consequences of being wrong may be very 
severe, it is a commonplace dictum that prudence requires each state to adjust its 
own military measures in response to a worst-case view of the measures taken by 
others. […]

There are problems associated with different aspects of this dictum. First, what is 
described as worst-case analysis is often something more moderate (worse rather 
than worst-case analysis) in that the real worst case is dismissed or seen as unlikely. 
Second, worst-case analysis is often adopted not due to prudence but as a conscious 
symbolic and ideological exaggeration to ensure support for military expenditure and 
the use of threats and force. […] Third, worst-case analysis can be as dangerous as, 
and more wasteful of resources than, a more balanced threat assessment in that it can 
unnecessarily escalate a rivalry (Garthoff 1978, 1984). Finally, since each adjustment 
may be seen by some other states as a possible threat, even a system in which all states 
seek only their own defense can produce competitive accumulations of military 
strength. The set of circumstances that produces this tendency is known as the “secur-
ity dilemma” (Herz 1950; Butterfi eld 1951; Snyder 1984; Jervis 1978, 1985; Snyder 
1985; Buzan 1991: chapter 8; Wheeler and Booth 1992). It is a dilemma because 



A R M S  R A C E S   2 0 5

states cannot easily take measures to strengthen their own military security without 
making others feel less secure. If others feel less secure they may take countermea-
sures that may negate the measures taken by the fi rst state. That state in turn may feel 
pressured to restore its preferred ratio of strength by further increases in its own 
armaments, and so on. The workings of the security dilemma are thus closely related 
to those of the action–reaction model. […]

The idea of the action–reaction model is simple, but its operation in practice is 
complex. The model says little about motives other than that each side feels threat-
ened by the other. Neither does it indicate whether the two actors are aware of, and 
are seeking to control, the process in which they are engaged. In practice, the only 
thing that may be clear is that their behavior is infl uenced in part by their sense of 
external threat. The specifi c details of the action–reaction process may be diffi cult to 
identify. This point needs to be considered in detail because the validity of the action–
reaction model is widely questioned on the grounds that its supposed process is 
often diffi cult to see in practice. First the idiom of action and reaction will be exam-
ined: that is to say, the types of action that states can take within the process. Then 
other variables in the pattern of response will be identifi ed, particularly magnitude, 
timing, and the awareness of the actors of the process in which they are engaged. 
Finally, it is necessary to look at the motives of the actors, which can have a consider-
able infl uence on the other variables in the action–reaction process. However, this 
does not mean that intentions with regard to weapons acquisition are necessarily 
oriented toward competition with other states: they may also be a deliberate part of 
domestic politics. […]

The idioms of action and reaction

The idioms of action and reaction are numerous. The simplest is like that of […] two 
states compet[ing] in terms of a single, similar weapon system, and where the strength 
of the rivals can be compared directly because the weapons are designed primarily to 
fi ght each other. […] The idiom may be in terms of dissimilar weapons systems, or 
sets of systems, such as antisubmarine, antiaircraft, or antimissile systems versus sub-
marines, bombers, and missiles. In such cases, the calculation of relative strengths is 
complicated by the large uncertainties that always surround estimates of how differ-
ent, but opposed, weapons will work in combat. However, this contrast should not be 
overdrawn. Predicting combat outcomes between similar weapon systems is still very 
diffi cult because there are so many additional important variables such as weather, 
terrain, and communications or the skill, experience, and morale of the operators of 
those weapon systems (and the commanders of those operators). […] The action–
reaction process may not be single weapon systems, but instead be in terms of the 
overall arsenals of states, with each trying to measure its relative overall capability to 
make war (Rattinger 1976; Baugh 1984: chapter 4). […]

In competitions over military technology the distinction between quality and 
quantity is important (Huntington 1958: 65–89; Gray 1971: 46–48). Potential com-
batants will compare not only the numbers of their weapons but also their quality. 
[…] However, assessments of the quality and quantity of hardware have to be accom-
panied by assessments about the quality of the software and “wetware” (human beings) 
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that accompany the weapons. Weapons per se often prove to be less important during 
war than other factors such as morale, strategy, logistics, or alliance politics.

Although this section is concerned primarily with what explains arms competi-
tion rather than what arms competition explains, it is worth fl agging Huntington’s 
interesting argument that qualitative arms races are less war prone than quantitative 
ones. His argument is that increases of quantity provide what is perceived (to a great 
extent falsely, considering the history of war) as a known ability to fi ght, whereas 
constant changes in quality both undermine the value of quantitative accumulation 
and increase the diffi culty of calculating the outcome of a resort to arms (Huntington 
1958: 71–79). […] The effects of this factor are seen most clearly where the arms 
dynamic is bilateral and focused on a single main weapon system. However, arms 
dynamics involve mixes of both – quality being used to offset quantity and vice versa, 
and quality and quantity being sought by both sides (Hammond 1993: 48, 274–75). 
We suspect that quantitative arms competitions or races will indicate either an inten-
tion to begin a war or an expectation of imminent war rather than being causes of 
wars, which appear to begin for other reasons (Blainey 1973; Lebow 1981; Gray 
1993). Competitions or races in armies, whether quantitative or qualitative, are much 
more a sign than competitions or races in navies or air forces that war is likely 
(Hammond 1993: 248–49). It is worth emphasizing that wars are rarely begun when 
the military balance is optimal (Lebow 1984). Instead, they are more likely to occur 
in response to perceived threats to interests and/or to psychological biases that lead 
to over-estimation of the chances of military success (Lebow 1981; Herring 1995).

When the action–reaction dynamic is in terms of overall military strength, then 
military expenditure may become in itself an idiom of interaction. It can also play a 
symbolic role. This was the case with President Kennedy’s announcements in May and 
July 1961 of increases in spending on conventional forces during the Berlin crisis. 
Such spending – and the increase in military spending ordered in June 1961 by Soviet 
leader Nikita Khrushchev – could have no practical military value in the short term 
for the crisis then under way: the intention was to symbolize resolve (Herring 1995: 
139). […]

When reliable data can be obtained, military expenditure is perhaps more useful 
to indicate the difference between arms racing and maintenance of the military status 
quo than it is to measure a specifi c action–reaction dynamic between states. For this 
purpose, absolute levels of military expenditure are less important than military 
expenditure expressed as a percentage of GNP. If military expenditure is a constant 
or declining percentage of GNP, then one is probably observing maintenance or build-
down, especially where GNP itself tends to rise at a steady but not spectacular rate. 
Although absolute amounts spent will tend to rise, the increase will mostly refl ect the 
rising costs of modern weapons compared with the older generations they replace. 
But if military expenditure is rising as a percentage of GNP, then the state is increas-
ing the level of its military activity at the expense of its other activities. Such an 
increase cannot be sustained indefi nitely. The increase’s appearance indicates either a 
shift away from maintenance toward racing, or at least competition, or else a state 
caught in the squeeze of economic growth too weak to support its desired range of 
military commitments.

Although very useful as an indicator of the intensity of the arms dynamic, the 
measure of military expenditure as a percentage of GNP has to be used with caution. 
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Different rates of growth can have a large impact on interpretation of the fi gures. 
Slow or no growth of the fi gure in a rapidly expanding economy may disguise a con-
siderable military expansion, as it did in the case of Japan until recently, and as was 
also the case in much of East Asia during the 1990s. A rise in the fi gure for a static or 
slow-moving economy may indicate more a holding action than an expansion of mili-
tary capability. Furthermore, a rise in military spending may be a necessary transi-
tional cost in conducting a build-down. This was seen at the end of the Cold War, 
when the hoped for peace dividend (reduced military spending leading to tax cuts or 
increased social spending) turned out in some ways to be a peace tax. Dismantling 
weapons, reconfi guring forces, demobilizing and rehousing military personnel, rede-
ploying military capabilities, and so on has proven to be expensive.

The idiom of action–reaction can take a variety of other forms, economic and 
political, as well as military. As long as the idiom remains military the process is still 
within the arms dynamic. Action and reaction options other than increases in mili-
tary strength or expenditure are available. States can, for example, change the 
deployment patterns of their armed forces in ways that make them more threatening 
and/or less vulnerable to an opponent. Motives are usually mixed. Khrushchev 
claimed that in deploying nuclear missiles in Cuba, he was reacting to the invasion 
threat posed by the United States to Cuba. But much more than that was in play. He 
also wanted to react strategically to the nuclear superiority established by the United 
States, and symbolically to the deployment of NATO missiles on the Soviet periph-
ery, especially in Turkey. By giving the United States a taste of its own medicine and 
establishing symbolic partial nuclear equality, he hoped to create the diplomatic 
leverage that would broaden that equality to many areas of U.S.-Soviet relations and 
that would let him shift resources to nonmilitary activities (Herring 1995: chapter 8, 
especially 154–56). […]

States can change their operational or declaratory strategic doctrine in response 
to actions (including doctrinal innovations) by an opponent. Such doctrines are a key 
element in actual military strength, as the Germans demonstrated with their imagina-
tive use of the rapid mechanized warfare doctrine, known as blitzkrieg, in the early 
years of World War II. Because they are perceived as changes in intentions, changes in 
doctrine (such as the U.S. shift toward a declaratory policy of warfi ghting strategies 
of nuclear deterrence starting in the 1970s) can carry just as much weight in the eyes 
of an opponent as increases or decreases in the size and quality of armed forces (Gray 
1976: 7; MccGwire 1987, 1991; Garthoff 1990; Zisk 1993). Kimberley Zisk (1993) 
describes reactive doctrinal innovation between rival states as “doctrine races,” 
although such a label will often exaggerate the pace of the innovation and the effort 
put into it.

When the idiom moves into the economic and political domains, the action–
reaction process of the arms dynamic joins the more general one of foreign policy, 
and the subject shifts from strategic studies and peace studies to world politics and 
international political economy. The area of overlap should not be ignored. Restrictions 
on trade may become part of the action–reaction process, as in the long-standing 
attempts by NATO to prevent such dual-use technologies (militarily useful civil tech-
nologies) as computers from reaching the Soviet Union, and post-Cold War concerns 
regarding the spread of dual-use technologies (especially in the areas of nuclear and 
missile technology) to LICs.
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General shifts in perception, and therefore in the character of political relations, 
also play an important role in the action–reaction process. Shifts toward (or away 
from) more negative and hostile views of an opponent can mark a major shift toward 
(or away from) competition or racing within the arms dynamic. Negative shifts 
occurred in Britain toward Germany during the late 1930s and in the United States 
toward the Soviet Union during the mid-1940s. Positive, or “desecuritizing” ones 
(Wæver 1995; Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde 1998) – that is, ones that move issues 
from the security agenda and into the realm of normal politics – occurred in southern 
Africa with the end of apartheid. Most notably, they accompanied Gorbachev’s new 
political thinking in international relations, which, coupled with unilateral arms 
reductions, triggered the end of the Cold War. A political action may also trigger a 
military reaction, as when states increase their military strength in response to an 
unleashing of revolutionary energy in a rival, as Iraq did after the revolution in Iran. 
Iraq saw Iran as politically more threatening but militarily weakened and therefore 
decided (unwisely, in view of the outcome) to attack. This kind of interplay is where 
the arms dynamic blends into the broader patterns of world politics.

One cannot assume that states will display consistency in the idiom of their 
actions and reactions […]. Consistent responses are more likely when the rate of 
technological innovation is low and when the weapons concerned are ones that can be 
expected to fi ght each other, such as tanks, battleships, and fi ghter aircraft. Inconsistent 
responses are more likely when technological innovation offers opportunities to 
degrade the effectiveness of existing weapons systems. Such responses are also more 
likely when existing defensive capability looks more attractive than a matching 
offensive capability or when resource constraints force one side to take unorthodox 
measures to stay in the competition. […]

Magnitude, timing, and awareness in the action–reaction 
process

To the variety of idioms in which the dialogue of the arms dynamic can be pursued 
must be added the variables that attend the process of action–reaction itself. These 
variables are magnitude (what proportion the reaction bears to the triggering action), 
timing (speed and sequence of interaction), and awareness (the extent to which the 
parties involved in the process are conscious of their impact on each other, and 
whether they govern their own behavior in the light of that consciousness). […]

Magnitude

The magnitude of possible reactions within the arms dynamic covers a wide range. If 
the dynamic progresses by mutual overreaction, then moves to outdo one’s opponent 
can range from acquisition of greater forces to preventive war (attacking an opponent 
before it becomes too strong) or preemptive war (striking the fi rst blow in the belief 
that an attack by the opponent was imminent). […] Where the rivals are equal, the 
relationship between the existing level of capability and the scale of the new acquisition 
becomes important. Parity at low levels means that the balance can change quickly. 
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When they are unequal, the leader may be able to tolerate some disproportion in the 
magnitude of the measures taken by itself and its rival.

Huntington (1958: 60) suggests that the probability of war in arms racing is at its 
highest when the dynamics of the race are close to resulting in a shift in the balance of 
power. Indeed, war may be the desired outcome for one of the parties, with arms 
racing as a necessary preparation for it. However, in the nuclear context, this is 
unlikely to be the case, because of the potential political and physical costs of using 
nuclear weapons. If Huntington is right, equality of military strength at low levels 
between nonnuclear rivals is an unstable condition because only small changes are 
needed to shift the balance of power.

This issue is of great importance in that much of the theory and practice of arms 
control and disarmament is predicated on the notion of equality as a stabilizing factor (on 
the grounds that neither side will have any confi dence that it can start and win 
a war). Geoffrey Blainey (1973) argues that peace is most likely when there is a 
clear imbalance of power favoring one side. Perhaps this ought to be amended to say 
that peace is most likely when there is a clear imbalance of power against the state that 
wishes to go to war. The problem with this is that motives may change so that the state 
that has the imbalance of power in its favor might decide to go to war.  This brings us back 
to the idea that a broad band of equality might be the best option for preventing war. The 
extent to which a balance is perceived to be stable is not a technical matter. Perceptions 
of virtually the same balance can change radically in a short time span. […] To underline 
the point, stability rests much more on perceptions than on technology. […]

Responses of lower magnitude may also indicate a lack of resources or political 
will on the part of the challenged state. Or the responses may indicate a reasoned 
political judgment that the arms dynamic should be allowed to generate a peaceful 
change in the international balance of power and status. Such a judgment refl ects a 
decision that new realities in the international system are so basic as to be very diffi -
cult to stop, and not so adverse that they are worth opposing by war. […]

Although the idea of measured responses is clear enough in theory, in reality it is 
often very diffi cult to fi nd reliable measures by which actions and reactions can be 
compared. […]

Timing

The variable of timing poses even greater diffi culties of measurement than that of 
magnitude. It is perhaps the main weakness in attempts to apply the action–reaction 
model to the study of the arms dynamic. The basic model assumes a clear sequence of 
action and reaction like that in a chess game. In theory, such a process should display 
a distinct pattern of move and countermove that would enable the pace of the action–
reaction cycle to provide one measure of the intensity of interaction. Slow versus 
rapid patterns of response would give a useful insight into the character of the arms 
dynamic and is part of the process of distinguishing racing from maintenance. […] 
Although delayed responses may result in a more intense arms dynamic than would 
otherwise have been the case (Huntington 1958: 58–63), one must not generalize too 
readily. States may decide to catch up without believing there is a compelling need to 
do so as swiftly as possible. […]
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Awareness

How aware are the actors of the process in which they are engaged? In particular, do 
they understand their impact on each other, and do they try to manipulate the action–
reaction dynamic either to their own or to mutual advantage (Schelling 1966: 
chapter 7)? The action–reaction model high-lights the dangers of actors that are not 
aware of their impact on each other. It is a virtual truism of states that, like most indi-
viduals, they are more aware of the threats that others pose to them than they are of 
the threats that they pose to others (Jervis 1976). This unbalanced perception is an 
important element of the security dilemma in fueling an escalatory cycle of provoca-
tion and overreaction. If actors are sensitive to their impact on each other, then there 
is potential for managing the relationship so as to pursue balance and avoid overreac-
tion. Such management can be approached cooperatively, in the form of negotiated 
agreements to restrain the arms dynamic, or unilaterally, in the form of actions by 
one side designed to avoid overstimulating the threat sensitivities of the other. This 
approach is known as reassurance (Stein 1991a, 1991b; Herring 1995: especially 
51–53). […] Among other things, the institutionalization of a long-term rivalry that 
cannot rationally be solved by war provides considerable incentives for joint manage-
ment. However, as Gray (1971: 56) points out, awareness also has its dangers. If one 
side is more keen to manage the arms dynamic than the other, it makes itself vulner-
able to having its enthusiasm exploited and its relative strength weakened. […] When 
suspicions arise that an attempt to manage the arms dynamic is being cynically 
exploited by one side, then the arms control process can itself become the mechanism 
that heightens the intensity of arms competition. […]

The impact of strategic objectives on the arms dynamic

Strategic objectives within a rivalry have a major impact on other variables within the 
action–reaction process. It is, for example, reasonable to conjecture that the action–
reaction dynamic between two status quo rivals each interested in maintaining its 
position through deterrence will be much less intense in terms of the pace and mag-
nitude of its interactions, and much more restrained in its idiom, than a dynamic 
between two rivals both interested in changing their position, and both prepared to 
fi ght a war in order to do so. Eight pairs of concepts capture the most important ele-
ments of the impact upon the arms dynamic of strategic objectives. […]

The fi rst pair concerns the balance of power (economic and ideological as well 
as military) between the actors, and the distinction is whether their strategic object-
ives are to change it or to preserve their existing positions. The former is a status 
quo orientation and the latter a revisionist orientation. Revisionism aimed at territor-
ial expansion has the most obvious potential for war. Status quo actors are concerned 
primarily with security and loss avoidance: revisionist actors are more interested in 
power maximization and pursuit of gain (Buzan 1991: 298–310; Schweller 1994; 
Herring 1995: especially 47–49). If any major state seeks to change its international 
status as a high priority, then the probability arises that it will seek to increase 
its military strength. Its moves in this direction are likely to lead to an arms race 
or at least a military competition with those whose interests are challenged by its 
ambitions. […]
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The second pair concerns the value of peace: the higher the value of peace, the 
more stable and less intense the arms dynamic may be, all other things being equal 
(Herring 1995: 42–43, 242–43). The value of peace is likely to be high when both 
sides have nuclear weapons. Attachment of a low value to peace can lead to arms 
competition or racing because warfi ghting preparations generate open-ended mili-
tary needs. When war is considered to be a rational instrument of policy, then there 
is no absolute ceiling on the force requirements of either side. The needs of each are 
determined according to the capability of the other in a potentially endless cycle of 
action and reaction. The existence of exaggerated cycles of over-reaction may be a 
signal that war is increasingly likely to occur. If the value of peace is high, then there 
are possibilities for avoiding open-ended competitive accumulations. From the mutu-
ally assured destruction (MAD) perspective, nuclear deterrence can in theory be 
achieved by possession of a guaranteed capability to devastate one’s opponent. Such a 
capability is considerably less sensitive to increases in an opponent’s strength than is 
the case in warfi ghting rivalries. […]

[…] The third relates to how secure are the states involved: insecure states are 
more likely than secure states to be involved in an escalatory arms dynamic (Glaser 
1992). The fourth concerns the military strategies of the actors: reliance on defensive 
military strategies is more stabilizing than reliance on the offensive. Fifth, an emphasis 
on deterrence is more stabilizing than an emphasis on compellence. Sixth, reassur-
ance of the opponent as well as the use of threats is more stabilizing than reliance 
solely on threats. Seventh, risk aversion is more stabilizing than willingness to take 
risks, although risk aversion by one side and risk acceptance by the other leads to a 
deteriorating situation for the risk-averse side. Eighth, a state willing to take on dif-
fi cult tasks is more likely to fuel action–reaction processes than one averse to such 
tasks.

Despite the obvious importance of strategic objectives in the action–reaction 
dynamic, their role in practice is diffi cult to assess for a number of reasons. First, 
strategic objectives may be attributes of situations rather than (or as well as) actors; 
the objectives cannot be detached completely from the constraints, dangers, and 
opportunities posed by the distribution of power in the international system or by the 
vagaries of internal politics. […]

Second, states usually adopt a set of strategic objectives that incorporate [both 
status quo and revisionist] elements […]. Only in propagandist fantasies (or theoreti-
cal exercises) is one side the risk-averse, status quo oriented, defensive, deterrent, 
reassuring actor and the other a risk-acceptant, revisionist, offensive, compellent, 
threatening actor. […]

Third, it can be diffi cult to distinguish between the pairs of strategic objectives 
[…]. Indeed, not only do decisionmakers often fi nd it diffi cult to decide how secure 
they feel, how much they value peace, how averse they are to risk, and so on, but they 
may not even address these questions. […]

While strategic objectives appear to be important elements in the action–reac-
tion process, they pose great diffi culties for both analysis and policy because they 
often cannot be either isolated or identifi ed accurately. If the response to this uncer-
tainty is to assume the worst, then valuable opportunities for cooperation may be 
lost and the operation of the security dilemma may be intensifi ed suffi ciently to 
cause arms competition, arms racing, or even war. If assumptions about strategic 
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objectives are too optimistic, there is a danger that one’s opponent will interpret 
conciliation as weakness and, by seeking to exploit the situation, create the confl ict 
that the conciliatory behavior was aimed at avoiding. […]

The domestic structure model

The domestic structure model rests on the idea that the arms dynamic is generated by 
forces within the state. It functions as an alternative to the action–reaction model 
only in the sense that the two models compete for primacy of place in ability to 
explain observed behavior within the arms dynamic. […]

The proponents of the domestic structure model did not argue that the rivalry 
between the superpowers was irrelevant, but that the process of the arms dynamic 
had become so deeply institutionalized within each state that domestic factors largely 
supplanted the crude forms of action and reaction as the main engine of the arms 
dynamic. The external factor of rivalry still provided the necessary motivation for the 
arms dynamic. But when “reactions” become anticipatory, the state has, in effect, 
restructured itself internally on a long-term basis to deal with the arms dynamic. 
R&D laboratories work to push the frontiers of military technology ever forward. 
Arms production facilities are kept going with orders so as to maintain capacity, and 
over time (and along with other military facilities) they get absorbed into the budget-
ary and electoral processes of the state.

An almost exclusively domestically oriented arms dynamic is sometimes referred 
to as “autism” (Dedring 1976: 79–81). Autism exists when the military behavior of 
states is generated much more by internal considerations than by any rational response 
to external threats. If need be, external threats will be manufactured to bolster 
domestic unity. Military capability may be acquired more for prestige, or to reinforce 
the government’s hold on the country, than in relation to external threats. Where 
autism takes hold, the consequences for vigorous interstate rivalries are serious. 
Excessive egocentrism in the behavior of rival states is an almost certain path to fric-
tion and paranoia in relations among them. If autism is taken to extremes, it makes 
the domestic structure model of the arms dynamic an alternative, rather than a com-
plement, to the action–reaction model. If the arms dynamic is driven powerfully 
from within states, then it becomes much more diffi cult to damp down. Any state that 
reduces its own military strength in hope of a response from its rival will be disap-
pointed if its rival’s armaments are determined more by internal than by external 
factors. Autism looks rather different when it refers to the behavior of states con-
cerned almost exclusively with internal security. Such states, if they do not produce 
their own arms, will suck them in from the world arms trade or as military aid from 
friendly states. In some cases the weapons are sold or military aid given not to the 
government but, if it exists, the military opposition to the government.

Extreme autism is rare, and so the interesting question about the domestic struc-
ture model is not whether it is better than the action–reaction model in some general 
sense, but what proportion and aspects of observed behavior each model explains for 
any given case. Which structures and mechanisms within the state become the main 
carriers of the arms dynamic? […]
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The domestic structure model offers a whole range of factors to explain the arms 
dynamic. The principal ones are the institutionalization of military R&D; the institu-
tionalization of military production; economic management; electoral politics; the 
military-industrial complex; organizational politics; the unifying and identity-creating 
roles of military threats; and internal repression and civil war. […]

Domestic structure explanations of the arms dynamic

Institutionalization of military research and development

The institutionalization of military R&D plays a major role in the domestic structure 
model (Gray 1976: 39–43; Thee 1986: chapters 3, 5; Adams and Kosiak 1993; Farrell 
1995, 1997: chapter 3). […]

However, given that only a small number of major arms-producing states spend 
heavily on military R&D, the logic of this factor can only be applied in a few cases. The 
role of R&D relates closely to the discussions of technological revolutions and the 
technological imperative […]. What makes R&D distinctive within the domestic 
structure model are the measures that arms-producing states take when the rhythm 
of technological development puts pressure on them to adopt a long view of military 
procurement. The increasing involvement of the state in military R&D is a historical 
trend that began to gather force in the nineteenth century and culminated in the sym-
biosis of state and science in the nuclear age (Pearton 1982). In the modern era, 
military technology is so capital intensive and takes so long to develop that any state 
wishing to be at the leading edge has no choice but to create or encourage a perma-
nent R&D establishment. No state can become a major arms producer without its 
own R&D base, and since technological improvement is a continual process, the 
establishments that support it necessarily become permanent. A fully independent 
R&D base now appears to be beyond the reach of all states: the trend since the 1980s 
has been for the fl attening of the top of the hierarchy of arms-producing states.

On the one hand, R&D establishments are created because the complex and 
expensive nature of technology requires them. On the other hand, the establishments 
become mechanisms that set ever higher standards of expense and complexity, 
increase the pace of technological advance, and work relentlessly to make their own 
products obsolete. In promoting their own organizational security they necessarily 
become promoters of technological change. Although their offerings are not always 
accepted for production, […] they do mount a continual challenge to accepted stan-
dards of adequate military technology. Thus what starts as a response to a problem 
becomes part of the process by which the problem is continuously re-created and 
even exacerbated. These establishments refl ect the technological conditions stem-
ming from industrial society. They may also have become important in shaping the 
civil economy by giving preferential boosts to a variety of dual-use technologies, most 
notably in the aerospace, nuclear, and computer fi elds (Buzan and Sen 1990).

Despite its domestic roots, and its self-contained nature, the institutionalization of 
military R&D can in one sense be viewed as part of the action–reaction model. States 
competing at the leading edge of technology must have an R&D establishment to be in 
the game at all – and up to a point, so must states seeking to sell less sophisticated 
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technology, though the resources involved are far smaller than in the leading-edge 
states. […] Since the end of the Cold War, the justifi cation for the enterprise of R&D 
has shifted signifi cantly (but not entirely) toward trade rather than interstate rivalry. If 
the leading edge of military technology is continually moving forward, one effect of 
R&D is to complicate the task of differentiating arms competition from maintenance 
of the military status quo. The continual background of qualitative improvement means 
that in both cases states will tend to upgrade their military technologies. […]

The dramatic cut in global military R&D due to the end of the Cold War ($60 billion 
in the mid-1990s – down 50 to 55 percent in real terms since the mid-1980s) under-
mines any claims of a self-sustaining, autistic process (Arnett 1996b). The United 
States, and perhaps the Europeans and the Japanese, may try to maintain relatively high 
levels of military R&D while cutting back on production and deployment. This could 
refl ect a desire to be able to get back into the game should a new military challenger 
arise, or to maintain a substantial qualitative edge over the many countries around the 
world now equipped with modern weapons supplied by the major producers. […]

Institutionalization of military production

The forces leading to the institutionalization of R&D are both linked to and similar to 
those for the institutionalization of military production, and so this factor is also limited 
to the small group of major arms producers. Production and R&D often share close 
organizational links in high-technology industries. Furthermore, for a particular 
weapon system, R&D and production may be concurrent rather than consecutive 
(Farrell 1995, 1997: chapter 3). Arms-producing states perceive the same need to 
maintain military production capabilities in being as they do to maintain a permanent 
R&D establishment (Kaldor 1982: 60–65; Adams and Kosiak 1993). Maintaining mili-
tary production capabilities in turn normally involves government support for the 
whole range of basic industries on which military production depends, so bringing a 
wide range of industrial interests into the picture (Sen 1984). This constellation of 
capabilities is usually known as the defense industrial base, although we prefer military-
industrial base, because its products are not necessarily used for defensive purposes.

The need to maintain a standing capacity for arms production is reinforced where 
there is a long-term rivalry. A long-term rivalry is usually seen as requiring not only 
a degree of permanent mobilization in case there is a rapid move toward war, but also 
the capacity to expand production quickly to support the war effort. A policy of 
weaponized deterrence, as opposed to weaponless deterrence or deterrence through 
strategic nonviolence, is usually also seen as requiring a substantial degree of perma-
nent mobilization to keep the necessary forces in being and up to date. During the 
Cold War, the high level of activity in the R&D sector speeded up the cycle of obso-
lescence and so required production capability to keep up with the fl ow of replace-
ment weapon systems. A factor working against this is the way in which much civil 
technology can be converted to military uses, and a state can adopt a policy of prepar-
ing for rapid civil to military conversion should it be seen as necessary. In the post–
Cold War world, it will be interesting to see whether the leading producers will 
maintain high levels of R&D while cutting back production capacity.

One way of squaring this circle is to encourage arms exports. Excluded from 
the arms trade are some nuclear weapon delivery systems, notably missile submarines, 
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ICBMs, and heavy bombers, which are seldom transferred to other countries. Aside 
from these systems, governments seek to generate both suffi cient volume and suffi -
cient continuity of orders to keep their military industries going. This is not just a 
matter of keeping plant in being but also of maintaining skilled teams of designers 
and workers. As the market for conventional weapons is saturated in the post–Cold 
War world, so subsidies for arms exports have increased. Governments trumpet 
loudly about the jobs secured through arms exports deals but keep as quiet as pos-
sible about the subsidies used to secure those deals (World Development Movement 
1995). […]

The other way to square the circle is to provide a volume of orders for one’s own 
armed forces that is suffi ciently large and regular to keep in being an armaments 
industry of the desired size and scope. In this way, the desire to maintain capacity 
results in the creation of an internalized push for arms production up to a level suffi -
cient to meet the needs of the industry. That push will produce a pattern of arms 
production that bears no direct relation to any action–reaction dynamic with a rival 
power, even though the need to maintain a capacity of a given size is defi ned by the 
existence, and the character, of the external rival.

Economic management

The interests of political leaders are served by having predictable military budgets, 
and this contributes to the shaping of military procurement by organizational momen-
tum. If military budget decisions can be made routine, then less time has to be spent 
arguing over them. More planning stability can then be given both to organizations 
concerned with military affairs and to programs that compete with military require-
ments in the annual process of budgetary resource allocation. Domestic political 
interests can also impinge on the budgetary process in several ways that feed into the 
arms dynamic. The government may decide to use increased military spending as a 
means of stimulating demand within the economy – though again this only applies to 
the small group of signifi cant arms producers. This technique is especially useful in a 
country like the United States, where Keynesian measures of economic stimulation 
might, in themselves, attract ideological opposition. It is easier to get taxpayers (and 
legislators) to consent to subsidies for high-technology industries if they are justifi ed 
as necessary to the military security of the country. […] Military spending tends to be 
less controversial than welfare measures and other public works, and governments 
are more in control of the variables that govern the need for military measures. The 
international system may oblige by providing threats that are real enough to be exag-
gerated if the need to do so for economic reasons arises.

Electoral politics

Political factors can infl uence military spending more directly, particularly when 
electoral considerations come into play (Gray 1971: 74–75). For arms-producing 
states, military procurement decisions can make a big impact on patterns of employ-
ment and income in specifi c electoral districts or constituencies. Whether in terms 
of new investment and new jobs, or the maintenance of existing plants and jobs, 
such decisions cannot avoid entanglement in the political process by which individual 
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politicians and political parties seek to enhance their electoral appeal. […] On a 
larger scale electoral considerations can shape the way that parties campaign on 
military issues (Baugh 1984: 101–3; Gray 1976: 33–36). The U.S. presidential cam-
paigns leading up to the Kennedy administration in 1960 and the Reagan administra-
tion in 1980 are instructive in this regard. In both cases the winning candidates 
raised alarms about military weakness created by their predecessors and promised to 
build up the armed forces. It is always diffi cult to separate genuine concern from 
calculation of electoral advantage in such cases. James Lindsay (1991) argues that 
members of the U.S. Congress are concerned with good policy as well as pork barrel 
politics for electoral purposes. What we can say is that, in many states, pointing to 
foreign threats is frequently an effective means of getting political support. Only 
when states and their societies either take up antimilitary attitudes (as in Japan and 
Costa Rica) or become fi rmly embedded in security communities (the European 
Union) does this ploy cease to be easily available.

The military-industrial complex

There is an obvious parallel interest among the organizations concerned with R&D 
and production, those concerned with consuming military goods, and the politi-
cians with their economic and electoral concerns. This parallel interest underlies the 
idea of a “military-industrial complex.” […] The concept of a military-industrial 
complex had the merit of pointing to the importance of domestic structural inputs 
into the arms dynamic. It led to the more detailed studies of the individual compo-
nents of domestic structure reviewed here. It also drew attention to the possibility 
that the process of arms acquisition had a momentum of its own that might not 
serve whatever was defi ned as the national interest, and that was both strong enough 
and independent enough to be an important part of the arms dynamic. In other 
words, coalitions of particular military-industrial interests sometimes deliberately 
cooperate to promote their own interests, even at the expense of the national inter-
ests they are meant to serve. […] However, military-industrial interests collectively 
do not form a single unit or political actor and do not dominate national policy: they 
are usually deeply divided and in competition with each other (Sarkesian 1972; 
Gray 1976; Rosen 1973; Koistinen 1980; Kaldor 1982; Graham 1994). Key ques-
tions for any weapons procurement process are whether it can be subordinated to 
broader security goals and whether it can be made accountable to the public (Singh 
1997). […]

Organizational politics

The military-industrial complex style of analysis of the arms dynamic was preceded 
and arguably has been superseded by the evolution of a variety of organizational poli-
tics approaches. The excessively sweeping nature of the military-industrial complex 
perspective has been a key element in its downfall. […]

Armed services organizations often develop fairly fi xed views of their missions 
and the mainstream weapons systems that they prefer. These views are shaped as 
much by national historical experience, by the traditions of the individual services, 
and by the interests of organizational survival, as by considerations of what the 
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opponent is doing. Service views play a major role in which systems get built or 
bought. The U.S. Air Force, for example, has a long-standing attachment to bombers. 
This attachment owes at least as much to air force traditions and self-image as it does 
to the rather strained argument that bombers add necessary fl exibility to a long-range 
bombardment capability that is more effectively and cheaply achieved with cruise and 
ballistic missiles (Kotz 1988; Brown 1992; Farrell 1997). At its mildest, the conser-
vatism of the armed forces results in types of weapons being kept in service longer 
than the evolution of technology would dictate. […] At worst, it results in the syn-
drome that Mary Kaldor (1982) labels “baroque technology,” in which favored weap-
ons are developed to such a pitch of complexity that their ability to function in combat 
becomes doubtful. […] Theo Farrell (1995, 1997) has rightly argued that much more 
attention should be paid to what he calls “macro-wastage” of billions of dollars on 
weapon systems that are not needed or do not work than to “micro-wastage” of mil-
lions of dollars on cost overruns and overcharging by manufacturers. Even interser-
vice rivalry often gets channeled into a routine “fair shares” principle of budget 
allocation.

Because military organizations tend to be conservative, the question arises as to 
the source of innovation in such organizations. In a very useful review essay that tack-
les this issue, Farrell (1996) applies the distinctions drawn by W. Richard Scott (1992) 
between organizations as rational, natural, or open systems. The rational systems view 
is that organizations innovate to pursue clear goals more effectively and resist innova-
tion that seems to be ineffi cient. According to natural systems theory, organizations 
seek to survive – they resist innovations that threaten their existence and back those 
that protect them. This is the classic bureaucratic politics approach developed by 
Graham Allison (1971) (cf. Rhodes 1994). Finally, open systems theory – also known 
as “the new institutionalism” – presents organizations as socially constructed by fac-
tors internal and external to them: they embody rules and cultures. Innovation here 
is a product of changes in the forces of social construction. […]

The unifying and identity-creating roles of military threats, real and unreal

The general line of the more nuanced military-industrial complex and organiza-
tional politics arguments can be expanded from mere electoral considerations and 
applied to the functioning of the whole state as a political organism (Gray 1976: 
31–33; Burton 1984; Kaldor 1985, 1990). The basic case here is that states are 
relatively fragile political structures and that the task of governing them is made 
possible in some cases, and easier in others, by cultivating the unifying force of 
military threats. Such threats will thus be positively sought out and amplifi ed by 
governments even where the objective basis for them is weak. Without the threats, 
domestic divisions and dissatisfactions would rise to higher priority on the political 
agenda, either threatening the status of the ruling élite or making the process of 
government more diffi cult. Such arguments have an obvious relevance to politically 
weak states like Pakistan, where the religious basis of the military and political 
rivalry with India helps to hold together a country otherwise threatened by serious 
ethnic and ideological splits. The threats also apply, albeit in a milder fashion, to 
such military postures as France’s strategic nuclear forces designed to emphasize 
national prestige. […]
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Civil war and internal repression

For many weak states (Buzan 1991: 96–107), the primary way in which domestic 
politics and the arms dynamic interact is that arms are acquired to have the means to 
fi ght civil wars or repress domestic populations. In these cases, unity and identity by 
means of external military threats may not have been attempted or may have failed. 
In 1995 thirty major armed confl icts were being waged, and every single one was 
taking place primarily within, not between, states. If the opponents of state repres-
sion are fi ghting back, the demand for arms and military training is likely to be higher 
and the involvement in the arms dynamic deeper. Where the state is weak, and inter-
nal violence is a major feature of domestic political life, then that violence may become 
the principal determining factor in how that state relates to the arms dynamic.

In nearly all cases of civil war and internal repression there is signifi cant involve-
ment by other states, often the United States and the Soviet Union (and now Russia) – 
Serbia and Croatia in the war in Bosnia-Herzegovina; Pakistan in Afghanistan; Israel, 
Syria, and Iran in Lebanon; and both South Africa and Cuba in Angola and Mozambique 
provide other examples, often in terms of arms supplies and military training for stra-
tegic, ideological, or economic reasons (Harkavy 1985; Neuman 1988; Pearson, 
Brzoska, and Crantz 1992; Herring 1997). Liberal democracies ostensibly have values 
antithetical to supporting internal repression, but in practice varying combinations of 
perceived economic and political interests have ensured that these democracies fre-
quently arm brutal dictatorships or states headed by leaders chosen through unfree 
elections. Although the member states of the Organization for Security and Cooperation 
in Europe passed a declaration in 1993 that opposes arms sales that might be used for 
internal repression or exacerbate existing confl ict, the arms trade and military aid have 
been essentially unaffected (World Development Movement 1995). […]

Although this aspect of the arms dynamic is mostly of low technology and involves 
relatively small resources compared with those spent on major weapons systems, its 
political and human impact is large and widespread (Wolpin 1986). […]

The problem is not only that small arms are being distributed for political rea-
sons, but that they are cheap and readily available through both legal and illegal chan-
nels. In this sense, the low-technology, low-pace aspect of the arms dynamic is a 
source of problems even for states generally identifi ed with the high-technology, 
high-pace end of the arms business. Small-arms proliferation is a minor part of the 
arms dynamic but it has major consequences for world politics. […]
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WHY DO STATES BUILD NUCLEAR 
WEAPONS?

Source: Scott Sagan, ‘Why do states build nuclear weapons?: Three models in search of a bomb’, 
International Security, vol. 21, no. 3, Winter 1996/97, pp. 54–86.

The security model: nuclear weapons and international threats

A C C O R D I N G  T O  N E O R E A L I S T  T H E O RY  in political science, 
states exist in an anarchical international system and must therefore rely on 

self-help to protect their sovereignty and national security.1 Because of the enormous 
destructive power of nuclear weapons, any state that seeks to maintain its national 
security must balance against any rival state that develops nuclear weapons by gaining 
access to a nuclear deterrent itself. This can produce two policies. First, strong states 
do what they can: they can pursue a form of internal balancing by adopting the costly, 
but self-suffi cient, policy of developing their own nuclear weapons. Second, weak 
states do what they must: they can join a balancing alliance with a nuclear power, 
utilizing a promise of nuclear retaliation by that ally as a means of extended deter-
rence. For such states, acquiring a nuclear ally may be the only option available, but 
the policy inevitably raises questions about the credibility of extended deterrence 
guarantees, since the nuclear power would also fear retaliation if it responded to an 
attack on its ally.

Although nuclear weapons could also be developed to serve either as deterrents 
against overwhelming conventional military threats or as coercive tools to compel 
changes in the status quo, the simple focus on states’ responses to emerging nuclear 
threats is the most common and most parsimonious explanation for nuclear weapons 
proliferation.2 George Shultz once nicely summarized the argument: “Proliferation 
begets proliferation.”3 Every time one state develops nuclear weapons to balance 
against its main rival, it also creates a nuclear threat to another state in the region, 
which then has to initiate its own nuclear weapons program to maintain its national 
security. […]
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Policy implications of the security model

Several basic predictions and prescriptions fl ow naturally from the logic of the secu-
rity model. First, since states that face nuclear adversaries will eventually develop 
their own arsenals unless credible alliance guarantees with a nuclear power exist, the 
maintenance of U.S. nuclear commitments to key allies, including some form of con-
tinued fi rst-use policy, is considered crucial.4 Other efforts to enhance the security of 
potential proliferators – such as confi dence-building measures or “negative security 
assurances” that the nuclear states will not use their weapons against non-nuclear 
states – can also be helpful in the short-run, but will likely not be effective in the 
long-term given the inherent suspicions of potential rivals produced by the anarchic 
international system.

Under the security model’s logic, the NPT is seen as an institution permitting 
non-nuclear states to overcome a collective action problem. Each state would prefer 
to become the only nuclear weapons power in its region, but since that is an unlikely 
outcome if it develops a nuclear arsenal, it is willing to refrain from proliferation if, 
and only if, its neighbors remain non-nuclear. The treaty permits such states to exer-
cise restraint with increased confi dence that their neighbors will follow suit, or at a 
minimum, that they will receive suffi cient advance warning if a break-out from the 
treaty is coming. It follows, from this logic, that other elements of the NPT regime 
should be considered far less important: specifi cally, the commitments that the 
United States and other nuclear states made under Article VI of the treaty – that the 
nuclear powers will pursue “negotiations in good faith on measures relating to ces-
sation of the nuclear arms race at an early date and to nuclear disarmament” – are 
merely sops to public opinion in non-nuclear countries. The degree to which the 
nuclear states follow through on these Article VI commitments will not signifi cantly 
infl uence the actual behavior of non-nuclear states, since it will not change their 
security status.

Under realist logic, however, U.S. nonproliferation policy can only slow down, 
not eliminate, the future spread of nuclear weapons. Efforts to slow down the process 
may of course be useful, but they will eventually be countered by two very strong 
structural forces that create an inexorable momentum toward a world of numerous 
nuclear weapons states. First, the end of the Cold War creates a more uncertain mul-
tipolar world in which U.S. nuclear guarantees will be considered increasingly less 
reliable; second, each time one state develops nuclear weapons, it will increase the 
strategic incentives for neighboring states to follow suit.5 […]

Problems and evidence

[…] The security model is parsimonious; the resulting history is conceptually clear; 
and the theory fi ts our intuitive belief that important events in history (like the devel-
opment of a nuclear weapon) must have equally important causes (like national 
security). A major problem exists, however, concerning the evidence, for the realist 
history depends primarily on fi rst, the statements of motivation by the key decision-
makers, who have a vested interest in explaining that the choices they made served 
the national interest; and second, a correlation in time between the emergence of a 
plausible security threat and a decision to develop nuclear weapons. […]
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These problems suggest that a more serious analysis would open up the black box 
of decision-making and examine in more detail how governments actually made their 
nuclear decisions. Any rigorous attempt to evaluate the security model of prolifera-
tion, moreover, also requires an effort to develop alternative explanations, and to 
assess whether they provide more or less compelling explanations for proliferation 
decisions. […]

The domestic politics model: nuclear pork and parochial interests

A second model of nuclear weapons proliferation focuses on the domestic actors who 
encourage or discourage governments from pursuing the bomb. Whether or not the 
acquisition of nuclear weapons serves the national interests of a state, it is likely to 
serve the parochial bureaucratic or political interests of at least some individual actors 
within the state. Three kinds of actors commonly appear in historical case-studies of 
proliferation: the state’s nuclear energy establishment (which includes offi cials in 
state-run laboratories as well as civilian reactor facilities); important units within the 
professional military (often within the air force, though sometimes in navy bureaucra-
cies interested in nuclear propulsion); and politicians in states in which individual 
parties or the mass public strongly favor nuclear weapons acquisition. When such 
actors form coalitions that are strong enough to control the government’s decision-
making process – either through their direct political power or indirectly through 
their control of information – nuclear weapons programs are likely to thrive.

Unfortunately, there is no well-developed domestic political theory of nuclear 
weapons proliferation that identifi es the conditions under which such coalitions are 
formed and become powerful enough to produce their preferred outcomes.6 The 
basic logic of this approach, however, has been strongly infl uenced by the literature on 
bureaucratic politics and the social construction of technology concerning military 
procurement in the United States and the Soviet Union during the Cold War.7 In this 
literature, bureaucratic actors are not seen as passive recipients of top-down political 
decisions; instead, they create the conditions that favor weapons acquisition by 
encouraging extreme perceptions of foreign threats, promoting supportive politi-
cians, and actively lobbying for increased defense spending. This bottom-up view 
focuses on the formation of domestic coalitions within the scientifi c-military-industrial 
complex. […]

Realists recognize that domestic political actors have parochial interests, of 
course, but argue that such interests have only a marginal infl uence on crucial national 
security issues. The outcome of bureaucratic battles, for example, may well deter-
mine whether a state builds 500 or 1000 ICBMs or emphasizes submarines or strate-
gic bombers in its nuclear arsenal; but a strong consensus among domestic actors will 
soon emerge about the need to respond in kind when a potential adversary acquires 
nuclear weapons. In contrast, from this domestic politics perspective, nuclear weap-
ons programs are not obvious or inevitable solutions to international security prob-
lems; instead, nuclear weapons programs are solutions looking for a problem to 
which to attach themselves so as to justify their existence. Potential threats to a state’s 
security certainly exist in the international system, but in this model, international 
threats are seen as being more malleable and more subject to interpretation, and can 
therefore produce a variety of responses from domestic actors. Security threats are 
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therefore not the central cause of weapons decisions according to this model: they are 
merely windows of opportunity through which parochial interests can jump. […]

* * *

Policy implications of the domestic politics model

With respect to U.S. nonproliferation policy, a domestic politics approach both cau-
tions modest expectations about U.S. infl uence and calls for a broader set of diplomatic 
efforts. Modest expectations are in order, since the key factors that infl uence decisions 
are domestic in origin and therefore largely outside the control of U.S. policy. 
Nevertheless, a more diverse set of tools could be useful to help create and empower 
domestic coalitions that oppose the development or maintenance of nuclear arsenals.

A variety of activities could be included in such a domestic-focused nonprolif-
eration strategy. International fi nancial institutions are already demanding that cuts in 
military expenditures be included in conditionality packages for aid recipients. More 
direct conditionality linkages to nuclear programs – such as deducting the estimated 
budget of any suspect research and development program from IMF or U.S. loans to 
a country – could heighten domestic opposition to such programs.8 Providing techni-
cal information and intellectual ammunition for domestic actors – by encouraging 
more accurate estimates of the economic and environmental costs of nuclear weapons 
programs and highlighting the risks of nuclear accidents9 – could bring new members 
into anti-proliferation coalitions. In addition, efforts to encourage strict civilian con-
trol of the military, through educational and organizational reforms, could be produc-
tive, especially in states in which the military has the capability to create secret nuclear 
programs (like Brazil in the 1980s) to serve their parochial interests. Finally, U.S. 
attempts to provide alternative sources of employment and prestige to domestic 
actors who might otherwise fi nd weapons programs attractive could decrease nuclear 
incentives. To the degree that professional military organizations are supporting 
nuclear proliferation, encouraging their involvement in other military activities (such 
as Pakistani participation in peacekeeping operations or the Argentine Navy’s role in 
the Persian Gulf) could decrease such support. Where the key actors are laboratory 
offi cials and scientists, assistance in non-nuclear research and development programs 
(as in the current U.S.-Russian “lab-to-lab” program) could decrease personal and 
organizational incentives for weapons research.

A different perspective on the role of the NPT also emerges from the domestic 
politics model. The NPT regime is not just a device to increase states’ confi dence 
about the limits of their potential adversaries’ nuclear programs; it is also a tool that 
can help to empower domestic actors who are opposed to nuclear weapons develop-
ment. The NPT negotiations and review conferences create a well-placed élite in the 
foreign and defense ministries with considerable bureaucratic and personal interests 
in maintaining the regime. The IAEA creates monitoring capabilities and enforcement 
incentives against unregulated activities within a state’s own nuclear power organiza-
tions. The network of non-governmental organizations built around the treaty sup-
ports similar anti-proliferation pressure groups in each state.

According to this model, the U.S. commitment under Article VI to work for the 
eventual elimination of nuclear weapons is important because of the impact that the 
behavior of the United States and other nuclear powers can have on the domestic 
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debates in non-nuclear states. Whether or not the United States originally signed 
Article VI merely to placate domestic opinion in non-nuclear states is not important; 
what is important is that the loss of this pacifying tool could infl uence outcomes in 
potential proliferators. In future debates inside such states, the arguments of anti-
nuclear actors – that nuclear weapons programs do not serve the interest of their 
states – can be more easily countered by pro-bomb actors whenever they can point to 
specifi c actions of the nuclear powers, such as refusals to ban nuclear tests or the 
maintenance of nuclear fi rst-use doctrines, that highlight these states’ continued reli-
ance on nuclear deterrence.

The norms model: nuclear symbols and state identity

A third model focuses on norms concerning weapons acquisition, seeing nuclear 
decisions as serving important symbolic functions – both shaping and refl ecting a 
state’s identity. According to this perspective, state behavior is determined not by 
leaders’ cold calculations about the national security interests or their parochial 
bureaucratic interests, but rather by deeper norms and shared beliefs about what 
actions are legitimate and appropriate in international relations. […]

The sociologists’ arguments highlight the possibility that nuclear weapons pro-
grams serve symbolic functions refl ecting leaders’ perceptions of appropriate and 
modern behavior. The political science literature reminds us, however, that such sym-
bols are often contested and that the resulting norms are spread by power and coer-
cion, and not by the strength of ideas alone. Both insights usefully illuminate the 
nuclear proliferation phenomenon. Existing norms concerning the non-acquisition of 
nuclear weapons (such as those embedded in the NPT) could not have been created 
without the strong support of the most powerful states in the international system, 
who believed that the norms served their narrow political interests. Yet, once that 
effort was successful, these norms shaped states’ identities and expectations and even 
powerful actors became constrained by the norms they had created.10 The history of 
nuclear proliferation is particularly interesting in this regard because a major discon-
tinuity – a shift in nuclear norms – has emerged as the result of the NPT regime.

Although many individual case studies of nuclear weapons decisions mention the 
belief that nuclear acquisition will enhance the international prestige of the state, such 
prestige has been viewed simply as a reasonable, though diffuse, means used to enhance 
the state’s international infl uence and security. What is missing from these analyses is 
an understanding of why and how actions are granted symbolic meaning: why are 
some nuclear weapons acts considered prestigious, while others produce oppro-
brium, and how do such beliefs change over time? Why, for example, was nuclear 
testing deemed prestigious and legitimate in the 1960s, but is today considered ille-
gitimate and irresponsible? An understanding of the NPT regime is critical here, for 
it appears to have shifted the norm concerning what acts grant prestige and legiti-
macy from the 1960s notion of joining “the nuclear club” to the 1990s concept of 
joining “the club of the nations adhering to the NPT.” Moreover, the salience of the 
norms that were made explicit in the NPT treaty has shifted over time. […]

* * *
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Policy implications of the norms model

If the norms model of proliferation is correct, the key U.S. policy challenges are to 
recognize that such norms can have a strong infl uence on other states’ nuclear weap-
ons policy, and to adjust U.S. policies to increase the likelihood that norms will push 
others toward policies that also serve U.S. interests. Recognizing the possibility that 
norms can infl uence other states’ behavior in complex ways should not be diffi cult. 
After all, the norms of the NPT have already infl uenced U.S. nuclear weapons policy 
in ways that few scholars or policymakers predicted ahead of time: in January 1995, 
for example, the Clinton administration abandoned the long-standing U.S. position 
that the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) must include an automatic escape 
clause permitting states to withdraw from the treaty after ten years. Despite the argu-
ments made by Pentagon offi cials that such a clause was necessary to protect U.S. 
security, the administration accepted the possibility of a permanent CTBT because 
senior decision-makers became convinced that the U.S. position was considered ille-
gitimate by non-nuclear NPT members, due to the Article VI commitment to even-
tual disarmament, and might thereby jeopardize the effort to negotiate a permanent 
extension of the NPT treaty.11

Adjusting U.S. nuclear policies in the future to reinforce emerging nonprolifera-
tion norms will be diffi cult, however, because many of the recommended policies 
derived from the norms perspective directly contradict recommendations derived 
from the other models. Focusing on NPT norms raises especially severe concerns 
about how existing U.S. nuclear fi rst-use doctrine infl uences potential proliferators’ 
perceptions of the legitimacy or illegitimacy of nuclear weapons possession and use.12 
To the degree that such fi rst-use policies create beliefs that nuclear threats are what 
great powers do, they will become desired symbols for states that aspire to that status. 
The norms argument against U.S. nuclear fi rst-use doctrine, however, contradicts the 
policy advice derived from the security model, which stresses the need for continued 
nuclear guarantees for U.S. allies. Similarly, the norms perspective suggests that cur-
rent U.S. government efforts to maintain the threat of fi rst use of nuclear weapons to 
deter the use of biological or chemical weapons would have a negative impact on the 
nuclear nonproliferation regime.13 Leaders of non-nuclear states are much less likely 
to consider their own acquisition of nuclear weapons to deter adversaries with chem-
ical and biological weapons illegitimate and ill-advised if the greatest conventional 
military power in the world can not refrain from making such threats.

Other possible policy initiatives are less problematic. For example, if norms con-
cerning prestige are important, then it would be valuable for the United States to 
encourage the development of other sources of international prestige for current or 
potential proliferators. Thus, a policy that made permanent UN Security Council 
membership for Japan, Germany, and India conditional upon the maintenance of non-
nuclear status under the NPT might further remove nuclear weapons possession from 
considerations of international prestige.

Finally, the norms model produces a more optimistic vision of the potential 
future of nonproliferation. Norms are sticky: individual and group beliefs about 
appropriate behavior change slowly, and over time norms can become rules embed-
ded in domestic institutions.14 In the short run, therefore, norms can be a brake on 
nuclear chain reactions: in contrast to more pessimistic realist predictions that 



2 2 8   S C O T T  S A G A N

“proliferation begets proliferation,” the norms model suggests that such nuclear reac-
tions to emerging security threats can be avoided or at least delayed because of nor-
mative constraints. The long-term future of the NPT regime is also viewed with more 
optimism, for the model envisions the possibility of a gradual emergence of a norm 
against all nuclear weapons possession. […] This emphasis on emerging norms there-
fore highlights the need for the nuclear powers to reaffi rm their commitments to 
global nuclear disarmament, and suggests that it is essential that the U.S. and other 
governments develop a public, long-term strategy for the eventual elimination of 
nuclear weapons.15 The norms model cannot, of course, predict whether such efforts 
will ever resolve the classic risks of nuclear disarmament: that states can break treaty 
obligations in crises, that small arsenals produce strategic instabilities, and that ade-
quate verifi cation of complete dismantlement is exceedingly diffi cult. But the model 
does predict that there will be severe costs involved if the nuclear powers are seen to 
have failed to make signifi cant progress toward nuclear disarmament. […]
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result of the changed structure of international politics than of advances in mil-

itary technology. Strong states are no longer compelled to fi ght by great-power com-
petition or colonial acquisition, but must constantly address situations in which only 
they can calm instability, contain disorder, pacify belligerents and right wrongs. As a 
result, the conduct of future warfare will not so much be shaped by the most substan-
tial military powers, as conditioned by the possibility of their intervention. […]

The big players have not ruled out fi ghting each other again, but at the moment 
it is hard to see why they should. Those among the smaller players, even the smallest, 
who still have things to fi ght about must therefore set their own standards. They 
cannot, however, do this without regard to the major actors. They see them as poten-
tial resources, possibly available to themselves or their adversaries, which, if tapped, 
might turn the course of a war. Their strategies must always be formulated with this 
in mind.

Some historians of traditional models of warfare, such as John Keegan and Martin 
van Creveld, argue that these models have been invalidated by contemporary trends.1 
[…] The means by which states prepare for battle, the degree of economic and social 
mobilisation required and the implications of the tendency Clausewitz identifi ed 
towards absolute violence have […] been questioned in the light of modern experi-
ence and the changing character of the international system. […]

The current challenge to this model is based on the changing character of warfare 
from the perspective of the world’s major players. To be sure, extrapolating from past 
trends, let alone from recent events, is rarely reliable. The incidence of major war, for 
example, has not been constant; military activity is always spasmodic and variable. 
Truly large, world-shaking wars have been rare. The fact that they appeared to be the 
norm during the fi rst half of the twentieth century was an unusual misfortune brought 
about by a combination of deep enmities caused by imperial competition, the rise of 
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nationalism and fundamental ideological rivalries. These confl icts were given an 
unusually vicious character by the industrialisation of violence. This was an excep-
tional period, although it was feared that it would continue until the struggle between 
communism and capitalism ended. Precisely because those involved appreciated the 
trends, especially once these took in nuclear weapons, they held back from all-out 
war. This allowed time for the struggle to be concluded through more peaceful ideo-
logical competition. The move out of this exceptional period, confi rmed by the end 
of the Cold War, has led to the thesis that major war is becoming obsolete.2

Yet war itself is hardly obsolescent. As a result of decolonisation, there are now 
more states than ever; as a result of the arms trade, many have been able to acquire 
signifi cant military capabilities, which have often spread to sub-state groups – seces-
sionist movements, religious organisations, criminal gangs, disaffected political par-
ties and cultish terrorists. Some states are quite strong militarily compared to their 
neighbours, but not in relation to the great powers. Some have regimes oriented to 
the global economy and hopeful of future prosperity. Others risk being left behind 
because they have failed to adapt to new post-socialist economic conditions, and 
because the equipment of their large military establishments is approaching obsoles-
cence. Many are weak, lacking economic strength and dogged by deep social cleav-
ages with which their political institutions can barely cope. Violence within, and 
occasionally between, states is still quite common.

So while it may not be necessary for the major powers to worry too much about 
how they would cope with each other in battle, it is sensible for them to focus on how 
they should deal with weaker powers fi ghting in an unorthodox way. These states may 
well fi ght among themselves as ‘peer competitors’. If so, they will be drawn to the 
same issues that, in one way or another, have preoccupied generations of military 
theorists. […]

* * *

A new way of warfare

[…] [D]eveloping the military art in its most advanced form now appears to be the 
responsibility of the US. The dominant approach to this task refl ects a long-standing 
objective to develop a military instrument capable of such sharp and effi cient direc-
tion that it can mitigate war’s terrors and bring hostilities to swift and relatively clean 
conclusions, before too much damage has been done. According to the proponents of 
the ‘revolution in military affairs’ (RMA), the technologies of the information age 
should allow military power to be employed to its maximum effi ciency with speed, 
precision and minimum human cost. There is no need to target civilians intentionally, 
nor even to hit them inadvertently. There is no need, except for presentational pur-
poses, to rely on allies.3

A lone superpower can push a successful winning-formula to its logical conclu-
sion. The favoured model envisages professional forces engaging in a form of combat 
with a high political pay-off, yet a low human cost. It postulates battles for informa-
tion advantage, with stand-off strikes reducing the need to commit too many forces 
to close combat, thereby keeping down the number of casualties suffered, while the 
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precision of the attacks will limit the number imposed. Such a ‘Way of  Warfare’ would 
refl ect not only what is now technically possible, but also what is politically and mor-
ally tolerable.4 Western governments would fi nd it diffi cult to develop a mandate for 
a more vicious approach, unless their societies were in mortal danger. They may have 
been ready in the past to threaten genocide to deter aggression, but only because the 
risk of actually having to implement the threat, although suffi cient for the required 
deterrent effect, was small.

Yet the fact that relying on nuclear weapons – the most complete of all threats to 
civil society – was until very recently a centrepiece of Western strategy should be 
warning enough that this developing Western model is unlikely to be followed. It has 
been adopted by Western countries not because their armed forces are more in tune 
with technological trends, let alone can boast a more acute moral sense, but because it 
is hard to see how they could lose a war fought in this way, assuming that the US par-
ticipates. The US now leads the world, in quality if not always in quantity, in all types 
of conventional military capability. To fi ght on American terms is to court defeat. […]

This unassailable superiority in regular forces means that the US and its allies 
would be surprised, indeed shocked, but probably not frightened if anyone took up 
arms against them, as long as the war focused on a conventional battle fought apart 
from civil society. Enemies like this are, however, hard to fi nd. They would not only 
have to have acquired substantial, advanced military capabilities, but would also 
inhabit the same moral universe. Could the West demonise an enemy so committed 
to sparing civil society and keeping down casualties on all sides? A readiness to allow 
civilians their sanctuaries, to honour the Geneva Conventions and to target systems 
rather than people would not suggest a propensity to barbarism. Such approaches do 
not make the blood run cold: those who win wars fought in this way are bound to 
treat the vanquished with courtesy and respect.

This judgement does not alter if the West confronts opponents who seek to com-
pensate for conventional weakness by developing a capacity for strategic information 
warfare, aiming for disorientation rather than destruction. Some analysts have argued 
that civil society has become excessively dependent upon information systems sus-
ceptible to enemy interference. Frequently cited examples of what an opponent might 
attempt are attacks on air-traffi c-control or banking systems.5 Concern over the 
‘Millennium Bug’ has brought home the growing reliance of Western societies on 
information systems, some of which are vulnerable to external attack.6 There are 
good reasons to be wary of malevolent or politically motivated hackers, malcontent 
employees or extortionists. Whether an opponent could coerce Western governments 
through threats of chaos is, however, questionable. This would seem to be the sort of 
attack upon which the perpetrator would be unwise to rely and from which the victim 
could expect to recover, especially if the precautions that most information managers 
now take as a matter of course – redundancy and backup systems, for example – are 
in place. Military systems tend to be less vulnerable than civilian ones because they 
are less familiar to hackers and virus developers. […]

Concern about information warfare of this nature, along with plans to conduct 
future wars according to the dictates of the RMA, may refl ect a tendency to picture 
an opponent with a similar perspective to our own, one that not only appreciates the 
importance of information technology, but also prefers to use brains rather than 
brawn and is reluctant to cause too much hurt. Unfortunately, the logic of this clear 
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Western preference for a certain way of war encourages opponents to push matters 
in the opposite direction. In all credible contingencies, an enemy will be signifi cantly 
less well-endowed with military capabilities, except possibly manpower, and so must 
fi nd compensating advantages. These might lie in geography (short supply-lines and 
opportunities for urban warfare); a higher threshold of pain (a readiness to accept 
casualties); patience (leading to frustration in Western capitals); and a lack of human-
itarian scruples (allowing the war to extend into civil society).7

New possibilities for maximising the human cost of war are emerging. The 
technological trend represented by nuclear-weapon and missile technologies has 
done more to expand the means of destruction and to extend the range over which 
they can be applied than it has to mitigate their effects, for example through improv-
ing anti-missile defences. There are fears that breakthroughs in biotechnology could 
lead to new types of weapons with unusually insidious properties. If the main busi-
ness of warfare is to eliminate or paralyse an opponent’s military capacity, these 
forms of destruction appear unnecessarily cruel and ruinous. But if its main pur-
pose is to intimidate, coerce or simply avenge, it makes a sort of sense to target civil 
society.

What appears to frighten today’s public most is no longer a formidably equipped 
fi ghting force that can conquer land and force people into subjugation, nor even the 
sophisticated information warrior [but] the sort of vicious warfare that is still the 
norm in parts of the world where everyday life is desperate and political passions 
intense. This alternative model to the Western Way of Warfare tends to be crude, 
militia-based and timeless in its brutality and methods. […]

This explains why so much of the foreign-policy debate in Western countries 
tends to consider the possibility of insulation from this sort of warfare. In practice, 
Western states have often, although not invariably, been impelled to act – to extract 
expatriate communities, stem refugee fl ows, deliver humanitarian relief, punish the 
guilty, prevent genocide, reverse aggression, contain fi ghting within its current 
boundaries, or impose or reinforce a settlement. This intervention has usually taken a 
multinational form, and has been designed to rescue a confl ict’s most conspicuous 
victims and to encourage a general de-escalation. As they weigh such decisions, 
Western governments fear that they will become vulnerable to the savage sort of 
warfare with which these confl icts are associated. […]

When the demands of contemporary confl ict are phrased in these terms, the 
West becomes wary of involvement. The fact that the fi rst requirement of interven-
tion in a confl ict is now a credible exit strategy […] is symptomatic of a lack of con-
fi dence. Another symptom is the search for ways to infl uence events from a safe 
distance, especially through air power. This fi ts with the notion that we are dealing 
with criminal elements who must be punished if they cannot be coerced.

Opponents thus become the strategic equivalents of street gangs who menace 
strangers and mug the helpless, louts who engage in mindless brawls or the youth 
described as a ‘loner’ and ‘obsessed with guns’ just after he has shot his way through a 
schoolyard or shopping mall. These metaphors can be suggestive, for the military 
attributes often now required involve the ability to confront physical intimidation, the 
antennae of the street-wise, the capacity to improvise with whatever is at hand and 
the staying-power of the survivor. But such images can also mislead because they fail 
to address the rationality of opponents, and the possibility that their security concerns 
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may be real and deeply felt. Their strategic sense may be underestimated, while their 
propensity for mindless violence is exaggerated.

These misleading images were evident during the debate surrounding the bomb 
attacks against the US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania in August 1998; the subse-
quent cruise-missile strikes against a terrorist camp in Afghanistan and an alleged 
chemical-weapons factory in Sudan; and the US government’s call for a ‘war on ter-
rorism’. There are echoes of the old Vietnam War debates about the merits of ‘hearts 
and minds’ versus ‘search and destroy’ as counter-insurgency methods.8 All military 
operations should be judged by their success in turning fi repower into a more trad-
able political currency. As missile strikes cannot eliminate enemies of this type, espe-
cially if these attacks can only be carried out from a distance, and if the targets hit can 
be replaced, these tactics must be judged by their political consequences. These will 
be positive if the missile strikes persuade the Taleban in Afghanistan that Osama bin 
Laden should no longer use its territory to cause trouble. They will be less positive if 
anger at the strikes merely increases the number of recruits to the anti-American 
struggle […].

In this instance, there appears to exist a broad-based movement animated by a 
deep hatred of the US, but not linked to a specifi c government, a defi nite location or 
even a single political philosophy. In some ways, it is very modern – global in scope, 
beyond state control, amorphous rather than tightly organised, working through pri-
vate enterprise as much as through central direction. In management parlance, bin 
Laden might consider himself a ‘facilitator’, rather than a ‘leader’. If this threat is to 
be defeated militarily, it must lose its state backers, sources of recruits and capacity to 
act with stealth and secrecy.9 First and foremost, this requires attention to the politi-
cal context in which the militants operate. Defi ning the opponent simply by its obnox-
ious tactics trivialises this context.10 The starting-point for coming to terms with 
contemporary confl ict must be an appreciation of its origins and a grasp of its dynam-
ics. This does not remove the sense of tragedy from these confl icts, but it does mean 
that they need no longer seem so mysterious or peculiar. […]

Forms of intervention

This starting-point directs attention away from those wars that Western countries 
plan to fi ght, and even from those that others may plan to fi ght against them, and 
towards those that start without them. Non-Western strategy is increasingly geared 
to the conditions of external, possibly Western, military involvement.11 Those who 
have the upper hand will want to persuade outsiders not to meddle; those losing will 
be searching for ways to draw them in.

There are many ways of intervening other than sending in military forces. 
Providing training, equipment and diplomatic support and imposing economic pres-
sure can be as important, and can turn the course of a war. Nor, of course, is there 
anything novel about belligerents conducting their affairs with one eye on the possi-
bilities of others joining in by seeking alliances on the one hand and declarations of 
neutrality on the other. The novelty may lie in the extent to which the connections 
between a particular confl ict and the rest of the international community have now 
become crucial to the development of the military art.
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Most wars are still largely about territory. The ability to hold on to land remains 
a vital test of sovereignty: even the loss of a remote, barren and under-populated 
province can weaken a central government’s authority. Some land is especially 
important because it contains political and fi nancial centres, the hub of a communi-
cations network, sacred sites or national monuments. Some important land may be 
owned by another state, for example that containing water, minerals and fuel and the 
means to transport these resources. The key requirement for military force remains 
the ability to take and hold strategically important territory, or at least to control 
those that live there. Air and sea strategies must therefore always be assessed in 
terms of their impact on land strategy. This is as close to a constant as we are likely 
to have in the study of war.

Coercive strategies that work through threatening to hurt the opponent are the 
potential exception. Air power is considered to lend itself to coercion.12 The success 
of coercion depends on the responsiveness of the target: is it stubborn, patient, able 
to absorb punishment or engage in counter-coercion? It also depends on the credibil-
ity of the threat. Is the coercer really prepared to edge towards genocide, or to make 
peoples’ lives miserable to no evident purpose? Coercive threats can succeed, but 
their indirect quality means that they are unreliable. In practice, air power has been 
most effective when closely linked with developments on the ground. This is impor-
tant to Western countries because it means that if they do become involved and do not 
want to insert their own ground forces, they will become closely linked with – in 
effect, become inadvertently allied to – one of the belligerents, whose wider political 
aims they may not support.

Considerations of the confl ict’s intensity, the intractability of the underlying dis-
pute, the extent to which the interests of potentially intervening powers are affected 
and how far they can agree on the appropriate form of intervention will determine the 
degree of external engagement. For the belligerent, the question is how to infl uence 
these considerations. For example, if the objective is to minimise the risk of interven-
tion, it would be advisable to move swiftly and to infl ict as little damage as possible on 
civilian life and property. The greater the humanitarian crisis generated by a confl ict, 
the greater the pressure to meddle. Indeed, the faster the movement, the less likely it 
is that resistance will be faced in populated areas. The strength of the offence as against 
the defence therefore still requires consideration. However, to launch an effective 
offensive a degree of mobilisation is required, and this might provide a clue to the 
enemy, as well as alerting the international community. There are, of course, a variety 
of ways – staging manoeuvres is one – to obscure an intended offensive. Even when 
the evidence is clear, a military build-up might still be dismissed as bluff. For the same 
reasons, the victim of an attack, especially by a militarily stronger opponent, will aim 
simply to continue resistance in the hope that relief will come. […]

The information advantage

This is the context in which technological changes, especially those connected with 
the ‘information age’, must be viewed. It is unlikely that disparities in information 
systems will compensate for great disparities in fi repower and mobility. The US has 
not had to address this issue because it clearly has advantages in all these areas. 
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In general, high-quality information systems work best when they are linked to a 
physical capacity to attack enemy assets, or to defend one’s own. The focus on infor-
mation systems as targets misses the point that, today, information is easily stored, 
reproduced and accessed. The key strategic feature of these systems lies in the acces-
sibility of information. It is becoming easier to acquire a rudimentary information 
infrastructure by essentially commercial means – laptop computers, a modem to the 
internet, a global positioning system handset, mobile phones and commercial meteo-
rological and surveillance data can all signifi cantly improve military capability.13 
Dedicated military systems will be more secure, robust and capable than civilian ones, 
but even relatively unsophisticated armed forces should be able to improve their 
capacity to gain acceptable intelligence on the enemy, a better sense of their bearings 
and improved communications between centre and periphery. Much depends on how 
the system is used: good information can be misinterpreted or lost in background 
noise, while stupid messages can be sent over the best communication networks. Full 
exploitation of the potential of information technology can markedly improve a fi ght-
ing force, but it is not a substitute for good judgement.

It is therefore important not to exaggerate the West’s information advantage. 
Modern sensors come into their own when observing a conventional order of battle, 
but have more trouble monitoring urban militias, rural guerrillas or crude mortars 
on trucks. Much can be achieved through a dedicated commitment of photographic 
and signals intelligence, but this will only become possible once intervention is immi-
nent, and then it will take time to develop the analytical frameworks required to 
make sense of the raw data. Such frameworks require in turn basic knowledge about 
local culture and history, and the constellation and character of political and military 
forces. Despite the wonders of the information age, the fact remains that few out-
siders have any notion of what is really going on in many contemporary confl icts. 
Local actors manipulate outside perceptions, normally by stage-managing events or 
feeding snippets of information to the Western media.14 An independent local press, 
a potentially reliable source, rarely survives a civil war.

As much as anything, information wars tend to be public-relations battles for 
Western attention, hence the adoption of English as the universal language of protest. 
It is assumed that the way to Western decision-making is through the media and public 
opinion. To an extent, the ‘CNN effect’ – whereby emotive images of suffering are 
presumed to lead to a near-automatic public demand to ‘do something’ – is overstated.15 
Media images of distant confl icts can be varied, while a government aware that it can 
do nothing positive can normally stay passive. Moreover, the media is increasingly 
subject to budget cuts and editorial caution, resulting in spasmodic and patchy 
coverage. Browsing the internet for information can seem preferable to journalists on 
the spot, even though the most important sources are those sensitive to local culture, 
history and politics. As a confl ict gestates, it appears complex, nuanced, speculative 
and probably boring – a natural loser in the competition for newspaper space, televi-
sion time and even ministerial in-trays.

An upsurge in violence means that there is a story to be covered. With rumours 
of atrocities and pictures of refugees, the core issue soon becomes: who is doing what 
to whom? Once Western forces are engaged, media coverage becomes incessant, even 
when hard news is absent. Armed forces can no longer assume secrecy. The media 
now approaches wars as public spectacles to be covered from all sides. The enemy will 
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seek to engender a sense of shame, futility or danger; the government will seek to 
counter this by gaining international support, demonstrating proportionality and 
economy in its use of force and claiming reasonable and fair objectives.

Even when the danger is clear and present, the diffi culties of mobilising democra-
cies for war or deterrence can be substantial. […] With limited wars, it is much 
harder to ‘sell the threat’, and attempts to do so risk demonising serious political 
movements and turning individuals and groups engaged in revolutionary posturing 
into credible opponents. The alternative tendency is to ‘sell the victim’, stressing the 
misery of the weaker side. Suffering does not, unfortunately, always make for good-
ness, and when former victims gain the upper hand they often seek revenge. […]

It is here that the information age and the new international politics come 
together to change the forms of confl ict. Precisely because military engagements 
have become more discretionary for Western countries, belligerents must work hard 
to persuade them either to stay out, or to go in. Governments must pay close atten-
tion to the quality of rationales for both intervention and non-intervention. If battle 
is joined, operations will be judged against political criteria relating to casualties and 
collateral damage, justice and fairness. If confl icts involve persuasion as much as 
combat, there should be no surprise that their conduct has become a branch of 
marketing.

There is one important qualifi cation to this line of argument. The thesis works 
only if it is assumed that, in some cases, there is a serious possibility that Western 
countries will intervene in a confl ict. On the evidence of the 1990s, this is not an 
unreasonable assumption, but form-books can change and different assumptions can 
take root. If, when they face the choice, Western governments consistently decide not 
to become involved – because it is too hazardous or diffi cult, or because the confl ict 
is remote – the belligerents may conclude that they should no longer attempt to infl u-
ence what appears to be a foregone conclusion. They will still, however, have to con-
sider the interests of neighbours whose interests will be more directly engaged. As 
always, the key questions when considering the future of confl ict still revolve around 
how the major powers defi ne their interests. The conduct of war depends not only on 
their attitudes to specifi c confl icts, but also on their readiness to be concerned about, 
and accept a degree of responsibility for, the overall levels of confl ict and violence in 
the international system. […]
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The so-called revolution in military affairs

I N  L I G H T  O F  T H E  S P E C TA C U L A R  performance of American 
high-technology weapons in the 1991 Persian Gulf War, as well as the phenome-

nal pace of innovation in the modern computer industry, many defense analysts have 
posited that we are on the threshold of a revolution in military affairs (RMA). The 
RMA thesis holds that further advances in precision munitions, real-time data dis-
semination, and other modern technologies can help transform the nature of future 
war and with it the size and structure of the U.S. military. RMA proponents believe 
that military technology, and the resultant potential for radically new types of warf-
ighting tactics and strategies, is advancing at a rate unrivaled since the 1930s and 
1940s. […]

What do people mean, specifi cally, when they say that a revolution in military 
affairs is either under way or within reach? In fact, while defi nitions do vary from person 
to person, there is one understanding of the term that is fairly widespread. […]

At a conceptual level, there are perhaps four main schools of RMA thought. The 
fi rst three are progressively more bullish in their RMA enthusiasm, the last school is 
of a different type.

– The system of systems school focuses on the potential of rapidly improving com-
puters, communications, and networking to make existing weapons systems 
function in a much more integrated fashion. […]

– The dominant battlespace knowledge school accepts the premises of the system of 
systems school, but also assumes radical improvements in sensors that will make 
future battlefi eld data much better and more complete. […]

3 . 5

Michael O’Hanlon

TECHNOLOGY AND WAR

Source: ‘The so-called Revolution in Military Affairs’, in Technological Change and the Future of  Warfare, 
Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2000, pp. 7–31.
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– The global reach, global power school accepts the hypotheses of the system of sys-
tems and dominant battlespace knowledge schools, but also envisions the devel-
opment of far more lethal, agile, and deployable weapons. […]

– Finally, the less confi dent vulnerability school posits that adversaries may benefi t 
at least as much as the United States from technologies like advanced sea mines, 
submarines, cruise missiles, ballistic missiles, satellite imaging, computer 
viruses, radio-frequency weapons, antisatellite weapons, and weapons of mass 
destruction. […]

SYSTEM OF SYSTEMS. Virtually all contemporary RMA visions emphasize the concept of 
a system of systems: that future warfare will be dominated less by individual weapons 
platforms and munitions than by real-time data processing and networking that tie 
U.S. forces together synergistically. Proponents point to the fact that computers have 
been getting much faster for years. Supercomputer computational power has been 
increasing by a factor of ten every fi ve years.1 Personal computers have improved 
almost as quickly, roughly doubling in speed every two years since IBM’s personal 
computer was introduced in 1981.2 Although the computer’s benefi ts for the econ-
omy were unclear for the 1980s and the early 1990s, recent economic evidence sug-
gests that information technology may be largely responsible for the prolonged U.S. 
economic expansion of the mid-to late 1990s. If this effect is real and sustainable, 
perhaps computers will soon be just as benefi cial for military operations.3

Trends in computing power, speed, cost, and size have made it possible to put 
computers on ballistic missiles, fi ghter jets, and phased-array radars in the last few 
decades. Further advancements now make it possible to put computing capability on 
all signifi cant platforms and to network the systems together. This will allow such 
systems to gather information from many sources, process it in real time, and rapidly 
exchange data on the battlefi eld.4 To put it differently, radical progress is under way 
in C4 – or command, control, communications, and computers – technologies, and 
the U.S. military should be able to derive great benefi ts from that progress. […]

DOMINANT BATTLESPACE KNOWLEDGE. Many of those who accept the system of sys-
tems concept expect even more from future military technology. Convinced that 
radical improvements are under way not only in computers but also in sensors that 
gather information, they have invoked the phrase dominant battlespace knowledge 
(DBK) to describe a future combat environment in which the United States would be 
able to promptly fi nd and continuously track virtually all important enemy assets 
within a combat zone often specifi ed as being 200 nautical miles square. […]

As its name suggests, the DBK school is much more bullish and ambitious than 
the system of systems school. It not only presupposes the rapid processing and 
exchange of information on the battlefi eld, but also the availability of much better 
information to process and exchange.5 In other words, it expects breakthroughs not 
only in C4 technologies, organizations, and capabilities, but also huge strides in intel-
ligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR), making for a complete C4-ISR revo-
lution in military affairs. […]

GLOBAL REACH, GLOBAL POWER. Certain schools of thought place a heavy premium 
on new types of weaponry to deliver ordnance extremely fast and in new ways. 
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Proponents of this type of vision contemplate being able to base forces in the United 
States but deploy them rapidly and decisively overseas within hours or at most a few 
days; they also see the United States being able to avoid dependence on large fi xed 
bases in combat theaters.

The U.S. Air Force fi rst coined the phrase global reach, global power, and used it 
to argue for more resources for certain types of air force programs.6 Given its domi-
nant role in winning the Persian Gulf War – not to mention Operation Allied Force 
against Serbia in 1999 – this is not surprising. Some additional attributes of air force-
oriented force postures are that they promise wars with few U.S. casualties and a 
rapid U.S. military response to crises or confl icts virtually anywhere on earth.

Although these air force visions vary, they generally emphasize the fi re-power 
and rapid-response capabilities of systems such as stealthier air-to-air fi ghters, B-2 
bombers, advanced reconnaissance capabilities such as UAVs, and “brilliant” muni-
tions like the sensor-fuzed weapon (SFW) with autonomous terminal homing cap-
abilities that do not require human operators in their fi nal approach to a target.7

These air force-related visions sometimes include specifi c force structure pro-
posals that would require cuts in the other services and entrust the air force with 
more than the 30 percent of total Pentagon resources it has typically received over the 
last three decades.8 As such, they make the air force few friends within army, navy, 
and Marine Corps ranks. Be that as it may, air force proponents offer specifi c sugges-
tions that can be scrutinized and evaluated. The RMA debate, as well as the general 
U.S. defense debate, needs such unencumbered proposals. The alternative is to give 
each of the military services their standard share of the defense budget – in essence 
making defense strategy in the comptroller’s offi ce.9

The concept of global reach and global power goes well beyond the air force, 
however. For example, some envision that ground combat units will be organized in 
radically different ways, permitting them to deploy very rapidly with only modest 
amounts of equipment and supplies. They might function in very small mobile teams 
that conduct tactical reconnaissance and call in precise strikes from distant ships or 
aircraft as they locate enemy assets diffi cult to identify from air or space. According to 
a 1996 Defense Science Board task force: “There is a good chance that we can achieve 
dramatic increases in the effectiveness of rapidly deployable forces if redesigning the 
ground forces around the enhanced combat cell [light, agile units with 10 to 20 per-
sonnel each] proves to be robust in many environments. There is some chance all this 
will amount to a true revolution in military affairs by ‘eliminating the reliance of our 
forces on the logistics head as Blitzkrieg freed the offense after World War I from its 
then decades old reliance on the railhead.’”10

The U.S. Marine Corps espouses a related concept. The corps wishes to make 
future units smaller and to base much of their logistics support on ships or perhaps on 
mobile offshore bases with enormous carrying capacity, airstrips, and resilience to 
attack. Those capabilities, combined with longer-range airpower such as the MV-22 
Osprey tilt-rotor aircraft, would supercede the traditional marine notion of storming 
the beach, purportedly allowing the Marines to keep many weapons and logistics 
assets at sea while sending maneuver and scout forces deep into enemy territory 
directly from their ships.11 Recently, the army has gotten into the act as well, with 
Chief of Staff General Eric Shinseki promoting acquisition of armored vehicles only 
one-third as heavy as today’s that would erase the distinction between light and heavy 
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forces, eliminate tracked combat vehicles from the U.S. military inventory, and 
permit deployment of a fi ve-division force in one month rather than three.12

Some imagine going even further with more futuristic weapons. They envision 
capabilities such as intercontinental artillery, space-based weapons that could be rap-
idly unleashed at targets on earth only a few hundred kilometers below, and directed-
energy weapons such as lasers.13

VULNERABILITY. The fi nal major school of RMA thinking is motivated by worry as 
much as optimism or “technophilia.” It highlights the growing threats posed by enemy 
cruise, antiship, and ballistic missiles; advanced satellite technologies for communica-
tions and targeting; sea mines and advanced diesel submarines; the physical and elec-
tronic vulnerabilities of information and communications systems on which the U.S. 
armed forces increasingly depend; the proliferation of chemical and biological weap-
ons; and the enduring challenges of urban and infantry battle. These technologies 
could make it much harder for the United States to reach foreign ports safely, keep 
those ports as well as airfi elds and other infrastructure safe from enemy attack, and 
protect troops on the battlefi eld.14

There appears to be ample reason for worry. At present, the United States is 
easily the world’s best military force. It would be very fortunate if its dominance were 
to grow in the future; the opposite trend may be more likely due to the processes of 
technological diffusion and proliferation.15 The vulnerability school of thought fre-
quently invokes the term asymmetric warfare in arguing that future adversaries will 
choose to attack the United States differently than the United States would choose to 
fi ght them. That conclusion applies both to the battlefi eld, and to the American home-
land, since foes might attempt terrorist acts against U.S. civilian and economic cen-
ters in an attempt to deter or defeat U.S. military action against them.16

OTHER RMA SCHOOLS OF THOUGHT. Others make even bolder claims about future 
warfare. Some assert that both the economy and the nature of warfare will change 
more in coming years than at any time since the industrial revolution and the age of 
Napoleon. […] The best-known proponents of this “third wave” vision, which places 
the modern information revolution on historical par with the agricultural and indus-
trial revolutions, are Alvin and Heidi Toffl er.17

Other bold thinkers have posited possibilities such as essentially limitless energy 
sources, the complete transparency of the oceans, and other technological break-
throughs for which there is no current scientifi c basis. Slightly more restrained, but 
still extremely optimistic, visions of technological progress posit developments like a 
quintupling in the speed of battlefi eld maneuver between Desert Storm and 2010, 
from 40 to 200 kilometers per hour.18

To the extent that such visionaries participate in the actual RMA debate today – 
and many do not, since their time horizons are too long to be immediately relevant to 
most Pentagon decisionmaking – they can generally be lumped into the global reach, 
global power school. They envision futuristic warfare as far less dependent on large 
combat vehicles and, hence, far less constrained by geography and distance than has 
been the case in the twentieth century.

On the other extreme, another RMA school of thought might be defi ned to 
include those who believe that major changes in military affairs are coming but who 
do not yet claim to understand their implications. By comparison with the revolu-
tionaries described previously, this school of thought is notable for its caution and 
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patience. Its proponents fi nd the contemporary RMA hypothesis appealing but remain 
undecided about its implications and unconvinced that it is near culmination. They are 
therefore wary of proposals for any radical makeover of the American military.19 In 
this regard, they generally see more eye-to-eye with the system of systems than the 
DBK or global reach, global power schools. Their belief that the country should focus 
more attention and resources on defense activities such as experimentation is a point 
with which I concur […].
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RESOURCES AND CONFLICT

Source: ‘Environmental scarcities and violent confl ict’, International Security, vol. 19, no. 1, 1994, pp. 5–40.

Simple-scarcity confl icts between states

T H E R E  I S  L I T T L E  E M P I R I C A L  support for the […] hypothesis 
that environmental scarcity causes simple-scarcity confl icts between states. 

Scarcities of renewable resources such as forests and croplands do not often cause 
resource wars between states. This fi nding is intriguing because resource wars have been 
common since the beginning of the state system. For instance, during World War II, 
Japan sought to secure oil, minerals, and other resources in China and Southeast Asia, 
and the 1991 Gulf  War was at least partly motivated by the desire for oil.

However, we must distinguish between non-renewable resources such as oil, and 
renewable resources. […]

States have fought more over non-renewable than renewable resources for two 
reasons, I believe. First, petroleum and mineral resources can be more directly con-
verted into state power than can agricultural land, fi sh, and forests. Oil and coal fuel 
factories and armies, and ores are vital for tanks and naval ships. In contrast, although 
captured forests and cropland may eventually generate wealth that can be harnessed 
by the state for its own ends, this outcome is more remote in time and less certain. 
Second, the very countries that are most dependent on renewable resources, and 
which are therefore most motivated to seize resources from their neighbors, also tend 
to be poor, which lessens their capability for aggression.

Our research suggests that the renewable resource most likely to stimulate inter-
state resource war is river water.1 Water is a critical resource for personal and national 
survival; furthermore, since river water fl ows from one area to another, one country’s 
access can be affected by another’s actions. Confl ict is most probable when a down-
stream riparian is highly dependent on river water and is strong in comparison to 
upstream riparians. Downstream riparians often fear that their upstream neighbors will 
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use water as a means of coercion. This situation is particularly dangerous if the down-
stream country also believes it has the military power to rectify the situation. […]

However, our review of the historical and contemporary evidence shows that 
confl ict and turmoil related to river water are more often internal than international. 
The huge dams that are often built to deal with general water scarcity are especially 
disruptive. Relocating large numbers of upstream people generates turmoil among 
the relocatees and clashes with local groups in areas where the relocatees are reset-
tled. The people affected are often members of ethnic or minority groups outside the 
power hierarchy of their society, and the result is frequently rebellion by these groups 
and repression by the state. Water developments can also induce confl ict over water 
and irrigable land among a country’s downstream users. […]

Population movement and group-identity confl icts

There is substantial evidence to support the hypothesis that environmental scarcity 
causes large population movement, which in turn causes group-identity confl icts. But 
we must be sensitive to contextual factors unique to each socio-ecological system. 
These are the system’s particular physical, political, economic, and cultural features 
that affect the strength of the linkages between scarcity, population movement, and 
confl ict.

For example, experts emphasize the importance of both “push” and “pull” factors 
in decisions of potential migrants.2 These factors help distinguish migrants from refu-
gees: while migrants are motivated by a combination of push and pull, refugees are 
motivated mainly by push. Environmental scarcity is more likely to produce migrants 
than refugees, because it usually develops gradually, which means that the push effect 
is not sharp and sudden and that pull factors can therefore clearly enter into potential 
migrants’ calculations.

Migrants are often people who have been weak and marginal in their home soci-
ety and, depending on context, they may remain weak in the receiving society. This 
limits their ability to organize and to make demands. States play a critical role here: 
migrants often need the backing of a state (either of the receiving society or an exter-
nal one) before they have suffi cient power to cause confl ict, and this backing depends 
on the region’s politics. Without it, migration is less likely to produce violence than 
silent misery and death, which rarely destabilizes states.3 We must remember too that 
migration does not always produce bad results. It can act as a safety valve by reducing 
confl ict in the sending area. Depending on the economic context, it can ease labor 
shortages in the receiving society […].

Economic deprivation, institutional disruption, and civil strife

[…] [T]he third hypothesis [suggests] that environmental scarcity simultaneously 
increases economic deprivation and disrupts key social institutions, which in turn 
causes “deprivation” confl icts such as civil strife and insurgency. Environmental scar-
city does produce economic deprivation, and this deprivation does cause civil strife. 
But more research is needed on the effects of scarcity on social institutions.
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Resource degradation and depletion often affect economic productivity in poor 
countries and thereby contribute to deprivation. […]

I originally hypothesized that scarcity would undermine a variety of social insti-
tutions. Our research suggests, however, that one institution in particular – the 
state – is most important. Although more study is needed, the multiple effects of 
environmental scarcity, including large population movements and economic decline, 
appear likely to weaken sharply the capacity and legitimacy of the state in some poor 
countries.

First, environmental scarcity increases fi nancial and political demands on govern-
ments. For example, to mitigate the social effects of loss of water, soil, and forest, 
governments must spend huge sums on industry and infrastructure such as new dams, 
irrigation systems, fertilizer plants, and reforestation programs. Furthermore, this 
resource loss can reduce the incomes of élites directly dependent on resource extrac-
tion; these élites usually turn to the state for compensation. Scarcity also expands 
marginal groups that need help from government by producing rural poverty and by 
displacing people into cities where they demand food, shelter, transport, energy, and 
employment. In response to swelling urban populations, governments introduce sub-
sidies that drain revenues, distort prices, and cause misallocations of capital, which in 
turn hinders economic productivity. Such large-scale state intervention in the mar-
ketplace can concentrate political and economic power in the hands of a small number 
of cronies and monopolistic interests, at the expense of other élite segments and rural 
agricultural populations.

Simultaneously, if resource scarcity affects the economy’s general productivity, 
revenues to local and national governments will decline. This hurts élites that benefi t 
from state largesse and reduces the state’s capacity to meet the increased demands 
arising from environmental scarcity. A widening gap between state capacity and 
demands on the state, along with the misguided economic interventions such a gap 
often provokes, aggravates popular and élite grievances, increases rivalry between 
élite factions, and erodes the state’s legitimacy.

Key contextual factors affect whether lower economic productivity and state 
weakening lead to deprivation confl icts. Civil strife is a function of both the level of 
grievance motivating challenger groups and the opportunities available to these 
groups to act on their grievances. The likelihood of civil strife is greatest when mul-
tiple pressures at different levels in society interact to increase grievance and oppor-
tunity simultaneously. Our third hypothesis says that environmental scarcity will 
change both variables, by contributing to economic crisis and by weakening institu-
tions such as the state. But numerous other factors also infl uence grievance and 
opportunity.

Contrary to common belief, there is no clear correlation between poverty (or 
economic inequality) and social confl ict.4 Whether or not people become aggrieved 
and violent when they fi nd themselves increasingly poor depends, in part, upon their 
notion of economic justice. For example, people belonging to a culture that inculcates 
fatalism about deprivation – as with lower castes in India – will not be as prone to 
violence as people believing they have a right to economic wellbeing. Theorists have 
addressed this problem by introducing the variable “relative deprivation.”5 But there is 
little correlation between measures of relative deprivation and civil confl ict.6
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Part of the problem is that analysts have commonly used aggregate data (such as 
GNP/capita and average educational levels) to measure individual deprivation.7 In 
addition, more recent research has shown that, to cause civil strife, economic crisis 
must be severe, persistent, and pervasive enough to erode the legitimacy or moral 
authority of the dominant social order and system of governance. System legitimacy 
is therefore a critical intervening variable between rising poverty and civil confl ict. It 
is infl uenced by the aggrieved actors’ subjective “blame system,” which consists of 
their beliefs about who or what is responsible for their plight.8

Serious civil strife is not likely to occur unless the structure of political opportu-
nities facing challenger groups keeps them from effectively expressing their griev-
ances peacefully, but offers them openings for violence against authority.9  The balance 
of coercive power among social actors affects the probability of success and, there-
fore, the expected costs and benefi ts of different actions by the state, its supporters, 
and challenger groups. A state debilitated by corruption, by falling revenues and rising 
demand for services, or by factional confl icts within élites will be more vulnerable to 
violent challenges by political and military opponents; also vital to state strength is 
the cohesiveness of the armed forces and its loyalty to civil leadership.10

Challengers will have greater relative power if their grievances are articulated 
and actions coordinated through well-organized, well-fi nanced and autonomous 
opposition groups. Since grievances felt at the individual level are not automatically 
expressed at the group level, the probability of civil violence is higher if groups are 
already organized around clear social cleavages, such as ethnicity, religion, or class. 
These groups can provide a clear sense of identity and act as nuclei around which 
highly mobilized and angry elements of the population, such as unemployed and 
urbanized young men, will coalesce. Conversely, if economic crisis weakens chal-
lenger groups more than the state, or affects mainly disorganized people, it will not 
lead to violence.

Factors that can infl uence both grievance and opportunity include the leadership 
and ideology of challenger groups, and international shocks and pressures such as 
changes in trade and debt relations and in costs of imported factors of production 
such as energy.11 The rapid growth of urban areas in poor countries may have a similar 
dual effect: people concentrated in slums can communicate more easily than those in 
scattered rural villages; this may reinforce grievances and, by reducing problems of 
coordination, also increase the power of challenger groups. Research shows, however, 
surprisingly little historical correlation between rapid urbanization and civil strife;12 
and the exploding cities of the developing world have been remarkably quiescent in 
recent decades. This may be changing: India has lately witnessed ferocious urban vio-
lence, often in the poorest slums, and sometimes directed at new migrants from the 
countryside.13 […]

A combined model

There are important links between the processes identifi ed in the second and third 
hypotheses. For example, although population movement is sometimes caused directly 
by scarcity, more often it arises from the greater poverty caused by this scarcity. 
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Similarly, the weakening of the state increases the likelihood not only of deprivation 
confl icts, but of group-identity confl icts.

It is useful, therefore, to bring the hypotheses together into one model of envi-
ronment-confl ict linkages […]. Decreases in the quality and quantity of renewable 
resources, population growth, and unequal resource access act singly or in various 
combinations to increase the scarcity, for certain population groups, of cropland, 
water, forests, and fi sh. This can reduce economic productivity, both for the local 
groups experiencing the scarcity and for the larger regional and national economies. 
The affected people may migrate or be expelled to new lands. Migrating groups often 
trigger ethnic confl icts when they move to new areas, while decreases in wealth can 
cause deprivation confl icts such as insurgency and rural rebellion. In developing 
countries, the migrations and productivity losses may eventually weaken the state 
which in turn decreases central control over ethnic rivalries and increases opportuni-
ties for insurgents and élites challenging state authority. […]

The causal role of environmental scarcity

Environmental scarcity often acts as a powerful long-term social stressor, but does it 
have any independent role as a cause of confl ict? Many analysts assume that it is no 
more than a fully endogenous intervening variable linking political, economic, and 
social factors to confl ict. By this view, environmental scarcity may be an important 
indicator that political and economic development has gone awry, but it does not 
merit, in and of itself, intensive research and policy attention at the expense of more 
fundamental political and economic factors.

But the cases reviewed here highlight three reasons why this view is wrong. 
First, as we saw in the Senegal and Jordan basins, environmental scarcity can itself be 
an important force behind changes in the politics and economics governing resource 
use. In both cases, scarcity caused powerful actors to increase in their own favor the 
inequities in the distribution of resources. Second, ecosystem vulnerability is often 
an important variable contributing to environmental scarcity, and this vulnerability 
is, at least in part, an independent physical factor: the depth of soils in the Filipino 
uplands and the vulnerability of Israel’s aquifers to salt intrusion are not functions of 
human social institutions or behavior. Third, in many parts of the world – including 
regions of the Philippines, Haiti, Peru, and South Africa – environmental degrada-
tion has crossed a threshold of irreversibility. Even if enlightened social change 
removes the original political, economic, and cultural causes of the degradation, it 
will be a continuing burden on society. Once irreversible, in other words, environ-
mental degradation becomes an exogenous variable.

Implications for international security

Environmental scarcity has insidious and cumulative social impacts, such as popula-
tion movement, economic decline, and the weakening of states. These can contribute 
to diffuse and persistent sub-national violence. The rate and extent of such confl icts 
will increase as scarcities worsen.
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This sub-national violence will not be as conspicuous or dramatic as interstate 
resource wars, but it will have serious repercussions for the security interests of both 
the developed and the developing worlds. Countries under such stress may fragment 
as their states become enfeebled and peripheral regions are seized by renegade 
authorities and warlords. Governments of countries […] have lost control over outer 
territories […] [where] environmental stress has [partly] contributed to their frag-
mentation. Fragmentation of any sizeable country will produce large outfl ows of 
refugees; it will also hinder the country from effectively negotiating and implement-
ing international agreements on collective security, global environmental protection, 
and other matters.

Alternatively, a state might keep scarcity-induced civil strife from causing its pro-
gressive enfeeblement and fragmentation by becoming a “hard” regime that is author-
itarian, intolerant of opposition, and militarized. Such regimes are more prone to 
launch military attacks against neighboring countries to divert attention from inter-
nal grievances. If a number of developing countries evolve in this direction, they 
could eventually threaten the military and economic interests of rich countries.

A state’s ability to become a hard regime in response to environmentally induced 
turmoil depends, I believe, on two factors. First, the state must have suffi cient remain-
ing capacity – despite the debilitating effects of scarcity – to mobilize or seize 
resources for its own ends; this is a function of the internal organizational coherence 
of the state and its autonomy from outside pressures. Second, there must remain 
enough surplus wealth in the country’s ecological-economic system to allow the state, 
once it seizes this wealth, to pursue its authoritarian course. Consequently, the coun-
tries with the highest probability of becoming “hard” regimes, and potential threats to 
their neighbors, are large, relatively wealthy developing countries that are dependent 
on a declining environmental base and that have a history of state strength. […]
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Security, stability, and international migration

M I G R AT I O N  A N D  R E F U G E E  I S S U E S ,  no longer the sole 
concern of ministries of labor or of immigration, are now matters of high 

international politics, engaging the attention of heads of states, cabinets, and key min-
istries involved in defense, internal security, and external relations. […]

Examples abound of migration fl ows – both of economic migrants affected by 
the push and pull of differentials in employment opportunities and income, and of 
refugees from the pushes of domestic turmoil and persecution – that have generated 
confl icts within and between states and have therefore risen to the top of the politi-
cal agenda. […] One could go on, drawing examples from the daily press to make 
three points:

First, international migration shows no sign of abating. Indeed, with the end of 
the Cold War there has been a resurgence of violent secessionist movements that 
create refugee fl ows,1 while barriers to exit from the former Soviet Union and Eastern 
Europe have been lifted. The breakup of empires and countries into smaller units has 
created minorities who now feel insecure.2 Vast differentials in income and employ-
ment opportunities among countries persist, providing the push and pull that moti-
vate economic migrants.3 Environmental degradation, droughts, fl oods, famines, and 
civil confl icts compel people to fl ee across international borders.4 And new global 
networks of communication and transportation provide individuals with information 
and opportunities for migration.5

Second, more people want to leave their countries than there are countries will-
ing or capable of accepting them. The reluctance of states to open their borders to all 
who wish to enter is only partly a concern over economic effects. The constraints are 
as likely to be political, resting upon a concern that an infl ux of people belonging to 
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another ethnic community may generate xenophobic sentiments, confl icts between 
natives and migrants, and the growth of anti-migrant right-wing parties.

Third, it is necessary to note that while the news media have focused on 
South/North migration and East/West migration, this focus is narrow and mislead-
ing. The movement of migrant workers from North Africa to Western Europe, migra-
tion from Asia and Latin America to the United States and Canada, and the increase in 
the number of people from the Third World and Eastern Europe claiming refugee 
status in the West represent simply one dimension of the global fl ows. Only a fraction 
of the world’s seventeen million refugees are in the advanced industrial countries and 
only a small portion of global migration has fl owed to Western Europe (where 
migrants total 5 percent of the population) or to the United States. Most of the move-
ment has been from one developing country to another; the world’s largest refugee 
fl ows have been in Africa, South Asia, Southeast Asia, and most recently in the Persian 
Gulf.6 […] Attention has been given by economists to the ways in which economic 
differentials between countries infl uence migration,7 and by some political scientists 
to the ways in which confl icts within countries lead to refugee fl ows.8 But little sys-
tematic comparative attention has been given to the ways in which international pop-
ulation movements create confl icts within and between states, that is, to population 
fl ows as an independent rather than as a dependent variable. […]

These features of population movements – a growth propelled by economic dif-
ferentials, internal political disorder, and global networks of communication and 
transportation; the political as well as economic constraints on the admission of 
migrants and refugees; and the truly global character of migration – suggest the need 
for a security/stability framework for the study of international migration that focuses 
on state policies toward emigration and immigration as shaped by concerns over 
internal stability and international security. Such a framework should consider politi-
cal changes within states as a major determinant of international population fl ows, 
and migration, including refugee fl ows, both as cause and as consequence of interna-
tional confl ict. […]

A security/stability framework complements rather than replaces an economic 
analysis by focusing upon the role of states in both creating and responding to inter-
national migration. […]

* * *

When is migration a threat to security and stability?

Migration can be perceived as threatening by governments of either population-send-
ing or population-receiving communities. The threat can be an attack by armed refu-
gees; migrants can be a threat to either country’s political stability; or migrants can be 
perceived as a threat to the major societal values of the receiving country.

“Security” is a social construct with different meanings in different societies. An 
ethnically homogeneous society, for example, may place a higher value on preserving 
its ethnic character than does a heterogeneous society and may, therefore, regard a 
population infl ux as a threat to its security. Providing a haven for those who share one’s 
values (political freedom, for example) is important in some countries, but not in 
others; in some countries, therefore, an infl ux of  “freedom fi ghters” may not be regarded 
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as a threat to security. Moreover, even in a given country, what is highly valued may not 
be shared by élites and counter-élites. The infl ux of migrants regarded as radicals may 
be feared by a monarch, but welcomed by the opposition. One ethnic group may wel-
come migrants, while another is vehemently opposed to them. The business commu-
nity may be more willing than the general public to import migrant workers.

Similarly, countries differ in whether or not they regard the mistreatment of their 
citizens abroad as a threat that calls for state action. While some countries are pre-
pared to take armed action in defense of their overseas citizens, others prefer not to 
antagonize a government that has enabled its citizens to fi nd employment and a coun-
try that is a source of much-needed remittances.

Any attempt to classify types of threats from immigration quickly runs into dis-
tinctions between “real” and “perceived” threats, or into absurdly paranoid notions of 
threat or mass anxieties that can best be described as xenophobic and racist. But even 
these extreme notions are elements in the reaction of governments to immigrants and 
refugees. It is necessary to fi nd an analytical stance that, on the one hand, does not 
dismiss fears, and, on the other, does not regard all anxieties over immigration and 
refugees as a justifi cation for exclusion.

Before turning to an analysis of how, why, and when states may regard immi-
grants and refugees as potential threats, it is fi rst necessary to note that some obvious 
explanations for the response of population-receiving countries are of limited utility. 
One example is economic absorptive capacity. It is plausible, for example, that a 
country with little unemployment, a high demand for labor, and the fi nancial resources 
to provide the housing and social services required by immigrants should regard 
migration as benefi cial, while a country low on each of these dimensions should 
regard migration as economically and socially destabilizing. Nevertheless, using these 
criteria, one might expect Japan to welcome migrants and Israel to reject them, when 
in fact the opposite is the case.9

A second plausible but unsatisfactory explanation is the volume of immigration. 
A country faced with a large-scale infl ux should feel more threatened than a country 
experiencing a small infl ux of migrants. From this perspective one might have 
expected the Federal Republic of Germany to regard a trickle of Sri Lankan Tamils in 
the mid-1980s with equanimity, but to move swiftly to halt the 1989 infl ux of 2,000 
East Germans daily, or for the countries of Africa to feel more threatened by the 
onrush of refugees and hence less receptive than the countries of Western Europe 
confronted with a trickle from the Third World. Again, however, the opposite has 
been the case.

Economics does, of course, matter. Even a country willing to accept immigrants 
when its economy is booming is more likely to close its doors in a recession. But 
economics does not explain many of the differences between countries, nor does it 
explain the criteria countries employ to decide whether a particular group of migrants 
or refugees is acceptable or is regarded as threatening. Similarly, volume can matter, 
but again it depends upon who is at the door.

The third and most plausible explanation for the willingness of states to accept or 
reject migrants is ethnic affi nity. A government and its citizens are likely to be recep-
tive to those who share the same language, religion, or race, while it might regard as 
threatening those with whom such an identity is not shared. But what constitutes 
“ethnic affi nity” is, again, a social construct that can change over time. Australians and 
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Americans, for example, redefi ned themselves so that Asians are no longer excluded 
as unassimilable peoples. Many West Europeans now regard East Europeans as fellow-
Europeans, more acceptable as migrants than people from North Africa. Who is or is 
not “one of us” is historically variable. To many nineteenth-century American 
Protestants, Jews and Catholics were not “one of us,” and today, for many Europeans, 
Muslims are not “one of us.” Moreover, what constitutes cultural affi nity for one group 
in a multi-ethnic society may represent a cultural, social, and economic threat to 
another: note, for example, the hostile response of some African-Americans in Florida 
to Cuban migrants,10 Indian Assamese response to Bangladeshis, and Pakistan Sindhi 
response to Biharis. Cultural affi nity – or its absence – clearly plays a critical role in 
how various communities within countries respond to a population infl ux […].

We can identify fi ve broad categories of situations in which refugees or migrants 
may be perceived as a threat to the country that produces the emigrants, to the coun-
try that receives them, or to relations between sending and receiving countries. The 
fi rst is when refugees and migrants are regarded as a threat – or at least a thorn – in 
relations between sending and receiving countries, a situation that arises when refu-
gees and migrants are opposed to the regime of their home country. The second is 
when migrants or refugees are perceived as a political threat or security risk to the 
regime of the host country. The third is when immigrants are seen as a cultural threat 
or, fourth, as a social and economic problem for the host society. And the fi fth – a new 
element growing out of recent developments in the Gulf – is when the host society 
uses immigrants as an instrument of threat against the country of origin.

Refugees and immigrants as opponents of the home regime

Confl icts create refugees, but refugees can also create confl icts. An international con-
fl ict arises when a country classifi es individuals as refugees with a well-founded fear 
of persecution,11 thereby accusing and condemning their country of origin for engag-
ing in persecution. The mere granting of asylum can create an antagonistic relation-
ship.[…] The view of the United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) 
is that the granting of refugee status does not necessarily imply criticism of the send-
ing by the receiving country, but such a view contradicts the conception of the refu-
gee as one with a fear of persecution.12 Moreover, democratic regimes generally allow 
their refugees to speak out against the regime of their country of origin, allow them 
access to the media, and permit them to send information and money back home in 
support of the opposition. The host country’s decision to grant refugee status thus 
often creates an adversary relationship with the country that produces the refugees. 
The receiving country may have no such intent, but even where its motives are 
humanitarian the mere granting of asylum can be suffi cient to create an antagonistic 
relationship. […]

A refugee-receiving country may actively support the refugees in their quest to 
change the regime of their country of origin. Refugees are potentially a tool in inter-
state confl ict. […] Refugee-producing countries may thus have good reason for fear-
ing an alliance between their adversaries and the refugees.

Non-refugee immigrants can also be a source of confl ict between receiving and 
sending countries. A diaspora made up primarily of refugees is, of course, likely to be 
hostile to the regime of the country from which they fl ed. But even economic migrants 



M I G R A T I O N  A N D  S E C U R I T Y   2 5 7

may become hostile, especially if they live in democratic countries while the govern-
ment of their homeland is repressive. […]

The home country may take a dim view of the activities of its citizens abroad, and 
hold the host country responsible for their activities. But host countries, especially if 
they are democratic, are loath to restrict migrants engaged in lawful activities, espe-
cially since some of the migrants have already become citizens. The home country 
may even plant intelligence operators abroad to monitor the activities of its migrants,13 
and may take steps to prevent further emigration. The embassy of the home country 
may also provide encouragement to its supporters within the diaspora. The diaspora 
itself may become a focal point of controversy between the home and host countries, 
among contending groups within the diaspora, or between sections of the diaspora 
and the home government.14 Thus, struggles that might otherwise take place only 
within a country become internationalized if the country has a signifi cant overseas 
population.

Refugees and immigrants as a political risk to the host country

Governments are often concerned that refugees to whom they give protection may 
turn against them if they are unwilling to assist the refugees in their opposition to the 
government of their country of origin. Paradoxically, the risk may be particularly high 
if the host country has gone so far as to arm the refugees against their country of 
origin. Guns can be pointed in both directions, and the receiving country takes the 
risk that refugees will seek to dictate the host country’s policies toward the sending 
country. […]

Refugees have launched terrorist attacks within their host country, illegally 
smuggled arms, allied with the domestic opposition against host-government poli-
cies, participated in drug traffi c, and in other ways eroded government’ willingness 
to admit refugees. […]

Such fears, it should be noted, are sometimes exaggerated, and governments 
have often gone to extreme lengths to protect themselves against low-level threats15 
but these fears are nonetheless not always without foundation, especially in the con-
text of an increase in international terrorism.

Migrants perceived as a threat to cultural identity

How and why some migrant communities are perceived as cultural threats is a com-
plicated issue, involving initially how the host community defi nes itself. Cultures 
differ with respect to how they defi ne who belongs to or can be admitted into their 
community. These norms govern whom one admits, what rights and privileges are 
given to those who are permitted to enter, and whether the host culture regards a 
migrant community as potential citizens. A violation of these norms (by unwanted 
immigrants, for example) is often regarded as a threat to basic values and in that sense 
is perceived as a threat to national security.

These norms are often embedded in the law of citizenship that determines who, 
by virtue of birth, is entitled as a matter of right to be a citizen, and who is permitted 
to become a naturalized citizen. The main distinction is between citizenship laws based 
on jus sanguinis, whereby a person wherever born is a citizen of the state of his parents, 
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and those based on jus soli, the rule that a child receives its nationality from the soil or 
place of birth. The ties of blood descent are broader than merely parentage, for they 
suggest a broader “volk” or people to whom one belongs in a fi ctive relationship. […]

Where such notions of consanguinity dominate citizenship law, the political 
system is capable of distinguishing between an acceptable and unacceptable infl ux, 
without regard either to the numbers or to the condition of the economy into which 
the immigrants move. In general, countries with norms of consanguinity fi nd it diffi -
cult to incorporate ethnically alien migrants, including refugees, into citizenship. 
These countries are also likely to have political groups that advocate sending immi-
grants home even though expulsion may impose severe economic consequences for 
the host as well as the home countries.

A norm of indigenousness may also be widely shared by a section of a country’s 
population and even incorporated into its legal system. This norm prescribes different 
rights for those who are classifi ed as indigenous and those who, irrespective of the 
length of time they or their ancestors resided in the country, are not so classifi ed. An 
indigenous people asserts a superior claim to land, employment, education, political 
power, and the central national symbols that is not accorded to others who live within 
the country. […]

Legal defi nitions of citizenship aside, most societies react with alarm when there 
is an unregulated large-scale illegal migration of people who do not share their cul-
ture and national identity. Examples abound. Illegal migration into the Sabah state of 
Malaysia from the Philippines and Indonesia – an estimated 400,000 or more of 
Sabah’s 1.4 million population – has created anxieties there. The government of 
Malaysia is particularly uneasy since the Philippines lays claim to Sabah and some 
Filipino leaders insist that, so long as the dispute continues, Malaysia has no right to 
consider Filipinos as illegal aliens. Should the Filipinos acquire citizenship, it has been 
noted, they might win a third or more of Sabah’s parliamentary seats and pursue a 
merger with the Philippines. The Philippines might thereby acquire through coloniza-
tion what it is unable to win through diplomatic or military means.16

Colonization as a means of international conquest and annexation can in fact be 
the deliberate intent of a state. The government of Morocco, for example, moved 
350,000 civilians into Western Sahara in an effort to claim and occupy disputed terri-
tory. The Israeli government has provided housing subsidies to its citizens to settle on 
the West Bank. Since the annexation of the Turkic regions of central Asia in the nine-
teenth century, the Czarist and Soviet regimes have encouraged Russian settlement, 
while a similar policy of settling Han people has been pursued by the Chinese govern-
ment in Sinkiang province and other areas.

Many governments are concerned that migration may lead to xenophobic popu-
lar sentiments and to the rise of anti-migrant political parties that could threaten the 
regime. Under such circumstances governments may pursue anti-migration policies 
in anticipation of public reactions.

Migrants perceived as a social or economic burden

Societies may react to immigrants because of the economic costs they impose or 
because of their purported social behavior such as criminality, welfare dependency, 
delinquency, etc. Societies may be concerned because the people entering are so 
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numerous or so poor that they create a substantial economic burden by straining 
housing, education, and transportation facilities. In advanced industrial societies, ser-
vices provided by the welfare state to migrant workers, permanent migrants, or refu-
gees may generate local resentment. In less developed countries, refugees may illegally 
occupy private or government lands; their goats, sheep, and cattle may decimate for-
ests and grazing land; they may use fi rewood, consume water, produce waste, and in 
other ways come to be regarded as an ecological threat. The willingness to bear these 
costs is likely to be low if the host government believes that the government of the 
sending country is engaged in a policy of population “dumping,” by exporting its 
criminals, unwanted ethnic minorities, and “surplus” population at the cost of the 
receiving country. […]

The fears of western countries notwithstanding, however, population dumping 
has not been a signifi cant element in the fl ow of migrants from the Third World to 
advanced industrial countries. To the extent that population dumping has occurred, it 
has largely been of ethnic minorities; fl ights – at least before the Yugoslav crisis – have 
primarily been to neighboring developing countries rather than to advanced indus-
trial countries. […]

Government offi cials, otherwise concerned with the plight of refugees, may fear 
that a decision to grant refugee status to a small number of individuals might open the 
fl oodgate beyond what society is prepared to accept. One reason states hesitate to 
grant refugee and asylum status to those fl eeing because of economic and even violent 
conditions at home – as distinct from having a personal “well-founded fear of perse-
cution” – is the concern that the number of asylum requests would then increase. 
States prefer restrictive criteria in order to keep the infl ux small. Since laws of asylum 
are often imprecise and the policy that states will admit refugees with a well-founded 
fear of persecution is subject to varied interpretations, individuals who wish to enter 
a country but cannot do so under existing guestworker and migration laws may resort 
to claiming political asylum. Western European governments are thus torn between a 
humanitarian sentiment toward refugees and the recognition that the more generous 
the law of asylum, the greater the number of applicants. As the number of asylum-
seekers grows, governments become more restrictive, insisting on evidence that the 
individual does indeed have a well-founded fear of persecution, not “merely” a fear of 
being killed in a violent civil confl ict. […]

Migrants as hostages: risks for the sending country

Recent actions of the governments of Iran, Iraq, and Libya all demonstrate how 
migrants can be used as an instrument of statecraft in order to impose restraints upon 
the actions of the home government. Following the invasion of Kuwait on August 2, 
1990, the government of Iraq announced a series of measures using migrants as 
instruments for the achievement of political objectives. […]

While the Iraqi strategy of using their control over migrants for international 
bargaining is thus far unique, the mere presence of migrants in a country from 
which they could be expelled has been for some time an element affecting the 
behavior of the migrants’ home country. […] [They] have recognized that any 
sudden infl ux of returning migrants would create a major problem for domestic 
security as remittances came to an end, balance of payments problems were 
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created, families dependent upon migrant income were threatened with destitu-
tion, and large numbers of people were thrown into labor markets where there 
already existed substantial unemployment. Since the Gulf War, all of these fears 
have materialized. Sending governments aware of these potential consequences 
have hesitated to criticize host governments for the treatment of migrant work-
ers.17 When workers have been expelled for strikes and other agitational activities, 
the home governments have sought to pacify their migrants – and the host govern-
ment – in an effort to avoid further expulsions. Governments have often remained 
silent even when workers’ contracts have been violated. […]

A security threat, as Robert Jervis has reminded us, is often a matter of percep-
tion.18 What are the enemy’s capabilities? What are its intentions? Perceptions simi-
larly shape decision-makers’ assessments of whether refugees and migrants constitute 
a security threat. Time and again we have seen how different are the assessments that 
various governments make of the threat posed by a population infl ux. […] 
[Furthermore,] perceptions of risk change. […] Moreover, a country’s concern that a 
refugee infl ux is the result of population “dumping” by its neighbor – clearly a matter 
of perception of intentions – is likely to be greatest when there is a history of enmity 
between sending and receiving countries, as in the case of Pakistan and India. Countries 
almost always feel threatened if their neighbor seeks to create a more homogeneous 
society by expelling its minorities – the phrase now is “ethnic cleansing”19 – but we 
have also seen that there can be circumstances when a population “exchange” or an 
orderly “return” of an ethnic minority can be regarded as non-threatening by the 
receiving country.

How governments assess one another’s intentions with respect both to economic 
migrants and political refugees is thus critical to how confl ictual population move-
ments may become. A government is more likely to accommodate a refugee fl ow 
from a neighboring country if it believes that the fl ight is the unfortunate and unin-
tended consequences of a civil confl ict than if it believes that the fl ight of the refugees 
is precisely what is intended.20 Similarly, a government’s response to reports that its 
citizens abroad are maltreated will depend upon whether it believes that the host 
country is culpable.

But perception is not everything. As we have seen, there are genuine confl icts of 
interests among countries on matters of migrants and refugees. Countries quarrel 
over each other’s entry and exit rules as some countries want those whom another 
will not let go, while some countries force out those whom others do not want.21 
How states react to international population fl ows can itself be a source of interna-
tional confl ict. […]

Notes

1 On secessionist movements, see Allen Buchanan, Secession: The Morality of Political 
Divorce from Fort Sumter to Lithuania and Quebec (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 
1991). This otherwise excellent analysis by a political philosopher does not deal 
with the problem of minorities that remain in successor states.

2 Democratization and political liberalization of authoritarian regimes have enabled 
people to leave who previously were denied the right of exit. An entire region of 
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the world, ranging from Central Europe to the Chinese border, had imprisoned 
those who sought to emigrate. Similar restrictions continue to operate for several 
of the remaining communist countries. If and when the regimes of North Korea 
and China liberalize, another large region of the world will allow its citizens to 
leave. See Alan Dowty, Closed Borders: The Contemporary Assault on Freedom of Movement 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987), which provides a useful account of how 
authoritarian states engaged both in restricting exodus and in forced expulsions. 
For an analysis of the right to leave and return, see H. Hannum, The Right to Leave 
and Return in International Law and Practice (London: Martinus Nijhoff, 1987). As has 
happened twice before in this century, the breakup of an empire is producing large-
scale ethnic confl ict and emigration. With the withdrawal of Soviet power from 
Eastern Europe and the disintegration of the Soviet state itself, confl icts have 
erupted between Turks and Bulgarians in Turkey; Romanians and Hungarians in 
Transylvania; Armenians and Azeris in the Caucasus; Albanians, Croatians, 
Slovenians, Bosnians, and Serbs in former Yugoslavia; Slovaks and Czechs in 
Czechoslovakia; and among a variety of ethnic groups in Georgia, Moldova, 
Ukraine, and in the new states of Central Asia. There is a high potential for contin-
ued emigration of minorities among each of these states. See F. Stephen Larrabee, 
“Down and Out in Warsaw and Budapest: Eastern Europe and East-West Migration,” 
International Security, Vol. 16, No. 4 (Spring 1992), pp. 5–33.

3 A long-term decline in the birth rate in advanced industrial countries combined 
with continued economic growth may lead employers to seek low-wage laborers 
from abroad. Transnational investment in manufacturing industries may reduce 
some manpower needs, but the demand for more workers in the service sector 
seems likely to grow, barring technological breakthroughs that would replace wait-
ers, bus conductors, nurses, and household help. Employers in Japan, Singapore, 
and portions of the United States and Western Europe are prepared to hire illegal 
migrants, notwithstanding the objections of their governments and much of the 
citizenry. So long as employer demand remains high, borders are porous, and gov-
ernment enforcement of employer sanctions is limited, illegal migration seems 
likely to continue and in some countries to increase.

4 There have already been mass migrations within and between countries as a result 
of desertifi cation, fl oods, toxic wastes (chemical contamination, nuclear reactor 
accidents, hazardous waste), and threats of inundation as a result of rising sea levels. 
According to one estimate, two million Africans were displaced in the mid-1980s 
as a result of drought. See Jodi L. Jacobson, Environmental Refugees: A Yardstick of 
Habitability, Worldwatch Paper No. 86 (Washington, D.C.: Worldwatch Institute, 
1988).

5 Information concerning employment opportunities and changes in immigration 
and refugee laws is quickly transmitted to friends and relatives. Not only do many 
people in the Third World view the United States and Europe as potential places for 
migration, but differences and opportunities within the Third World are also becom-
ing better known. Indonesians, for example, are seeking (illegal) employment in 
peninsular Malaysia, Sabah, and Sarawak. Malaysians and others are aware of oppor-
tunities in Singapore. Oil-rich Brunei attracts workers from Malaysia, the 
Philippines, Thailand, and Indonesia. Taiwan, Hong Kong, and South Korea export 
manpower, but also attract illegal immigrant workers drawn by their reputation for 
employment at high wages. Migrants continue to be attracted to the oil-producing 
countries of the Middle East. For one account of large-scale migration among Third 
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World countries, see Michael Vatikiotis, “Malaysia: Worrisome Infl ux; Foreign 
Workers Raise Social, Security Fears,” Far Eastern Economic Review, August 6, 1992, 
p. 21, which describes the concerns in Malaysia over the infl ux of an estimated one 
million migrants from Indonesia.

 6 An estimated 5.5 million people from forty countries were temporarily or perma-
nently displaced by the Gulf War. The largest single group was an estimated 1–1.5 
million Yemenis who were forced to leave Saudi Arabia to return to Yemen. The 
other main displaced peoples were Kurds, Kuwaitis, Palestinians, and South Asians. 
See Elizabeth N. Offten, “The Persian Gulf  War of 1990–91: Its Impact on Migration 
and the Security of States” (M.S. dissertation, Department of Political Science, 
MIT, June 1992).

 7 See Sidney Klein, ed., The Economics of Mass Migration in the Twentieth Century (New 
York: Paragon House, 1987); Brinley Thomas, Migration and Economic Growth: A Study 
of Great Britain and the Atlantic Economy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1954); Charles P. Kindleberger, Europe’s Postwar Growth: The Role of Labor Supply 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1967), chap. 9; Theodore W. Schultz, 
“Migration: An Economist’s View,” in William H. McNeill and Ruth S. Adams, eds., 
Human Migration: Patterns and Policies (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987), 
pp. 377–86. These and other works by economists deal with the benefi ts and costs 
as well as the determinants of migration. For a useful bibliography on the econom-
ics of migration, see Julian L. Simon, The Economic Consequences of Immigration (New 
York: Basil Blackwell, 1989).

 8 Aristide R. Zolberg, Astri Suhrke, and Sergio Aguayo, Escape from Violence: Confl ict and 
the Refugee Crisis in the Developing World (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989); 
and Michael R. Marrus, The Unwanted: European Refugees in the Twentieth Century (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1985), are among the most comprehensive treat-
ments of the major world regions that have produced refugees in this century.

 9 In fact, when Soviet Jewish migration reached 200,000 in one year, there were 
“euphoric expectations of a million-and-a-half newcomers within two or three 
years,” wrote the editor of the Jerusalem Post. David Bar-Illan, “Why Likud Lost – 
And Who Won,” Commentary, Vol. 94, No. 2 (August 1992), p. 28.

10 The ambivalent attitude of African-Americans toward immigration is described by 
Lawrence H. Fuchs, “The Reactions of Black Americans to Immigration,” in Virginia 
Yans-McLaughlin, ed., Immigration Reconsidered: History, Sociology and Politics (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1990).

11 The language is from the 1951 United Nations Convention Relating to the Status 
of Refugees, subsequently modifi ed in a 1967 protocol. The Convention states that 
a refugee is a person who “owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for 
reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group 
or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable, or 
unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country.” This defi nition is the 
centerpiece of most Western law dealing with refugees. Some critics (see Zolberg, 
Suhrke, and Aguayo, Escape from Violence) believe that the defi nition is too narrow 
because it excludes those who only fl ee from violence. For a defense of the United 
Nations defi nition, see David A. Martin, “The Refugee Concept: On Defi nitions, 
Politics, and the Careful Use of Scarce Resources,” in Howard Adelman, ed., 
Refugee Policy: Canada and the United States (Toronto: York Lanes Press, 1991), 
pp. 30–51. A wider defi nition of refugee was adopted in 1969 by the Organization 
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of African Unity in its Refugee Convention, according to which the term refugee 
applies to every person who “owing to external aggression, occupation, foreign 
domination or events seriously disturbing public order in either part or the whole 
of his country of origin or nationality, is compelled to leave his place, of habitual 
residence in order to seek refuge in another place outside his country of origin or 
nationality.”

12 For an analysis of the UNHCR’s concept of protection, see Leon Gordenker, 
Refugees in International Politics (New York: Columbia University Press, 1987), 
pp. 27–46.

13 On the role played by the Taiwanese security apparatus in attempts to thwart sup-
port for Taiwanese independence sentiments within the Taiwanese community in 
the United States, see Myron Weiner, “Asian Immigrants and U.S. Foreign Policy,” 
in Tucker, Keely, and Wrigley, Immigration and U.S. Foreign Policy, p. 197.

14 Examples include confl icts between Turkish Muslim fundamentalists and their 
opponents within Germany and, earlier, among Indians in Britain who were divided 
in their attitude toward Prime Minister Indira Gandhi’s government after she 
declared an emergency in 1975 and arrested members of the opposition.

15 One of the more extreme responses was the McCarran-Walter Immigration Act 
passed by the U.S. Congress in 1952, which excluded any aliens who might “engage 
in activities which would be prejudicial to the public interest, or endanger the wel-
fare, safety or security of the United States.” The Immigration and Naturalization 
Service interpreted the act to go beyond barring known or suspected terrorists to 
exclude writers and politicians known to be critical of the United States.

16 Concern over colonization, it should be noted, can also be an internal affair in 
multi-ethnic societies. Territorially-based ethnic groups may consider an infl ux of 
people from other parts of the country as a cultural and political threat. Hence, the 
Moros in Mindanao revolted at the in-migration of people from other parts of the 
Philippines, Sri Lanka’s Tamils oppose settlement by Sinhalese in “their” region, 
Nicaragua Miskito Indians object to the migration of non-Miskito peoples into 
“their” territory on the Atlantic coast, and a variety of India’s linguistic communi-
ties regard in-migration as a form of colonization. In some cases such settlements 
can provoke an internal confl ict between migrants and indigenes, with interna-
tional consequences.

17 For a description of working conditions of South Asian migrants in the Persian 
Gulf, and the reluctance of South Asian governments to protest the mistreatment 
of migrants, see Myron Weiner, “International Migration and Development: Indians 
in the Persian Gulf,” Population and Development Review, Vol. 8, No. 1 (March 1988), 
pp. 1–36. For accounts of the benefi ts to Asian countries of migration to the Gulf 
see Godfrey Gunatilleke, ed., Migration of Asian Workers to the Arab World (Tokyo: 
United Nations University, 1986); and Rashid Amjad, ed., To the Gulf and Back: 
Studies in the Economic Impact of Asian Labour Migration (Geneva: International Labor 
Organization, 1989).

18 Robert Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1976).

19 The older expression “unmixing of peoples” was reportedly used by Lord Curzon 
to describe the situation during the Balkan Wars; Michael R. Marrus, The 
Unwanted: European Refugees in the Twentieth Century (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1985), p. 41.
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20 The European Community stiffened its views toward Serbia when it became clear 
that Serbs were seeking to force the exodus of Croatians and Bosnians; many 
German offi cials then concluded that their willingness to accommodate refugees 
was enabling the Serbs to achieve their objective of clearing areas of non-Serbs.

21 For an analysis of how the congruence or incongruence of rules of entry and exit 
infl uence the patterns of confl ict and cooperation among states, see Myron Weiner, 
“On International Migration and International Relations,” Population and Development 
Review, Vol. 11, No. 3 (September 1985), pp. 441–55.



Transnational criminal organisations and international security

The changing international environment

O R G A N I S E D  C R I M E  has a long history, and has traditionally been seen 
as a domestic law-and-order problem. Over the past two decades, however, 

crime has taken on new international dimensions and criminal organisations have 
developed to resemble transnational corporations. Although these TCOs [transna-
tional criminal organisations] are usually based partly on familial ties and kinship – at 
least at the top level – their structures make them highly profi cient, adaptable and 
able to ‘treat national borders as nothing more than minor inconveniences to their 
criminal enterprises’.1

The emergence of TCOs is partly a result of underlying changes in global 
politics and economics, which have been conducive to the development of all trans-
national organisations. The emergence and development of the ‘global village’ in the 
second half of the twentieth century have fundamentally changed the context in which 
both legitimate and illegitimate businesses operate. This has, moreover, created 
unprecedented opportunities for international criminal activity. Increased interde-
pendence between nations, the ease of international travel and communications, the 
permeability of national boundaries, and the globalisation of international fi nancial 
networks have facilitated the emergence of what is, in effect, a single global market 
for both licit and illicit commodities. There has been a vast increase in transnational 
activity – the movement of information, money, physical objects, people, and other 
tangible or intangible items across state boundaries – in which at least one of the 
actors involved in the transaction is non-governmental.2 […]

3 . 8

Phil Williams

TRANSNATIONAL CRIME 
AND SECURITY

Source: ‘Transnational criminal organisations and international security’, Survival, vol. 36, no. 1, Spring 
1994, pp. 96–113.
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The scale of these activities largely refl ects the opportunities resulting from 
changes in both international relations and within states. The second half of the 
twentieth century has not only witnessed a great increase in transactions across 
national boundaries that are neither initiated nor controlled by states, but has also 
seen a decline in state control over its territory. TCOs are both contributors to, and 
benefi ciaries of, these changes. […]

The rise of transnational criminal organisations

Just as the modern industrial economy and the rise of mass consumer markets encour-
aged the growth of organised crime […] so [have] growing opportunities for transna-
tional activities […] facilitated the growth of TCOs. Not only is transnational 
activity as open to criminal groups as it is to legitimate multinational corporations, 
but the character of criminal organisations also makes them particularly suited to exploit 
these new opportunities. Since criminal groups are used to operating outside the 
rules, norms and laws of domestic jurisdictions, they have few qualms about crossing 
national boundaries illegally. In many respects, therefore, TCOs are transnational 
organisations par excellence. They operate outside the existing structures of authority 
and power in world politics and have developed sophisticated strategies for circum-
venting law enforcement in individual states and in the global community of states.

Samuel Huntington has argued that transnational organisations conduct centrally 
directed operations in the territory of two or more nation-states, mobilise resources 
and pursue optimising strategies across national boundaries, are functionally specifi c, 
and seek to penetrate and not acquire new territories.3 This is also true of TCOs. 
Criminal enterprises, however, differ from transnational organisations that operate 
legally in one crucial respect: most transnational organisations seek access to terri-
tory and markets through negotiations with states4 while TCOs obtain access not 
through consent, but through circumvention. They engage in systematic activities to 
evade government controls, which is possible because the conditions that have given 
rise to their emergence also make it very diffi cult for governments to counter them.

Transnational criminal organisations vary in size and scale. Some, such as the 
Colombian cartels, focus almost exclusively on drug traffi cking while others, such as 
the Chinese triads or Japanese yakuza, engage in a wide range of criminal activities, 
including extortion, credit card fraud, prostitution and drug traffi cking. […]

TCOs are diverse in structure, outlook and membership. What they have in 
common is that they are highly mobile and adaptable and are able to operate across 
national borders with great ease. They are able to do this partly because of the condi-
tions identifi ed above and partly because of their emphasis on networks rather than 
formal organisations. It is of interest that legitimate transnational corporations have 
also adopted more fl exible, fl uid network structures, which enable them to exploit 
local conditions more effectively. Perhaps not surprisingly, this is one area where 
TCOs have taken the lead as their illegality has compelled them to operate covertly 
and to de-emphasise fi xed structures.

Another important trend among transnational corporations has been the growth 
of strategic alliances, especially between regional transnational corporations that 
want to develop globally. For legitimate corporations, alliances facilitate production 
where costs are low and allow corporations to take advantage of local knowledge and 
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experience in marketing and distribution. TCOs pursue strategic alliances for similar 
reasons. Even if these organisations circumvent state structures, they may still have to 
negotiate with national and local criminal organisations, and strategic alliances permit 
them to cooperate with, rather than compete against, indigenously entrenched crim-
inal organisations. Moreover, these alliances enhance the ability of TCOs to circum-
vent law enforcement agencies, facilitate risk sharing and make it possible to use 
existing distribution channels. Finally, strategic alliances enable drug traffi cking 
organisations to exploit differential profi t margins in different markets.

Although it is diffi cult to make a defi nitive analysis of the links between and 
among TCOs, there is considerable evidence that these alliances exist. […]

These links between various groups, especially those engaged in drug traffi cking, 
have made TCOs an increasingly serious problem for governments. […]

The threat to security

It is tempting to say that the activities of TCOs have little impact on national and 
international security. Unlike revolutionary or terrorist groups, TCOs have predomi-
nantly economic objectives. Moreover, it is arguable that even illicit enterprises add 
to national wealth, create jobs and provide a safety net against recession. TCOs also 
employ entrepreneurial and managerial skills that would otherwise be wasted. The 
profi ts from their activities are enormous and at least some of them are ploughed 
back into local and national economies, usually with some multiplier effects. In these 
circumstances, one might conclude that TCOs do not pose a threat to national and 
international security.

Such an assessment is based on a narrow military conception of security. If one 
defi nes security as not just external military threats but as a challenge to the effective 
functioning of society, then drug traffi cking is much more serious than many issues that 
have traditionally been seen as a threat to security. Drug traffi cking poses one of the 
most serious challenges to the fabric of society in the US, Western Europe and even 
many drug-producing countries, which have also become consumers of their product. 
The threats to security are more complex and subtle than more traditional military 
challenges. Nevertheless, drug traffi cking was designated a national security threat by 
the Reagan Administration in 1986 and subsequent US administrations have concurred 
with this assessment. Taking this further, it is clear that TCOs pose threats to security 
at three levels: the individual, the state and the international system of states.5

At the individual level, security is the provision of a relatively safe environment 
in which citizens do not fear violence or intimidation. TCOs have had a profound geo-
social impact on this security. Indeed, if individual security is inversely related to the 
level of violence in society – the greater the violence, the less the security enjoyed by 
citizens – then drug traffi cking and its associated activities pose a serious security 
threat.

This is partly because of the close connection between drugs and violence. There 
are three kinds of violence usually associated with the drug industry: violence by crim-
inal organisations to protect their ‘turf’ and profi ts; crimes against people and prop-
erty by drug users who need to pay for illicit drugs; and violence perpetrated by 
individuals under the infl uence of mind-altering substances.6 It has been estimated, for 
example, that the average heroin user commits 200 crimes a year to feed his habit.7
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The problems of drug-related violence have become apparent in many societies 
with a signifi cant number of addicts, including those which have been used for the 
transhipment of drugs. It is in the US, however, that violence has become the most 
prevalent. The pervasiveness of gang activity and the emergence of ‘no-go zones’ for 
ordinary citizens and even law enforcement offi cers are associated, in particular, with 
the traffi cking of ‘crack’ cocaine. While not all violence within US society can be 
attributed to drug abuse or traffi cking, it is clear that there are links between drugs 
and violence, and that the greater the level of drug abuse within society then the 
lower the level of security that individual citizens enjoy. Moreover, it is unlikely that 
these problems can be dealt with adequately as long as the fl ow of drugs continues 
unimpeded. Reducing the demand for drugs through education, treatment and reha-
bilitation is crucial, but unless more effective curbs are placed on drug supplies, 
demand reduction is unlikely to be successful. The wholesalers and retailers of the 
drug business, however, are experts at marketing and they have an insidious product, 
whose supply helps to create its own demand.

Not only does drug abuse add to the health-care burden and undermine produc-
tivity and economic competitiveness, but transnational drug traffi cking also results in 
societies in which violence is more pervasive and individual security is, therefore, 
more elusive.

Transnational criminal organisations can also pose serious threats to the security 
of their host and home states. In some cases, their power rivals that of the state itself. 
Their willingness to use force against the state and its law enforcement agencies chal-
lenges the state monopoly on organised violence and can be more destabilising than 
the activities of revolutionary or terrorist groups. This has certainly been the case in 
Colombia and Italy, where TCOs have resisted state control and engaged in extensive 
violence and terrorism. […]

[…] Moreover, these challenges to state authority may be unavoidable. As one 
eminent criminologist has noted, ‘each crime network attempts to build a coercive 
monopoly and to implement that system of control through at least two other crimi-
nal activities – corruption of public and private offi cials, and violent terrorism in 
order to enforce its discipline’.8 TCOs, therefore, by their very nature undermine 
civil society, destabilise domestic politics and undercut the rule of law.

Transnational criminal organisations sometimes create chaos, but they also 
exploit the uncertainty created by other domestic and international developments. 
Not surprisingly, TCOs fl ourish in states with weak structures and dubious legiti-
macy, which derives from economic inequalities, the dominance of traditional oligar-
chies, the lack of congruence between nation and state, poor economic performance 
and ethnic divisions. In such circumstances, the development of parallel political and 
economic structures is almost inevitable. Sometimes this follows from the fact that 
parts of the country are outside the control of central government. In other cases, 
government institutions may be so corrupt that they no longer have either the incen-
tive or the capacity to reassert control. […]

It is important not to exaggerate the importance of TCOs in causing political 
upheaval because whenever states lose legitimacy and political authority the prob-
lems have deep and extensive roots. Nevertheless, there is an important link between 
the rise of TCOs, on the one hand, and the crisis of governance and decline in civil 
society that have become familiar features of the post-Cold War world, on the other. 
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Whatever the underlying reason for the breakdown in authority structures, political 
chaos provides a congenial environment for criminal activity. One of the key fea-
tures of TCOs is that they link ‘zones of peace’ and ‘zones of turbulence’ in the 
international system.9 They take advantage of the chaos that exists, for example, in 
countries such as Myanmar, which lacks an effective, legitimate government, is the 
world’s main producer of heroin, and is internationally isolated yet is penetrated 
transnationally. Moreover, criminal organisations have a vested interest in the con-
tinuation of weak government and the conditions which allow them to export heroin 
from Myanmar with impunity.

Threats to the integrity of states generate challenges to the international state 
system. Although the fi eld of security studies has traditionally focused on military 
relations between states, in the future it will also have to consider the relationship 
between states and powerful non-state actors. The dominance of governments has 
increasingly been challenged by the emergence of such actors, operating either 
regionally or globally. Lacking the attributes of sovereignty is often an advantage 
rather than a constraint for transnational actors – they are sovereignty-free rather 
than sovereignty-bound and use this freedom and fl exibility to engage in activities that 
are diffi cult for states to regulate.10 The issue is control versus autonomy: states want 
control and transnational actors want autonomy.

Transnational criminal organisations challenge aspects of state sovereignty and 
security that have traditionally been taken for granted. They prove the permeability of 
national borders and penetrate societies that are nominally under the control of states. 
States formally retain sovereignty, but if they are unable to control the importation of 
arms, people and drugs into their territory then it loses much of its signifi cance. 
Sovereignty remains a useful basis for the international society of states, but no longer 
refl ects real control over territory. The permeability of national boundaries and the 
concept of sovereignty do not make easy bedfellows.

It can be argued, of course, that the activities of many transnational organisations 
undermine state sovereignty. Most of these groups, however, obtain access to national 
markets and operate on a state’s territory only with the permission of the govern-
ment, a process that revalidates state power and authority.11 TCOs are different 
because they obtain access through clandestine methods, minimise the opportunities 
for state control over their activities, and prevent real sovereignty being exercised. 
Although the main purpose of their activities is to make a profi t, an inevitable by-
product is an implicit challenge to state authority and sovereignty. The threat is insid-
ious rather than direct: it is not a threat to the military strength of the state, but is a 
challenge to the prerogatives that are an integral part of statehood.

This does not mean that all states oppose TCOs. Alliances of convenience between 
‘rogue’ or ‘pariah’ states and TCOs could pose serious security threats, especially 
from those traffi cking in nuclear material. As soon as a traffi cking network is func-
tioning effectively product diversifi cation is easy. Organisations that deal in drugs can 
also traffi ck in technology and components for weapons of mass destruction. Whether 
the recipients of such transfers are terrorist organisations or ‘pariah’ states, the link 
between criminal activities and security is obvious.

If non-proliferation and other regulatory regimes are to function effectively in 
the future, therefore, it will be necessary to curb the activities of TCOs. This will not 
be easy. […]
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AIDS/HIV AND SECURITY

Source: ‘AIDS and international security’, Survival, vol. 44, no. 1, Spring 2002, pp. 145–58.

AIDS and international security

A T  T H E  S TA R T  O F  T H E  N E W  C E N T U RY,  the AIDS epidemic 
is fi nally receiving high-level attention on the international stage. […]

A recurring theme […] was the growing danger presented by the epidemic, not 
just in terms of direct victims of the disease itself, but to international security. […]

The direct danger of AIDS

[…] The death toll from AIDS has already been devastating and over the next decades 
it portends to kill at almost inconceivable rates. These fi gures, though, do not tell the 
full story of the disease’s impact: these are fatalities without violence. The complete 
accounting of AIDS’ toll will not just include the obvious direct victims of the disease, 
but also those who suffer from its wider consequences through warfare.

AIDS and the military

The primary connection between AIDS and confl ict appears to come from the unique 
linkage between the disease and the institution of the military. Studies consistently 
fi nd that the average infection rates of soldiers are signifi cantly higher than equivalent 
age groups in the regular civilian population. This is true across the globe, whether in 
the US, UK, France, or in armies of the developing world where the problem is mag-
nifi ed. Recent studies in Africa have found that military infection rates are around 
four times that of the civilian population. During periods of war, this fi gure often 
soars to as much as 50 times higher.1
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The reasons for this unhappy link are varied. In addition to being recruited from 
the most sexually active age groups, soldiers are typically posted away from their 
communities and families for long periods of time. Besides disconnecting them from 
traditional societal controls on behaviour, this also means that they are removed from 
contact with spouses or regular sexual partners. Personnel are often lonely or stressed 
and typically have more money than the local population, but little to spend it on. 
Their cloistering in bases thus tends to attract other high-risk populations, including 
prostitutes and drug dealers. Finally, soldiers live and work inside an institution and 
culture that tends to encourage risk-taking, so precautions against certain behaviour 
are often eschewed. In blunt terms, even in peacetime, military bases tend to attract 
prostitutes and soldiers usually don’t use condoms. On deployment, this problem is 
heightened.2

The result is that many armies are the focal point of AIDS infection in their nation 
and are essentially under direct attack from the disease. […]

The results are devastating for the military as an institution and can lead to a 
dangerous weakening of its capabilities. […] Besides the effect on the regular troops 
and the general recruiting pool, the disease is particularly costly to military forces in 
terms of its draining effect on the skilled positions. AIDS is not only killing regular 
conscripts but also offi cers and NCOs – key personnel that military forces are least 
able to lose. Thus, leadership capacities and professional standards are directly suffer-
ing from the disease’s scourge. […] This following-out of militaries, particularly at 
the leadership level, has a number of added implications for security. As human capac-
ity is lost, military organisations’ efforts to modernise are undermined. Preparedness 
and combat readiness deteriorate. Even if a new recruiting pool is found to replace 
sick troops, cohesion is compromised. As they lose their leadership to an unyielding, 
demoralising foe, the organisations themselves can unravel.

The higher risk within the military compounds the disease’s impact by transfer-
ring it to the political level. Commanders in countries with high rates of infection 
already worry that they are now unable to fi eld full contingents for deployment or to 
assist their nation’s allies. AIDS-weakened militaries also pose the risk of domestic 
instability and may even invite foreign attack. […]

AIDS and state failure

AIDS threatens not just the military but the whole state. As the disease spreads and 
becomes ever more pervasive, ‘it destroys the very fi bre of what constitutes a nation: 
individuals, families and communities, economic and political institutions, military 
and police forces’.3 The manner in which AIDS can hollow out already weak states 
parallels its effect on militaries. In contrast to other epidemics, which tended to kill 
off the weak and infi rm fi rst, AIDS in the developing world tends to claim the lives of 
the more productive members of society, who are not easily replaced. Educated and 
well-off citizens are more mobile, and thus have often contracted the disease fi rst. 
Many states have clusters of the disease in the middle and upper levels of management 
in both business and government, and AIDS is already being blamed for shortages of 
skilled workers in a number of countries.4 […]

The impact is felt not just in governance, but also in economic and social devel-
opment. Besides acting as a new sort of tax on society, by increasing the health-care 
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costs of business across the board, the disease also discourages foreign investment. 
Workforce productivity decreases, while revenues go down as the local consumer 
base is improverished.5 The disease increases budgetary needs at the same time as it 
shrinks the tax base. The consequences could well be shattering for already impover-
ished states. […]

The precise security threat here is that AIDS causes dangerous weaknesses in the 
pillars of an otherwise stable state: its military; its governing institutions and econ-
omy. The disease is accordingly no longer just a symptom but a fundamental catalyst 
of state crisis.6 As public institutions crumble and senior offi cials succumb to the dis-
ease, public confi dence in governing bodies is further threatened.7

The weakening of state bodies at points of crisis has repeatedly been the spark for 
coups, revolts and other political and ethnic struggles to secure control over resources. 
[…] That the disease is concentrating in areas already undergoing tenuous political 
transitions – such as Africa and the former Soviet Union – only heightens the risk of 
instability and state failure.

The security danger presented by failed states extends beyond the simple human 
tragedy played out in the ensuing chaos and collapse. While stable states outside the 
region might imagine themselves secure and able to stand aside from failed states, the 
realities of the global system no longer permit this. Major powers have clear national 
interests in many of the regions most vulnerable to state failure generated or exacer-
bated by disease. The US, for example, has economic investments in at-risk areas in 
Africa that are, by some measures, comparable to investments in the Middle East or 
Eastern Europe.8 Equally, a number of individual states at risk, such as Angola, Nigeria, 
and South Africa, are core regional allies, as well as critical suppliers of oil (roughly 
one-fi fth of all US imports) and strategic minerals.9

The threats of economic and political collapse from the disease can also lead to 
new refugee fl ows. Besides facilitating the spread of the disease, the sudden and mas-
sive population movements such collapses provoke have led to heightened region-
wide tension and destabilisation.10 With AIDS likely to reach pandemic levels in the 
Caribbean and former Soviet Union, American and European governments will have 
to prepare for refugee crises reminiscent of the Haitian collapse and Balkan wars of 
the 1990s.

The more direct security threat is that failed states can become havens for the 
new enemies of global order. […] Decaying states give extremist groups freedom of 
operation, with dangerous consequences a world away. This hazard applies even to 
seemingly disconnected state failures. Sierra Leone’s collapse in the 1990s, for exam-
ple, certainly was of little concern to policy-makers in Washington and had little con-
nection to radical Islamic terrorist groups. Evidence has since emerged, however, that 
the tiny West African country is connected to al-Qaeda fundraising efforts involving 
the diamond trade.11 […]

The new children of war

The AIDS epidemic also undermines security by creating new pools of combatants 
who are more likely to go to war. AIDS does not strike with equal weight across age 
groups. In a ‘unique phenomenon in biology’, the disease actually reverses death rates 
to strike hardest at mature, but not yet elderly, adults.12 The consequence is that 
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population curves shift, eliminating the typical middle-aged hump, almost directly 
opposite to the manner of previous epidemics.

Such demographic shifts have disturbing security implications. Recent research 
has found a strong correlation between violent outbreaks, ranging from wars to ter-
rorism, and the ratio of a society’s young male population in relation to its more 
mature segments.13 Above a ratio of roughly 40 post-adolescent men to every 100 
older males, violent confl ict in a society becomes far more likely. In several states that 
are already close to this dangerous threshold, AIDS will likely tip the balance. Young 
men, psychologically more aggressive under normal circumstances, compete for both 
social and material resources, and are more easily harnessed to confl ict when they 
outnumber other generational groups. Demagogues, warlords and criminals fi nd it 
easier to recruit when the population is so distributed. Riots and other social crises 
are also more likely. Whatever the reason for the correlation, this worrying pattern 
has held true across history, from ancient times to recent outbreaks of violence in 
Rwanda, Yugoslavia and the Congo.

The new demographics of AIDS will also heighten security risks by creating a 
new pool of orphans, magnifying the child-soldier problem. By 2010, over 40m chil-
dren will lose one or both of their parents to AIDS, including one-third of all children 
in the hardest-hit countries. […]

The stigma of the disease, as well as the sheer numbers of victims, will over-
whelm the communities and extended families that would normally look after them. 
This cohort represents a new ‘lost orphan generation’.14 Its prospects are heartrend-
ing, as well as dangerous. Besides being malnourished, stigmatised and vulnerable to 
physical and sexual abuse, this mass of disconnected and disaffected children is par-
ticularly at risk of being exploited as child soldiers. Children in such straits are often 
targeted for recruitment, either through abduction or voluntary enlistment driven by 
desperation. […]

Child soldiers have appeared on contemporary battlefi elds without AIDS being 
present. The prevalence of a new, globalised mass of orphans, as well as a hollowing 
of local states and militaries, will make them more widespread. As a result, violent 
confl icts will be easier to start, greater in loss of life, harder to end and will lay the 
groundwork for their recurrence in succeeding generations.

Weakening global stability

Just as the disease endangers pillars of the nation-state, so too does it strike at pillars 
of international stability and governance. In particular, AIDS presents the institution 
of peacekeeping, a calming infl uence in many of the world’s hotspots, with a unique 
challenge. […]

[…] One of the heightening factors is frequency of deployment. During peace-
keeping operations, forces from all over the world mix in a poor, post-confl ict zone, 
where the sex industry is one of the few still in business. Not only are peacekeeping 
forces at risk of infection themselves, but they in turn present a new risk to the areas in 
which they are deployed and to their home states. Peacekeeping forces are in fact among 
the primary mechanisms of spreading the disease at a mass level to new areas. […]

A consequence of high AIDS prevalence in the military is that states will be less 
able and less willing to contribute their forces to peacekeeping operations. Around 
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40% of current UN peacekeepers come from countries with soaring infection 
rates.15 […]

The understandable reluctance of countries to accept peacekeepers from regions 
with high infection rates will thus make the already tough task of fi nding and deploy-
ing a robust peacekeeping operation even more diffi cult. The disease also provides a 
new stratagem for local parties to craft the makeup of peacekeeping forces to their 
own advantage. In the deployment of UNMEE (the UN Mission to Ethiopia and 
Eritrea), one of the parties used AIDS as a pretence to exclude troops from states that 
it felt would not be amenable to its own political agenda. The general result is that the 
already weak institution of peacekeeping is weakened further.

The new costs of war

The AIDS virus represents not only a new weapon of war, but one that makes the 
impact of war all the more catastrophic and enduring. AIDS has created a new tie 
between rape and genocide. Rape itself is certainly nothing new to warfare. In the 
last decade, however, it has become organised for political and strategic purposes.16 
In Bosnia there were camps designated for the purpose, while in Rwanda between 
200,000 and 500,000 women were raped in a few short weeks. The introduction of 
AIDS makes such programs a genocidal practice.17 The chance of disease transmis-
sion is especially high during rape, due to the violent nature of the act. It appears that 
rape is now being intentionally used to transfer AIDS to target populations. In the 
confl icts that have taken place over the last years in the Congo, for example, soldiers 
deliberately raped women of the enemy side with the stated intention of infecting 
them.18 Their goal was to heighten the impact of their attacks and create long-lasting 
harm. […]

Disease has always been part of the true cost of war.19 Epidemics decimated 
armies throughout ancient and biblical times and continued to do so well into the 
nineteenth century. […]

The links between AIDS, militaries and warfare may make twenty-fi rst century 
confl ict no different. Of the countries with the highest infection rates in Africa, half 
are involved in confl ict.20 And during war, as noted above, infection rates within mil-
itaries often escalate. The rates within the seven armies that intervened into the Congo 
are estimated to have reached as high as 50–80%.21 All these soldiers will die from the 
disease, making AIDS far more costly in lives than the limited combat that took 
place.

Such infected forces typically leave a swathe of disease in their wake. The original 
spread of infection in East Africa can be traced back to the movements made by indi-
vidual units of the Tanzanian Army.22 Moreover, the conditions of war hinder efforts 
to counter the disease’s spread. In Sierra Leone and the Congo, for example, all efforts 
at AIDS prevention were put on hold by the breakdown of order during confl ict.23 
Valuable windows of opportunity to arrest epidemics before they reach critical stages 
are lost.

Wars also lead to the uprooting and amalgamation of populations, bringing 
groups into contact that otherwise would be unlikely to mix. In the Congo war, for 
example, soldiers from all over Africa converged, while civilians from rural provinces 
were brought into urban centres. Such mixing promotes mutations in the virus itself. 
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Researchers have found that the confl ict in the Congo has created a veritable witch’s 
brew of AIDS, bringing together various strains from around the continent. The 
resulting new strains are called ‘strange recombinants’. One scientist noted, ‘We are 
seeing variants [of HIV] never seen before’.24

The consequences reach far beyond the scope of the fi ghting. For those countries 
who can afford them, the recent development of new multi-drug therapies (‘cock-
tails’) have cut the risk of death from AIDS, leading many in the US to think that the 
disease is, in a sense, cured. Yet, there always remains the possibility of far more dan-
gerous HIV strains: resistant to these latest treatments or even airborne. HIV has 
always displayed a high rate of genetic mutation, so this may happen regardless of 
wars or state collapse. That said, if such deadly new strains show up one day in the US 
or Europe, the multiple linkages of AIDS and warfare mean that its origin will likely 
be traced back to some ignored and faraway confl ict.
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Classical issues: the underlying harmony

C L A S S I C A L  I S S U E S  [ … ]  link[ing] […] political economy and secu-
rity studies […] include the political economy of power, the economic causes 

of war, and the role of the national budget constraint on the construction and execu-
tion of grand strategy. […]

The political economy of power

[…] [W]hile the mercantilists and the liberals may have disagreed on a number of 
issues, both schools of thought perceived an underlying long-run harmony between 
the national pursuit of wealth and power. The liberal revolution in this regard was to 
change fundamentally the understanding of what wealth was. Traditional mercantilists 
stressed the accumulation of treasure – spending power that could buy weapons and 
support armies. Liberals argued that wealth was represented not by bullion but by 
productive capacity. On this point, the neo-mercantilist descendants of the discred-
ited mercantilists embraced the liberals’ logic. […] Since that time, few have disputed 
that productive capacity is the base upon which military power rests. […]

The economic causes of war

Another subject obviously at the intersection of political economy and security 
studies […], is the economic causes of war. Manchester School economists in the 
nineteenth century saw a negative relationship between free trade and war.1 Others 
see confl ict emerging from interstate competition over access to markets and raw 
materials.2 More generally, Gilpin (1981:67) states that ‘in a world of scarcity the 
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fundamental issue is the distribution of the available economic surplus’, while 
Stopford and Strange (1991: 204, see also 209–11) see the post-cold war era as one 
characterized by states ‘more directly engaged in the competition for shares of the 
world’s wealth’.

In practice, there are three principal ways in which economic forces act as a 
source of war: changes in relative economic growth, internal economic dislocation, 
and incompatible national economic strategies.3 Changes in relative economic growth are 
argued to contribute to war by scholars who emphasize the importance of equilib-
rium between power and privilege in the international system. Under such condi-
tions, states are satisfi ed with the status quo.4 According to this school of thought, 
because states tend to grow at differential rates, there is a natural impetus for the 
international system to drift away from equilibrium. Since power derives from under-
lying economic capacity, states that are growing faster perceive a divergence between 
their power and position in the international pecking order. Such states force a con-
frontation to revise the status quo, and this is often resolved by war (Gilpin, 1981; 
Liska, 1957, 1963; Organski, 1968: 364–67; Organski and Kugler, 1980; Doran, 
1983; Kennedy, 1980: 291–360).

Internal economic dislocation can contribute to confl ict for a number of reasons 
deriving primarily from the pressures that governments can fi nd themselves under as 
a consequence of hard times. Such governments may resort to ‘military Keynesianism’, 
that is, efforts at pump priming by expanded military spending. These measures can 
contribute to war by heightening the security dilemma, creating a militaristic mind-
set, or by the purposeful extension of military Keynesian tactics. Hard times can also 
increase the perceived stakes in struggles for international economic opportunity 
(see, for example, LaFeber, 1963). States may also engage in military adventures to 
divert attention away from failed domestic policies, or such dislocation may radicalize 
politics in general (see Pion-Berlin, 1985; also Rosecrance, 1963; Levy, 1989). […]

Confl icts can also be initiated or exacerbated by incompatible national strategies. 
[…] Often such strategies unintentionally drive confl ict as a consequence of the unin-
tended effects of economic policies, as Viner (1948: 29) noted with his claim that 
mercantilist strategies ‘served to poison international relations’. Contrapositively, 
there is Kennedy’s (1983) argument that one of the reasons why the British empire 
lasted so long was because its liberal international management ruffl ed few feathers. 
Additionally, economic strategies may not only be incompatible, they may backfi re. 
French fi nancial diplomacy in the interwar period was intended to infl uence German 
policy but may instead have contributed to the deterioration of the situation. […]

Strategy and the budget constraint

The incompatibility of national economic strategies calls attention to the issue of 
grand strategies in general. Avoiding unintended (and self-defeating) provocation is a 
necessary component of strategy, but it is not suffi cient. Two central questions remain: 
how to form an optimal grand strategy, an exercise in setting priorities and reconcil-
ing ends and means; and what constraints are imposed on crisis and wartime opera-
tions by limited resources. These are issues at the heart of security studies – and they 
are also fundamentally questions of political economy. […]
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To reiterate, the construction of grand strategy is a fundamentally economic 
question; further, a state’s budget constraint defi nes the limits of its power. 
Understanding or failing to recognize these limits often makes the differences between 
successful and unsuccessful foreign policy. In the context of a crisis or war, retaining 
international solvency (particularly with regard to the balance of payments), mobiliz-
ing and extracting resources from society, and maintaining domestic economic stabil-
ity are all crucial for success. These issues are ubiquitous and have been highly 
consequential. […]

Clearly, there exists a rich tradition of integration between issues associated with 
political economy and security studies, which is essential to understanding state 
power as well as the causes and courses of confl ict and war.5 The intellectual history 
of these issues can be traced to the nineteenth century and before, and the intimate 
association between the two was commonly assumed and understood prior to the 
cold war.

Modern issues: action and reaction

Modern issues emerge from the consequences of linkages between political economy 
and security in the context of a well-developed international economy. The tugging 
and hauling of international economic infl uences – exposure to the international 
economy – and states’ efforts to balance their desires for increased wealth and maxi-
mal security, create a distinct class of concerns for states. The increasing size of the 
international economy dating from the last quarter of the nineteenth century pre-
sented states with new sets of problems in the fi rst half of the twentieth, and these 
concepts were developed theoretically in the second half of this century. The larger 
the state, however, the less intensely these issues are felt. As a result, they were least 
salient to the extraordinary superpowers, and not typically considered ‘high security 
issues’ during the cold war. With the end of the cold war, the continuing expansion of 
the international economy, and the growing number of states in the system, these 
issues will be of increasing consequences in the coming years. In this era, there will 
be more small states, and, more importantly, all states will be more like small states 
than they were in the past.

Coercion and punishment

Efforts at economic coercion and punishment, or economic sanctions, have a bad 
reputation in the public perception and among scholars. Conventional wisdom holds 
that economic sanctions ‘don’t work’. This wisdom is fl awed, however, and further-
more, economic diplomacy will play an increasingly large role in international rela-
tions. With the glue of the Soviet threat no longer in place, confl icts among the 
western allies will increase and be less constrained. These disputes will almost cer-
tainly be fought with economic as opposed to military techniques of statecraft. The 
collapse of communism has also increased the number of small, market-sensitive 
economies in the international system, which are particularly vulnerable to economic 
coercion. Additionally, several great powers, in particular the USA, Germany and 



E C O N O M I C S  A N D  S E C U R I T Y   2 8 1

Japan, retain global interests but appear disinclined to use force to resolve most 
confl icts. For all these reasons students of security studies will need a greater under-
standing of economic statecraft.

Despite some notable advances in the past decade, particularly David Baldwin’s 
Economic Statecraft (1985) and also Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered 
(1990), our understanding of economic sanctions remains limited.6 The consensus 
regarding their limited utility has left them understudied. But the belief that eco-
nomic sanctions ‘don’t work’ is based on a number of errors, which are considered at 
length in Baldwin. In particular, fi rst, the failure to consider why economic sanctions 
were enacted, second, the failure to compare costs and, third, the failure to consider 
context, lead to analyses that understate the relative utility of sanctions.

First, economic sanctions, designed to punish a state and change its behavior, are 
also enacted for additional reasons. One important one is signaling: sanctions can 
signal to friends and foes alike that you are opposed to an action and will take steps to 
counter it. It can provide moral support to opposition groups within the target, serve 
as a warning to others contemplating similar actions, and provide a boat-rocking 
function – warning that more extreme behavior may result in increasingly dramatic 
actions.7 So correctly assessing success or failure depends greatly on the entire range 
of outcomes the policy was designed to bring about.

Second, in arguing that economic sanctions ‘don’t work’, there is often an implicit 
comparison to other techniques of statecraft such as military force. But this compari-
son is almost always left undeveloped. Does military force ‘work’? This is an odd 
question, but a fundamental one. Clearly, force often fails. More importantly, success 
in statecraft is measured in political outcomes. As such, the costs – both political and 
economic – of a given technique of statecraft must be weighed against the political 
benefi ts of success. There may be many instances where military force would be 
unsuccessful and even more cases where the various costs of using force would be 
greater than the benefi ts of success. In those cases, force won’t ‘work’. Ultimately, it 
is unproductive to argue whether, in the abstract, economic (or military) statecraft 
‘doesn’t work’. Emphasis should be refocused to elucidate when different tactics will 
provide states with optimal policies, considering the various costs and benefi ts associ-
ated with different choices. No strategy can guarantee success: all one can hope to do 
is enact the ‘optimal’ policy.

Third, fi nally, it should be noted that it is impossible to evaluate the absolute 
power of a specifi c sanction (just as it is impossible to do so for a specifi c military 
action). Prospects for success depend on how much the adversary is willing to sacri-
fi ce, and this will be different from case to case, depending both on the value the 
target places on non-compliance and on the objective of the sanction. It is simply 
impossible to say whether a trade embargo that reduces GNP by 10 percent will 
‘work’ or not. Most likely, there will be cases when it will work and cases when 
it won’t.

Calling attention to these issues still leaves, and in fact increases, the need for 
additional research on economic sanctions. In particular, two processes require fur-
ther exploration: the relationship between the imposition of economic sanctions and 
the level of economic distress in the target, and the relationship between that domes-
tic distress and policy change. […]
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Infl uence and dependence

More subtle than coercion is the political economy of infl uence and dependence. 
Dependence results from asymmetries in economic relationships, and from the ways 
in which those asymmetries change states’ preferences. Infl uence is the fl ip side of 
dependence: that which accrues to the dominant partner in an asymmetric relation-
ship. […]

But dependence is not mainly about leverage, or coercion. It is distinct from 
coercion, and similar to what Nye has called ‘soft power’. Instead of forcing others to 
do what you want them to do, soft power is about ‘getting others to want what you 
want’.8 Engaging in economic relations, especially those that involve discrimination – 
such as trade agreements or currency areas – alters the domestic political economy of 
each state. In asymmetric settings, this shift takes place almost entirely in the small 
state: its interests converge toward those of the dominant state. […]

It should be made clear that fostering dependence in order to enhance infl uence 
is undertaken by states using economic means to advance political goals. This is dis-
tinct from dependency, in which power is used to enforce economic extraction. Small 
states in dependent relationships […] gain economically, both absolutely and rela-
tively: indeed, this is the source of the infl uence. […]

As with coercion, the mechanics of infl uence and dependence need to be more 
fully explored. This is particularly challenging because it is diffi cult to measure the 
‘success’ of these policies for large states. Unlike efforts at coercion, which aim to 
alter existing behavior, this form of statecraft, even when successful, works invisibly. 
Measuring altered preferences and their impact on policy decisions is problematic, 
especially given the challenge of establishing relevant counterfactuals. But powerful 
states have constantly attempted to use their economic resources to expand their 
infl uence. This has taken the form not only of efforts at trade and monetary arrange-
ments, but also the manipulation of aid (Baldwin, 1971; Liska, 1960; Montgomery, 
1962, 1967; Kaplan, 1967) and fi nancial arrangements (Feis, 1930, 1950; Viner, 1929; 
Moreau, 1991: 430–53).

Such efforts are not always successful. Many states have been disappointed by the 
amount of infl uence they have been able to ‘purchase’ for a given amount of aid (Liska, 
1960; McNeil, 1981; Walt, 1987: 225). […] But economic infl uence can be conse-
quential. More importantly, states’ interests evolve and are shaped by their economic 
relationships. This is of particular concern in periods of transition where interests are 
most contestable.

Autonomy

Infl uence and dependence refer to interstate relations, including efforts by states to 
constrain the range of other states’ behavior. For example, as recipients of aid or as 
members in preferential trading areas, states may refrain from engaging in certain 
behaviors that they expect would be incompatible with the preferences of their bene-
factors. This limits their options.

At the same time, there are more global international forces at work that chal-
lenge state power in a distinct way: they challenge the state’s ability to function as 
an autonomous actor. Questions of autonomy differ from those of infl uence and 
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dependence in that autonomy, as used here, refers to the power of the state vis-à-vis 
stateless forces: markets, fi rms and individuals. These global market forces can limit 
and constrain policy, eroding overall national power.

There are a number of manifestations of increasing challenges to state autonomy: 
expanding international fi nancial networks, enormous foreign exchange markets, 
increasingly complex international intra-fi rm trade, competition for foreign invest-
ment, and large migratory fl ows. These ‘market forces’ present three problems for 
states. First, private actors may engage in patterns of activity that can diverge from 
the goals of government policy, creating domestic political barriers to some preferred 
policies (see Cohen, 1986). Second, and especially regarding issues of trade and for-
eign investment, there is the issue of control: whether the government will have the 
legal right or the practical capability to execute its chosen policies when dealing with 
transnational private actors (Vernon, 1971; Graham and Krugman, 1995; Cohey and 
Aronson, 1992–93; Kapstein, 1994). Included here are concerns for defense auton-
omy: the perceived need to have such control over industries crucial for national 
security (see Friedberg, 1991; Davis, 1991; Moran and Mowrey, 1991; Ziegler, 1991; 
Vernon et al. 1991; Kapstein, 1989–90; Moran, 1990; Borrus and Zysman, 1992). 
Third, particularly in the areas of fi nance, foreign exchange and foreign investment, 
there is the possibility that market reactions will undercut and even force a reversal 
of preferred policies. States need to be sensitive to the possibility that their policies 
may lead to capital fl ight, touch off speculation against their currencies, or discourage 
foreign investment.

It is this third set of issues which appear the most challenging to state auton-
omy in the contemporary international economy. Increased fi nancial globalization 
has reduced macroeconomic policy autonomy, and this affects states’ ability to 
increase defense spending, mobilize their military forces, and even engage in behav-
ior that is perceived to risk war.9 Markets can be swift and decisive in imposing 
their discipline […].

State autonomy is increasingly challenged from many quarters, restricting policy 
options. In this issue area all states are becoming small states. While these forces can 
result in a number of different patterns of international relations, growing economic 
infl uences on security are inescapable. If states react to the expanding global market 
forces with a reassertion of their autonomy, then the likely regionalization of the 
international economy will increase the signifi cance of infl uence and dependence.10 If 
the market is left unchecked, then restrictions on policy autonomy will become more 
routine, consequential and of necessity integrated into strategic planning.

New classical issues: the economic sustainability of security

All states in coming years will fi nd their security positions increasingly infl uenced by 
political economy. This will not be limited to the rise of modern issues: classical issues 
will also resurface in the post-cold war era, though in some cases, they will take dis-
tinct forms, and can be considered ‘new classical issues’. New classical issues focus on 
the classical concern for economic growth as essential to power. In contemporary 
politics, this takes a number of forms which all focus around the issue of the economic 
sustainability of security. […]
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The economics of defense

One way in which the issue of the economic sustainability of security surfaces is 
through the possibility that the myopic pursuit of military might erodes the economic 
base of the state. […] This argument had been stated theoretically by Gilpin (1981: 
162), who argued that pressure for increased defense spending in mature hegemons 
was one factor that contributed to decreasing investment and thus slower economic 
growth.11 The high military burden of the USA, especially when compared to the 
spending of prosperous American allies such as Japan, was often cited as a source of 
economic distress and poor economic performance. Posen and Van Evera (1983: 43) 
argued that ‘wasteful military spending is itself a national security threat, because it 
contributes to America’s economic decline’. Military spending is held to divert 
resources from the civilian sector, crowd out private investment, and preempt more 
productive forms of government spending (DeGrasse, 1983).12

One comprehensive survey of the issue found that while it can provide a short-
term stimulus, in the long run military spending tends to have negative economic 
consequences (Chan, 1985: 413). But this remains a hotly debated question, and the 
consequence of this conclusion, which is not universally accepted, is unclear. […]

More generally, the exact trade-offs between defense spending and economic 
performance are hard to pin down. The effect of military spending, diffi cult to mea-
sure and compare across states, is also infl uenced by factors such as a state’s level of 
development and its position in the business cycle (Chan, 1985; Kahler, 1988; 
Hollenhorst and Ault, 1971: 761; Rothschild, 1973; see also Alexander, 1990; Kiser 
et al., 1995). In the coming years, this issue is likely to be of more pressing signifi -
cance among developing countries that are expanding defense expenditures, rather 
than in developed states paring back from cold war levels.13

Regardless of the particular setting, the relationship between defense spending 
and economic performance remains a complex and contested issue.14 But the ulti-
mate outcome of this debate does not change the fact that the provision of defense 
will affect the domestic economy, which in turn shapes the sustainability of state secu-
rity, and that there remains a need for students of security to understand these 
relationships.

The locus of production

New classical issues emphasize the crucial role of economic growth in sustaining 
national security. Nowhere is this clearer than in the concern for the locus of produc-
tion: what is produced where. This concerns the national interest because the composi-
tion of production can affect growth, because certain industries either have inherently 
superior growth trajectories or provide positive externalities to the greater economy.

The central question is whether government intervention is necessary to support 
such industries. This rests crucially on the concept of market failure: that the free 
market, left to its own devices, would produce sub-optimal economic outcomes.15 
Market failures certainly exist,16 but it is necessary to identify them specifi cally in 
each case and explain how they can be eliminated by government intervention. […]

Some grounds for government intervention appear to be even more straightfor-
ward. There is a rich Pigovian tradition regarding externalities – those outputs from 



E C O N O M I C S  A N D  S E C U R I T Y   2 8 5

production not counted in fi rms’ cost calculation. The existence of externalities 
means that there can be a divergence between private and societal levels of optimal 
production. This leads to an overproduction of negative externalities, such as pollu-
tion, or an underprovision of positive externalities, such as technologies with spin-off 
applications. As a result, the government should introduce taxes and subsidies to 
manipulate the production of externalities so that the private and societal optima are 
equated (Pigou, 1920: 189–96).

But even this minimal and compelling logic for intervention has been chal-
lenged. Coase (1960) has argued that size and scope for Pigovian taxes is much 
smaller than is usually acknowledged. And even this assumes that externalities can 
be identifi ed and corrected.17 The problems mount even further in practice. Even if 
optimal policies could be calculated, would they be introduced? Critics suggest that 
‘government failure’ could lead to greater costs than market failure, and that indus-
trial policies could lead to wasteful rent seeking and crude protectionism, and invite 
foreign retaliation (see Grossman, 1986; Krueger, 1990). Finally, there remains the 
danger that despite avoiding all of the pitfalls mentioned above, the government may 
still err. […]

An additional danger regarding strategies designed to affect the locus of produc-
tion is that they may oversell the importance of trade strategy’s contribution to the 
national economy.18 Tyson herself (1992:2) notes that ‘misguided trade policies can 
be even worse than ineffective’, and that ‘fl awed domestic choices, not unfair foreign 
trading practices, are the main cause of the nation’s long-run economic slowdown’ 
(see also Bergsten and Noland, 1993).

The social economy

[…] While controversy persists regarding the locus of production, there is increasing 
consensus that government policies which ‘get the basics right’ are an important ele-
ment of economic growth. Instead of targeting sectors, such policies emphasize the 
economic foundations of society, such as education, infrastructure, incentives for sav-
ings and investment, and sound macro-economic policies.19

These concerns underscore a more fundamental issue for the sustainability of 
security – the question of national vitality. Starting with ‘the basics’ rooted in new 
growth theory, this also includes issues associated with the sociological foundation of 
long-run economic growth. The incentive structure assures that actors will be encour-
aged to engage in activities that promote economic growth. Just as the absence of 
government intervention can lead to a divergence of private and social optima, exces-
sive government regulation and taxation can have the same effect. Clear property 
rights and predictable legal structures also contribute to a convergence between pri-
vate and social interests (North, 1981). At the same time, government intervention is 
crucial in a number of areas, particularly with regard to the provision of public goods, 
such as a sound infrastructure. Economic activity depends on effi cient transportation 
networks, and this includes not only roads, bridges, rails, canals and airports, but also 
the transmission of information. Further, these assets will not be fully utilized with-
out suffi cient investment in human capital, which is increasingly recognized as a fun-
damental source of economic growth.20
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The economic sustainability of security is also sensitive to social cohesion. The 
erosion of national vitality, either from internal weakness or domestic confl ict, affects 
not only future economic growth, but also the very ability of states to pursue grand 
strategies that may require short-term sacrifi ces for long-run benefi ts. In Gilpin’s 
model of hegemonic decline, such factors as the corrupting infl uence of affl uence and 
other social variables fi gure prominently. […]

One dimension of social cohesion is income distribution, which is an important 
new classical security issue that affects both current and future state power. Within 
regard to current capabilities, sustained or increasing inequality may contribute to 
insurrection or rebellion (fundamentally reducing state power) (see Hirschman, 
1973; Lichbach, 1989; Mueller and Seligson, 1987). But as emphasized above, even 
in the absence of these outcomes, increasing inequality and social confl ict will restrict 
the state’s capability to pursue optimal foreign policies due to the hyper-politicization 
of fi scal policy. […] In general, new classical issues serve as a reminder that security 
has both static and dynamic components. Static concerns, such as current force levels 
and postures, are certainly important. But security is an inherently dynamic concept, 
and these dynamics rest on issues associated with political economy. […]

Notes

1 Representative of Manchester views is Richard Cobden (1848). Similar views were 
held by US policy makers after the Second World War, who held that the closed 
international economy had contributed to the war. Highly critical of this argument 
are E. H. Carr (1946) and Blainey (1975).

2 Access to markets has been a staple of the radical literature, including Lenin (1917), 
Weisskopf (1974) and Kolko (1988). Economic roots confl icts have been stressed 
by other writers, such as Robbins (1939) and Howard (1976); securing energy sup-
plies has been a particular focus of attention: see for example Kupchan (1987) and 
Painter (1986). On raw materials in general, see Lipschutz (1989) and Vernon 
(1983).

3 Wars can also be fought simply to reap the gains of conquest. See Liberman (1995). 
While the potential of such gains affects the cost-benefi t calculus of going to war, it 
is only in a secondary sense that such incentives can be characterized an ‘economic 
force’ that acts as ‘a source of war’. Arguments regarding imperialism, market 
access and raw materials (see n. 7) derive confl ict and war from economic impera-
tives found within the expansionist state, and fall more obviously into the class of 
issues at interest here.

4 Satisfi ed does not mean ‘happy’; rather, simply that no state is willing to use force 
to change the status quo.

5 It should be noted that this relationship runs both ways: war affects state power and 
capacity. See Brewer (1989), Tilly (1985, 1990) and Desch (1996).

6 On sanctions, see Baldwin (1985), Hufbauer et al. (1990), Knorr (1975), Leyton-
Brown (1987), Renwick (1981), Doxey (1980, 1987), Daoudi and Dajani (1983) 
and Kaempfer and Lowenberg (1992).

7 On signaling and boat-rocking in general, see Schelling (1960, 1966).
8 Nye (1990: 188) argues that ‘trends today are making{…}soft power resources 

more important’. See also pp. 189–201.
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 9 These restraints are not obviously surmountable as, once unleashed, fi nancial 
deregulation is diffi cult to contain. See Helleiner (1994: 12, 18, 152, 156, 196–98 
especially). See also Goodman and Pauly (1993) and Cosh et al. (1992). For an 
argument that previous periods witnessed even greater fi nancial integration, see 
Zevin (1992).

10 Even if autonomy-seeking states move to reestablish control over market forces, 
regionalism or ‘minilateralism’, not autarky, is the likely result. This is because 
security-conscious states must be sensitive to the importance of economic growth. 
Engaging the international economy provides expanded opportunities and greater 
prospects for growth. Thus such states face trade-offs between complete autarky and 
unfettered internationalism in the pursuit of their multiple goals. Regionalism is the 
obvious compromise, combining relative autonomy with international economic 
opportunity. This result is predicted by scholars such as Gilpin, who states that ‘a 
mixed system of nationalism, regionalism, and sectoral protectionism is replacing 
the Bretton Woods system of multilateral liberalization’. Because of these pressures, 
he concludes, ‘loose regional blocs are the likely result’ (Gilpin, 1987: 395, 397).

11 Gilpin argued that mature hegemonic states faced pressure to increase both defense 
spending and domestic consumption. Since gross national product can be divided 
into three shares – defense spending, consumption (private and public non-
defense) and investment – if both defense and consumption are increased, invest-
ment must decrease as a share of GNP. Just as importantly, these pressures result in 
‘an increasingly severe political confl ict over the allocation of national income’, that 
‘transforms a relatively benign politics of growth into a more virulent politics of 
distribution’ (Gilpin, 1987: 166–67).

12 For similar (though less rigorous) arguments regarding the British experience, see 
Chambers (1985).

13 For the debate on the defense spending-growth relationship in developing states, 
see Benoit (1973), Deger and Smith (1983), Biswas and Ram (1986), Deger (1986), 
Chowdhury (1991), Stewart (1991), Looney (1994) and Adeola (1996).

14 For recent surveys of this literature, see Chan (1995) and Sandler and Hartley 
(1995: 200–220 especially).

15 This need not be the justifi cation for government intervention for other reasons, 
such as to preserve defense autonomy. In that case, economic growth is purpose-
fully sacrifi ced to advance non-economic goals. Here, however, the concern is 
solely with long-run economic growth, and thus intervention cannot be justifi ed 
without the demonstration of market failure.

16 See, for example, Akerlof (1970). For a brief summary of the theory of market 
failure as regards international trade, see Krugman and Obstfeld (1994: 232–36).

17 On the diffi culty of addressing externalities in practice, see Krugman (1986).
18 For example, strategic trade policy is about the composition of trade, not the balance 

of trade. The source of trade defi cits is to be found in macroeconomic relationships 
such as savings rates and can only be corrected by policies which address those 
more fundamental questions rooted in the domestic economy.

19 On new growth theory, see the various papers in ‘The problem of development’ 
(1990) and ‘Symposium: new growth theory’ (1994). On ‘getting the basics right’ 
in practice, see Porter (1990) and World Bank (1993).

20 ‘Human capital accumulation as the key source of growth and development is one 
of the major themes of the new economic development literature’ (Erlich, 1990: 7). 
See also Schultz (1961).
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Discussion questions

● When does nuclear deterrence work, and why?
● What is meant by ‘mutual assured destruction’ (MAD) and ‘nuclear peace’?
● According to the action–reaction model, why do states indulge in arms races?
● What are the principal factors espoused by the domestic structure model to 

explain the arms dynamic?
● What are the costs and benefi ts associated with nuclear weapons proliferation?
● In what manner does the so-called Revolution in Military Affairs contribute to 

the advancement of the American military-industrial complex?
● How does the information age change the forms of confl ict?
● Why and how does environmental scarcity generate confl ict?
● When does migration become a threat to security and stability?
● Why are transnational criminal organisations considered a serious security 

threat to both ‘host’ and ‘home’ states? How do their activities undermine state 
sovereignty?

● Explain the linkage between AIDS and military institutions. What are the direct 
and indirect security threats associated with the spread of the disease?

● What are the economic causes of war?



PART 4

Security Frameworks 
and Actors

Introduction

J O H N  L E W I S  G A D D I S  initiates the discussion on the structures and mech-
anisms which have been viewed as crucial to maintaining international security. 

 Gaddis argues for the bipolarity during the Cold War as ensuring a remarkable 
degree of stability due to the matched strengths of the superpowers and respect for 
each other’s spheres of infl uence. Christopher Layne discusses the possibilities for 
unipolarity to provide for international security. He argues, based on the logic of 
Neo-Realism, that unipolarity, such as that of current US dominance, can deliver 
stability. However, Layne also argues that unipolarity is likely to be short-lived as 
hegemonic powers lack the strength to maintain the international security system and 
as other rising powers balance against it. Instead, he argues that the contemporary 
inter national system is likely to pass from a phase of US unipolarity and revert to 
multipolarity.

Glenn Snyder’s contribution uses the essential concept of the security dilemma to 
explain how states in a multipolar system may seek security through the formation of 
alliances. However, Snyder points out that after this primary phase of alliance cre-
ation, there is a secondary phase of states needing to decide how fi rmly they commit 
to the alliance. This is because, as Snyder points out, while alliances can provide 
security, they also involve dilemmas of entrapment and abandonment: the former 
leading to becoming embroiled in military confl icts, and the latter meaning risks that 
allies may not come to each other’s assistance if their interests do not coincide. 
Stephen M. Walt provides a typology of different types of alliances and their func-
tions, but explores in particular the reasons why alliances persist or come to an end. 
Walt offers a set of explanations at both the international level in regard to threat 
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perceptions and the credibility of alliance commitments, and at the domestic level 
including issues of regime change, institutionalisation and ideological solidarity.

John Gerald Ruggie outlines concepts, forms and meanings of multilateralism. 
Ruggie demonstrates how multilateralism can coordinate relations among states, and 
provides an example of the demand for and functioning of multilateralism in a collec-
tive security scheme. Robert Jervis goes deeper into the issue of security frameworks 
and the issue of multilateral security through his examination of security regime. 
Jervis suggests that the commitment of the great powers is essential to the establish-
ment of a security regime, but also a sense of shared values among members to 
achieving through mutual means the rejection of individualistic approaches. Emanuel 
Adler looks into the concept of the pluralistic security community, whereby its mem-
bers obviate the possibility of confl ict among themselves through the compatibility of 
core values and mutual identity. Adler argues that security communities are therefore 
largely socially constructed, and that liberal democracies and their civic cultures have 
the strongest tendencies to forge such successful security frameworks.

Adam Roberts’s contribution shifts the focus to examine particular forms of force 
infl uential in determining contemporary security. Roberts in his study of the 1999 
Kosovo campaign highlights the trend towards ‘humanitarian war’ and intervention-
ism. He raises the issue of how this represents a mixture of idealism and the Realist 
use of force and the challenges to much theory in Security Studies. Robert A. Pape 
examines the debate on the role of economic sanctions in contemporary security. He 
concludes that sanctions have a low success rate due to uncertain commitments by 
states to enforce a sanctions regime, and due to the fact that states targeted by sanc-
tion are strong enough to resist economic pressures, not least because they are but-
tressed domestically by national sentiment. Pape argues that sanctions cannot serve 
as a viable alternative to traditional military power. David Shearer’s chapter focuses 
discussion on another facet of contemporary warfare: the rise of private military 
companies (PMCs) to augment or substitute for the role of nation-states. Shearer 
demonstrates how the increasing weakness of governments has led to a demand 
for the skills of PMCs. He does not necessarily condemn so-called mercenary activi-
ties, but indicates that PMCs may have an important role in future peacekeeping 
operations. 



Systems theory and international stability

A PA R T I C U L A R LY  VA L U A B L E  feature of systems theory is that it 
provides criteria for differentiating between stable and unstable political con-

fi gurations: these can help to account for the fact that some international systems 
outlast others. Karl Deutsch and J. David Singer have defi ned “stability” as “the prob-
ability that the system retains all of its essential characteristics: that no single nation 
becomes dominant; that most of its members continue to survive; and that large-scale 
war does not occur.” It is characteristic of such a system, Deutsch and Singer add, that 
it has the capacity for self-regulation: the ability to counteract stimuli that would 
otherwise threaten its survival, […]. […] Self-regulating mechanisms are most likely 
to function […] when there exists some fundamental agreement among major states 
within the system on the objectives they are seeking to uphold by participating in it, 
when the structure of the system refl ects the way in which power is distributed among 
its respective members, and when agreed-upon procedures exist for resolving differ-
ences among them.1

Does the post-World War II international system fi t these criteria for “stability”? 
Certainly its most basic characteristic – bipolarity – remains intact, in that the gap 
between the world’s two greatest military powers and their nearest rivals is not sub-
stantially different from what it was forty years ago.2 At the same time, neither the 
Soviet Union nor the United States nor anyone else has been able wholly to dominate 
that system; the nations most active within it in 1945 are for the most part still active 
today. And of course the most convincing argument for “stability” is that, so far at 
least, World War III has not occurred. On the surface, then, the concept of a “stable” 
international system makes sense as a way of understanding the experience through 
which we have lived these past forty years.

4 . 1

John Lewis Gaddis

THE LONG PEACE

Source: ‘The Long Peace: elements of stability in the postwar international system’, International Security, 
vol. 10, no. 4, Spring 1986, pp. 99–142.
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But what have been the self-regulating mechanisms? How has an environment 
been created in which they are able to function? In what way do those mechanisms – 
and the environment in which they function – resemble or differ from the confi gura-
tion of other international systems, both stable and unstable, in modern history? What 
circumstances exist that might impair their operation, transforming self-regulation 
into self-aggravation? […]

The structural elements of stability

Bipolarity

Any such investigation should begin by distinguishing the structure of the interna-
tional system in question from the behavior of the nations that make it up.3 The 
reason for this is simple: behavior alone will not ensure stability if the structural pre-
requisites for it are absent, but structure can under certain circumstances impose 
stability even when its behavioral prerequisites are unpromising.4 […]

[…] The world had had limited experience with bipolar systems in ancient times, 
it is true: certainly Thucydides’ account of the rivalry between Athens and Sparta car-
ries an eerie resonance for us today; nor could statesmen of the Cold War era forget 
what they had once learned, as schoolboys, of the antagonism between Rome and 
Carthage.5 But these had been regional, not global confl icts: not until 1945 could one 
plausibly speak of a world divided into two competing spheres of infl uence, or of the 
superpowers that controlled them. The international situation had been reduced, 
Hans Morgenthau wrote in 1948, “to the primitive spectacle of two giants eyeing 
each other with watchful suspicion. […] Thus contain or be contained, conquer or 
be conquered, destroy or be destroyed, become the watchwords of the new 
diplomacy.”6

Now, bipolarity may seem to many today – as it did forty years ago – an awkward 
and dangerous way to organize world politics.7 Simple geometric logic would suggest 
that a system resting upon three or more points of support would be more stable than 
one resting upon two. But politics is not geometry: the passage of time and the accu-
mulation of experience has made clear certain structural elements of stability in 
the bipolar system of international relations that were not present in the multipolar 
systems that preceded it:

(1) The postwar bipolar system realistically refl ected the facts of where military 
power resided at the end of World War II8 – and where it still does today, for that 
matter. In this sense, it differed markedly from the settlement of 1919, which 
made so little effort to accommodate the interests of Germany and Soviet 
Russia. It is true that in other categories of power – notably the economic – 
states have since arisen capable of challenging or even surpassing the Soviet 
Union and the United States in the production of certain specifi c commodities. 
But as the political position of nations like West Germany, Brazil, Japan, South 
Korea, Taiwan, and Hong Kong suggests, the ability to make video recorders, 
motorcycles, even automobiles and steel effi ciently has yet to translate into 
anything approaching the capacity of Washington or Moscow to shape events in 
the world as a whole.
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(2) The post-1945 bipolar structure was a simple one that did not require sophisti-
cated leadership to maintain it. The great multipolar systems of the 19th cen-
tury collapsed in large part because of their intricacy: they required a Metternich 
or a Bismarck to hold them together, and when statesmen of that calibre were 
no longer available, they tended to come apart.9 Neither the Soviet nor the 
American political systems have been geared to identifying statesmen of com-
parable prowess and entrusting them with responsibility; demonstrated skill in 
the conduct of foreign policy has hardly been a major prerequisite for leader-
ship in either country. And yet, a bipolar structure of international relations – 
because of the inescapably high stakes involved for its two major actors – tends, 
regardless of the personalities involved, to induce in them a sense of caution and 
restraint, and to discourage irresponsibility. […]

(3) Because of its relatively simple structure, alliances in this bipolar system have 
tended to be more stable than they had been in the 19th century and in the 
1919–39 period. […] The reason for this is simple: alliances, in the end, are the 
product of insecurity; 10 so long as the Soviet Union and the United States each 
remain for the other and for their respective clients the major source of insecu-
rity in the world, neither superpower encounters very much diffi culty in main-
taining its alliances. In a multipolar system, sources of insecurity can vary in 
much more complicated ways; hence it is not surprising to fi nd alliances shifting 
to accommodate these variations.11

(4) At the same time, though, and probably because of the overall stability of the 
basic alliance systems, defections from both the American and Soviet coali-
tions – China, Cuba, Vietnam, Iran, and Nicaragua, in the case of the Americans; 
Yugoslavia, Albania, Egypt, Somalia, and China again in the case of the Russians – 
have been tolerated without the major disruptions that might have attended 
such changes in a more delicately balanced multipolar system. The fact that a 
state the size of China was able to reverse its alignment twice during the Cold 
War without any more dramatic effect upon the position of the superpowers 
says something about the stability bipolarity brings […]. It is a curious conse-
quence of bipolarity that although alliances are more durable than in a multipo-
lar system, defections are at the same time more tolerable.12 […]

* * *

“Rules” of the superpower “game”

The question still arises, though: how can order emerge from a system that functions 
without any superior authority? Even self-regulating mechanisms like automatic 
pilots or engine governors cannot operate without someone to set them in motion; 
the prevention of anarchy, it has generally been assumed, requires hierarchy, both at 
the level of interpersonal and international relations. […]

[…] [The] experience [of the postwar international system] has forced students 
of international politics to recognize that their subject bears less resemblance to local, 
state, or national politics, where order does in fact depend upon legally constituted 
authority, than it does to the conduct of games, where order evolves from mutual 
agreement on a set of “rules” defi ning the range of behavior each side anticipates from 
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the other. The assumption is that the particular “game” being played promises suffi -
cient advantages to each of its “players” to outweigh whatever might be obtained by 
trying to upset it; in this way, rivalries can be pursued within an orderly framework, 
even in the absence of a referee. Game theory therefore helps to account for the 
paradox of order in the absence of hierarchy that characterizes the postwar super-
power relationship: through it one can get a sense of how “rules” establish limits of 
acceptable behavior on the part of nations who acknowledge only themselves as the 
arbiters of behavior. 13

These “rules” are, of course, implicit rather than explicit: they grow out of a mix-
ture of custom, precedent, and mutual interest that takes shape quite apart from the 
realm of public rhetoric, diplomacy, or international law. They require the passage of 
time to become effective; they depend, for that effectiveness, upon the extent to 
which successive generations of national leadership on each side fi nd them useful. 
They certainly do not refl ect any agreed-upon standard of international morality: 
indeed they often violate principles of “justice” adhered to by one side or the other. 
But these “rules” have played an important role in maintaining the international system 
that has been in place these past four decades: without them the correlation one 
would normally anticipate between hostility and instability would have become more 
exact than it has in fact been since 1945.

No two observers of superpower behavior would express these “rules” in pre-
cisely the same way; indeed it may well be that their very vagueness has made them 
more acceptable than they otherwise might have been to the nations that have fol-
lowed them. [These “rules” included] […]

(1) respect spheres of infl uence. Neither Russians nor Americans offi cially admit to 
having such “spheres,” but in fact much of the history of the Cold War can be 
written in terms of the efforts both have made to consolidate and extend them. 
[…] [W]hat is important from the standpoint of superpower “rules” is the fact 
that, although neither side has ever publicly endorsed the other’s right to a 
sphere of infl uence, neither has ever directly challenged it either.14 […]

(2) avoid direct military confrontation. It is remarkable, in retrospect, that at no 
point during the long history of the Cold  War have Soviet and American 
military forces engaged each other directly in sustained hostilities. The super-
powers have fought three major limited wars since 1945, but in no case with 
each other: the possibility of direct Soviet-American military involvement was 
greatest – although it never happened – during the Korean War; it was much 
more remote in Vietnam and has remained so in Afghanistan as well. […]

Where the superpowers have sought to expand or to retain areas of con-
trol, they have tended to resort to the use of proxies or other indirect means to 
accomplish this. […] In a curious way, clients and proxies have come to serve as 
buffers, allowing Russians and Americans to pursue their competition behind a 
facade of “deniability” that minimizes the risks of open – and presumably less 
manageable – confrontation.

The two superpowers have also been careful not to allow the disputes of 
third parties to embroil them directly: this pattern has been most evident in the 
Middle East, which has witnessed no fewer than fi ve wars between Israel and its 
Arab neighbors since 1948; but it holds as well for the India-Pakistan confl icts 
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of 1965 and 1971, and for the more recent – and much more protracted – 
struggle between Iran and Iraq. […]

(3) use nuclear weapons only as an ultimate resort. One of the most signifi cant – 
though least often commented upon – of the superpower “rules” has been the 
tradition that has evolved, since 1945, of maintaining a sharp distinction between 
conventional and nuclear weapons, and of reserving the military use of the 
latter only for the extremity of total war. […] It is remarkable […] that the 
world has not seen a single nuclear weapon used in anger since the destruction 
of Nagasaki forty-one years ago. Rarely has practice of nations so conspicuously 
departed from proclaimed doctrine; rarely, as well, has so great a disparity 
attracted so little public notice. […]

[…] [The] limited war situations [mentioned earlier] […] have confi rmed 
the continued effectiveness of this unstated but important “rule” of superpower 
behavior, as have the quiet but persistent efforts both Washington and Moscow 
have made to keep nuclear weapons from falling into the hands of others who 
might not abide by it.15 […]

(4) prefer predictable anomaly over unpredictable rationality. One of the most 
curious features of the Cold War has been the extent to which the superpow-
ers – and their respective clients, who have had little choice in the matter – have 
tolerated a whole series of awkward, artifi cial, and, on the surface at least, 
unstable regional arrangements: the division of Germany[;] […] the arbitrary 
and ritualized partition of the Korean peninsula, the existence of an avowed 
Soviet satellite some ninety miles off the coast of Florida, and, not least, the 
continued functioning of an important American naval base within it. There is 
to all of these arrangements an appearance of wildly illogical improvisation: 
none of them could conceivably have resulted, it seems, from any rational and 
premeditated design.

And yet, at another level, they have had a kind of logic after all: the fact that 
these jerry-built but rigidly maintained arrangements have lasted for so long 
suggests an unwillingness on the part of the superpowers to trade familiarity for 
unpredictability. […] For however unnatural and unjust these situations may 
be for the people whose lives they directly affect, it seems nonetheless incon-
testable that the superpowers’ preference for predictability over rationality 
has, on the whole, enhanced more than it has reduced prospects for a stable 
relationship. […]

(5) do not seek to undermine the other side’s leadership. […] There have been 
repeated leadership crises in both the United States and the Soviet Union since 
Stalin’s death: one thinks especially of the decline and ultimate deposition of 
Khrushchev following the Cuban missile crisis, of the Johnson administration’s 
all-consuming fi xation with Vietnam, of the collapse of Nixon’s authority as a 
result of Watergate, and of the recent paralysis in the Kremlin brought about by 
the illness and death of three Soviet leaders within less than three years. And 
yet, in none of these instances can one discern a concerted effort by the unaf-
fected side to exploit the other’s vulnerability; indeed there appears to have 
existed in several of these situations a sense of frustration, even regret, over the 
diffi culties its rival was undergoing.16 From the standpoint of game theory, a 
“rule” that acknowledges legitimacy of leadership on both sides is hardly 
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surprising: there have to be players in order for the game to proceed. But when 
compared to other historical – and indeed other current – situations in which 
that reciprocal tolerance has not existed,17 its importance as a stabilizing mech-
anism becomes clear. […]

Stability, in great power relationships, is not the same thing as politeness. 
[…] What stability does require is a sense of caution, maturity, and responsibil-
ity on both sides. It requires the ability to distinguish posturing – something in 
which all political leaders indulge – from provocation, which is something else 
again. It requires recognition of the fact that competition is a normal rather than 
an abnormal state of affairs in relations between nations, much as it is in rela-
tions between major corporations, but that this need not preclude the identifi -
cation of certain common – or corporate, or universal – interests as well. It 
requires, above all, a sense of the relative rather than the absolute nature of 
security: that one’s own security depends not only upon the measures one takes 
in one’s own defense, but also upon the extent to which these create a sense of 
insecurity in the mind of one’s adversary.

It would be foolish to suggest that the Soviet-American relationship today 
meets all of these prerequisites: the last one especially deserves a good deal 
more attention than it has heretofore received, on both sides. But to the extent 
that the relationship has taken on a new maturity – and to see that it has one 
need only compare the current mood of wary optimism with the almost total 
lack of communication that existed at the time of the Korean War, or the 
extreme swings between alarm and amiability that characterized relations in the 
late 1950s and early 1960s, or the infl ated expectations and resulting disillu-
sionments of the 1970s – that maturity would appear to refl ect an increasing 
commitment on the part of both great nations involved to a “game” played “by 
the rules.” […]

Notes

1 I have followed here, in slightly modifi ed form, criteria provided in Gordon A. 
Craig and Alexander L. George, Force and Statecraft: Diplomatic Problems of Our Time 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1983), p. x, a book that provides an excellent 
discussion of how international systems have evolved since the beginning of the 
18th century. But see also Robert Gilpin, War and Change in  World Politics (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1981), pp. 50–105.
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Addison-Wesley, 1979), pp. 180–81; also A.W. DePorte, Europe Between the 
Super-Powers: The Enduring Balance (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1979), 
p. 167.

3 Waltz, Theory of International Politics, pp. 73–78; Gilpin, War and Change in World 
Politics, pp. 85–88.

4 “[…][S]tructure designates a set of constraining conditions. […] [It] acts as a selec-
tor, but it cannot be seen, examined, and observed at work. […] Because struc-
tures select by rewarding some behaviors and punishing others, outcomes cannot 
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The unipolar illusion: why new great powers will rise

[ … ]  I N  A  U N I P O L A R  system, it is argued, the [predominant state] […] 
could avoid the unpredictable geopolitical consequences that would attend the emer-
gence of new great powers. Unipolarity would, it is said, minimize the risks of both 
strategic uncertainty and instability. In effect, the strategy of preponderance aims at 
preserving the […] status quo [of the prevailing international system]. […]

[…] I use neorealist theory to analyze the implications of unipolarity. I argue that 
the “unipolar moment” is just that, a geopolitical interlude that will give way to mul-
tipolarity. […] I start with a very simple premise: states balance against hegemons, 
even those […] that seek to maintain their preeminence by employing strategies 
based more on benevolence than coercion. As Kenneth N. Waltz says, “In international 
politics, overwhelming power repels and leads other states to balance against it.”1 In a 
unipolar world, systemic constraints – balancing, uneven growth rates, and the same-
ness effect – impel eligible states (i.e., those with the capability to do so) to become 
great powers. […]

[…] A unipolar world is not terra incognita. There have been two other compa-
rable unipolar moments in modern international history. The evidence from those 
two eras confi rms the expectations derived from structural realism: (1) unipolar sys-
tems contain the seeds of their own demise because the hegemon’s unbalanced power 
creates an environment conducive to the emergence of new great powers; and (2) the 
entry of new great powers into the international system erodes the hegemon’s rela-
tive power and, ultimately, its preeminence. […]

Why great powers rise – the role of systemic constraints

Whether [a preponderant state] […] can maintain its standing as the sole great power 
depends largely on whether new great powers will rise. To answer that question, we 

4 . 2

Christopher Layne

THE UNIPOLAR ILLUSION

Source: ‘The unipolar illusion: why new great powers will rise’, International Security, vol. 17, no. 4, Spring 
1993, pp. 5–51.
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need to understand why states become great powers.2 This is a critical issue because 
the emergence (or disappearance) of great powers can have a decisive effect on 
international politics; a consequential shift in the number of great powers changes 
the international system’s structure. Waltz defi nes a “consequential” shift as “varia-
tions in number that lead to different expectations about the effect of structure on 
units.” 3 Examples are shifts from: bipolarity to either unipolarity or multipolarity; 
unipolarity to bipolarity or multipolarity; multipolarity to bipolarity or unipolarity; 
from a multipolar system with three great powers to one of four or more (or 
vice versa).4

Throughout modern international history, there has been an observable pattern 
of great power emergence. Although neorealism does not, and cannot, purport to 
predict the foreign policies of specifi c states, it can account for outcomes and patterns 
of behavior that happen recurrently in international politics. Great power emergence 
is a structurally driven phenomenon. Specifi cally, it results from the interaction of 
two factors: (1) differential growth rates and (2) anarchy.

Although great power emergence is shaped by structural factors, and can cause 
structural effects, it results from unit-level actions. In other words, a feedback loop 
of sorts is at work: (1) structural constraints press eligible states to become great 
powers; (2) such states make unit-level decisions whether to pursue great power 
status in response to these structural constraints; (3) if a unit-level decision to seek 
great power status produces a consequential shift in polarity, it has a structural impact. 
Rising states have choices about whether to become great powers. However, a state’s 
freedom to choose whether to seek great power status is in reality tightly constrained 
by structural factors. Eligible states that fail to attain great power status are predict-
ably punished. If policymakers of eligible states are socialized to the international 
system’s constraints, they understand that attaining great power status is a prerequi-
site if their states are to be secure and autonomous.5 The fate that befell nineteenth-
century China illustrates what can happen to an eligible state when its leaders ignore 
structural imperatives. […]

Differential growth rates

The process of great power emergence is underpinned by the fact that the economic 
(and technological and military) power of states grows at differential, not parallel 
rates. That is, in relative terms, some states are gaining power while others are losing 
it. As Robert Gilpin notes, over time, “the differential growth in the power of various 
states in the system causes a fundamental redistribution of power in the system.”6 The 
result, as Paul Kennedy has shown, is that time and again relative “economic shifts 
heralded the rise of new Great Powers which one day would have a decisive impact 
on the military/territorial order.”7 The link between differential growth rates and 
great power emergence has important implications for unipolarity. Unipolarity is 
likely to be short-lived because new great powers will emerge as the uneven growth 
process narrows the gap between the hegemon and the eligible states that are posi-
tioned to emerge as its competitors. […]
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The consequences of anarchy: balancing and sameness

[…] [T]he international political system is a self-help system in which states’ fore-
most concern must be with survival.8 In an anarchic system, states must provide for 
their own security and they face many real or apparent threats. 9 International politics 
thus is a competitive realm, a fact that in itself constrains eligible states to attain great 
power status. Specifi cally, there are two manifestations of this competitiveness that 
shape great power emergence: balancing and the “sameness effect.” 10

BALANCING. The competitiveness of international politics is manifested in the ten-
dency of states to balance.11 Balancing has especially strong explanatory power in 
accounting for the facts that unipolarity tends to be short-lived and that would-be 
hegemons invariably fail to achieve lasting dominance. Structural realism leads to the 
expectation that hegemony should generate the rise of countervailing power in the 
form of new great powers.

The reason states balance is to correct a skewed distribution of relative power in 
the international system. States are highly attentive to changes in their relative power 
position because relative power shifts have crucial security implications.12 It is the 
interaction of differential growth rates – the main cause of changes in the relative 
distribution of power among states – and anarchy that produces important effects. In 
an anarchic, self-help system, states must always be concerned that others will use 
increased relative capabilities against them. By enhancing their own relative capabili-
ties or diminishing those of an adversary, states get a double payoff: greater security 
and a wider range of strategic options.13 The reverse is true for states that remain 
indifferent to relative power relationship. […]

By defi nition, the distribution of relative power in a unipolar system is extremely 
unbalanced. Consequently, in a unipolar system, the structural pressures on eligible 
states to increase their relative capabilities and become great powers should be over-
whelming. If they do not acquire great power capabilities, they may be exploited by 
the hegemon. Of course, an eligible state’s quest for security may give rise to the 
security dilemma because actions intended to bolster its own security may have the 
unintended consequence of threatening others.14

It can be argued on the basis of hegemonic stability theory and balance of threat 
theory that a “benign” hegemon might be able to prevent new great powers from 
emerging and balancing against it.15 These arguments are unpersuasive. Although 
hegemonic stability theory is usually employed in the context of international polit-
ical economy, it can be extended to other aspects of international politics. The logic 
of collective goods underlying the notion of a benign hegemon assumes that all states 
will cooperate because they derive absolute benefi t from the collective goods the 
hegemon provides. Because they are better off, the argument goes, others should 
willingly accept a benign hegemon and even help to prop it up if it is declining. 
However, as Michael C. Webb and Stephen D. Krasner point out, the benign version 
of hegemonic stability theory assumes that states are indifferent to the distribution 
of relative gains.16 This is, as noted, a dubious assumption. As Joseph Grieco points 
out, because states worry that today’s ally could become tomorrow’s rival, “they pay 
close attention to how cooperation might affect relative capabilities in the future.”17 
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Moreover, if stability is equated with the dominant state’s continuing preeminence, 
the stability of hegemonic systems is questionable once the hegemon’s power begins 
to erode noticeably. As Gilpin points out, over time a hegemon declines from its 
dominant position because: (1) the costs of sustaining its preeminence begin to 
erode the hegemon’s economic strength, thereby diminishing its military and eco-
nomic capabilities; and (2) the hegemonic paradox results in the diffusion of 
economic, technological, and organizational skills to other states, thereby causing 
the hegemon to lose its “comparative advantage” over them.18 Frequently, these 
others are eligible states that will rise to great power status and challenge the hege-
mon’s predominance.

This last point suggests that in unipolar systems, states do indeed balance against 
the hegemon’s unchecked power. This refl ects the fact that in unipolar systems there 
is no clear-cut distinction between balancing against threat and balancing against 
power. This is because the threat inheres in the hegemon’s power.19 In a unipolar 
world, others must worry about the hegemon’s capabilities, not its intentions. The 
preeminent power’s intentions may be benign today but may not be tomorrow. Robert 
Jervis cuts to the heart of the matter when he notes, “Minds can be changed, new 
leaders can come to power, values can shift, new opportunities and dangers can 
arise.”20 Unless they are prepared to run the risk of being vulnerable to a change in 
the hegemon’s intentions, other states must be prepared to counter its capabilities. 
Moreover, even a hegemon animated by benign motives may pursue policies that run 
counter to others’ interests. Thus, as Waltz says, “Balance-of-power theory leads one 
to expect that states, if they are free to do so, will fl ock to the weaker side. The stron-
ger, not the weaker side, threatens them if only by pressing its preferred policies on 
other states.” 21 […]

It is unsurprising that counter-hegemonic balancing has occurred even during 
periods of perceived unipolarity. […] [Indeed] [o]ne of the most important questions 
concerning international politics today is whether this pattern of balancing against the 
dominant power in a unipolar system (actual or perceived) will recur in the post-
Cold War world.

SAMENESS. As Waltz points out, “competition produces a tendency toward same-
ness of the competitors”; that is, toward imitating their rivals’ successful characteris-
tics.22 Such characteristics include not only military strategies, tactics, weaponry, and 
technology, but also administrative and organizational techniques. If others do well in 
developing effective instruments of competition, a state must emulate its rivals or 
face the consequences of falling behind. Fear drives states to duplicate others’ suc-
cessful policies because policymakers know that, as Arthur Stein observes, “failure in 
the anarchic international system can mean the disappearance of their states.”23 From 
this standpoint, it is to be expected that in crucial respects, great powers will look and 
act very much alike. It is also to be expected that sameness-effect imperatives will 
impel eligible states to become great powers and to acquire all the capabilities atten-
dant to that status. […]

Additional light is shed on the sameness effect by the “second image reversed” 
perspective, which posits a linkage between the international system’s structural con-
straints and a state’s domestic structure. Charles Tilly’s famous aphorism, “War made 
the state, and the state made war” neatly captures the concept.24 Tilly shows how the 
need to protect against external danger compelled states in early modern Europe to 
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develop administrative and bureaucratic structures to maintain, supply, and fi nance 
permanent military establishments. But there is more to it than that. […] [E]vidence 
from 1660–1713 and 1860–1910 suggests that great power emergence refl ects an 
eligible state’s adjustment to the international system’s structural constraints. Otto 
Hinze observed that the way in which states are organized internally refl ects “their 
position relative to each other and their overall position in the world” and that 
“throughout the ages pressure from without has been a determining infl uence on 
internal structure.”25

Great powers are similar because they are not, and cannot be, functionally dif-
ferentiated. This is not to say that great powers are identical. They may adopt different 
strategies and approaches; however, ultimately they all must be able to perform satis-
factorily the same security-related tasks necessary to survive and succeed in the com-
petitive realm of international politics. The sameness effect refl ects the enormous 
pressure that the international system places on great powers to imitate the successful 
policies of others. […]

* * *

History, unipolarity and great power emergence

There is a strong correlation between unipolarity and great power emergence. Late 
seventeenth-century England and Austria and late nineteenth-century Germany bal-
anced against the dominant pole in the system. Moreover, even when great power 
emergence was not driven primarily by the need to counterbalance the hegemon’s 
power, the shadow of preeminence was an important factor.26 This is illustrated by the 
rise of the United States and Japan to great power status in the late nineteenth cen-
tury. It is, therefore, apparent that a general tendency exists during unipolar moments: 
several new great powers simultaneously enter the international system. The events 
of the late nineteenth century also illustrate how competition from established great 
powers combined with challenges from rising great powers to diminish Britain’s rela-
tive power and erode its primacy. During the last years of the nineteenth century, 
Britain, the most powerful state in the system, was the target of others’ balancing 
policies. “The story of European international relations in the 1890s is the story of the 
assault of Russia and France upon the territorial position of Britain in Asia and Africa, 
and the story of the great economic duel between England and her all-too-effi cient 
German rival.”27

In the late nineteenth century, the growth of American, German, and Japanese 
naval power compelled Britain to forgo its policy of maintaining global naval suprem-
acy.28 Indeed, Britain was pressed hard by its rivals on all fronts. By 1900, it was 
apparent that London could not simultaneously meet the German challenge across 
the North Sea, defend its imperial and colonial interests from French and Russian 
pressure, and preserve its position in the Western hemisphere. Britain withdrew from 
the Western hemisphere because London realized it lacked the resources to compete 
successfully against the United States and that the naval forces deployed in North 
American waters could better be used elsewhere.29 The Anglo-Japanese alliance was 
driven, from London’s standpoint, by the need to use Japanese naval power to protect 
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Britain’s East Asian interests and thereby allow the Royal Navy units in the Far East to 
be redeployed to home waters. Like the rapproachment with Washington and the alli-
ance with Tokyo, the ententes with France and Russia also evidenced Britain’s declin-
ing relative power. By 1907, Britain’s geopolitical position “depended upon the 
kindness of strangers.” Over the longer term, the great power emergence of the 
United States and Japan paved the way for Britain’s eclipse, fi rst as hegemon and then 
as a great power. In the 1930s, Japanese power cost Britain its Far Eastern position, 
and America’s relative power ultimately rose to a point where it could displace Britain 
as hegemon. Such was the result of Britain’s policy of benign hegemony, a policy that 
did not merely abstain from opposing, but actually had the effect of facilitating the 
emergence of new great powers.

After the Cold War: America in a unipolar world?

[…] [H]istorical evidence […] strongly supports the hypothesis derived from neo-
realist theory: unipolar moments cause geopolitical backlashes that lead to multipo-
larity. Nevertheless, in principle, a declining hegemon does have an alternative to a 
policy of tolerating the rise of new great powers: it can actively attempt to suppress 
their emergence. Thus, if Washington were prepared to contemplate preventive mea-
sures (including the use of force), it might be able to beat back rising challengers.30 
But, although prevention may seem attractive at fi rst blush, it is a stop-gap measure. 
It may work once, but over time the effect of differential growth rates ensures that 
other challengers will subsequently appear. Given its probable costs and risks, 
prevention is not a strategy that would lend itself to repetition. […]

* * *

Reaction to unipolarity: towards a multipolar world

There is ample evidence that widespread concern exists today about America’s cur-
rently unchallenged dominance in international politics.31 In September 1991, French 
Foreign Minister Roland Dumas warned that American “might reigns without balan-
cing weight” and he and European Community Commission President Jacques Delors 
called for the EC to counterbalance the United States.32 Some European policy ana-
lysts have said that the Soviet Union’s collapse means that Europe is now threatened 
mainly by unchallenged American ascendancy in world politics.33 This viewpoint was 
echoed in Japan in the Gulf War’s aftermath. A number of commentators worried that 
the United States – a “fearsome” country – would impose a Pax Americana in which 
other states would be compelled to accept roles “as America’s underlings.”34 China, 
too, has reacted adversely to America’s post-Cold War preeminence. “Chinese ana-
lysts reacted with great alarm to President George Bush’s ‘New World Order’ proc-
lamations, and maintained that this was a ruse for extending U.S. hegemony 
throughout the globe. From China’s perspective, unipolarity was a far worse state of 
affairs than bipolarity. “35 Similar sentiments have been echoed in the Third World. 
Although the reactions of these smaller states are not as signifi cant as those of potential 
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new great powers, they confi rm that unipolarity has engendered general unease 
throughout the international system. […]

[…] [T]he post-Cold War world’s geopolitical constellation is not unique. Twice 
before in international history there have been “unipolar moments.” Both were fl eet-
ing. On both occasions, the effect of the entry of new great powers in the interna-
tional system was to redress the one-sided distribution of power in the international 
system. There is every reason to expect that the pattern of the late seventeenth and 
nineteenth centuries will recur. The impact of differential growth rates has increased 
the relative power of Japan and Germany in a way that clearly marks them as eligible 
states. As their stakes in the international system deepen, so will their ambitions and 
interests. Security considerations will cause Japan and Germany to emulate the United 
States and acquire the full spectrum of great power capabilities, including nuclear 
weapons.36 It can be expected that both will seek recognition by others of their great 
power status. […]

Notes

1 Kenneth N. Waltz, “America as a Model for the World? A Foreign Policy Perspective,” 
PS, December 1991, p. 669.

2 As Kenneth Waltz writes, great powers are defi ned by capabilities: “States, because 
they are in a self-help system, have to use their combined capabilities in order to 
serve their interests. The economic, military, and other capabilities of nations 
cannot be sectored and separately weighed. States are not placed in the top rank 
because they excel in one way or another. Their rank depends on how they score on 
all of the following items: size of population and territory; resource endowment; 
military strength; political stability; and competence.” Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of 
International Politics (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1979), p. 131. Because of 
their capabilities, great powers tend to behave differently than other states. Jack 
Levy writes that great powers are distinguished from others by: 1) a high level of 
military capability that makes them relatively self-suffi cient strategically and capa-
ble of projecting power beyond their borders; 2) a broad concept of security that 
embraces a concern with regional and/or global power balances; and 3) a greater 
assertiveness than lesser powers in defi ning and defending their interests. Jack Levy, 
War and the Modern Great Power System, 1495–1975 (Lexington: University Press of 
Kentucky, 1983), pp. 11–19.

Recently there have been several questionable attempts to redefi ne great 
power status. For example, Joseph S. Nye, Jr., and Samuel P. Huntington argue 
that only the United States has the “soft” power resources (socio-cultural and 
ideological attractiveness to other states) that Nye and Huntington claim are a 
prerequisite of great power status. Nye, Bound to Lead; Huntington, “The U.S. – 
Decline or Renewal?” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 67, No. 2 (Winter 1988/89), pp. 
90–93. This argument has three weaknesses. First, it is far from clear that others 
view U.S. culture and ideology in the same positive light that Nye and Huntington 
do. America’s racial, economic, educational, and social problems have eroded 
others’ admiration for the United States. Second, it is not unusual for great 
powers to see themselves as cultural or ideological role models; examples 



3 1 2   C H R I S T O P H E R  L A Y N E

include nineteenth-century Britain and France, pre-1914 Germany and, of 
course, the Soviet Union. Finally, when it comes to setting great powers apart 
from others, soft power may be a helpful supplement to the other instruments 
of statecraft, but states with the requisite hard power capabilities (per Waltz’s 
defi nition) are great powers regardless of whether they “stand for an idea with 
appeal beyond [their] borders.”

Another popular intellectual fashion holds that Japan and Germany will 
carve out niches in international politics as the fi rst “global civilian powers.” 
Hanns Maull, “Germany and Japan: The New Civilian Powers,” Foreign Affairs, 
Vol. 69, No. 5 (Winter 1990/91), pp. 91–106. As civilian powers, it is argued, 
they will eschew military strength in favor of economic power, work through 
international institutions to promote global cooperation, and “furnish interna-
tional public goods, such as refugee resettlement, national disaster relief, devel-
opment of economic infrastructure, and human resources improvements.” 
Yoichi Funabashi, “Japan and America: Global Partners,” Foreign Policy, No. 86 
(Spring 1992), p. 37. In the real world, however, one does not fi nd traditional 
great powers and “civilian” great powers. One fi nds only states that are great 
powers and those that are not.

 3 Waltz, Theory of International Politics, p. 162.
 4 Ibid., pp. 163–70.
 5 Kenneth N. Waltz, “A Reply to My Critics” in Robert O. Keohane, ed., Neorealism 

and Its Critics (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), p. 343.
 6 Robert Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1981), p. 13. The role of uneven growth rates in the rise of great powers is 
closely connected to long cycle explanations. See Joshua S. Goldstein, Long Cycles: 
Prosperity and War in the Modern Age (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988); George 
Modelski, Long Cycles in World Politics (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1987); 
and William R. Thompson, “Dehio, Long Cycles, and the Geohistorical Context of 
Structural Transition,” World Politics, Vol. 45, No. 1 (October 1992), pp. 127–52.

 7 Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of Great Powers: Economic Change and Military Confl ict 
From 1500 to 2000 (New York: Random House, 1987), p. xxii.

 8 Waltz, Theory of International Politics, pp. 107, 127.
 9 Kenneth N. Waltz, “The Origins of War in Neorealist Theory,” in Robert I. Rotberg 

and Theodore K. Rabb, eds., The Origin and Prevention of Major Wars (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989), p. 43.

10 The phrase “sameness effect” is from Waltz, Theory of International Politics, p. 128.
11 For discussion of the differences between bandwagoning and balancing behavior, 

see Waltz, Theory of International Politics, pp. 125–26; Stephen M. Walt, The Origins 
of Alliances (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987), pp. 17–33.

12 Waltz, Theory of International Politics, p. 126.
13 Gilpin, War and Change, pp. 86–87.
14 John Herz, “Idealist Internationalism and the Security Dilemma,” World Politics, Vol. 

2, No. 2 (January 1950), pp. 157–80.
15 On balance of threat theory, see Walt, The Origins of Alliances, pp. 17–26. For an 

overview of the benevolent and coercive strands of hegemonic stability theory, see 
Duncan Snidal, “The Limits of Hegemonic Stability Theory,” International 
Organization, Vol. 39, No. 4 (Autumn 1985), pp. 579–614.



T H E  U N I P O L A R  I L L U S I O N   3 1 3

16 Michael C. Webb and Stephen D. Krasner, “Hegemonic Stability Theory: An 
Empirical Assessment,” Review of International Studies, Vol. 15, No. 2 (April 1989), 
pp. 184–85.

17 Joseph M. Grieco, “Anarchy and the Limits of Cooperation: A Realist Critique of 
the Newest Liberal Institutionalism,” International Organization, Vol. 42, No. 3 
(Summer 1988), p. 500 (emphasis in original).

18 Gilpin, War and Change, pp. 156–210.
19.  Traditional balance-of-power theory postulates that states align against others that 

are excessively powerful. Stephen Walt refi ned balance of power theory by arguing 
that states actually balance against threats rather than against power per se. However, 
Walt’s balance-of-threat analysis is more ambiguous than it might seem at fi rst 
glance. For example, he admits that every post-1648 bid for European hegemony 
was repulsed by a balancing coalition. Origins of Alliances, pp. 28–29. Why? Because 
would-be hegemons were powerful or because they were threatening? He does not 
say directly but one suspects that his answer would be “both.” Walt does not down-
play the importance of power as a factor in inducing balancing behavior; he simply 
says it is not the only factor (p. 21). Indeed, power and threat blend together almost 
imperceptibly. Note that two of his threat variables, geographic proximity and 
offensive capabilities, correlate closely with military power. When Walt says that 
states do not necessarily balance against the most powerful actor in the system he 
essentially is equating power with GNP. When he says that states balance against 
threat he is saying that they balance against military power (coupled with aggressive 
intentions). Obviously, power is more than just GNP.  What states appear to balance 
against in reality is actual or latent military capabilities. In a unipolar world, the 
hegemon’s possession of actual or latent military capabilities will result in balancing 
regardless of its intentions. If, in a unipolar world, capabilities matter more than 
intentions, the U.S. monopoly on long-range power-projection capabilities – that 
is, its preponderance of military power – probably will be viewed by others as 
threatening.

20 Robert Jervis, “Cooperation Under the Security Dilemma,” World Politics, Vol. 30, 
No. 2 (January 1978), p. 105.

21 Kenneth N. Waltz, “The Emerging Structure of International Politics,” paper pre-
sented at the annual meeting of the American Political Science Association, 
San Francisco, California, August 1990, p. 32.

22 Waltz, Theory of International Politics, p. 127.
23 Arthur Stein, Why Nations Cooperate: Circumstance and Choice in International Relations 

(Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1990), pp. 115–16.
24 Charles Tilly, “Refl ections on the History of European State Making,” in Charles 

Tilly, ed., The Formation of National States in Western Europe (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1975), p. 42.

25 Otto Hinze, “Military Organization and the Organization of the State,” in Felix 
Gilbert, ed., The Historical Essays of Otto Hinze (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1975), p. 183.

26 The shadow effect is a consequence of anarchy. The unbalanced distribution of power 
in the hegemon’s favor implicitly threatens others’ security. This is because states 
must react to the hegemon’s capabilities rather than to its intentions. In a unipolar 
system, concern with security is a compelling reason for eligible states to acquire 
great power capabilities, even if they are not immediately menaced by the hegemon.



3 1 4   C H R I S T O P H E R  L A Y N E

27 William L. Langer, The Diplomacy of Imperialism, 1890–1902, 2d ed. (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1965), p. 415.

28 See Aaron L. Friedberg, The  Weary Titan: Britain and the Experience of Relative Decline, 
1895–1905 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988), pp. 135–208.

29 See C. J. Lowe and M. L. Dockrill, The Mirage of Power, Vol. I: British Foreign Policy, 
1902–14 (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1972), pp. 96–106.

30 When a hegemon fi nds its primacy threatened, the best strategy is “to eliminate the 
source of the problem.” Gilpin, War and Change, p. 191.

31 It has been suggested that the Persian Gulf War demonstrates that other states wel-
come, rather than fear, America’s post-Cold War preeminence. However, this 
simply is not the case. First, it was after the Persian Gulf crisis began that others 
began voicing their concerns about unipolarity, Second, to the extent that the Gulf 
War is an example of states bandwagoning with the United States, it is easily 
explainable. As Walt points out, weak powers threatened by a powerful neighbor 
will often turn to an outside great power for defensive support. Walt, Origins of 
Alliances, p. 266. Third, as Jean Edward Smith points out, the United States had to 
exert considerable pressure on both Egypt and Saudi Arabia to get these nations to 
accept the Bush administration’s decision to confront Iraq militarily after the inva-
sion of Kuwait. Jean Edward Smith, George Bush’s War (New York: Henry Holt and 
Company, 1992), pp. 63–95. Finally, it should be remembered that during the war, 
the Arab coalition partners restrained the United States from overthrowing Saddam 
Hussein and that, in July and August 1992, Egypt, Turkey and Syria restrained the 
United States when it appeared that the Bush administration was going to provoke 
a military showdown over the issue of UN weapons inspectors’ access to Iraq’s 
Agricultural Ministry.

32 Quoted in “France to U.S.: Don’t Rule,” New York Times, September 3, 1991, p. A8.
33 Rone Tempest, “French Revive Pastime Fretting About U.S. ‘Imperialism’,” Los 

Angeles Times, February 15, 1989, p. A9.
34 See the views of Waseda University Professor Sakuji Yoshimura, quoted in Paul 

Blustein, “In Japan, Seeing The War On A Five-Inch Screen,” Washington Post National 
Weekly Edition, February 25–March 3, 1991, and of Tokyo University Professor 
Yasusuke Murakami and Opposition Diet Member Masao Kunihiro, in Urban C. 
Lehner, “Japanese See A More ‘Fearsome’ U.S. Following American Success in the 
Gulf,” Wall Street Journal, March 14, 1991.

35 David Shambaugh, “China’s Security Policy in the Post-Cold War Era,” Survival, Vol. 
34, No. 2 (Summer 1992), p. 92.

36 The nuclear issue is being debated, albeit gingerly, in Japan but not in Germany (or 
at least not openly). Nevertheless it seems to be widely understood, in the United 
States and in Germany and Japan, that their accession to the nuclear club is only a 
matter of time. See Doyle McManus, “Thinking the Once Unthinkable: Japan, 
Germany With A-Bombs,” Los Angeles Times (Washington D.C. ed.), June 10, 1992, 
p. A8. For a discussion of a nuclear Germany’s strategic implications, see 
Mearsheimer, “Back to the Future.”



Alliance formation in a multipolar system: the primary alliance 
dilemma

TH E  S E C U R I T Y  D I L E M M A  I N  the alliance game has two phases: 
primary and secondary. The primary phase occurs during the process of alliance 

formation, the secondary one after alliances have formed.
In a multipolar system (such as the one that existed before 1945), the primary 

alliance dilemma among the major states follows the logic of an N-person prisoner’s 
dilemma. Each state has two options: seek allies or abstain from alliances. If all states 
are about equally strong and are interested only in security, all are fairly well off if all 
abstain, since each has moderate security against individual others, while alliances 
involve various costs, such as reduced freedom of action, commitments to defend the 
interests of others, and so forth. Alliances will form, however, for two reasons: (1) 
some states may not be satisfi ed with only moderate security, and they can increase it 
substantially by allying if others abstain; (2) some states, fearing that others will not 
abstain, will ally in order to avoid isolation or to preclude the partner from allying 
against them. Once an alliance forms, a counter-alliance necessarily follows, since 
there is no way of knowing that the fi rst alliance is intended only for defensive pur-
poses. The eventual result is the division of the system into two rival coalitions. This 
outcome is worse than all-around abstention because each state has incurred the risks 
and burdens of alliance with little improvement in its security.1

[One can develop a model to portray] the primary alliance security dilemma. 
Although it is cast in two-person form, it is understood that for player A, the other 
player, B, means “all other players,” and vice versa. The numbers in the cells are ordi-
nal, ranked from 4 (best) to 1 (worst). The fi rst number in each cell represents A’s 
payoff, the second B’s. The logical outcome, two rival coalitions, is the second-worst 
for all players. The best, forming an alliance while others do not, and the second-best, 
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all-around abstention, cannot be obtained, primarily because of uncertainty about the 
intentions of others and the overwhelming need to guard against the worst outcome, 
that of isolation.

This model predicts only that alliances will form. It does not predict who will 
align with whom, or how the benefi ts, risks, and costs of an alliance will be divided 
among its members. These matters theoretically are decided by a process of bargain-
ing in which the states compete in offering each other attractive shares of the alli-
ance’s “payoff.” Each state has two principal aims in the bargaining: to be in the most 
powerful coalition, and to maximize its share of the alliance’s net benefi ts.2 These 
are the “interests” of the state in the alliance game. If these were the only interests at 
stake, the alliance bargaining process would be completely indeterminate – that is, 
each state would be equally eligible as the ally or the adversary of every other 
state.

In the real world, however, the indeterminacy is reduced, though not elimi-
nated, by other interests, which exist apart from the alliance game and which pre-
dispose states to align with certain others and against others. Here we must distinguish 
between “general” and “particular” interests. General interests stem from the anar-
chic structure of the system and the geographic position of the state. They include, 
for instance, a state’s interest in defending a close neighbor, or in expansion to 
enhance its security, or even more generally, in preserving a balance of power in the 
system. […]

The indeterminacy is further reduced by the “particular” interests of states, which 
bring them into confl ict or affi nity with specifi c other states. These confl icts and com-
monalities may have some power content or they may stem from ideological, ethnic, 
economic, or prestige values. […]

Particular confl icts or affi nities of interest establish a tacit pattern of alignment, 
prior to or apart from any overt alliance negotiations. That is, states will expect to be 
supported in some degree by those with whom they share interests [and ideology,] 
and to be opposed by those with whom they are in confl ict. […]

Such confl icts and alignments of interest and ideology establish a background of 
relationships against which the overt alliance bargaining process takes place, and 
which affect that process considerably, predisposing the system toward certain alli-
ances and against others. These relationships may foreclose some combinations if the 
confl ict is severe enough; in other cases, the absence of confl ict between some pairs 
may make them natural allies. More likely, however, these confl icts and affi nities will 
narrow the range of indeterminacy rather than eliminate it. Natural partners may fail 
to ally because one of them overestimates the other’s confl icts with third parties and 
tries to drive too hard a bargain […]. And natural opponents may be able to overcome 
their confl icts […]. Technically, confl icts and commonalities of particular interest 
enter into the bargaining process by reducing or increasing the total value, or “payoff,” 
of certain alliances, thus reducing or increasing the likelihood that they will form. For 
example, a state with which one has a confl ict will appear as a more likely opponent 
in war than other states; hence, an alliance against it will yield greater value than an 
alliance with it; the latter would require a prior settlement of the confl ict, incurring 
costs in the form of compromised interests. […]

The choice of allies is also infl uenced by the internal political confi gurations of 
states apart from the general ideological preferences just mentioned. […]
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To summarize: in a multipolar system there is a general incentive to ally with some 
other state or states, following the logic of the N-person prisoner’s dilemma, or 
secur ity dilemma, that is generated by the structure of the system. Who aligns with 
whom results from a bargaining process that is theoretically indeterminate. The inde-
terminacy is reduced, though not eliminated, by the prior interests, confl icts, and 
affi nities between states and their internal political make-up.3

After alignments form: the secondary alliance dilemma

Once alliances have begun to form, the alliance security dilemma takes on a different 
character. That is, having already “defected” in the primary dilemma by choosing to 
make alliances, states move into the second phase of the alliance dilemma, in which 
their choices are no longer whether to ally or not, but how fi rmly to commit them-
selves to the proto-partner and how much support to give that partner in specifi c 
confl ict interactions with the adversary. The horns of this secondary dilemma may be 
described by the traditional labels “cooperate” (C) and “defect” (D), where coopera-
tion means a strong general commitment and full support in specifi c adversary con-
fl icts, and defection means a weak commitment and no support in confl icts with the 
adversary. The secondary alliance dilemma may or may not be a prisoner’s dilemma. 
(Henceforth in this discussion, the terms “alliance game” and “dilemma” will refer to 
the secondary game rather than the primary one.)

Each horn of the dilemma has both prospective good and prospective bad conse-
quences; and the “goods” and “bads” for each alternative tend to be the obverse of 
those of the other. In the alliance security dilemma, the principal “bads” are “abandon-
ment” and “entrapment,” and the principal “goods” are a reduction in the risks of being 
abandoned or entrapped by the ally.4

In a multipolar system, alliances are never absolutely fi rm, whatever the text of 
the written agreement; therefore, the fear of being abandoned by one’s ally is ever-
present. Abandonment, in general, is “defection,” but it may take a variety of specifi c 
forms: the ally may realign with the opponent; he may merely de-align, abrogating 
the alliance contract; he may fail to make good on his explicit commitments; or he 
may fail to provide support in contingencies where support is expected. (In both of 
the latter two variants, the alliance remains intact, but the expectations of support 
which underlie it are weakened.) Suspicion that the ally is considering realignment 
may generate an incentive to realign preemptively.

Entrapment means being dragged into a confl ict over an ally’s interests that one 
does not share, or shares only partially. The interests of allies are generally not identi-
cal; to the extent they are shared, they may be valued in different degree. Entrapment 
occurs when one values the preservation of the alliance more than the cost of fi ghting 
for the ally’s interests. It is more likely to occur if the ally becomes intransigent in 
disputes with opponents because of his confi dence in one’s support. Thus, the greater 
one’s dependence on the alliance and the stronger one’s commitment to the ally, the 
higher the risk of entrapment. The risk also varies with the ally’s inherent degree of 
recklessness or aggressiveness.

The risks of abandonment and entrapment tend to vary inversely: reducing one 
tends to increase the other. Thus a “C” strategy of strong commitment to an ally 
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reduces the risk of abandonment by reducing his fear of abandonment; he is discour-
aged from defecting by his confi dence in one’s support. But this very support may 
encourage him to excessive boldness in disputes or crises with the adversary, thus 
exposing one to the risk of a war that one would not wish to fi ght. Conversely, a “D” 
strategy of weak or vague commitment, or a record of failing to support the ally in 
specifi c confl icts, tends to restrain the ally and to reduce the risk of entrapment; but 
it also increases the risk of abandonment by casting doubt on one’s loyalty, hence 
devaluing the alliance for the ally. Thus, the resolution of the alliance security 
dilemma – the choice of strategy – requires chiefl y a comparison and trade-off 
between the costs and risks of abandonment and entrapment.

There are certain other “goods” and “bads” that enter into the alliance security 
dilemma. A strategy of strong commitment and support will have the undesired effect 
of reducing one’s bargaining leverage over the ally. If he knows he can count on being 
supported, he is less infl uenceable. Conversely, bargaining power over the ally is 
enhanced to the extent he doubts one’s commitment because one can then make 
credible threats of nonsupport. Alliance bargaining considerations thus tend to favor 
a strategy of weak or ambiguous commitment – a “D” strategy in the alliance game. 
(Note that the opposite is the case in the adversary game where fi rm commitments to 
defend one’s interests tend to strengthen bargaining power vis-à-vis the opponent.)

Another negative effect of strong commitment is that it tends to foreclose one’s 
own options of realignment. Despite the general compulsion to align in a multipolar 
system, states usually want to keep their commitments tentative or vague as long as 
possible – both to preserve opportunities for shifting partners in case the present one 
turns out to be unsatisfactory and to maximize bargaining leverage over the current 
partner by showing that they have alternatives. A strategy of weak commitment has 
the desirable effect of keeping alignment options open.

Finally, a strong commitment to the ally tends to solidify the adversary alliance by 
increasing the degree of threat to it. A weak or tentative commitment reduces this 
effect and may even weaken or divide the opposing alliance by preserving, for states 
in that alliance, the apparent option of realigning with oneself.

Notes

1 This is, of course, an idealized model based on certain assumptions from which the 
empirical world will deviate more or less, from time to time. The basic assumptions 
are that: (1) no state is aggressive, but none can know the intentions of others; (2) 
the states are roughly equal in military strength; and (3) military technology is such 
that there is no time to form a successful defense alliance after war begins. 
Uncertainty about the aims of others is inherent in structural anarchy. If a state 
clearly reveals itself as expansionist, however, the alliance that forms against it is not 
“self-defeating” as in the prisoners’ dilemma (security dilemma) model. Or, if some 
states are weaker than others, their motives to ally will be different from the incen-
tives of the prisoner’s dilemma. The third assumption has been valid since about 
1870. Before then (when the pace of warfare was slower), the compulsion to ally in 
peacetime was much weaker than suggested by the model. Despite these 



A L L I A N C E  P O L I T I C S   3 1 9

qualifi cations and possibly others, the model does capture some essential dynamics 
of multipolar alliance formation between 1870 and 1939.

2 ”Being in” the most powerful coalition does not necessarily mean that states join the 
most powerful coalition that is already in existence. Indeed, they will more likely 
join the weaker one which then becomes the most powerful as a consequence of 
their joining, because this gives them leverage to bargain for a maximum share of 
the alliance’s payoff. Thus the logic of N-person game theory is consistent with 
Waltz’s argument that states “balance” rather than “bandwagon.” See Kenneth 
N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading, Mass.: Addison–Wesley, 1979), 
125–26.

3 Despite the importance of internal politics, this reference will be the only one in 
this essay. For reasons of theoretical parsimony and space limitations, the analysis is 
based entirely on what in recently popular academic terminology is called the 
“rational actor model,” the actors being states.

4 The concepts of abandonment and entrapment were fi rst posited, I believe, by 
Michael Mandelbaum, in The Nuclear Revolution: International Politics Before and After 
Hiroshima (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1981), chap. 6.



What is an alliance?

AN  A L L I A N C E  I S  A  F O R M A L  or informal commitment for secu-
rity cooperation between two or more states. Although the precise arrange-

ments embodied in different alliances vary enormously, the defi ning feature of any 
alliance is a commitment for mutual military support against some external actor(s) 
in some specifi ed set of circumstances. This concept includes both formal alliances – 
where the commitment is enshrined in a written treaty – and informal, ad hoc 
agreements based either on tacit understandings or some tangible form of commit-
ment, such as verbal assurances or joint military exercises. Including both formal 
and informal alliances in this study makes sense because states may provide consid-
erable support to one another even without a formal treaty, and because the pres-
ence of a formal agreement often says relatively little about the actual degree of 
commitment.

The primary purpose of most alliances is to combine the members’ capabilities 
in a way that furthers their respective interests. The form of collaboration and the 
nature of the commitment varies widely, however. An alliance may be either offensive 
or defensive, for example, intended either to provide the means for an attack on some 
third party or intended as a mutual guarantee in the event that another state attacks 
one of the alliance members. Alliances may also be symmetrical or asymmetrical, 
depending on whether the members possess roughly equal capabilities and take on 
broadly identical commitments to each other.1 An alliance may be a purely expedient 
arrangement between states with very different regimes and political values – such as 
the Second World War alliance of the United Kingdom, the United States and the 
Soviet Union – or it may bring together states whose strategic interests and ideologi-
cal principles are similar and mutually reinforcing – as in NATO today.
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Alliances also vary in their level of institutionalisation. Modern alliances are more 
than a mechanical combination of independent national assets; they are also social 
institutions that may involve extensive interactions between the member-states. At 
one extreme, formal alliances such as NATO are highly institutionalised, with elabo-
rate decision-making procedures and an extensive supporting bureaucracy. This sort 
of alliance inevitably produces a dense web of élite contacts and subsidiary agree-
ments, and it is likely to exert a more lasting infl uence on the attitudes and behaviour 
of each member. At the other extreme are largely ad hoc coalitions like the Axis alli-
ance of 1939–45 or most inter-Arab alliances, which were limited partnerships in 
which each member acted relatively independently.

Third, alliances also differ in the functions that they perform. Most great-power 
alliances have arisen in order to aggregate power: members pool their resources to 
achieve some common, or at least compatible, ends. Yet such agreements inevitably 
allow members to infl uence each other’s conduct, which enables strong states to use 
the alliance to exercise a restraining infl uence over allies and adversaries alike. Alliance 
commitments also impart a greater degree of predictability in international affairs, 
and can facilitate confl ict management among member-states.2

Finally, alliances differ in important ways from other forms of security coopera-
tion. An agreement to reduce tensions between adversaries – for example, via an 
arms-control agreement, a formalised process of détente or a set of ‘confi dence-
building’ measures – is not an alliance, because it does not involve a commitment to 
mutual defence. Thus, the Strategic Arms Reduction Talks (START) Treaty or the 
1972 Agreement on Prevention of Incidents at Sea were not alliances, even though 
they involved cooperation on important security issues.

Similarly, an alliance is not a collective-security agreement. A collective-security 
arrangement is an inclusive institution: it commits the members to oppose any act of 
aggression, even one committed by one of its members. By contrast, alliances are 
exclusive institutions: they entail a commitment to support the other members 
against states outside the community. Although members of an alliance may also be 
part of a collective security organisation and may engage in other forms of security 
cooperation, failure to keep these concepts distinct can lead to misleading analyses 
and muddy policy-making.3

Why do alliances end?

There are several reasons why an existing alliance will erode or dissolve. This article 
assumes that membership in an alliance entails some costs – for instance, joining an 
alliance usually reduces a state’s autonomy. Accordingly, states will be reluctant to 
bear these costs if the alliance no longer serves a useful purpose. What sorts of changes 
might lead states to rethink their alliance commitments?

Changing perceptions of threat

Alliances are most commonly regarded as a response to an external threat. The level 
of threat is a function of relative power, geographic proximity, offensive capabilities 
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and perceived intentions; other things being equal, an increase in any of these factors 
will raise the level of threat that a state poses to others. States usually join forces in 
order to balance against the greatest threat(s) they face, although revisionist states and 
especially weak states will sometimes ‘bandwagon’ by allying with a strong or aggres-
sive power.4

It follows that alliances will dissolve whenever there is a signifi cant shift in the 
level of threat that its members face. This sort of shift can occur for a number of dif-
ferent reasons. The most obvious mechanism is a change in the balance of power. An 
existing alliance is likely to dissolve if the states that posed the original threat become 
much weaker, because the members of the alliance will have less need for external 
support. This tendency explains why wartime alliances usually dissolve once victory 
is won and forms the basis for the belief that NATO will gradually dissolve now that 
the Soviet threat has evaporated.5 By the same logic, alliances are also likely to dis-
solve if one of its members becomes signifi cantly stronger, both because the rising 
power will have less need for allied support and because the other members may 
begin to view it as a threat to their security.

Second, an alliance will be prone to deteriorate if the members revise their beliefs 
about other states’ intentions. In particular, if an alliance’s members become con-
vinced that their adversaries are not as bellicose as they once feared, or if an alliance 
member becomes increasingly aggressive, then the alliance itself is less likely to 
endure. In either case, the magnitude or identity of the main threat to be countered 
has shifted, triggering a corresponding shift in alliance relations.

These two elements of threat are often related: states whose power is increasing 
often adopt more ambitious international objectives, thereby alarming both their 
traditional adversaries and their current allies.6 […]

These same tendencies also explain why offensive alliances are generally more 
fragile than defensive ones. Offensive alliances form in order to attack a specifi c 
target; once the victim is defeated, the motivation for the partnership is gone and 
quarrels over the division of the spoils are likely. […]

Third, even when the original threat is still present, an alliance may erode if its 
members acquire other means to protect their interests. Here the need for allies 
declines not because the external danger is gone, but because one or more members 
have become more capable of meeting it on their own. Such a shift may occur because 
the allies’ capabilities are growing faster than those of their rival(s), or because 
changes in the nature of military technology make it more diffi cult for opponents to 
attack.7 […]

Declining credibility

Because alliances are formed primarily to increase their members’ security, anything 
that casts doubt on their ability to contribute to this goal will encourage the members 
to re-evaluate their position. Even if the level of threat is unchanged, an alliance will 
become more fragile if its members begin to doubt that the existing arrangements are 
suffi cient to guarantee their security.8 […]

Doubts about the effi cacy of an existing alliance may emerge for at least two rea-
sons. First, alliance members may become convinced that they lack the material capa-
bilities to deter or defeat their opponents. If additional resources cannot be found, it 
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may be safer to realign with the enemy or to adopt a neutral position. Weak states are 
more likely to act this way than strong states are, and this type of behaviour is prob-
ably most common during wartime, when the costs of being on the losing side are 
more apparent. […]

Second, an alliance may dissolve if its members begin to question whether their 
partners are genuinely committed to providing assistance. Here the question is one of 
will rather than capability, and such doubts are more likely to arise when it is no longer 
obvious that the alliance is in every member’s interest. This problem will be more 
severe when the allies are geographically separate, because a threat to one may not 
threaten the other; and when there is a large asymmetry of power among the member-
states. In the latter case, the weaker members may suspect they are not very important 
to their more powerful partners, and will fear being abandoned if they are attacked. 
Skilful aggressors will take advantage of these tendencies by exaggerating their power 
and portraying their aims as limited in order to raise the perceived cost of resistance 
and to persuade potential opponents to leave individual victims to their fate.9 […]

Domestic politics

The hypotheses just discussed all assume that states are essentially rational actors 
making decisions in response to shifts in the external environment. An alternative 
perspective explains alliance dissolution by focusing on political processes within an 
existing alliance, and especially on political processes within the member states. These 
hypotheses fall into four main categories.

● Demographic and Social Trends. This category explains alliance dissolution by 
focusing on long-term demographic or social trends. Specifi cally, if an existing 
alliance is based to some degree on transnational links between the two societ-
ies – such as a common ethnic or cultural background, shared historical experi-
ences and so on – then changes in the internal composition of either society will 
dilute this unifying force. Similarly, if two states are united by common histori-
cal origins, […] these bonds will inevitably weaken with the passage of time.10 
[…] Such a perspective sees alliances rooted in more than just narrow calcula-
tions of power and threat, but in perceptions of a common background, values 
and heritage as well. If that is indeed the case, then anything that dilutes this 
social ‘glue’ could be problematic.

● Domestic Competition. An existing alliance may be jeopardised if infl uential 
élites decide that they can improve their internal positions by attacking the alli-
ance itself. This problem is more likely to arise when the benefi ts of the alliance 
appear biased towards some members (thereby making it appear unfair) or if 
the terms of the alliance involve measures that are seen as an affront to national 
sovereignty. In these circumstances, curtailing or ending the alliance may yield 
domestic political benefi ts that outweigh any strategic costs. […]

[…] [This] suggest[s] that efforts to exploit domestic opposition will be 
more common when ending the alliance involves modest strategic conse-
quences. […] Nonetheless, […] [it] also confi rm[s] that a long-standing alliance 
commitment can deteriorate even when the level of threat is largely unchanged, 
if it comes to be seen as a domestic political liability.
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● Regime Change. A third set of hypotheses focuses on the effects of regime change. 
State interests are not fi xed by nature, and different groups within a given soci-
ety may defi ne these interests differently. If the composition of the government 
alters – through legitimate or illegitimate means – then the probability of 
realignment will increase. This effect will be least powerful when the change is 
relatively minor (for example, when one set of leaders is replaced via a legiti-
mate election), but the impact is likely to increase when the leadership alters 
because of a change in the basic nature of the regime. Not only are the new lead-
ers likely to prefer policies that differ sharply from those of their predecessors, 
but they will probably feel little obligation to honour prior commitments.

Not surprisingly, these effects are especially powerful in the aftermath of a 
major revolution, and states that undergo a revolution are overwhelmingly 
likely to make new alliance arrangements. […]

The explanation for this pattern is easy to discern. A movement dedicated 
to overthrowing the regime is unlikely to view its present allies favourably, par-
ticularly if these allies are helping the regime retain power. By the same token, 
the regime’s allies are unlikely to welcome its demise, if only because they 
cannot be certain how its successors will behave. For these and other reasons, 
relations between the new government and the regime’s associates are likely to 
be extremely suspicious, and existing alliance commitments are unlikely to 
survive the transfer of power.

● Ideological Divisions. A fi nal internal source of alliance dissolution is ideological 
confl ict. A trivial version of this hypothesis blames alliance dissolution on the 
inevitable disagreements that arise between states espousing different ideolo-
gies. Although a grave external threat can overcome ideological antipathies 
temporarily […], basic differences in values and objectives will soon drive the 
former allies apart once the threat is gone.

A more interesting variation is the tendency for certain ideologies to pro-
mote confl ict among states that subscribe to similar beliefs. In particular, an 
ideology that directs its adherents to form a single centralised movement is 
more likely to be divisive than unifying. The reason is simple: when each regime’s 
legitimacy rests on ideological principles that prescribe obedience to a single 
central authority, they will inevitably quarrel over who should occupy the lead-
ing position. And when differences arise, as they inevitably will, the different 
factions will regard their own views as entirely justifi ed and the views of their 
opponents as heretical. […]

Why do alliances persist?

Hegemonic leadership

An obvious source of alliance durability is the exercise of hegemonic power by a 
strong alliance leader. Alliance leaders can discourage dissolution by bearing a dispro-
portionate share of the costs, by offering material inducements to make alignment 
more attractive, or by threatening to punish disloyal regimes. […]

This source of intra-alliance solidarity rests on two obvious prerequisites. The alli-
ance leader must be strongly committed to preserving the relationship and willing to 
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expend the effort needed to keep its allies from straying. In particular, if changes in 
the external environment alter the leader’s desire for allies, then this source of solidarity 
will not be available. The alliance leader must also be signifi cantly stronger than its 
potentially disloyal allies, so that it is able to bear the additional costs of enforcing 
compliance.

Several implications follow. First, hegemonic leadership is more likely in bipolar-
ity, because the asymmetry of power between leaders and clients will be greater and 
because the bipolar rivalry gives the two leading states additional incentives to keep 
their allies in line.11 Second, hegemonic leadership is most likely when the alliance 
leader has extensive global interests and faces a serious external threat, because this 
creates both a desire for allied support and an incentive to acquire infl uence over 
other states. Third, hegemonic leadership is most easily exercised against relatively 
weak clients, which means that this tactic will be most effective for preserving 
alliance ties that are relatively less valuable.12 Finally, hegemonic leadership is 
not a permanent solution to strong centrifugal tendencies. Not only will major exter-
nal changes affect the leader’s interests – and thus its willingness to pay a dis-
proportionate share of the alliance costs – but the additional burdens of alliance 
leadership will eventually erode the asymmetry of power on which such leadership 
depends.13

Preserving credibility

Alliances are more likely to persist if they have become symbols of credibility or 
resolve. As discussed above, an alliance is more likely to dissolve if its members begin 
to question their partners’ reliability. To prevent this, a state with many allies may be 
unwilling to abandon any of them, in case this action is interpreted by its opponents 
(or by other allies) as a sign of deteriorating resolve. Thus, even when a particular 
alliance is of little intrinsic value, its members may retain it in order to avoid disturb-
ing other commitments that they regard as more important. […]

Domestic politics and élite manipulation

Alliances may also survive because self-interested groups in one or more countries 
need the alliance to support their individual self-interest, even though the alliance 
may not be in the interest of the larger societies of which they are a part. For example, 
an alliance may be created and sustained due to pressure from an ethnic group with a 
powerful attachment to a foreign power, or by élites with large economic interests in 
the allied state. […] Similarly, military offi cials may defend a particular alliance either 
because it is central to their budgetary demands or because it has become deeply 
ingrained in their conception of vital interests.14

Detecting this source of alliance maintenance can be diffi cult, because special 
pleading by interest groups usually disguises itself with patriotic rhetoric. Moreover, 
the élites who lobby to maintain a particular alliance may genuinely believe that this 
commitment is both in their own interest and in the broader national interest. They 
are virtually certain to describe the commitment in terms of the latter, and it may be 
only with the benefi t of hindsight that observers can recognise the extent to which an 
alliance was sustained by domestic political manipulation.
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This sort of alliance will also be rare and relatively fragile, because most states cannot 
afford to squander resources on commitments that are no longer of value. Furthermore, 
political élites usually try to avoid being seen as overly loyal to a foreign power, thereby 
discouraging them from supporting commitments that are only of limited value. Thus, 
although élite manipulation can delay adjustments to new strategic conditions, it will 
usually be unable to prevent them. Exceptions are most likely when the state in question 
is extremely wealthy or secure – and can thus afford to devote resources to marginal 
interests – or when the costs of the commitment are relatively small.

The impact of institutionalisation

The greater the level of institutionalisation within an alliance, the more likely it is to 
endure despite an extensive change in the array of external threats. Here ‘institution-
alisation’ means both the presence of formal organisations charged with performing 
specifi c intra-alliance tasks (such as military planning, weapons procurement and 
crisis management), and the development of formal or informal rules governing how 
alliance members reach collective decisions.

The level of institutionalisation can affect alliance cohesion in several distinct ways. 
First, if the alliance generates a large formal bureaucracy, this will create a cadre of 
individuals whose professional perspectives and career prospects are closely tied to 
maintaining the relationship. Such individuals are likely to view the alliance as intrinsi-
cally desirable and will be reluctant to abandon it even when circumstances change. The 
longer the alliance lasts, the more numerous and infl uential its advocates will be. […]

Second, a high level of institutionalisation may create capabilities that are worth 
keeping even after their original purpose is gone, especially if it costs less to maintain 
them than it did to create them in the fi rst place.15 […]

This type of institutionalisation will operate most powerfully when it creates 
capacities that are highly adaptable. In general, fl exibility will occur when the alli-
ances possesses diverse capabilities – which may include military, economic and dip-
lomatic assets – and when these capabilities rest on a division of labour that would be 
diffi cult to replace. Durability is also increased when the alliance’s institutions facili-
tate the creation of new rules and principles, thereby making it easier to adapt to new 
conditions.16 […]

The benefi ts of institutionalisation are bought at a price, however. High levels of 
institutionalisation may not lead to greater effi ciency or effectiveness, especially when 
an elaborate decision-making process encourages stalemate or inaction. Moreover, an 
elaborate institutional structure may mask the degree to which the fundamental bases 
for the alliance are eroding. […] The danger, of course, is that the alliance may be dead 
long before anyone notices, and the discovery of the corpse may come at a very incon-
venient moment. […]

Ideological solidarity, shared identities and ‘security communities’

‘Ideological solidarity’ exists when two independent states share common political 
values and objectives, while continuing to regard themselves as separate political 
entities. Other things being equal, states will usually prefer to ally with governments 
whose political outlook is similar to their own and similar regimes may be willing to 
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support each other simply because they believe that doing so contributes to promot-
ing certain intrinsic goods, such as democracy, socialism or Islamic fundamentalism. 
Ideological solidarity can reduce intra-alliance confl icts, and a commitment to similar 
basic goals can help sustain an alliance long after its original rationale is gone.

One can also imagine an alliance that persists because its members come to see 
themselves as integral parts of a larger political community. Here the member-states 
no longer think of themselves as wholly separable units, and thus fi nd it diffi cult to 
imagine dissolving the partnership. This sort of alliance contrasts sharply with the 
traditional conception of an alliance as a compact between sovereign states. When 
independent states form an alliance to advance separate national interests, a signifi -
cant change in the balance of threats will lead each state to rethink its options. But 
when an alliance either refl ects or creates a sense of common identity, then the entire 
notion of an individual ‘national interest’ becomes less applicable. If élites and/or 
publics begin to view their own society as inextricably part of a larger political com-
munity, then members will fi nd it diffi cult to conceive of themselves as separate and 
will see their interests as identical even if the external environment changes dramati-
cally. As a result, this sort of alliance – if alliance is the correct term – is likely to be 
extremely robust. […]
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[ … ]  [ W ] E  C A N  B E T T E R  understand the role of multilateral norms and 
institutions in the current international transformation by recovering the principled 
meanings of multilateralism from actual historical practice; by showing how and why 
those principled meanings have come to be institutionalized throughout the history 
of the modern interstate system; and by exploring how and why they may perpetu-
ate themselves today, even as the conditions that initially gave rise to them have 
changed. […]

[…] Multilateralism is a generic institutional form of modern international life, 
and as such it has been present from the start. The generic institutional form of mul-
tilateralism must not be confused with formal multilateral organizations, a relatively 
recent arrival and still of only relatively modest importance. Historically, the generic 
form of multilateralism can be found in institutional arrangements to defi ne and sta-
bilize the international property rights of states, to manage coordination problems, 
and to resolve collaboration problems. […]

The meanings of multilateralism

At its core, multilateralism refers to coordinating relations among three or more 
states in accordance with certain principles. But what, precisely, are those principles? 
And to what, precisely, do those principles pertain? […]

Let us examine […] an institutional arrangement that is generally acknowledged 
to embody multilateralist principles: a collective security system. None has ever 
existed in pure form, but in principle the scheme is quite simple. It rests on the prem-
ise that peace is indivisible, so that a war against one state is, ipso facto, considered a 
war against all. The community of states therefore is obliged to respond to threatened 
or actual aggression, fi rst by diplomatic means, then through economic sanctions, and 
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fi nally by the collective use of force if necessary. Facing the prospect of such a com-
munity-wide response, any rational potential aggressor would be deterred and would 
desist. Thus, the incidence of war gradually would decline.

A collective security scheme certainly coordinates security relations among three 
or more states. […] What is distinct about a collective security scheme is that it com-
prises, as Sir Arthur Salter put it a half-century ago, a permanent potential alliance 
“against the unknown enemy”1 – and, he should have added, in behalf of the unknown 
victim. The institutional difference between an alliance and a collective security 
scheme can be simply put: in both instances, state A is pledged to come to the aid of 
B if B is attacked by C. In a collective security scheme, however, A is also pledged to 
come to the aid of C if C is attacked by B. Consequently, as G. F. Hudson points out, 
“A cannot regard itself as the ally of B more than of C, because theoretically it is an 
open question whether, if an act of war should occur, B or C would be the aggressor. 
In the same way B has indeterminate obligations towards A and C, and C towards A 
and B, and so on with a vast number of variants as the system is extended to more and 
more states.”2 […]

We are now in a position to be more precise about the core meaning of multilat-
eralism. Keohane has defi ned institutions, generically, as “persistent and connected 
sets of rules, formal and informal, that prescribe behavioural roles, constrain activity, 
and shape expectations.”3 Very simply, the term “multilateral” is an adjective that mod-
ifi es the noun “institution.” Thus, multilateralism depicts a generic institutional form in 
international relations. How does multilateral modify institution? Our illustrations 
suggest that multilateralism is an institutional form which coordinates relations 
among three or more states on the basis of “generalized” principles of conduct – that 
is, principles which specify appropriate conduct for a class of actions, without regard 
to the particularistic interests of the parties or the strategic exigencies that may exist 
in any specifi c occurrence. MFN treatment is a classic example in the economic realm: 
it forbids discrimination among countries producing the same product. Its counter-
part in security relations is the requirement that states respond to aggression when-
ever and wherever it occurs – whether or not any specifi c instance suits their 
individual likes and dislikes. […]

Two corollaries follow from our defi nition of multilateralism. First, generalized 
organizing principles logically entail an indivisibility among the members of a col-
lectivity with respect to the range of behavior in question. Depending on circum-
stances, that indivisibility can take markedly different forms, ranging from the 
physical ties of railway lines that the collectivity chooses to standardize across fron-
tiers, all the way to the adoption by states of the premise that peace is indivisible. But 
note that indivisibility here is a social construction, not a technical condition: in a col-
lective security scheme, states behave as if peace were indivisible and thereby make it 
so. […] Second, […] successful cases of multilateralism in practice appear to generate 
among their members what Keohane has called expectations of “diffuse reciprocity.”4 
That is to say, the arrangement is expected by its members to yield a rough equiva-
lence of benefi ts in the aggregate and over time. […]

The obvious next issue to address is the fact that, as Keohane points out, the 
generic concept of international institution applies in practice to many different types 
of institutionalized relations among states.5 So too, therefore, does the adjective mul-
tilateral: the generic attribute of multilateralism, that it coordinates relations among 
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three or more states in accordance with generalized principles of conduct, will have 
different specifi c expressions depending on the type of institutionalized relations to 
which it pertains. Let us examine some instances. Common usage in the literature 
distinguishes among three institutional domains of interstate relations: international 
orders, international regimes, and international organizations. Each type can be, but 
need not be, multilateral in form. […]

[…] An “open” or “liberal” international economic order is multilateral in form 
[…]. The New Economic Order of the Nazis was not […], and neither was the 
European security order crafted by Bismarck. The concept of multilateralism here 
refers to the constitutive rules that order relations in given domains of international 
life – their architectural dimension, so to speak. Thus, the quality of “openness” in an 
international economic order refers to such characteristics as the prohibition of 
exclusive blocs, spheres, or similar barriers to the conduct of international economic 
relations. The corresponding quality in an international security order – the quality 
that would cause it to be described as “collective” – is the condition of equal access to 
a common security umbrella. To the extent that the characteristic condition or condi-
tions are met, the order in question may be said to be multilateral in form. In short, 
multilateralism here depicts the character of an overall order of relations among 
states; defi nitionally it says nothing about how that order is achieved.

A regime is more concrete than an order. Typically, the term “regime” refers to a 
functional or sectoral component of an order. Moreover, the concept of regime 
encompasses more of the “how” question than does the concept of order in that, 
broadly speaking, the term “regime” is used to refer to common, deliberative, though 
often highly asymmetrical means of conducting interstate relations. […] But while 
there is a widespread assumption in the literature that all regimes are, ipso facto, 
multilateral in character, this assumption is egregiously erroneous. For example, […] 
it is entirely possible to imagine the emergence of regimes between two states – super-
power security regimes, for example, were a topic of some discussion in the 1980s6 – 
but such regimes by defi nition would not be multilateral either. In sum, what makes 
a regime a regime is that it satisfi es the defi nitional criteria of encompassing principles, 
norms, rules, and decision-making procedures around which actor expectations con-
verge. But in and of themselves, those terms are empty of substance. What makes a 
regime multilateral in form, beyond involving three or more states, is that the substan-
tive meanings of those terms roughly refl ect the appropriate generalized principles of 
conduct. […]

Finally, formal international organizations are palpable entities with headquar-
ters and letterheads, voting procedures, and generous pension plans. […] But, again, 
their relationship to the concept of multilateralism is less self-evident than is some-
times assumed. Two issues deserve brief mention. The fi rst issue, though it may be 
moot at the moment, is that there have been international organizations that were not 
multilateral in form. […] The second issue is more problematic even today. There is a 
common tendency in the world of actual international organizations, and sometimes 
in the academic community, to equate the very phenomenon of multilateralism with 
the universe of multilateral organizations or diplomacy. […] [D]efi nitionally, 
“multilateral organization” is a separate and distinct type of institutionalized behavior, 
defi ned by such generalized decision-making rules as voting or consensus 
procedures.
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In sum, the term “multilateral” is an adjective that modifi es the noun institution. 
What distinguishes the multilateral form from other forms is that it coordinates 
behavior among three or more states on the basis of generalized principles of con-
duct. Accordingly, any theory of international institutions that does not include this 
qualitative dimension of multilateralism is bound to be a fairly abstract theory and 
one that is silent about a crucial distinction within the repertoire of international 
institutional forms. Moreover, for analytic purposes, it is important not to (con)fuse 
the very meaning of multilateralism with any one particular institutional expression 
of it, be it an international order, regime, or organization. Each can be, but need not 
be, multilateral in form. In addition, the multilateral form should not be equated with 
universal geographical scope; the attributes of multilateralism characterize relations 
within specifi c collectivities that may and often do fall short of the whole universe of 
nations. Finally, it should be kept in mind that these are formal defi nitions, not empir-
ical descriptions of actual cases, and we would not expect actual cases to conform 
fully to the formal defi nitions. […]
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BY  A  S E C U R I T Y  regime I mean, […] those principles, rules, and norms 
that permit nations to be restrained in their behavior in the belief that others will 

reciprocate. This concept implies not only norms and expectations that facilitate 
cooperation, but a form of cooperation that is more than the following of short-run 
self-interest. […]

* * *

Conditions for forming a security regime

What conditions are most propitious for the formation and maintenance of a security 
regime? First, the great powers must want to establish it – that is, they must prefer a 
more regulated environment to one in which all states behave individualistically. This 
means that all must be reasonably satisfi ed with the status quo and whatever altera-
tions can be gained without resort to the use or threat of unlimited war, as compared 
with the risks and costs of less restrained competition. One could not have formed a 
security regime with […] a state that sought objectives incompatible with those of the 
other important states and that would not have been willing to sacrifi ce those object-
ives for a guarantee that the others would leave it secure in the borders it had 
attained.

Second, the actors must also believe that others share the value they place on 
mutual security and cooperation […]. In principle this is simple enough; in practice, 
determining whether others are willing to forgo the chance of forcible expansion is 
rarely easy. Indeed, decision makers probably overestimate more than underestimate 
others’ aggressiveness.1 This second condition is not trivial: in several cases security 
regimes may have been ruled out not by the fact that a major power was an aggressor 
but by the fact that others incorrectly perceived it as an aggressor.
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Third, and even more troublesome, even if all major actors would settle for the 
status quo, security regimes cannot form when one or more actors believe that secu-
rity is best provided for by expansion. Statesmen may deny that moderate and coop-
erative policies can protect them. This belief may be rooted in a general analysis of 
politics that is common in energetic powers: “That which stops growing begins to 
rot,” in the words of a minister of Catherine the Great.2 […]

The fourth condition for the formation of a regime is a truism today: war and the 
individualistic pursuit of security must be seen as costly. If states believe that war is a 
good in itself (e.g., because it weeds out the less fi t individuals and nations), they will 
not form a regime to prevent it, although it would still be possible for them to seek 
one that would impose certain limits on fi ghting. If states think that building arms is a 
positive good (e.g., because it supports domestic industries), there will be no incen-
tives to cooperate to keep arms spending down. If states think that arms procurement 
and security policies can be designed carefully enough so that there is little chance of 
unnecessary wars, then a major reason to avoid individualistic policies disappears. If 
hostility in the security area is not believed to spill over into hostility in economic 
issues, or if decreased cooperation in that sphere is not viewed as a cost, then an 
important incentive for cooperation will be absent. While it is rare for all these condi-
tions to be met, in some eras the major ones are, thus reducing the pressures to form 
security regimes.

The possibility for regimes is also infl uenced by variables that directly bear on the 
security dilemma. As I have discussed elsewhere,3 it is not always true that individu-
alistic measures which increase one state’s security decrease that of others. It depends 
on whether offensive measures differ from defensive ones and on the relative potency 
of offensive and defensive policies. If defensive measures are both distinct and potent, 
individualistic security policies will be relatively cheap, safe, and effective and there 
will be less need for regimes. When the opposite is the case – when offensive and 
defensive weapons and policies are indistinguishable and when attacking is more 
effective than defending – status quo powers have a great need for a regime, but 
forming one will be especially diffi cult because of the strong fear of being taken 
advantage of. The most propitious conditions for regime formation, then, are the 
cases in which offensive and defensive weapons and policies are distinguishable but 
the former are cheaper and more effective than the latter, or in which they cannot be 
told apart but it is easier to defend than attack. In either of these worlds the costs or 
risks of individualistic security policies are great enough to provide status quo powers 
with incentives to seek security through cooperative means, but the dangers of being 
taken by surprise by an aggressor are not so great as to discourage the states from 
placing reliance on joint measures. […]

The balance of power

The balance of power is clearly different […] [but] [i]s it also a regime? The answer 
turns on whether the restraints on state action it involves are norms internalized by 
the actors or arise from the blocking actions of others and the anticipation of such 
counteractions.4 Some of the debate between Waltz and Kaplan can be seen in these 
terms. For Waltz each actor in the balance of power may try to maximize his 
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power; each fails because of the similar efforts of others. The system restrains the 
actors rather than the actors being self-restrained. Moderation is an unintended result 
of the clash of narrow self-interests.5 Although patterns recur, actors share expecta-
tions, and aberrant behavior is curbed by the international system, states do not hold 
back in the belief that others will do likewise and they do not seek to maintain the 
system when doing so would be contrary to their immediate interests. It is hard to see 
how the concept of regime helps explain the behavior that results.

Kaplan’s view is different. The kind of balance of power that Waltz describes, 
Kaplan sees as unstable. As one of his students has put it, “A system containing merely 
growth-seeking actors will obviously be unstable; there would be no provision for 
balance or restraint.”6 Similarly, Kaplan points out that in his computer model, “if 
actors do not take system stability requirements into account, a ‘balance of power’ 
system will be stable only if some extrasystemic factor[…]prevents a roll-up of the 
system.”7 For Kaplan, if the system is to be moderate, the actors must also be moder-
ate (a remarkably antisystemic view). Thus two of Kaplan’s six rules call for self-
restraint: “Stop fi ghting rather than eliminate an essential national actor,” and “Permit 
defeated or constrained essential national actors to re-enter the system as acceptable 
role partners…”8 Of most interest here is that for Kaplan these propositions not only 
describe how states behave, they are rules that consciously guide statesmen’s actions: 
states exercise self-restraint. In one interpretation – and we will discuss another in 
the next paragraph – they do so because they seek to preserve the system.9 This would 
certainly be a regime […].

If restraint follows from the ability to predict that immoderate behavior will call 
up counterbalancing actions by others, does the resulting pattern form a regime? A 
state may forgo taking advantage of another not because it expects reciprocation, but 
because it fears that unless it exercises self-restraint others will see it as a menace, 
increase their arms, and coalesce against it. This is a possible interpretation of Kaplan’s 
rules. He says that states obey them because, by accepting the restraints that they 
embody, each state is better off than it would be if it broke them: “Under the govern-
ing assumptions, states would follow these rules in order to optimize their own secur-
ity. Thus there is motivation to observe the rules. […] There is in this system a general, 
although not necessarily implacable, identity between short-term and long-term 
interests.”10

This formulation of the rules is a happy and therefore an odd one. It posits no 
confl ict between the narrow self-interest of each state and the maintenance of the 
regime.11 The rules are self-enforcing. This is a logical possibility and can be illus-
trated by the incentives to follow traffi c laws when traffi c is heavy. Here it is to one’s 
advantage to keep to the right and to stop when the light turns red. To do otherwise 
is to get hit; cheating simply does not pay irrespective of whether others cheat.12 The 
matter is different when traffi c is lighter and cars have more room to maneuver. Then, 
running a red light or cutting in front of another car does not bring automatic 
sanctions. Aggressive drivers want others to obey the law while they cut corners. 
The generally orderly and predictable pattern that facilitates driving is maintained, 
but they are able to get through a bit faster than the others.

In this interpretation of Kaplan’s rules, the states are operating in an environment 
that resembles heavy traffi c.13 They do not have incentives to take advantage of others’ 
restraint nor do they have to be unrestrained out of the fear that if they are not, others 
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will try to take advantage of them. The dynamics of the security dilemma, the 
prisoners’ dilemma, and public goods, which are so troublesome in situations lacking 
central authority, are absent. This makes for an unusual systems theory, since these 
dynamics are a major element in most conceptions of a system. Such a formulation 
blots out the possibility that all states could be best off if all were moderate, but that 
each would suffer badly if any of the others were not. It also denies the more likely 
situation in which each actor prefers taking advantage of others’ restraint to mutual 
cooperation, but prefers mutual cooperation to unrestrained competition. A regime 
of mutual cooperation is then better for all than no regime, but each actor is con-
stantly tempted to cheat, both to make competitive gains and to protect against others 
doing so. This is the central problem for most regimes, and indeed for the develop-
ment of many forms of cooperation. Kaplan has disposed of it in a formula of words, 
but it is hard to see what arrangement of interests and perceptions could so easily 
dissolve the diffi culties in actual world politics. […]
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Security communities

[ … ]  I N  A  P I O N E E R I N G  1957 study, [Karl] Deutsch and his associates 
introduced the concept of security community, that is, a group of people who have 
become integrated to the point where there is a ‘real assurance that the members of 
that community will not fi ght each other physically, but will settle their disputes in 
some other way’.1 According to Deutsch, security communities may be either ‘amal-
gamated’ or ‘pluralistic’. In an amalgamated community, two or more (sovereign) 
states formally merge into an expanded state. On the other hand, a pluralistic security 
community retains the legal independence of separate states but integrates them to 
the point that the units entertain ‘dependable expectations of peaceful change’.2 A 
pluralistic security community develops when its members possess a compatibility of 
core values derived from common institutions and mutual responsiveness – a matter 
of mutual identity and loyalty, a sense of ‘we-ness’, or a ‘we-feeling’ among states.3

More recently, Michael Barnett and I have redefi ned the concept of pluralistic 
security communities as those ‘transnational regions comprised of sovereign states 
whose people maintain dependable expectations of peaceful change’.4 Furthermore, 
we used the following criteria for distinguishing between loosely and tightly coupled 
pluralistic security communities: the depth of trust between states, the nature and 
degree of institutionalisation of the governance system of the region, as well as 
whether states reside in formal anarchy or are on the verge of transforming it. A 
‘loosely coupled’ pluralistic security community maintains the minimal defi nitional 
properties just mentioned. ‘Tightly coupled’ pluralistic security communities, on the 
other hand, possess a system of rule that lies somewhere between a sovereign state 
and a centralised regional government. This system is something of a post-sovereign 
system, comprised of common supranational, transnational, and national institutions, 
and some form of a collective security system.5
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Deutsch, Barnett, and I agree that the existence of security communities does 
not mean that interest-based behaviour by states will end, that material factors will 
cease to shape interstate practices, and that security dilemmas will end. Nor do we 
argue that security communities transcend the mutual dependence between regional 
orderly security arrangements and stable economic transactions.

To date, according to these criteria, there are only a few pluralistic security com-
munities. These include the European Union, which is tightly coupled, and the Atlantic 
community, which is partly tightly coupled. Scandinavia as well as the United States 
and Canada also form security communities. In the future, perhaps, the states that 
comprise the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), and the incipient 
regional communities in South America and in Southeast Asia (revolving around the 
Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN)) may become such communities. 
Given that we are discussing collective cognitive phenomena, there may be contro-
versy about boundaries and membership. These controversies arise because states 
may be members of more than one community-region as a result either of their 
‘liminal’ status (e.g., Turkey) or of concentric circles of identity.6 For example, citi-
zens in the states of the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) ‘inhabit’ a shared 
cognitive space with citizens of the European Union, who, in turn, share some core 
constitutive norms with citizens of Canada and the United States. All of these states 
together constitute the North Atlantic security community.

Since the end of the Cold War, the states of Eastern Europe, including Russia, 
have been knocking at the doors of the institutions that symbolically and materially 
represent this North Atlantic community – the European Union, the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO), the Council of Europe, and even the Western European 
Union (WEU). These countries are seeking an avenue through which they can exert 
an infl uence on politics in the ‘West’, as well as reap the benefi ts of Western markets 
by becoming full members of a political community ‘where the very fact of such 
membership empowers those included in it to contribute to the shaping of a shared 
collective destiny’.7 From the perspective of the states already organised in this North 
Atlantic security community, however, new members can be admitted only after the 
‘applicants’ have learned and internalised their norms. For the original members, ‘it’s 
not enough to behave like us, you have to be one of us’. The status of ‘partnership’, 
invented by the European Union, the Council of Europe, and NATO, intends to pro-
vide a probationary status to states that wish to join the North Atlantic security com-
munity. Besides testing the intentions and institutions of applicant states, this 
probationary status is intended to enable members of the security community to dis-
tinguish whether applicants are making instrumental choices or are adopting the 
shared identity.8 In addition, their partnership in common economic and security 
enterprises is meant to play a major role in changing the identities of the applicants to 
make them ‘more like us’.

The OSCE has taken a different approach. Rather than waiting for ‘the other’ to 
change its identity and interests before it can be admitted to the security community-
building institution, the OSCE has incorporated, from the outset, all states that 
express a political will to live up to the standards and norms of the security commu-
nity, hoping to transform their identities and interests. Thus, the OSCE is building 
security by means of inclusion rather than exclusion or conditional future inclusion. 
According to Paul Schroeder, since the end of World War II, international order 
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increasingly depends on ‘associations’ based on a normative consensus that ‘certain 
kinds of international conduct[…]had to be ruled out as incompatible with [states] 
general security and welfare’, and on the power of these associations to offer and deny 
‘membership’ […].9

Liberal pluralistic security communities

[…] In communities where ideologies consecrate state goals and condone every pos-
sible means that can lead to the achievement of these goals, individuals and states 
know that one day their fellow community members might stab them in the back, just 
as they themselves, given the chance, would do. Thus, the mere fact that people in 
different territorial spaces share knowledge does not lead them to feel safe from 
organised violence. In other words, while people within totalitarian communities 
may achieve shared understandings, they are most unlikely to develop mutual trust.10 
The quality of the relationship between people is crucial. Accordingly, security com-
munities are socially constructed and rest on shared practical knowledge of the peaceful 
resolution of confl icts.11 Moreover, security communities are socially constructed 
because shared meanings, constituted by interaction, engender collective identities.12 
They are dependent on communication, discourse, and interpretation, as well as on 
material environments.

Practical shared knowledge of the peaceful resolution of confl icts goes a long way 
in explaining why the majority of existing security communities developed out of 
liberal community-regions. This knowledge, however, characterises only parts of the 
world, is associated to collective historical experiences, and is related to British hege-
mony in the nineteenth century and American hegemony in the twentieth century, 
which helped diffuse and institutionalise liberal values.13

Practical liberal knowledge of the peaceful resolution of disputes is not just insti-
tutionalised in the memories of élites, but it is also being continually reconstituted 
through the dense networks of relationships among civil societies and their members. 
This knowledge becomes an identity marker that helps to create the boundaries 
between ‘us’ and ‘them’. In other words, liberal community-regions become security 
communities because of intersubjective understandings among people, their shared 
sense of identity, and their common notion that they inhabit a non-territorial region, 
or space, where, being at home, they can feel safe.14 Accordingly, in theory, it is pos-
sible to identify a liberal community-region without it being a security community, 
but it is very likely to become a security community.

However, since security communities are socially constructed, non-liberal com-
munity regions may develop into security communities. First, liberal international 
institutions may socialise non-liberal states into adopting and institutionalising 
‘selected’ liberal practices. Second, non-liberal ideologies – for example, a shared 
ideology of development perhaps similar to that pursued by Southeast Asian states – 
may promote a joint project characterised by increasing interdependence and the 
development of common institutions. Such a project might conceivably promote col-
lective purposes around which emerge a shared identity and, thereafter, dependable 
expectations of peaceful change.15 However, liberal and non-liberal community-
regions cannot become security communities unless their shared knowledge of the 
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peaceful settlement of disputes is institutionalised in some kind of rule of law or 
regulation structure that generates trust – ‘the expectation that another’s behaviour 
will be predictably friendly’.16

In liberal democracies, for example, this practical intersubjective knowledge is 
part of a ‘civic culture’,17 whose concepts of role of government, legitimacy, duties of 
citizenship, and the rule of law constitute the identities of individuals.18 The behav-
iour of member-states in a pluralistic security community reproduces this civic cul-
ture, which, in turn, constructs a community-region civic culture. This culture further 
helps to constitute the identities and interests of the individuals, élites, and organisa-
tions whose interactions form the community. Unstable democracies and non-
democracies are characterised by an absence of these shared understandings.19 In a 
liberal community-region, people learn the practices and behaviour that differentiate 
aggressive states from peaceful states. In other words, each side develops a common 
knowledge of ‘the other’s dovishness’.20 In this sense, the democratic nature of a state 
becomes an indicator of its ‘dovishness’.21 […]

Furthermore, liberal democracies and their civic cultures encourage the creation 
of strong civil societies – and of transnational networks and processes – that promote 
community bonds and a common identity through the relatively free interpenetration 
of societies, particularly with regard to the movement and exchange of people, goods, 
and ideas.22 […] Moreover, social networks constituted around liberal norms facili-
tate the transfer of democratic norms and practices to societies that lack them.23 
[…]

Flows of private transactions in conjunction with transnational institutions (such 
as epistemic communities and non-governmental organisations (NGOs)) and com-
munity law (such as European Union law) can play important roles in transmitting 
and diffusing shared normative and causal beliefs of a civic culture. […] International 
institutions – which provide a forum in which state and non-state representatives 
debate and bargain about their understandings and interests, and in which ideas fl ow 
back and forth between the domestic and international arenas – can play similar, if 
not, indeed, more important roles than civic cultures. 24 […]
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TH E  1 1 - W E E K  B O M B I N G  campaign conducted by NATO in spring 
1999 against the Federal Republic of   Yugoslavia (FRY) has many claims to unique-

ness. It was the fi rst sustained use of armed force by the NATO alliance in its 50-year 
existence; the fi rst time a major use of destructive armed force had been undertaken 
with the stated purpose of implementing UN Security Council resolutions but with-
out Security Council authorisation; the fi rst major bombing campaign intended to 
bring a halt to crimes against humanity being committed by a state within its own 
borders; and the fi rst bombing campaign of which it could be claimed that it had on 
its own, and without sustained land operations, brought about a major change of 
policy by the target government.

NATO leaders were reluctant to call their action ‘war’. However, it was war – 
albeit war of a peculiarly asymmetric kind. It indisputably involved large-scale and 
opposed use of force against a foreign state and its armed forces. Because it was justi-
fi ed principally in terms of stopping actual and anticipated Serb killings and expul-
sions in the Serbian province of Kosovo, the campaign was sometimes colloquially 
called a ‘humanitarian war’. Whatever the nomenclature, Operation Allied Force marked 
a high point in the increasing emphasis on human rights and humanitarian issues which 
has been a striking feature of international relations in the post-1945 era. For theore-
ticians of international relations it represented a further remarkable twist in the 
strange and long-running association between the supposedly hard-nosed and ‘realist’ 
factor of force, and the supposedly soft and ‘idealist’ factor of international humani-
tarian and human-rights norms.

The date of 24 March 1999 was doubly signifi cant for human rights in interna-
tional relations. It was the day when the Appeal Chamber of the UK House of Lords, 
following a second hearing of the matter, announced its decision that, in principle, 
Chilean ex-President Augusto Pinochet could be extradited to Spain. This ruling was 
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a landmark in the evolution of the idea that there are some crimes so extreme that a 
leader responsible for them, despite the principle of sovereign immunity, can be 
extradited and tried in foreign courts. NATO’s Operation Allied Force was also launched 
on 24 March. The operation was announced at the start as based on the idea (closely 
related to the one advanced in the Pinochet decision) that there are some crimes so 
extreme that a state responsible for them, despite the principle of sovereignty, may 
properly be the subject of military intervention.

The international human-rights movement – a huge array of individuals, non-
governmental organisations (NGOs), inter-governmental bodies and more – was 
deeply divided over Operation Allied Force. This reaction was not surprising: the human-
rights movement was naturally unhappy to see human rights and international 
humanitarian law become a basis for initiating war. In particular it was doubtful about 
the air campaign, because in the short term it failed to stop, and probably even exac-
erbated, extreme violence against Kosovars. […]

* * *
[…] [T]here was an international legal basis for the action taken by NATO over 
Kosovo. The two main planks of the legal basis (one consisting of requirements in 
Security Council resolutions, the other drawing on general international law), both 
placed central emphasis on the protection of the inhabitants of Kosovo. However, any 
justifi cation of ‘humanitarian intervention’ along these lines is subject to four impor-
tant caveats.

● Since no existing international legal instrument provides explicitly for forcible 
military intervention within a state on humanitarian grounds, neither of the 
main arguments indicated above gives an incontestable basis for the NATO 
action. It is thus in the nature of things that different individuals and states see 
the matter differently.

● The question of the military means pursued by NATO to secure the proclaimed 
political and humanitarian ends was bound to affect judgements about the 
legality of the operation. NATO’s reliance on bombing did give rise to ques-
tions (discussed further below) about its appropriateness so far as protecting 
the inhabitants of Kosovo was concerned, and about its conformity with the 
laws of war.

● The argument that a regional alliance has a general right and even a duty to act 
as vigilante for UN Security Council resolutions, while it may have the consid-
erable merit of ensuring that such resolutions are taken seriously, could also 
create a risk of undermining international inhibitions against the use of force.

● Questions were inevitably raised about the selectivity of the action taken by 
NATO. The obvious question raised by Serbs was why NATO had acted over 
Kosovo when nothing had been done to stop the Croatian government’s ethnic 
cleansing of Serbs from the Krajina in 1995: that episode has been conveniently 
expunged from Western collective memories, but it is not forgotten in Belgrade, 
where the refugees from Croatia are still a conspicuous presence. There were 
many other equally pertinent questions, not least why NATO had not acted 
with equal resolve against the FRY when Yugoslav forces had attacked Dubrovnik 
and Vukovar in Croatia in 1991–92.
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The motives for the NATO military action included many elements which were not 
purely humanitarian, and not exclusively concerned with Kosovo. Apart from ele-
ments [such as] […] already mentioned (guilt over past inaction regarding Bosnia, and 
concern over peace and security in the region generally), factors infl uencing the deci-
sions of NATO states included their reluctance to accept large numbers of refugees 
on a permanent basis. A further key element was NATO’s credibility: having become 
deeply involved in 1998 in international diplomacy regarding Kosovo, particularly in 
making military threats to Belgrade and in underwriting agreements, NATO would 
indeed have lost credibility had it not acted after it became apparent that agreements 
were not being observed. Needless to say, other more sinister motives were attrib-
uted to NATO. […]

The available evidence suggests that the critical considerations impelling NATO 
to take action were those of humanity and credibility. […]

The reliance on air-power

The NATO campaign was overwhelmingly in the air. […]
How did it happen that the ancient and ever-contested idea of ‘humanitarian inter-

vention’ came to be associated with bombing? […] In the long history of legal debates 
about humanitarian intervention, there has been a consistent failure to address directly 
the question of the methods used in such interventions. It is almost as if the labelling 
of an intervention as ‘humanitarian’ provides suffi cient justifi cation in itself, and there 
is no need to think further about the aims of the operation or the means employed – or 
indeed to understand the society in which the intervention occurs. […]

[…] A problem which has stalked all interventions with a basically humanitarian 
purpose in the 1990s is that the Western powers that are willing to intervene militar-
ily are reluctant to accept the risk of casualties. This leads to particular modes of 
operation, such as hesitant and temporary military involvements, and reliance on air-
power, that may confl ict with the supposed humanitarian aims of the operation. […]

* * *

The laws of war

While most of the NATO bombing campaign was accurate and was directed at legiti-
mate targets, certain actions did raise questions about whether NATO, in pursuing its 
humanitarian war, was observing all the requirements of the laws of war (interna-
tional humanitarian law). These requirements overlap with, and are not necessarily 
antithetical to, those of military effi ciency. […]

The emphasis on air-power in this campaign, coupled with the reluctance to risk 
the lives of servicemen, exposed certain problems about the extent to which NATO 
was able to perform its military tasks effectively and to minimise damage to civilians. 
In particular, the use of smart weapons, and the practice of bombing from 15,000 
feet, were associated with certain problems so far as the safety of civilians and of 
neutral states were concerned. These included:
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● Collateral damage, for example in the cases in which passenger trains and buses 
were crossing bridges at the moment when bombs hit.

● Errors in identifying and attacking targets, including misidentifi cation of the 
functions of particular buildings (for example, the Chinese embassy), and weap-
ons going astray.

● Pressure to attack fi xed targets such as buildings, bridges and electricity instal-
lations, because they are easier to identify and destroy by such means than are 
moving targets. Since most military assets are either mobile or capable of con-
cealment and hardening, the pressure to attack fi xed targets meant, in practice, 
pressure to attack targets whose destruction had a signifi cant effect on the civil-
ian population.

The damage to civilians and to neutral states which resulted from such problems do 
not begin to compare, in any grim comparison of losses, with the effects of the ethnic 
cleansing in Kosovo. Such damage may indeed be inevitable in war. Yet it is a salutary 
reminder that there are moral problems with the whole idea of the low-risk waging 
of war. A further diffi culty arose from the possible environmental effects of certain 
NATO actions, including the release of chemicals resulting from certain air attacks, 
and the use of toxic materials (especially depleted uranium) in weapons and quanti-
ties of unexploded ordnance which was a serious hazard after the war.1 […]

* * *
[…] Many lessons will be drawn from the Kosovo action, including some hard ones 
about the virtues, and limits, of operating in a large and disparate alliance. At times, 
NATO showed the classic problem of a large international organisation in its inability 
to agree on more than a lowest common denominator. NATO also experienced 
tensions due to the fact that the US supplied about 85% of the effective power in the 
bombing campaign, a fi gure which demands refl ection about European readiness for 
independent security policies. Only with the entry of KFOR into Kosovo in June was 
the imbalance in military burden-sharing visibly redressed.

During the war, the question was often raised as to whether a general doctrine 
justifying humanitarian intervention could be developed. As Blair said in his Chicago 
speech on 22 April:

The most pressing foreign policy problem we face is to identify the cir-
cumstances in which we should get involved in other people’s confl icts. 
Non-interference has long been considered an important principle of 
international order. And it is not one we would want to jettison too 
readily … But the principle of non-interference must be qualifi ed in 
import ant respects. Acts of genocide can never be a purely internal matter. 
When oppression produces massive fl ows of refugees which unsettle 
neighbouring countries they can properly be described as ‘threats to 
international peace and security’.2

Blair went on to list fi ve major considerations which might help in decisions on ‘when 
and whether to intervene’:
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First, are we sure of our case? War is an imperfect instrument of righting 
humanitarian distress; but armed force is sometimes the only means of 
dealing with dictators. Second, have we exhausted all diplomatic options? 
We should always give peace every chance, as we have in the case of 
Kosovo. Third, on the basis of a practical assessment of the situation, are 
there military operations we can sensibly and prudently undertake? 
Fourth, are we prepared for the long term? In the past we talked too 
much of exit strategies. But having made a commitment we cannot simply 
walk away once the fi ght is over; better to stay with moderate numbers of 
troops than return for repeat performances with large numbers. And 
fi nally, do we have national interests involved? The mass expulsion of 
ethnic Albanians from Kosovo demanded the notice of the rest of the 
world. But it does make a difference that this is taking place in such a 
combustible part of Europe.

Subsequent attempts to develop any general doctrine regarding the circumstances in 
which humanitarian intervention may be justifi ed have run into predictable diffi cul-
ties. Two enduring and inescapable problems are: fi rst, that most states in the inter-
national community are nervous about justifying in advance a type of operation 
which might further increase the power of major powers, and might be used against 
them; and second, NATO members and other states are uneasy about creating a 
doctrine which might oblige them to intervene in a situation where they were not 
keen to do so.

Operation Allied Force will contribute to a trend towards seeing certain humanitar-
ian and legal norms inescapably bound up with conceptions of national interest.3 It 
may occupy a modest place as one halting step in a developing but still contested 
practice of using force in defence of international norms.

However, the unique circumstances in which Operation Allied Force took place, and 
the problems which the campaign exposed, militate against drawing simple conclu-
sions about humanitarian intervention or about the capacity of bombing alone to 
induce compliance. In the international community, the NATO campaign was the 
subject of deep differences of opinion, based on diverging perceptions and interests 
which are not going to change suddenly. The fact that the campaign failed in the 
intended manner to avert a humanitarian disaster in the short term, even though it 
did eventually stop it, makes it a questionable model of humanitarian intervention. 
The uncomfortable paradox involved – that a military campaign against ethnic cleans-
ing culminated in a settlement in which the majority of Serbs resident in Kosovo 
departed – must reinforce the sense that humanitarian operations cannot suddenly 
transform a political landscape full of moral complexity. The advanced-weapons-sys-
tems bombing, although extraordinarily accurate, gave rise to serious questions about 
its effectiveness against armed forces and its impact on civilians. The reluctance of 
NATO governments to risk the lives of their forces, the diffi culty in developing a 
credible threat of land operations and, above all, the narrowness of the line between 
success and failure, suggest that the many lessons to be drawn from these events 
should be on a more modest scale than any grand general doctrines of humanitarian 
intervention.[…]
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Defi ning economic sanctions

STAT E S  U S E  E C O N O M I C  pressure against other states for a variety of 
political purposes. There are two main categories of international economic weap-

ons – trade restrictions and fi nancial restrictions – each of which can be employed 
with varying intensity and scope. For example, trade may be suspended completely or 
tariffs merely raised slightly; fi nancial fl ows may be wholly or partially blocked or 
assets seized; the entire opposing economy may be targeted or just one critical sector. 
Although the same economic weapons can be employed in support of different polit-
ical goals, different political purposes yield different strategies. There are three main 
strategies of international economic pressure: economic sanctions, trade wars, and 
economic warfare.

Economic sanctions seek to lower the aggregate economic welfare of a target 
state by reducing international trade in order to coerce the target government to 
change its political behavior. Sanctions can coerce either directly, by persuading the 
target government that the issues at stake are not worth the price, or indirectly, by 
inducing popular pressure to force the government to concede, or by inducing a 
popular revolt that overthrows the government, resulting in the establishment of a 
government that will make the concessions.1 Although coercers may suspend trade 
either comprehensively or partially, economic sanctions characteristically aim to 
impose costs on the economy as a whole. Partial trade suspensions are generally 
adopted either as part of a calculated strategy to signal the potential of still worse pain 
to come if the target fails to comply, or as a second-best measure because more press-
ing domestic or international political constraints rule out comprehensive pressure. 
Accordingly, the most important measure of the intensity of economic sanctions is 
aggregate gross national product (GNP) loss over time.
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ECONOMIC SANCTIONS

Source: ‘Why economic sanctions do not work’, International Security, vol. 22, no. 2, Fall 1997, pp. 90–136.
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A trade war is when a state threatens to infl ict economic harm or actually infl icts 
it in order to persuade the target state to agree to terms of trade more favorable to 
the coercing state.2 Because trade wars seek to redirect the course of ongoing trade 
relations, they typically occur between established trade partners. Unlike economic 
sanctions, trade wars do not seek to infl uence the target state’s political behavior but 
rather its international economic policies, and those only to the extent that they affect 
the wealth of the coercing state. When the United States threatens China with eco-
nomic punishment if it does not respect human rights, that is an economic sanction; 
when punishment is threatened over copyright infringement, that is a trade war. 
Accordingly, the most important measure of the pressure of a trade war is the change 
in the price that the target state receives (or must pay) for an affected good or 
service.

Economic warfare seeks to weaken an adversary’s aggregate economic potential 
in order to weaken its military capabilities, either in a peacetime arms race or in an 
ongoing war. This strategy assumes that the greater a state’s overall productive capac-
ity, the greater its ability to produce technologically sophisticated weapons and to 
mobilize people and wealth for military use. Unlike the fi rst two strategies, economic 
warfare does not seek to coerce the target by infl icting economic pain. To the extent 
that it coerces at all, it does so by persuading the target state that its reduced military 
strength makes certain political objectives unattainable.3 As a result, the most 
important measure of the pressure of economic warfare is the change in military 
production.4

Although some might use the term “economic sanctions” to apply to all three 
strategies, this is not the common practice, because it would be conceptually unwieldy 
and it would confuse policymakers about what they most want to know: when the 
strategy of economic sanctions can change another state’s behavior without resorting 
to military force.5 […]

Accepting this looser standard for sanctions success would be a mistake for two 
reasons. First, the determinants of success for different categories of goals are not 
likely to be the same, and thus require separate theoretical investigations. A standard 
of success that lumps them all together risks losing information essential to building 
such theories. For example, knowing whether a certain type of economic sanction 
often helps the coercer government’s standing in the polls tells us little about whether 
the same sanctions, or other instruments, would be likely to succeed in coercing 
target states to change their political behavior. Theories of the determinants of success 
in trade disputes or economic warfare or of international economic threats as a 
domestic political tool can and should be constructed, but they are not the same as a 
theory of economic sanctions. Second, beyond a certain point, excessively loose 
operationalization of dependent variables not only hinders theory building but departs 
from science altogether. Baldwin argues that the mere imposition of economic sanc-
tions should automatically qualify as a success: “to make the target of an infl uence 
attempt pay a price for non-compliance is to be at least partially successful.”6 If failure 
is defi ned to be impossible, the dependent variable cannot vary and the theory cannot 
be falsifi ed. […]

Evaluating the record of economic sanctions requires a standard of success. Given 
their coercive purpose, economic sanctions should be credited with success if they 
meet three criteria: (1) the target state conceded to a signifi cant part of the coercer’s 
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demands;7 (2) economic sanctions were threatened or actually applied before the 
target changed its behavior; and (3) no more-credible explanation exists for the tar-
get’s change of behavior. The most common alternative explanations involve the use 
of force (including military conquest), coercion by the threat of overwhelming mili-
tary force, and covert use of force, such as foreign-sponsored assassinations and coups. 
Determining rules for how much credit for the outcome should be assigned to eco-
nomic sanctions in these mixed cases depends on the type of military force that deter-
mined the outcome.

Military conquest, when it occurs, is always a more credible explanation than 
economic sanctions because the target state’s failure to concede before military defeat 
is in itself evidence of the failure of coercion.8 Showing that economic pressure weak-
ened the target’s military capability and thus accelerated military conquest would 
count as a success for economic warfare; however, it does not count as evidence that 
the target state would have conceded had force not been used or if just a little more 
economic pain had been infl icted. Such cases may tell us that economic pressure can 
make military force more effective, but they do not imply that economic sanctions 
alone can achieve comparable goals.

Change of government by assassination or military coup is also evidence of the 
failure of coercion against the deposed government. Deciding if economic sanctions 
should be assigned any causal weight depends on whether economic sanctions led to 
a change in the target state’s regime without the sanctioning state either making other, 
more direct assurances to the coup plotters to inspire them to act or providing them 
the necessary means to succeed.

Distinguishing coercion by military threat from economic coercion is the most 
diffi cult task, because it requires assessing how the target weighed both pressures. The 
critical evidence is the timing of concessions in relation to specifi c military threats or 
economic sanctions. If the concessions were made long after economic sanctions were 
threatened or imposed but shortly after a military threat, then, barring credible con-
temporary statements by the target state decision makers to the contrary, military 
force should be assumed to have determined the outcome. When economic and mili-
tary threats occur nearly simultaneously, say, only days apart, then the only evidence 
that can disentangle the weight of these two factors is credible contemporary state-
ments by the target state decision makers. If such statements are unavailable for these 
cases, they should be coded as indeterminate. […]

* * *

Why economic sanctions will not become more important

Even if sanctions become somewhat more effective after the Cold War, they still have 
far to go before they can be a reliable alternative to military force. First, sanctions 
have been successful less than 5 percent of the time […]. Thus the world would have 
to change considerably before sanctions could become a credible alternative to force. 
Second, it is not clear that the early burst of political cooperation among the world’s 
leading economic powers that we saw in the early 1990s will continue. […] Third, the 
key reason sanctions fail is not related to the cooperation of sanctioning states but to 
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the nature of the target. Iraq, for example, has been subjected to the most extreme 
sanctions in history – 48 percent of its GNP has been eliminated by sanctions for over 
fi ve years – and it has not buckled. Rather, the key reason that sanctions fail is that 
modern states are not fragile.9

Nationalism often makes states and societies willing to endure considerable pun-
ishment rather than abandon their national interests. States involved in coercive dis-
putes often accept high costs, including civilian suffering, to achieve their objectives. 
Democratization further imbues individual citizens with a personal attachment to 
national goals. Even in the weakest and most fractured states, external pressure is 
more likely to enhance the nationalist legitimacy of rulers than to undermine it.10 In 
some situations, advances in communication further improve the ability of govern-
ments to enhance the legitimacy of the state and its policies. Even much more severe 
punishment than economic sanctions can possibly infl ict rarely coerces. […] In addi-
tion, modern states can adjust to minimize their vulnerability to economic sanctions, 
because administrative capabilities allow states to mitigate the economic damage of 
sanctions through substitution and other techniques. Coercers never anticipate all the 
adjustments and reworking that targets can devise, including endless varieties of con-
servation, substitution, and more effi cient methods of allocation. […] Economic 
adjustment also buys time to seek alternatives, such as other trading partners or 
smuggling, and over time economic and political costs suffered by the sanctioner may 
increase. […]

Even unpopular ruling élites can often protect themselves and their supporters 
by shifting the economic burden of sanctions onto opponents or disenfranchised 
groups. […]

Fourth, the deductive case that greater multilateral cooperation will make eco-
nomic sanctions more effective relies on two expectations: that greater coopera-
tion will increase the economic punishment on target states and, more critically, 
that increased punishment will make targets more likely to concede. The second 
proposition is dubious. If it were valid, we should expect to fi nd a signifi cant cor-
relation in past cases between economic loss to the target state and the success of 
sanctions […].
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FO R  N E A R LY  T H R E E  centuries, the accepted international norm has 
been that only nation-states should be permitted to fi ght wars. Not surprisingly, 

the rise of private military companies in the 1990s – and the possibility that they may 
view confl ict as a legitimate business activity – has provoked outrage and prompted 
calls for them to be outlawed. The popular press has labeled these companies “mercen-
aries” and “dogs of war,” conjuring up images of freebooting and rampaging Rambos 
overthrowing weak – usually African – governments. […]

But is this depiction fair? Certainly these soldiers might meet the three most 
widely accepted criteria defi ning a mercenary: They are foreign to a confl ict; they are 
motivated chiefl y by fi nancial gain; and, in some cases, they have participated directly 
in combat. They differ signifi cantly, however, from infamous characters such as 
Irishman “Mad” Mike Hoare and Frenchman Bob Denard, who fought in the Congo 
and elsewhere in the 1960s. What most sets today’s military companies apart is their 
approach. They have a distinct corporate character, have openly defended their useful-
ness and professionalism, have used internationally accepted legal and fi nancial instru-
ments to secure their deals, and so far have supported only recognized governments 
and avoided regimes unpalatable to the international community. […]

Dismissing private-sector military personnel as little more than modern-day sol-
diers of fortune would not only be simplistic but would obscure the broader issues 
that these military companies raise. […]

These guns for hire

Private military forces are as old as warfare itself.[…]
In the past decade, […] the increasing inability of weak governments to counter 

internal violence has created a ready market for private military forces. This demand 
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PRIVATE MILITARY COMPANIES

Source: ‘Outsourcing war’, Foreign Policy, no.112, Fall 1998, pp. 68–81.
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has also been fueled by a shift in Western priorities. The strategic interests of major 
powers in countries such as Mozambique, Rwanda, and Sierra Leone have declined 
with the end of the Cold War. As a result, Western countries are more reluctant to 
intervene militarily in weak states, and their politicians are disinclined to explain 
casualties to their electorates. Furthermore, Western armies, designed primarily to 
fi ght the sophisticated international confl icts envisaged by Cold War strategists, are ill 
equipped to tackle low-intensity civil wars, with their complicated ethnic agendas, 
blurred boundaries between combatants and civilians, and loose military hierarchies. 
The failed U.S.-led involvement in Somalia in 1993 reinforced American resolve 
never to enter a confl ict unless vital domestic interests were at stake.

Meanwhile, UN peacekeeping efforts have fallen victim to Western governments’ 
fears of sustaining casualties, becoming entangled in expanding confl icts, and incur-
ring escalating costs. The number of personnel in UN operations has fallen from a 
peak of 76,000 in 1994 to around 15,000 today. Multilateral interventions appear 
increasingly likely to be limited to situations where the UN gains the consent of the 
warring parties rather than – as allowed under Chapter VII of the UN Charter – to be 
designed to enforce a peace on reluctant belligerents. Bilateral, as well as multilateral, 
commitments have also been trimmed. France’s long-standing deployment of troops 
in its former African colonies, for example, has declined: French troops will be cut by 
40 percent to about 5,000 by 2000. Paris has stated that it will no longer engage in 
unilateral military interventions in Africa, effectively creating a strategic vacuum.

The increasing inability of weak governments to counter internal violence 
has created a ready market for private military forces

Into this gap have stepped today’s private military companies. Most such enterprises 
hail from South Africa, the United Kingdom, the United States, and occasionally 
France and Israel. They all share essentially the same goals: to improve their client’s 
military capability, thereby allowing that client to function better in war or deter 
confl ict more effectively. This process might involve military assessments, training, or 
occasionally weapons procurement. Direct involvement in combat is less common, 
although two companies, Executive Outcomes (EO) of South Africa and Sandline 
International of Great Britain, advertise their skills in this area. EO has provided 
training and strategic advice to the armed forces of Angola and Sierra Leone; its 
apartheid-era soldiers have fought in both countries.

Other companies, such as Military Professional Resources Incorporated (MPRI), 
a Virginia-based fi rm headed by retired U.S. army generals, has limited its services to 
training and has hired former U.S. military personnel to develop the military forces 
of Bosnia-Herzegovina and Croatia. Some organizations engage in more passive activ-
ities, such as protecting premises and people. The British company Defence Systems 
Limited, for example, guards embassies and protects the interests of corporations 
working in unstable areas. Other outfi ts provide businesses with risk analyses, and 
several have developed specialist expertise in resolving the kidnapping incidents that 
plague fi rms operating in Latin America.

Military companies are unfettered by political constraints. They view confl ict as a 
business opportunity and have taken advantage of the pervasive infl uence of economic 
liberalism in the late twentieth century. They have also been quick to adapt to the 
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complex agendas of civil wars. Their ability to operate has been enhanced by an expanded 
pool of military expertise made available by reductions in Western forces. Many recruits 
come from highly disciplined military units, such as the British Special Air Service and 
the South African and American special forces. Likewise, cheap and accessible Soviet-
made weaponry has helped strengthen the companies’ capabilities. […]

The lure of rich resources and the risks of exploiting them in unstable areas are 
powerful incentives for [western mining] companies to [hire private military com-
panies to restore order and] maintain stability in weak states. This motivation can also 
chime with a government’s own wishes. A mining company depends on security to 
protect its investments; a beleaguered government buys increased security to shore up 
its rule, while the prospect of mining revenues can supplement its coffers. Furthermore, 
a military company, while strengthening its client government’s military performance, 
protects a mining company’s operations because revenues from these sources guaran-
tee its payment. In the developing world, minerals and hardwoods may soon emerge 
as the currency of stability. The source of payment is a crucial difference between the 
intervention of a military company and that of the UN, which is funded by donors, not 
by the state in question. Coupling multinational companies with an external security 
force potentially gives foreigners powerful leverage over a government and its affairs – 
a risk that some governments appear willing to take. […]

Another trend, reminiscent of the privateers of earlier centuries, is the willing-
ness of private military companies to act as proxies for Western governments [which] 
[…] allow policymakers to achieve their foreign-policy goals free from the need to 
secure public approval and safe in the knowledge that should the situation deteriorate, 
offi cial participation can be fudged. […]

The future of peacekeeping?

Some private military companies, such as EO, possess suffi cient coercive capability to 
break a stalemate in a confl ict. Unlike multinational forces, they do not act impartially 
but are hired to win a confl ict (or deter it) on the client’s terms. EO and Sandline 
International have argued that military force has an underutilized potential to bring 
confl icts to a close. However, bludgeoning the other side into accepting a peace agree-
ment runs in diametric opposition to most academic studies of confl ict resolution 
[…] These studies center on consent: bringing warring sides together with the 
implicit assumption that each wants to negotiate an end to the war. […]

The fl aw in this [mainstream] approach is that according to recent empirical stud-
ies, outright victories, rather than negotiated peace settlements, have ended the 
greater part of the twentieth century’s internal confl icts. […]

[…] [This] illustrates that it is better to acknowledge the existence [and partici-
pation] of military companies and engage them politically than to ignore them and 
hope that somehow a peace agreement will stay intact.

Regulating the market

Since the demand for military force is unlikely to end anytime soon, military com-
panies, in their various guises, appear here to stay. Should there be some attempt to 
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regulate them, or is it the right of sovereign states – as with the purchase of weap-
onry – to employ who they wish as long as they ensure that their employees behave 
within acceptable bounds? There is widespread discomfort with a laissez-faire 
approach, most of it caused by military companies’ lack of accountability. Although 
most military companies have only worked for legitimate governments, there is little 
to stop them from working for rebel movements in the future.

To make matters even more complicated, deciding which is the “legitimate” side 
in a civil confl ict is not always straightforward. Many modern governments were 
once classifi ed as “insurgents” or “terrorists” while in opposition, among them South 
Africa’s  African National Congress and Ugandan president Yoweri Museveni’s National 
Resistance Army. The governments that grew out of these movements are now inter-
nationally recognized.

There is little to stop military companies from working for rebel movements 
in the future

Military companies are motivated fi rst and foremost by profi t and are responsible 
primarily to their shareholders. Consequently, fi nancial losses, in spite of any strategic 
or political considerations, may prompt a company to pull out. There are also few 
checks on their adherence to human-rights conventions. The problem is not a lack of 
human-rights law. During times of war, the employees of military companies fall 
under the auspices of Common Article 3 of the Geneva Conventions, which is binding 
on all combatants. They are also bound by a state’s obligations to UN human-rights 
conventions as “agents” of the government that employs them. What is absent is ade-
quate independent observation of their activities – a feature common to all parties in 
a confl ict but especially characteristic of military companies that have no permanent 
attachments to national governments.

Efforts at controlling mercenaries through international law in the 1960s and 
1970s were led by African states that faced a skeptical reception from the United 
States and major European powers. The most accepted defi nition of a mercenary, 
found in Article 47 of the 1977 Additional Protocols to the Geneva Conventions, is so 
riddled with loopholes that few international-law scholars believe it could withstand 
the rigors of the courtroom. International apathy is palpable. France and the United 
States have not signed the Additional Protocols, and the UN’s 1989 International 
Convention against the Recruitment, Use, Financing, and Training of Mercenaries has 
attracted only 12 signatories. Three of these signatories, Angola, the former Yugoslavia, 
and the former Zaire, have gone on to employ mercenaries. Most states have domes-
tic laws that ban mercenaries but few, if any, have acted on them. Britain’s Foreign 
Enlistment Act, for example, was introduced in 1870, and there has yet to be a pros-
ecution. […]

[…] Military companies are mostly registered offshore and can easily relocate to 
other countries, making it diffi cult to pin them down under specifi c jurisdictions. A 
growing trend is for international companies to form joint ventures with local com-
panies, avoiding the effects of the legislation in any one country. […] Companies can 
also easily disguise their activities by purporting to be security companies performing 
protection services while actually engaging in more coercive military operations.

The principal obstacle to regulating private military companies has been the ten-
dency to brand them as “mercenaries” of the kind witnessed in Africa 30 years ago, 
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rather than to recognize them as multinational entrepreneurs eager to solidify their 
legitimacy. Consequently, regulation can be best achieved through constructive 
engagement. This process would likely expose governments and international institu-
tions to accusations of sanctioning the use of “soldiers of fortune” to shore up the 
international system. Yet, this tack offers the international community greater lever-
age to infl uence the activities of companies that believe legitimacy is the key to their 
future growth and prosperity. […]

Engagement could well begin with dialogue between key multilateral institutions 
and the private military sector. Liaison at senior levels of the UN, for example, is 
needed, and the Department of Peacekeeping is an obvious starting point. UN fi eld 
personnel should be permitted to contact military companies and plan strategies for 
confl ict resolution where appropriate. […] Direct engagement could also provide an 
opportunity to lay out a code of conduct that might incorporate more specifi c opera-
tional issues rising from the work of military companies. Observation of companies 
such as EO to ensure that they adhere to basic principles of warfare is needed, some-
thing in which the International Committee of the Red Cross could take a lead.

The prospect that private military companies might gain some degree of legiti-
macy within the international community begs the question as to whether these fi rms 
could take on UN peacekeeping functions and improve on UN efforts. Military com-
panies see this as an area of potential growth and are quick to point out the advantages 
they offer. There is no denying that they are cheaper than UN operations […] [and 
that] […] there is no doubt that they can mobilize more quickly and appear less sensi-
tive to casualties. However, accepting a UN mandate or conditions may also under-
mine a company’s effectiveness. […]

Give war a chance

Policymakers and multilateral organizations have paid little attention to private-sec-
tor involvement in wars. Yet low-intensity confl icts – the type that military companies 
have specialized in up to now – will be the wars that prevail in the fi rst part of the 
twenty-fi rst century. Their virulence and random nature could undermine the viabil-
ity of many nation-states. These wars defy orthodox means of resolution, thus creat-
ing the circumstances that have contributed to the expansion of military companies 
into this area.

Confl ict resolution theory needs to look more closely at the impact of coercion, 
not dismiss it. Military companies may in fact offer new possibilities for building 
peace that, while not universal in applicability, can hasten the end to a war and limit 
loss of life. Moreover, there is no evidence that private-sector intervention will erode 
the state. Despite the commercial motives of military companies, their interventions, 
if anything, have strengthened the ability of governments to control their territory. 
Yet, military companies are unlikely to resolve confl icts in the long term. Political 
intervention and postconfl ict peacebuilding efforts are still necessary.

Although the UN’s special rapporteur on the use of mercenaries has acknow-
ledged the diffi culties in equating military companies with mercenaries, the debate 
has not moved beyond that point. Admittedly, the UN is in a sticky position. Although 
some member states have condemned the use of military companies, others have 
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employed their services or condoned their operations. Meanwhile, the future of pri-
vate military interests looks bright. […] The most rapid expansion is likely to be 
linked to the protection of commercial interests, although these can act as a spring-
board for more aggressive, military actions alongside local companies and power bro-
kers. Mainstream companies, from the United States in particular, are also likely to 
encroach into low-intensity confl ict areas. With backing from a cautious administra-
tion not wanting to forego strategic infl uence, the temptation to use military compa-
nies might prove irresistible.

Regulation of military companies will be problematic, given the diversity of their 
services and the breadth of their market niche. Yet, in many respects, the private 
military industry is no different from any other sector in the global economy that is 
required to conform to codes of practice – except that in the former’s case, the risk 
of political instability and social mayhem is amplifi ed if more unscrupulous actors 
become involved. […]

Want to know more?

Mercenaries have been around for as long as warfare itself. For detailed accounts of 
their history, see Anthony Mockler’s Mercenaries (London: MacDonald, 1969) and 
Janice Thomson’s Mercenaries, Pirates & Sovereigns: State-Building and Extraterritorial 
Violence in Early Modern Europe (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1996).

Several recent articles and studies scrutinize private military companies and their 
activities worldwide: David Shearer’s Private Armies and Military Intervention, Adelphi 
Paper 316 (New York: International Institute for Strategic Studies, February 1998); 
William Shawcross’ “In Praise of Sandline” (The Spectator, August 1, 1998); Al J. 
Venter’s “Market Forces: How Hired Guns Succeeded Where the United Nations 
Failed” (Jane’s International Defense Review, March 1, 1998); Ken Silverstein’s “Privatizing 
War” (The Nation, July 28, 1997); and David Isenberg’s Soldiers of Fortune Ltd.: A Profi le 
of Today’s Private Sector Corporate Mercenary Firms (Washington: Center for Defense 
Information, November 1997).

The legal status of mercenaries is addressed in Françoise Hampson’s “Mercenaries: 
Diagnosis Before Prescription” (Netherlands’ Yearbook of International Law, No. 3, 1991) 
and Edward Kwakwa’s “The Current Status of Mercenaries in the Law of Armed 
Confl ict” (Hastings International and Comparative Law Review, vol. 14, 1990).

Martin van Crevald examines the changing dynamics of confl ict in The Transformation 
of War (New York: The Free Press, 1991). Two studies provide empirical evidence that 
outright victory, rather than negotiated peace, has ended the greater part of the twen-
tieth century’s internal confl icts: Stephen John Stedman’s Peacemaking in Civil Wars: 
International Mediation in Zimbabwe 1974–80 (Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 1991) and Roy 
Licklider’s “The Consequences of Negotiated Settlements in Civil Wars 1954–93” 
(American Political Science Review, September 1995).

On human rights, see a series of reports by the UN’s special rapporteur on merce-
naries that are available online: Report on the Question of the Use of Mercenaries as a Means of 
Violating Human Rights and Impeding the Exercise of the Right of Peoples to Self-Determination.

For links to this and other relevant Web sites, as well as a comprehensive index of 
related articles, access www.foreignpolicy.com.

http://www.foreignpolicy.com


Discussion questions

● What are the implicit ‘rules’ defi ning state behaviour in the context of super-
power relations/game?

● Why does a unipolar international order tend to encourage the rise of great 
powers? Explain the strong correlation between unipolarity and great power 
emergence.

● Why do states form alliances? What is the meaning of ‘entrapment’ and ‘aban-
donment’ in alliance politics?

● Why do some alliances endure while others collapse?
● What is the core meaning of multilateralism?
● What are the conditions favourable to the formation and maintenance of security 

regimes? Why is the balance of power considered by some to be a regime?
● How do non-liberal community regions potentially develop into liberal security 

communities?
● To what extent is military force an effective instrument for the advancement of 

humanitarian values? Why is NATO’s military action in the Kosovo crisis con-
sidered by observers to be contradictory to its humanitarian objectives?

● Do you agree that war can be morally justifi ed on humanitarian grounds?
● Why do states frequently resort to economic sanction despite its dubious effi -

cacy? Under what conditions is economic sanction likely to be salient?
● Should private military companies be outlawed in view of their ‘immoral’ pro-

pensity to view confl ict as a legitimate business activity?



PART 5

The Future of Security

Introduction

B A R R Y  B U Z A N , writing in the immediate post-Cold War period, offers a 
vision of transformation in global patterns of security. He suggest four major 

changes in great power relations, namely the emergence of a multipolar Europe, a 
much lower degree of ideological division, global dominance of a security community 
among the capitalist powers, and the strengthening of international society. However, 
outside this core dominated by developed powers, the challenges for the periphery 
states are much great. Buzan predicts problems of the proliferation of WMD, eco-
nomic underdevelopment, migration fl ows, clashes of civilisational ideologies and 
environment degradation. John J. Mearsheimer, from an Offensive Realism perspec-
tive, offers a very different prognosis for security in Europe following the end of the 
Cold War. Mearsheimer argues that the Europe is likely to become increasingly mul-
tipolar and unstable, especially in the absence of a nuclear balance across the region. 
He predicts confl icts among Eastern European states, and the re-emergence of hyper-
nationalism across the region as fuelling tensions. Thomas J. Christensen applies a 
Neoclassical Realism viewpoint to the East Asia region to divine the prospects for 
confl ict. Christensen argues that any shift in the US commitment to the region through 
a reduction in its military presence or weakening of the US-Japan alliance will have 
major ramifi cations for stability. China and Japan may fi nd themselves in a reinvigo-
rated security dilemma, only exacerbated by legacies of the colonial past and rising 
nationalism. Kenneth N. Waltz offers a discussion of the continuing relevance of 
Structural Realism to understanding the future trajectory of global security. In 
line with his theory, he predicts that US unipolarity will inevitably attract counter-
balancing behaviour and move towards multipolarity. In East Asia, he predicts 
that Japan but especially China are likely to rise as great powers.
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Ken Booth offers a different focus on contemporary security issues by thinking 
though the implications of the phenomenon of globalisation for international stability. 
Booth argues that globalisation is a ‘double-edged sword’ which has triggered both old 
and new security issues. In particular, he calls for a new ‘global moral science’ to 
think through how security can be provided for in this new era. Victor D. Cha 
discusses in more specifi c terms the impact of globalisation on security. He points to 
the rise of a range of new actors in security able to exploit ‘post-sovereign space’; the 
rise of ‘non-physical’ security threats, such as information technology security; and 
the increasing interpenetration of domestic and international security challenges, or 
what he terms ‘intermestic’ security. Walter Laqueur discusses terrorism, insisting 
that it is not a novel threat, but that it is certainly becoming more versatile in nature. 
Laqueur emphasises the increasingly possibility of terrorist access to WMD and the 
use of cyber-warfare. Laqueur in many ways, even though writing in 1996, antici-
pated many of the terrorist challenges post-11 September. Finally, Michael Howard 
debates the optimum means to defeat contemporary terrorism, and emphasises the 
importance of psychological warfare to win ‘hearts and minds’ and to counter differ-
ent cultural assumptions which provide the context for terrorist movements.



Into the twenty-fi rst century

[ … ]  T H E  E N D I N G  O F  T H E  C O L D  WA R  has created a remarkable 
fl uidity and openness in the whole pattern and quality of international relations. […] 
There are quite strong indications that the new century will be like the nineteenth in 
having, at least among the great powers, neither a major ideological divide nor a 
dominating power rivalry. […]

Changes in the centre

[…] At this early stage in the new era one can with some confi dence suggest four 
defi ning features for the new pattern of great-power relations.

1. The rise of a multipolar power structure in place of the Cold War’s 
bipolar one

The term ‘superpower’ has dominated the language of power politics for so many 
decades that one is left fl oundering for words to describe the new power structure 
that is emerging. The precipitate economic and political decline of the Soviet Union 
has clearly removed it from this category, despite its still formidable military strength. 
The decline of the United States has been much less severe, arguably leaving it as the 
last superpower. But the rise of Europe, particularly the consolidation of the European 
Community as an economic and political entity, largely removes (and in the case of 
the Soviet Union inverts) the spheres of infl uence that were one of the key elements 
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SECURITY IN THE TWENTY-FIRST 
CENTURY

Source: ‘New patterns of global security in the twenty-fi rst century’, International Affairs, vol. 67, no. 3, 
1991, pp. 431–51.



3 6 6   B A R R Y  B U Z A N

in the claim to superpower status.1 It seems time to revive the term ‘great power’. If 
one thinks how this term was used before 1945, Russia still qualifi es. So do China and 
India, which might be seen as the contemporary equivalents of regional great powers 
such as Italy, Austria-Hungary or the Ottoman Empire before 1914. Despite their 
political oddities, Japan and the EC are strong candidates, albeit still more obviously 
in the economic than in the military and political spheres. The United States is 
undoubtedly the greatest of the great powers. The term superpower, however, seems 
no longer appropriate in a multipolar world with so many independent centres of 
power and so few spheres of infl uence.

If one moves away from the strict realist (and neo-realist) conception of power as 
aggregated capabilities (i.e. military, economic and political strength all together),2 
and towards the disaggregated view of power taken by those who think more in terms 
of interdependence,3 then global multipolarity stands out even more clearly. The mil-
itary inhibitions of Japan and the political looseness of Europe count for less in rela-
tion to their standing as major poles of strength and stability in the global political 
economy. Although not all six great powers are within the global core, multipolarity 
suggests a centre that is both less rigid and less sharply divided within itself than 
under bipolarity. A multipolar centre will be more complex and more fl uid, and may 
well allow for the development of militarily hesitant great powers. If military threats 
are low, such powers can afford – as Japan now does and as the United States did 
before 1941 – to rest their military security on their ability to mobilize massive civil 
economies.

A multi-centred core offers more competing points of contact for the periph-
ery. At the same time, the shift from two superpowers to several great powers 
should mean both a reduction in the intensity of global political concerns and a 
reduction in the resources available for sustained intervention. This in turn points 
to the rise of regional politics. Because the great powers are spread across several 
regions and do not include a dominating ideological or power rivalry within their 
ranks, they will project their own confl icts into the periphery much less forcefully 
and systematically than under the zero-sum regime of the Cold War. Because regions 
are less constrained by the impact of their confl icts on the global scorecard of two 
rival superpowers, local rivalries and antagonisms will probably have more auton-
omy. Local great powers such as India, China and perhaps Brazil should also fi nd 
their regional infl uence increased.

2. A much lower degree of ideological division and rivalry

Complementing the structural looseness of the new centre is a much reduced level of 
ideological confl ict. […]

[…] Liberal capitalism, with all its well-known faults, now commands a broad 
consensus as the most effective and desirable form of political economy available. The 
diffi cult formula of political pluralism plus market economics has many critics, but no 
serious rivals. This development means that the centre is less ideologically divided 
within itself than it has been since the fi rst spread of industrialization. In conjunction 
with the shift to multipolarity, this further reduces political and military incentives 
for competitive intervention into the periphery.
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3. The global dominance of a security community among the leading capitalist 
powers

As the alliance structures of the Cold War dissolve into irrelevance […], a looming 
void seems to be appearing at the heart of the international security system. The 
declining salience of military threats among the great powers makes it unlikely that 
this void will be fi lled by new alliances, especially if the European Union is viewed as 
a single international actor (even though it is still well short of being a single sovereign 
state). Indeed, the main military structure of the new era requires the viewer to put 
on different lenses for it to come clearly into focus, for it is inverse in form to tradi-
tional alliance structures.

The dominant feature of the post-Cold War era is a security community among the 
major centres of capitalist power. This means a group of states that do not expect, or 
prepare for, the use of military force in their relations with each other.4 This is a dif-
ferent and in some ways more profound quality than the collective expectation and 
preparation to use force against someone else that is the essence of alliance relation-
ships. During the Cold War this security community grew up within, and in its latter 
days it was masked by, or disguised as, the Western alliance system. The capitalist 
powers had good reason to form an alliance against the communist states. But equally 
important is that they developed independent and increasingly dominant reasons for 
eliminating the use of military force in their relations with each other. The fact that 
they were able to expunge military rivalry from their own relations was a major 
factor in their ability to see off the communist challenge without a ‘hot’ war. […]

The existence of this capitalist security community – in effect, Europe, North 
America, Japan and Australia, standing back to back – gives the Western powers an 
immense advantage in the global political economy. Because they do not have to com-
pete with each other militarily, they can meet other challengers more easily, whether 
singly or collectively. The relative ease with which the United States was able to con-
struct a military (and fi nancial) coalition to take on Iraq shows both the potential of 
such a security structure and how it might work to meet other periphery challenges 
to the stability of the global political economy.

The example of the Second Gulf War suggests a model of concentric circles to 
complement and modify the raw centre-periphery idea. In the centre circle stood the 
United States, which was willing to lead only if followed and to fi ght only if given 
wide support and assistance. In the second circle were others prepared to fi ght – 
some members of the centre (principally Britain and France), and others of the 
periphery (principally Egypt and Saudi Arabia). In the third circle were those pre-
pared to pay but not to fi ght, primarily Japan and Germany. In the fourth circle were 
those prepared to support but not to fi ght or pay. This group was large, and contained 
those prepared to vote and speak in favour of the action, some of whom (such as 
Denmark) also sent symbolic military forces. It also included the Soviet Union and 
China as well as a mixture of centre and periphery states. The fi fth circle contained 
those states satisfi ed to be neutral, neither supporting nor opposing the venture, but 
prepared to accept UN Security Council resolutions. Within these fi ve circles stood 
the great majority of the international community, and all the major powers. In the 
sixth circle were those prepared to oppose, mainly verbally and by voting. This 
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contained Cuba, Jordan, Yemen, and a number of Arab states. In the seventh circle 
stood those prepared to resist – Iraq.

This model does not offer a hard image of the future. It is not a permanent coali-
tion, nor is it likely to recur. But it does suggest the general nature of security rela-
tions in a centre-dominated world, the mechanisms available, and the ability of the 
centre to isolate aggressors who threaten the recognized political order and the work-
ings of the global economy.

The capitalist security community that underpinned this coalition acts as a major 
moderator to the new multipolar power structure. One danger of multipolarity […] 
was that a shifting balance of power, driven by a plethora of antagonisms and security 
dilemmas, would generate unstable patterns of alliance and periodic lapses into great-
power wars. But a multipolar system in which the three strongest powers are also a 
strong security community is something quite new, and should defuse or perhaps 
even eliminate most of these old hazards. In the inelegant jargon of systems theory, 
one could describe the new structure of power relations as multipolar in the sense 
that several independent great powers are in play, but unipolarized in the sense that 
there is a single dominant coalition governing international relations. It is the single 
coalition that gives force to the centre-periphery model and makes the new situation 
unique.

4. The strengthening of international society

This last defi ning feature of the new centre is the least certain of the four, but it is a 
plausible product of the other three. […]

The foundation of modern international society is the mutual recognition by 
states of each other’s claim to sovereignty. This establishes them as legal equals and 
provides the foundation for diplomatic relations. The top end of contemporary inter-
national society is the whole range of institutions and regimes with which groups of 
states coordinate their behaviour in pursuit of common goals. Some of these institu-
tions and regimes are already nearly universal – the United Nations, the Law of the 
Sea regime, the nuclear non-proliferation regime. Others, such as the European 
Community, have been more restricted. But the EC, though only regional in scope, 
has now become so deeply institutionalized that many are beginning to see it more as 
a single actor than as a system of states. During the Cold War the Western states estab-
lished a particularly rich international societal network of institutions and regimes to 
facilitate the relatively open economic and societal relations that they wished to cul-
tivate. These included the IMF, the World Bank, the OECD, the GATT and the Group 
of Seven. As a rule, the development of global institutions and regimes was obstructed 
by the Cold War, almost the only exception being superpower cooperation in the 
promotion of nuclear non-proliferation. With the ending of the Cold War and of the 
systemic dominance of the West, it does not seem unreasonable to expect the exten-
sion of the Western networks towards more universal standing. Old Marxian argu-
ments that the capitalists were kept united only by their common fear of communism 
seem to have been overridden by the global scale and deep interdependence of early 
twenty-fi rst-century capitalism. The eagerness of the ex-Soviet-type systems to join 
the club is a strong pointer towards consolidation of Western regimes, as is the dra-
matic upgrading of the UN Security Council as a focus for global consensus-building 
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and legitimation seen in the Gulf crisis. If this occurs, a stronger international society, 
largely refl ecting Western norms and values, will be a powerful element in the secu-
rity environment of the periphery. […]

Implications for the periphery

These massive changes in security relations within the centre will have both direct 
and indirect effects on security within the periphery. […]

1. Political security

Perhaps the most obvious political impact of the end of the Cold War is the demise of 
both power bipolarity and ideological rivalry as central features of the centre’s pen-
etration into the periphery. One immediate consequence of this is to lower the value 
of periphery countries as either ideological spoils or strategic assets in great-power 
rivalry. […] In the unfolding order of the twenty-fi rst century there will be little or 
no ideological or strategic incentive for great powers to compete for Third World 
allegiance. This loss of leverage will be accompanied by the loss of Non-alignment as 
a useful political platform for the periphery. […]

Further, many periphery states have found the legitimacy of their one-party sys-
tems undermined by the collapse of communism. […] It remains an open question 
whether pluralism will fare any better than authoritarianism in the unstable and in 
many ways unpromising political environment of many Third World states. Theory 
does not tell us much about the relative virtues of democratic versus command 
approaches to the early stages of state-building. Experience strongly suggests that 
state-building is a tricky, diffi cult, long-term and often violent business under any 
circumstances – especially so for poorly placed and poorly endowed latecomers under 
pressure to conform to norms that have already been reached naturally by more pow-
erful states in the international system.

A further blow to the political position of many periphery states comes from the 
fact that the twentieth century was also the main era of decolonization. Decolonization 
was a high point in the epic and on-going struggle of the rest of the world to come 
to terms with the intrusion of superior Western power. A more diffi cult period is 
now in prospect in which the euphoria of independence has faded and the reality of 
continued inferiority has reasserted itself. As the twenty-fi rst century unfolds, with 
the West in a dominant position, it will become for the periphery states the post-
decolonization era. […] As decolonization becomes remote, many governments in 
the periphery will fi nd themselves increasingly labouring under the weight of their 
often dismal performance record, without the support of the colonial rationaliza-
tions that might once have forgiven it. They will fi nd it increasingly diffi cult to evade 
or parry the rising contempt of both foreigners and their own citizens. Only those 
few that have made it into the semi-periphery, such as Taiwan and South Korea, can 
escape this fate.

Particularly in Africa and the Middle East, periphery states may also fi nd it diffi -
cult to sustain the legitimacy of the colonial boundaries that have so signally failed to 
defi ne viable states. […] Although there is no clear link between the Cold War and the 
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attempt to fi x boundaries, the ending of the Cold War is opening up boundary ques-
tions in a rather major way. […]

[…] It is not yet clear whether it is the norm of fi xed boundaries that is under 
assault or only the practice in specifi c locations. But it is clear that this norm is vulner-
able to the counter-norm of national self-determination, and that some of the 
restraints on boundary change have been weakened by the ending of the Cold War.

A further possible impact of changes in the centre on the political security agenda 
of the periphery is the pushing of Islam to the front rank of the opposition to Western 
hegemony. The collapse of communism as the leading anti-Western ideology seems to 
propel Islam into this role by default, and many exponents of Islam will embrace the 
task with relish. The anti-Western credentials of Islam are well established and speak 
to a large and mobilized political constituency. In part this can be seen as a straight 
clash between secular and spiritual values, albeit underpinned by an older religious 
antagonism between Christendom and Islam.5 In part, however, it has to be seen as a 
kind of civilizational resistance to the hegemony of the West. […]

Given this combined legacy of historical frustration and ideological antagonism, 
Islam could become the leading carrier of anti-Western sentiment in the periphery – 
though it could just as easily be kept impotent by the fi erceness of its own numerous 
internal splits and rivalries. But since the West now dominates the centre, while Islam 
has a large constituency in Africa and Asia, this old divide may nevertheless defi ne a 
major political rift between North and South in the coming decades. If it does, one 
result will be a security problem for Europe and the Soviet Union/Russia, for both 
share a huge territorial boundary with Islam, and in the case of the Soviet Union this 
boundary is inside the country. The security issues raised may or may not be military 
ones, but they will certainly be societal – an aspect to be explored further below. […]

2. Military security

Developments in the centre can easily be read as pointing to a lowering of militariza-
tion in the periphery. A less ideologically divided and more multipolar centre will 
have less reason to compete politically to supply arms to the periphery. The ending of 
the Cold War reduces the strategic salience of many military bases in the periphery, 
and lowers incentives to use arms supply as a way of currying ideological favour with 
local governments. The outcomes of domestic and even regional political rivalries 
within the periphery should, other things being equal, be of less interest to the great 
powers than previously. In the absence of ideological disputes among themselves, the 
great powers will have fewer reasons to see periphery states as assets, and more rea-
sons to see them as liabilities. The ending of the Cold War thus largely turns off the 
political mechanism that so effectively pumped arms into the Third World all through 
the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s. […]

But this prospect raises an important question about whether the West will use 
its new pre-eminence to neglect the Third World, or whether it will seek to subject it 
to stronger collective security and regional management regimes. […]

Greater control of the conventional arms trade between the centre and the 
periphery is another development that might be expected from the end of the Cold 
War, but the likelihood is that two powerful mechanisms will continue to support a 
substantial fl ow of military capability into the periphery. The fi rst is the arms trade, 
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driven by an ever-increasing number of suppliers, most eager and some desperate to 
sell their products. In the fi erce commercial competition of the post-Cold War world, 
arms exports will remain one of the very few industrial areas of comparative advan-
tage for the Soviet Union and China, as well as some smaller states such as 
Czechoslovakia. […]

The second mechanism arises from the unbreakable link between industrializa-
tion and the ability to make weapons. Industrialization is spreading inexorably across 
the planet, and all but the most extreme Greens welcome it as an essential ingredient 
in the development of human civilization. But the arms industry is not separate from 
the civil economy: think of how the United States transformed itself from being a 
largely civil economy to being the arsenal of democracy in just a few years during the 
1940s. In the 1990s, many of the technologies for making weapons are now old. The 
knowledge and skills for making poison gas and machine guns were developed more 
than a century ago, and even nuclear technology dates back nearly half a century. As 
technologies age, they become easier to acquire even for lightly industrialized coun-
tries such as Iraq.

The overlap between civil and military technology is especially obvious in the 
case of the nuclear and chemical industries, but also applies to engineering, vehicles, 
aircraft and shipbuilding. In all these industries, there is fi erce competition to export 
both products and manufacturing plant. Any country possessing a full civil nuclear 
power industry has virtually everything it needs to make a nuclear bomb. Any country 
that can make basic industrial chemicals can also make poison gas. Any that can make 
fertilizer can make high explosives. Whoever can make trucks, bulldozers or airliners 
can make armoured cars, tanks and bombers. The concern over Iraq, Libya, Israel, 
Pakistan, South Africa, Brazil and other states has as much to do with their industrial-
ization as with their direct imports of arms, and there is no way of stopping the spread 
of industrial-military capability into the periphery. Any attempt to do so would put 
the goal of arms restraint into direct opposition with that of economic development.

The combined effect of the arms trade and industrialization means that military 
capability will spread by one mechanism or the other. Attempts to block the arms 
trade will intensify efforts at military industrialization, as they did in South Africa, 
so adding to the number of arms suppliers. […] As a consequence, military security 
will remain an elusive objective posing diffi cult policy choices. The ending of the 
Cold War should result in some diminution of the fl ow of arms for political motives, 
but there is no reason to think that it will eliminate the problem of militarization in 
the periphery. […]

3. Economic security

If economic security is about access to the resources, fi nance and markets necessary 
to sustain acceptable levels of welfare and state power, then the massive political 
changes of the past few years may well make little difference to the economic security 
problems of the periphery. The idea of economic security is riddled with contradic-
tions and paradoxes.6 […] To the extent that it has any clear meaning in relation to 
periphery countries, economic security points to the persistent structural disadvan-
tages of late development and a position in the lower ranks of wealth and industrial-
ization. The consequences of such weakness range from inability to sustain the basic 
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human needs of the population (as in Sudan, Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Liberia), through 
the disruption of fl uctuating and uncertain earnings from exports of primary prod-
ucts (as in Zambia, Peru, Nigeria), to inability to resist the policy pressures of outside 
institutions in return for needed supplies of capital (as in Brazil, Argentina, Tanzania). 
There seems no reason to expect any fundamental change in the overall problem of 
the periphery in occupying a weak position in a global market whose prices, trade, 
fi nance and technical evolution are all controlled from the centre.

The periphery, in other words, will remain the periphery. […]
It is not impossible to imagine that in some parts of the periphery, notably those 

where both imported state structures and economic development have failed totally, 
there may evolve a kind of de facto institutional recolonization, though some more 
diplomatic term will need to be found to describe it. There are many potential candi-
dates for this in Africa, and some in South and South – East Asia, Central America and 
the Caribbean. Given the waning of post-decolonization sensitivities about independ-
ence, the harsh realities of economic and political failure and the strengthening 
global institutions of a Western-dominated international society, a subtle return to 
‘managed’ status for the most hopeless periphery states may well occur. […]

4. Societal security

Societal security is likely to become a much more prominent issue between centre 
and periphery, and within both, than it has been during the Cold War era. Societal 
security is about the threats and vulnerabilities that affect patterns of communal iden-
tity and culture. The two issues most prominently on its agenda at the beginning of 
the twenty-fi rst century in centre – periphery relations are migration7 and the clash 
of rival civilizational identities.

Migration threatens communal identity and culture by directly altering the 
ethnic, cultural religious and linguistic composition of the population. Most societies 
have resulted from earlier human migrations and already represent a mixture. Many 
welcome, up to a point, the cultural diversity that further migration brings. But 
beyond some point, migration becomes a question of numbers. Too great a foreign 
infl ux will threaten the ability of the existing society to reproduce itself in the old 
way, which can easily create a political constituency for immigration control. 
Uncontrolled immigration eventually swamps the existing culture. […]

[…] [A]t the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century incentives are rising for more 
permanent mass population movements in the other direction, from periphery to 
centre. The advanced industrial cultures of Europe and North America have low birth 
rates and high, often rising standards of living. Immediately to their south lie dozens 
of periphery countries with high birth rates and low, often falling standards of living. 
Substantial immigrant communities from the South already exist in the North. 
Transportation is not a signifi cant barrier. The economic incentives for large numbers 
of young people to move in search of work are high, and the markets of the centre 
have a demand for cheap labour. […] High incentives to migrate are sustained by the 
fading of hopes that political independence would bring development and prosperity. 
In a few places these hopes have been fulfi lled, but most face a bleak future in which 
they seem likely to fall ever further behind the still rapidly evolving political economies 
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of the capitalist centre. Some even face falling behind the dismal standards of their 
own present.

An acute migration problem between societies can hardly avoid raising barriers 
and tensions between them. In defending itself against unwanted human infl ux, a 
country has not only to construct legal and physical barriers to entry, but also to 
emphasize its differentiation from the society whose members it seeks to exclude. 
Questions of status and race are impossible to avoid. The treatment of migrants as a 
kind of criminal class creates easy ground for antagonism between the societies on 
both sides.

The migration problem does not exist in isolation. It occurs alongside, and min-
gled in with, the clash of rival civilizational identities between the West and the societ-
ies of the periphery. Here the threat travels mostly in the opposite direction, refl ecting 
the older order of Western dominance. It is much more from the centre to the periph-
ery than the other way around, though the existence of immigrant communities 
within the centre does mean that there is some real threat from periphery to centre, 
and a perceived threat of ‘fi fth column’ terrorism. The clash between civilizational 
identities is most conspicuous between the West and Islam. […]

The last point is true as between the West and all periphery societies.8 By its 
conspicuous economic and technological success, the West makes all others look bad 
(i.e. underdeveloped, or backward or poor, or disorganized or repressive, or uncivil-
ized or primitive) and so erodes their status and legitimacy. The tremendous energy, 
wealth, inventiveness and organizational dynamism of the West, not to mention its 
crass materialism and hollow consumer culture, cannot help but penetrate deeply 
into weaker societies worldwide. As it does so, it both inserts alien styles, concepts, 
ideas and aspirations – ‘Coca-Colanization’ – and corrupts or brings into question the 
validity and legitimacy of local customs and identities. In the case of Islam, this threat 
is compounded by geographical adjacency and historical antagonism and also the 
overtly political role that Islam plays in the lives of its followers. Rivalry with the West 
is made more potent by the fact that Islam is still itself a vigorous and expanding col-
lective identity.

In combination, migration threats and the clash of cultures make it rather easy to 
draw a scenario for a kind of societal cold war between the centre and at least part of the 
periphery, and specifi cally between the West and Islam, in which Europe would be in the 
front line. There is no certainty that this scenario will unfold, and much will depend on 
the performance of (and support given to) moderate governments within the Islamic 
world, but most of the elements necessary for it are already in place. […]

This civilizational Cold War could feed into the massive restructuring of rela-
tions going on within the centre consequent upon the ending of the East – West 
Cold War. […]

5. Environmental security

Much of the environmental agenda falls outside the realm of security and is more 
appropriately seen as an economic question about how the pollution costs of indus-
trial activity are to be counted, controlled and paid for.9 Where environmental issues 
threaten to overwhelm the conditions of human existence on a large scale, as in the 
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case of countries vulnerable to extensive inundation from modest rises in sea level, 
then casting such issues in security terms is appropriate. […] There may also be some 
advantage in treating as international security issues activities that may cause substan-
tial changes in the workings of the planetary atmosphere. These might include the 
mass production of greenhouse gases or chemicals such as CFCs that erode the pro-
tective ozone layer, or exploitative or polluting activities that threaten to diminish the 
supply of oxygen to the atmosphere by killing off forests and plankton. […]

[…] [E]nvironmental issues look set to become a regular feature of centre – 
periphery dialogues and tensions. The holistic quality of the planetary environment 
will provide the centre with reasons for wanting to intervene in the periphery in the 
name of environmental security. The periphery will gain some political leverage out 
of this interest, and will continue to blame the industrialized centre for having created 
the problem in the fi rst place. This exchange may well stay within the political frame-
work of interdependence, below the threshold of security. But it could also become 
entangled with the broader debate about development in such a way as to trigger seri-
ous confl icts of interest. As others have pointed out, environmental issues, particu-
larly control over water supplies, look likely to generate quite a bit of local confl ict 
within the periphery.10 […]
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Predicting the future: the Balkanization of Europe?

W H AT  N E W  O R D E R  will emerge in Europe if the Soviets and 
Americans withdraw to their homelands and the Cold War order dissolves? 

What characteristics will it have? How dangerous will it be?
It is certain that bipolarity will disappear, and multipolarity will emerge in the 

new European order. The other two dimensions of the new order – the distribution 
of power among the major states, and the distribution of nuclear weapons among 
them – are not pre-determined, and several possible arrangements could develop. 
The probable stability of these arrangements would vary markedly. […]

The distribution and deployment patterns of nuclear weapons in the new 
Europe is the least certain, and probably the most important, element of the new 
order. […]

The best new order would incorporate the limited, managed proliferation of 
nuclear weapons. This would be more dangerous than the current order, but consid-
erably safer than 1900–1945. The worst order would be a non-nuclear Europe in 
which power inequities emerge between the principal poles of power. This order 
would be more dangerous than the current world, perhaps almost as dangerous as the 
world before 1945. Continuation of the current pattern, or mismanaged prolifera-
tion, would be worse than the world of today, but safer than the pre-1945 world.

Europe without nuclear weapons

Some Europeans and Americans seek to eliminate nuclear weapons from Europe, and 
would replace the Cold War order with a wholly non-nuclear order. Constructing this 
nuclear-free Europe would require Britain, France and the Soviet Union to rid them-
selves of nuclear weapons. Proponents believe that a Europe without nuclear weapons 
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INSTABILTY IN EUROPE?

Source: ‘Back to the future: instability in Europe after the Cold War’, International Security, vol. 15, no. 1, 
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would be the most peaceful possible arrangement; in fact, however, a nuclear-free 
Europe would be the most dangerous among possible post-Cold War orders. The 
pacifying effects of nuclear weapons – the security they provide, the caution 
they generate, the rough equality they impose, and the clarity of relative power they 
create – would be lost. Peace would then depend on the other dimensions of the new 
order – the number of poles, and the distribution of power among them. However, 
the new order will certainly be multipolar, and may be unequal; hence the system 
may be very prone to violence. The structure of power in Europe would look much 
like it did between the world wars, and it could well produce similar results.

The two most powerful states in post-Cold War Europe would probably be 
Germany and the Soviet Union. They would be physically separated by a band of 
small, independent states in Eastern Europe. Not much would change in Western 
Europe, although the states in that area would have to be concerned about a possible 
German threat on their eastern fl ank.

The potential for confl ict in this system would be considerable. There would be 
many possible dyads across which war might break out. Power imbalances would be 
commonplace as a result of the opportunities this system would present for bullying 
and ganging up. There would be considerable opportunity for miscalculation. The 
problem of containing German power would emerge once again, but the confi gura-
tion of power in Europe would make it diffi cult to form an effective counterbalancing 
coalition, for much the same reason that an effective counterbalancing coalition failed 
to form in the 1930s. Eventually the problem of containing the Soviet Union could 
also re-emerge. Finally, confl icts may erupt in Eastern Europe, providing the vortex 
that could pull others into a wider confrontation.

A reunifi ed Germany would be surrounded by weaker states that would fi nd it 
diffi cult to balance against German aggression. Without forces stationed in states 
adjacent to Germany, neither the Soviets nor the Americans would be in a good posi-
tion to help them contain German power. Furthermore, those small states lying 
between Germany and the Soviet Union might fear the Soviets as much as 
the Germans, and hence may not be disposed to cooperate with the Soviets to deter 
German aggression. This problem in fact arose in the 1930s, and 45 years of Soviet 
occupation in the interim have done nothing to ease East European fears of a 
Soviet military presence. Thus, scenarios in which Germany uses military force against 
Poland, Czechoslovakia, or even Austria become possible.

The Soviet Union also might eventually threaten the new status quo. Soviet with-
drawal from Eastern Europe does not mean that the Soviets will never feel compelled 
to return to Eastern Europe. The historical record provides abundant instances of 
Russian or Soviet involvement in Eastern Europe. Indeed, the Russian presence in 
Eastern Europe has surged and ebbed repeatedly over the past few centuries.1 Thus, 
Soviet withdrawal now hardly guarantees a permanent exit.

Confl ict between Eastern European states is also likely to produce instability in a 
multipolar Europe. There has been no war among the states in that region during the 
Cold War because the Soviets have tightly controlled them. This point is illustrated by 
the serious tensions that now exist between Hungary and Romania over Romanian 
treatment of the Hungarian minority in Transylvania, a region that previously belonged 
to Hungary and still has roughly 2 million Hungarians living within its borders. Were 
it not for the Soviet presence in Eastern Europe, this confl ict could have brought 
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Romania and Hungary to war by now, and it may bring them to war in the future.2 
This will not be the only danger spot within Eastern Europe if the Soviet empire 
crumbles.3

Warfare in Eastern Europe would cause great suffering to Eastern Europeans. It 
also might widen to include the major powers, because they would be drawn to com-
pete for infl uence in that region, especially if disorder created fl uid politics that 
offered opportunities for wider infl uence, or threatened defeat for friendly states. 
During the Cold War, both superpowers were drawn into Third World confl icts across 
the globe, often in distant areas of little strategic importance. Eastern Europe is 
directly adjacent to both the Soviet Union and Germany, and has considerable eco-
nomic and strategic importance; thus trouble in Eastern Europe could offer even 
greater temptations to these powers than past confl icts in the Third World offered the 
superpowers. Furthermore, because the results of local confl icts will be largely deter-
mined by the relative success of each party in fi nding external allies, Eastern European 
states will have strong incentives to drag the major powers into their local confl icts.4 
Thus both push and pull considerations would operate to enmesh outside powers in 
local Eastern European wars.

Miscalculation is also likely to be a problem in a multipolar Europe. For example, 
the new order might well witness shifting patterns of confl ict, leaving insuffi cient 
time for adversaries to develop agreed divisions of rights and agreed rules of interac-
tion, or constantly forcing them to re-establish new agreements and rules as old 
antagonisms fade and new ones arise. It is not likely that circumstances would allow 
the development of a robust set of agreements of the sort that have stabilized the Cold 
War since 1963. Instead, Europe would resemble the pattern of the early Cold War, 
in which the absence of rules led to repeated crises. In addition, the multipolar char-
acter of the system is likely to give rise to miscalculation regarding the strength of the 
opposing coalitions.

It is diffi cult to predict the precise balance of conventional military power that 
would emerge between the two largest powers in post-Cold War Europe, especially 
since the future of Soviet power is now hard to forecast. The Soviet Union might 
recover its strength soon after withdrawing from Central Europe; if so, Soviet power 
would overmatch German power. Or centrifugal national forces may pull the Soviet 
Union apart, leaving no remnant state that is the equal of a united Germany.5 What 
seems most likely is that Germany and the Soviet Union might emerge as powers of 
roughly equal strength. The fi rst two scenarios, with their marked inequality between 
the two leading powers, would be especially worrisome, although there is cause for 
concern even if Soviet and German power are balanced.

Resurgent hyper-nationalism will probably pose less danger than the problems 
described above, but some nationalism is likely to resurface in the absence of the Cold 
War and may provide additional incentives for war. A non-nuclear Europe is likely to 
be especially troubled by nationalism, since security in such an order will largely be 
provided by mass armies, which often cannot be maintained without infusing societ-
ies with hyper-nationalism. The problem is likely to be most acute in Eastern Europe, 
but there is also potential for trouble in Germany. The Germans have generally done 
an admirable job combatting nationalism over the past 45 years, and in remembering 
the dark side of their past. Nevertheless, worrisome portents are now visible; of 
greatest concern, some prominent Germans have lately advised a return to greater 
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nationalism in historical education.6 Moreover, nationalism will be exacerbated by 
the unresolved border disputes that will be uncovered by the retreat of American and 
Soviet power. Especially prominent is that of the border between Germany and 
Poland, which some Germans would change in Germany’s favor.

However, it seems very unlikely that Europe will actually be denuclearized, 
despite the present strength of anti-nuclear feeling in Europe. For example, it is 
unlikely that the French, in the absence of America’s protective cover and faced with 
a newly unifi ed Germany, would get rid of their nuclear weapons. Also, the Soviets 
surely would remain concerned about balancing the American nuclear deterrent, and 
will therefore retain a deterrent of their own.

The current ownership pattern continues

A more plausible order for post-Cold War Europe is one in which Britain, France and 
the Soviet Union keep their nuclear weapons, but no new nuclear powers emerge in 
Europe. This scenario sees a nuclear-free zone in Central Europe, but leaves nuclear 
weapons on the European fl anks.

This scenario, too, also seems unlikely, since the non-nuclear states will have 
substantial incentives to acquire their own nuclear weapons. Germany would proba-
bly not need nuclear weapons to deter a conventional attack by its neighbors, since 
neither the French nor any of the Eastern European states would be capable of defeat-
ing a reunifi ed Germany in a conventional war. The Soviet Union would be Germany’s 
only legitimate conventional threat, but as long as the states of Eastern Europe 
remained independent, Soviet ground forces would be blocked from a direct attack. 
The Germans, however, might not be willing to rely on the Poles or the Czechs to 
provide a barrier and might instead see nuclear weapons as the best way to deter a 
Soviet conventional attack into Central Europe. The Germans might choose to go 
nuclear to protect themselves from blackmail by other nuclear powers. Finally, given 
that Germany would have greater economic strength than Britain or France, it might 
therefore seek nuclear weapons to raise its military status to a level commensurate 
with its economic status.

The minor powers of Eastern Europe would have strong incentives to acquire 
nuclear weapons. Without nuclear weapons, these Eastern European states would be 
open to nuclear blackmail from the Soviet Union and, if it acquired nuclear weapons, 
from Germany. No Eastern European state could match the conventional strength of 
Germany or the Soviet Union, which gives these minor powers a powerful incentive 
to acquire a nuclear deterrent, even if the major powers had none. In short, a con-
tinuation of the current pattern of ownership without proliferation seems unlikely.

How stable would this order be? The continued presence of nuclear weapons in 
Europe would have some pacifying effects. Nuclear weapons would induce greater 
caution in their owners, give the nuclear powers greater security, tend to equalize the 
relative power of states that possess them, and reduce the risk of miscalculation. 
However, these benefi ts would be limited if nuclear weapons did not proliferate 
beyond their current owners, for four main reasons.

First, the caution and the security that nuclear weapons impose would be missing 
from the vast center of Europe. The entire region […] would become a large zone 
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thereby made “safe” for conventional war. Second, asymmetrical power relations 
would be bound to develop, between nuclear and non-nuclear states and among non-
nuclear states, raising the dangers that attend such asymmetries. Third, the risk of 
miscalculation would rise, refl ecting the multipolar character of this system and the 
absence of nuclear weapons from a large portion of it. A durable agreed political 
order would be hard to build because political coalitions would tend to shift over 
time, causing miscalculations of resolve between adversaries. The relative strength of 
potential war coalitions would be hard to calculate because coalition strength would 
depend heavily on the vagaries of diplomacy. Such uncertainties about relative cap-
abilities would be mitigated in confl icts that arose among nuclear powers: nuclear 
weapons tend to equalize power even among states or coalitions of widely disparate 
resources, and thus to diminish the importance of additions or defections from each 
coalition. However, uncertainty would still be acute among the many states that 
would remain non-nuclear. Fourth, the conventionally-armed states of Central 
Europe would depend for their security on mass armies, giving them an incentive to 
infuse their societies with dangerous nationalism in order to maintain public support 
for national defense efforts

Nuclear proliferation, well-managed or otherwise

The most likely scenario in the wake of the Cold War is further nuclear proliferation 
in Europe. This outcome is laden with dangers, but also might provide the best hope 
for maintaining stability on the Continent. Its effects depend greatly on how it is man-
aged. Mismanaged proliferation could produce disaster, while well-managed prolif-
eration could produce an order nearly as stable as the current order. Unfortunately, 
however, any proliferation is likely to be mismanaged.

Four principal dangers could arise if proliferation is not properly managed. First, 
the proliferation process itself could give the existing nuclear powers strong incen-
tives to use force to prevent their non-nuclear neighbors from gaining nuclear 
weapons […].

Second, even after proliferation was completed, a stable nuclear competition 
might not emerge between the new nuclear states. The lesser European powers might 
lack the resources needed to make their nuclear forces survivable; if the emerging 
nuclear forces were vulnerable, this could create fi rst-strike incentives and attendant 
crisis instability. […] Furthermore, their lack of territorial expanse deprives them of 
possible basing modes, such as mobile missile basing, that would secure their deter-
rents. […] Finally, the emerging nuclear powers might also lack the resources required 
to develop secure command and control and adequate safety procedures for weapons 
management, thus raising the risk of accidental launch, or of terrorist seizure and use 
of nuclear weapons.

Third, the élites and publics of the emerging nuclear European states might not 
quickly develop doctrines and attitudes that refl ect a grasp of the devastating conse-
quences and basic unwinnability of nuclear war. There will probably be voices in post-
Cold War Europe arguing that limited nuclear war is feasible, and that nuclear wars 
can be fought and won. These claims might be taken seriously in states that have not 
had much direct experience with the nuclear revolution.
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Fourth, widespread proliferation would increase the number of fi ngers on the 
nuclear trigger, which in turn would increase the likelihood that nuclear weapons 
could be fi red due to accident, unauthorized use, terrorist seizure, or irrational 
decision-making.

If these problems are not resolved, proliferation would present grave dangers. 
However, the existing nuclear powers can take steps to reduce these dangers. They 
can help deter preventive attack on emerging nuclear states by extending security 
guarantees. They can provide technical assistance to help newly nuclear-armed powers 
to secure their deterrents. And they can help socialize emerging nuclear societies to 
understand the nature of the forces they are acquiring. Proliferation managed in this 
manner can help bolster peace. […]
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MA N Y  S C H O L A R S  and analysts argue that in the twenty-fi rst century 
international instability is more likely in East Asia than in Western Europe. 

Whether one looks at variables favored by realists or liberals, East Asia appears more 
dangerous. The region is characterized by major shifts in the balance of power, skewed 
distributions of economic and political power within and between countries, political 
and cultural heterogeneity, growing but still relatively low levels of intraregional eco-
nomic interdependence, anemic security institutionalization, and widespread territor-
ial disputes that combine natural resource issues with postcolonial nationalism.1

If security dilemma theory is applied to East Asia, the chance for spirals of tension 
in the area seems great, particularly in the absence of a U.S. military presence in the 
region. The theory states that, in an uncertain and anarchic international system, mis-
trust between two or more potential adversaries can lead each side to take precau-
tionary and defensively motivated measures that are perceived as offensive threats. 
This can lead to countermeasures in kind, thus ratcheting up regional tensions, reduc-
ing security, and creating self-fulfi lling prophecies about the danger of one’s security 
environment.2 If we look at the variables that might fuel security dilemma dynamics, 
East Asia appears quite dangerous. From a standard realist perspective, not only could 
dramatic and unpredictable changes in the distribution of capabilities in East Asia 
increase uncertainty and mistrust, but the importance of sea-lanes and secure energy 
supplies to almost all regional actors could encourage a destabilizing competition to 
develop power-projection capabilities on the seas and in the skies. Because they are 
perceived as offensive threats, power-projection forces are more likely to spark spi-
rals of tension than weapons that can defend only a nation’s homeland.3 Perhaps even 
more important in East Asia than these more commonly considered variables are 
psychological factors (such as the historically based mistrust and animosity among 
regional actors) and political geography issues relating to the Taiwan question, which 
make even defensive weapons in the region appear threatening to Chinese security.4
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One way to ameliorate security dilemmas and prevent spirals of tension is to 
have an outside arbiter play a policing role, lessening the perceived need for regional 
actors to begin destabilizing security competitions. For this reason, most scholars, 
regardless of theoretical persuasion, seem to agree with U.S. offi cials and local 
leaders that a major factor in containing potential tensions in East Asia is the con-
tinuing presence of the U.S. military, particularly in Japan.5 The historically based 
mistrust among the actors in Northeast Asia is so intense that not only is the main-
tenance of a U.S. presence in Japan critical, but the form the U.S.-Japan alliance 
takes also has potentially important implications for regional stability. In particular, 
the sensitivity in China to almost all changes in the Cold War version of the U.S.-
Japan alliance poses major challenges for leaders in Washington who want to shore 
up the alliance for the long haul by encouraging greater Japanese burden sharing, 
but still want the U.S. presence in Japan to be a force for reassurance in the region. 
To meet these somewhat contradictory goals, for the most part the United States 
wisely has encouraged Japan to adopt nonoffensive roles that should be relatively 
unthreatening to Japan’s neighbors.

Certain aspects of U.S. policies, however, including joint research of theater mis-
sile defenses (TMD) with Japan, are still potentially problematic. According to secur-
ity dilemma theory, defensive systems and missions, such as TMD, should not provoke 
arms races and spirals of tension. In contemporary East Asia, however, this logic is less 
applicable. Many in the region, particularly in Beijing, fear that new defensive roles 
for Japan could break important norms of self-restraint, leading to more comprehen-
sive Japanese military buildups later. Moreover, Beijing’s focus on preventing Taiwan’s 
permanent separation from China means that even defensive weapons in the hands of 
Taiwan or its potential supporters are provocative to China. Given the bitter history 
of Japanese imperialism in China and Taiwan’s status as a Japanese colony from 1895 
to 1945, this certainly holds true for Japan. […]

Why China would fear a stronger Japan

Chinese security analysts, particularly military offi cers, fear that Japan could again 
become a great military great power in the fi rst quarter of the twenty-fi rst century. 
Such a Japan, they believe, would likely be more independent of U.S. control and 
generally more assertive in international affairs. If one considers threats posed only 
by military power and not who is wielding that power, one might expect Beijing to 
welcome the reduction or even elimination of U.S. infl uence in Japan, even if this 
meant China would have a more powerful neighbor. After all, the United States is 
still by far the most powerful military actor in the Western Pacifi c.6 However, given 
China’s historically rooted and visceral distrust of Japan, Beijing would fear either 
a breakdown of the U.S.-Japan alliance or a signifi cant upgrading of Japan’s role 
within that alliance.7 This sentiment is shared outside China as well, particularly in 
Korea. Although Chinese analysts presently fear U.S. power much more than 
Japanese power, in terms of national intentions, Chinese analysts view Japan with 
much less trust and, in many cases, with a loathing rarely found in their attitudes 
about the United States.
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The historical legacy

The natural aversion to Japan that sprang from its brutal occupation of China has 
been preserved in part by Tokyo’s refusal to respond satisfactorily to Chinese 
requests that Tokyo recognize and apologize for its imperial past – for example, by 
revising history textbooks in the public schools.8 Chinese sensibilities are also ran-
kled by specifi c incidents – for example, Prime Minister Ryutaro Hashimoto’s 
1996 visit to the Yasukuni Shrine, which commemorates Japan’s war dead, includ-
ing war criminals like Tojo.9 Although some fear that Japan’s apparent amnesia or 
lack of contrition about the past means that Japan could return to the “militarism” 
(junguozhuyi) of the 1930s, such simple historical analogies are relatively rare, at 
least in Chinese élite foreign policy circles.10 Chinese analysts’ concerns regarding 
Japanese historical legacies, although not entirely devoid of emotion, are usually 
more subtle. Many argue that, by downplaying atrocities like the Nanjing massacre 
and underscoring events like the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, 
Japanese élites portray Japan falsely as the victim, rather than the victimizer, in 
World War II. Because of this, some Chinese analysts fear that younger generations 
of Japanese citizens may not understand Japan’s history and will therefore be insen-
sitive to the intense fears of other regional actors regarding Japanese military 
power. This lack of understanding will make them less resistant to relatively hawk-
ish élites’ plans to increase Japanese military power than their older compatriots, 
who, because they remember World War II, resisted military buildups during the 
Cold War.11 […]

It may seem odd to the outside observer, but the intensity of anti-Japanese 
sentiment in China has not decreased markedly as World War II becomes a more 
distant memory. There are several reasons in addition to those cited above. 
Nationalism has always been a strong element of the legitimacy of the Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP), and opposing Japanese imperialism is at the core of this 
nationalist story. As a result, Chinese citizens have been fed a steady diet of patri-
otic, anti-Japanese media programming designed to glorify the CCP’s role in World 
War II. Although far removed from that era, most Chinese young people hold an 
intense and unapologetically negative view of both Japan and, in many cases, its 
people.12 […]

Élite analysts are certainly not immune to these intense anti-Japanese feelings 
in Chinese society. These emotions, however, have not yet affected the practical, 
day-to-day management of Sino-Japanese relations. On the contrary, since the 
1980s the Chinese government has acted to contain anti-Japanese sentiment in the 
society at large to avoid damaging bilateral relations and to prevent protestors from 
using anti-Japanese sentiment as a pretext for criticizing the Chinese government, 
as occurred several times in Chinese history.13 But Chinese analysts’ statements 
about the dangers that increased Japanese military power would pose in the future 
suggest that anti-Japanese sentiment does color their long-term threat assessments, 
even if it does not always alter their immediate policy prescriptions. Because they 
can infl uence procurement and strategy, such longer-term assessments may be 
more important in fueling the security dilemma than particular diplomatic policies 
in the present. […]
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Chinese assessments of Japanese military power and potential

In assessing Japan’s current military strength, Chinese analysts emphasize the advanced 
equipment that Japan has acquired, particularly since the late 1970s, when it began 
developing a navy and air force designed to help the United States contain the Soviet 
Union’s growing Pacifi c Fleet. […]  They also cite the Japanese defense budget, which, 
although small as a percentage of gross national product (GNP), is second only to 
U.S. military spending in absolute size.14 […]

[…] [Also,] Chinese analysts understand that Japan can easily do much more 
militarily than it does. While they generally do not believe that Japan has the requisite 
combination of material capabilities, political will, and ideological mission to become 
a Soviet-style superpower, they do believe that Japan could easily become a great 
military power […] in the next twenty-fi ve years. […]

[…] Chinese experts recognize that Japan has practiced a great deal of self-re-
straint in eschewing weapons designed to project power far from the home islands. 
[…] [D]espite the long list of current Japanese capabilities mentioned above, Japan 
certainly is not yet a normal great power because it lacks the required trappings of 
such a power (e.g., aircraft carriers, nuclear submarines, nuclear weapons, and long-
range missile systems)15 […] [but] the question is simply if and when Japan will decide 
to adopt [them] […]. For this reason, Chinese analysts often view Japan’s adoption of 
even new defensive military roles as dangerous because it may begin to erode the 
constitutional (Article 9) and nonconstitutional norms of self-restraint (e.g., 1,000-
nautical-mile limit on power-projection capability, prohibitions on the military use of 
space, and tight arms export controls) that have prevented Japan from realizing its 
military potential. […]

* * *

The China-Japan security dilemma and U.S. policy challenges

[…] [Furthermore,] […] most Chinese analysts fear almost any change in the U.S.-
Japan alliance. A breakdown of U.S.-Japan ties would worry pessimists and optimists 
alike. On the other hand, Chinese analysts of all stripes also worry to varying degrees 
when Japan adopts greater defense burden-sharing roles as part of a bilateral effort to 
revitalize the alliance. These dual and almost contradictory fears pose major problems 
for U.S. élites who are concerned that the alliance is dangerously vague and out of 
date and is therefore unsustainable, but who still want the United States to maintain 
the reassurance role […]. Especially before the recent guidelines review, the U.S.-
Japan alliance had often been viewed in the United States as lopsided and unfair 
because the United States guarantees Japanese security without clear guarantees of 
even rudimentary assistance from Japan if U.S. forces were to become embroiled in a 
regional armed confl ict.16 […]

Since the publication of the critically important February 1995 East Asia Strategy 
Report (also known as the Nye report), U.S. leaders have been expressing very different 
concerns about the U.S.-Japan relationship. The Nye report, and the broader Nye initia-
tive of which it is a part, placed new emphasis on maintaining and strengthening the 
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security alliance and on keeping economic disputes from poisoning it. The report reaf-
fi rms the centrality of U.S. security alliances in Asia, places a fl oor on U.S. troop strength 
in East Asia at 100,000, and calls for increased security cooperation between Japan and 
the United States, including greater Japanese logistics support for U.S. forces operating 
in the region and consideration of joint research on TMD.17 […]

[Undoubtedly,] Chinese security analysts followed these [shifting] trends in U.S.-
Japan relations with great interest and concern. […]

Chinese attitudes and the prospects for regional confi dence 
building

An important prerequisite for resolving a security dilemma is for the actors involved 
to recognize that one exists. A core factor that underpins the security dilemma is the 
general lack of empathy among the actors participating in a security competition. 
Beijing élites may be no better or worse than their counterparts in most other nations 
on this score. Although they may not use the technical term “security dilemma,” 
Chinese analysts recognize the potential for arms racing and spirals of tension in the 
region. They even recognize that Japan might build its military out of fear, rather than 
aggression. China actually supported Japanese buildups in the 1970s and early 1980s 
in response to the development of the Soviet navy.18 In 1994 several analysts argued 
that China did not want North Korea to have nuclear weapons because this might 
cause Japan to develop them.19

Beijing also has demonstrated an ability to understand that others might see 
China as a threat.20 But, while many Chinese analysts can imagine some states as 
legitimately worried about China and can picture Japan legitimately worried about 
other states, it is harder to fi nd those who believe that Japan’s military security policy 
could be driven by fears about specifi c security policies in China.21 Chinese analysts, 
especially in the past two years, seem to agree that China’s overall rise (jueqi) is a 
general source of concern for Japan. They tend not to recognize, however, that par-
ticular Chinese actions or weapons developments might be reason for Japan to recon-
sider aspects of its defense policy. […]

A different and even more troubling Chinese perspective on China’s potential 
infl uence on Japanese defense policy has also gained frequency in the past two years. 
Perhaps because of the relatively high economic growth rates in China compared to 
Japan in the 1990s, some Chinese experts have expressed more confi dence that China 
would be able to defend its security interests against Japan, even in the absence of a 
U.S. presence in the region. Although they hardly dismiss the potential threat of a 
Japan made more assertive by a U.S. withdrawal, they seem relatively confi dent that 
China’s strength and deterrent capabilities could infl uence Japan’s strategy by dis-
suading Tokyo from signifi cant Japanese buildups or, at least, later military adventur-
ism.22 From the security dilemma perspective this attitude may be even more 
dangerous than the view that China can pose little threat to Japan. If increasing 
Chinese coercive capacity is seen as the best way to prevent or manage anticipated 
Japanese buildups, then the danger of China taking the critical fi rst step in an action-
reaction cycle seems very high.
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There are some more hopeful signs, however. Some Chinese analysts, usually 
younger experts (appearing to be in their forties or younger) with extensive experience 
abroad, do recognize that Chinese military strengthening and provocative actions could 
be seen as legitimate reasons for Japan to launch a military buildup of its own. Given the 
age of these analysts and the increasing number of Chinese élites with considerable 
experience abroad, the trends seem to be heading in a positive direction on this score. 
On a sober note, more than one of these empathetic experts has pointed out that Chinese 
experts who take Japanese concerns about China seriously are often viewed with suspi-
cion in government circles and sometimes have diffi culty when presenting their views 
to their older and more infl uential colleagues, particularly in the military.23

China’s views on multilateral security regimes

One possible way to ameliorate the security dilemma is through multilateral regimes 
and forums designed to increase transparency and build confi dence. For various rea-
sons, Beijing has viewed multilateral confi dence building with some suspicion. Many 
Chinese analysts emphasize that the increased transparency called for by such institu-
tions can make China’s enemies more confi dent and thereby reduce China’s deterrent 
capabilities, particularly its ability to deter Taiwan independence or foreign interven-
tion in cross-strait relations.24 Especially in the early 1990s they worried that multi-
lateral forums and organizations might be fronts for great powers, and that 
confi dence-building measures might be aspects of a containment strategy designed to 
keep China from achieving great power status in the military sector.25

That said, China has not shunned multilateral forums. China has participated in 
the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) since its fi rst meeting in 1994, and in 1997 Beijing 
hosted an ARF intersessional conference on confi dence-building measures. Although 
Beijing has prevented any dramatic accomplishments at ARF meetings on important 
questions such as the territorial disputes in the South China Sea, the precedent of 
such Chinese participation seems potentially important.26 […]

The reduced fear of U.S. domination of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) and of ASEAN collusion against China, combined with the increased fear of 
developments in U.S. bilateral diplomacy in the Asia Pacifi c since 1996, have con-
vinced many formerly skeptical analysts that some form of multilateralism may be the 
best alternative for China given the risks posed by U.S. bilateral business as usual.27 
Given that China both fears and has little infl uence over various aspects of current 
U.S. bilateral diplomacy (such as strengthening the U.S.-Japan alliance or the U.S.-
Australia alliance), accepting a bigger role for multilateral dialogue, if not the creation 
of formal multilateral security institutions, may be the least unpleasant method of 
reducing the threat that U.S. bilateralism poses.28 So, in this one sense, the revitaliza-
tion of the U.S.-Japan alliance may have had some unintended positive results by 
encouraging China to consider more seriously the benefi ts of multilateral forums that 
might reduce mutual mistrust in the region.29 This phenomenon runs counter to psy-
chological and social constructivist theories on the security dilemma that emphasize 
how accommodation, not pressure, is the best way to make states adopt more coop-
erative postures.30 […]

* * *
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Given China’s intense historically based mistrust of Japan, Beijing’s concern 
about eroding norms of Japanese self-restraint, and the political geography of the 
Taiwan issue, even certain new defensive roles for Japan can be provocative to China. 
The United States should therefore continue to be cautious about what new roles 
Japan is asked to play in the alliance. This is particularly true in cases where the United 
States may be able to play the same roles without triggering the same degree of con-
cern in Beijing.

By maintaining and, where necessary, increasing somewhat U.S. capabilities in 
Japan and East Asia more generally, not only will the United States better be able to 
manage and cap future regional crises, it ideally may be able to prevent them from 
ever occurring. By reassuring both Japan and its potential rivals, the United States 
reduces the likelihood of divisive security dilemma scenarios and spiral model dynam-
ics in the region. In so doing, the United States can contribute mightily to long-term 
peace and stability in a region that promises to be the most important arena for U.S. 
foreign policy in the twenty-fi rst century. […]
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Balancing power: not today but tomorrow

W I T H  S O  M A N Y  O F  T H E  expectations that realist theory gives rise 
to confi rmed by what happened at and after the end of the Cold War, one 

may wonder why realism is in bad repute.1 A key proposition derived from realist 
theory is that international politics refl ects the distribution of national capabilities, a 
proposition daily borne out. Another key proposition is that the balancing of power 
by some states against other recurs. Realist theory predicts that balances disrupted 
will one day be restored. A limitation of the theory, a limitation common to social 
science theories, is that it cannot say when. […] Theory cannot say when “tomorrow” 
will come because international political theory deals with the pressures of structure 
on states and not with how states will respond to the pressures. The latter is a task for 
theories about how national governments respond to pressures on them and take 
advantage of opportunities that may be present. One does, however, observe balanc-
ing tendencies already taking place.

Upon the demise of the Soviet Union, the international political system became 
unipolar. In the light of structural theory, unipolarity appears as the least durable of 
international confi gurations. This is so for two main reasons. One is that dominant 
powers take on too many tasks beyond their own borders, thus weakening themselves 
in the long run. […] The other reason for the short duration of unipolarity is that even 
if a dominant power behaves with moderation, restraint, and forbearance, weaker 
states will worry about its future behavior. […] Throughout the Cold War, what the 
United States and the Soviet Union did, and how they interacted, were dominant fac-
tors in international politics. The two countries, however, constrained each other. 
Now the United States is alone in the world. As nature abhors a vacuum, so interna-
tional politics abhors unbalanced power. Faced with unbalanced power, some states 
try to increase their own strength or they ally with others to bring the international 
distribution of power into balance. […]
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Source: ‘Structural realism after the Cold War’, International Security, vol. 25, no. 1, Summer 2000, 
pp. 5–41.
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The behavior of dominant powers

Will the preponderant power of the United States elicit similar reactions? Unbalanced 
power, whoever wields it, is a potential danger to others. The powerful state may, and 
the United States does, think of itself as acting for the sake of peace, justice, and well-
being in the world. These terms, however, are defi ned to the liking of the powerful, 
which may confl ict with the preferences and interests of others. In international poli-
tics, overwhelming power repels and leads others to try to balance against it. With 
benign intent, the United States has behaved and, until its power is brought into bal-
ance, will continue to behave in ways that sometimes frighten others.

For almost half a century, the constancy of the Soviet threat produced a constancy 
of American policy. Other countries could rely on the United States for protection 
because protecting them seemed to serve American security interests. […]

With the disappearance of the Soviet Union, the United States no longer faces a 
major threat to its security. […] Constancy of threat produces constancy of policy; 
absence of threat permits policy to become capricious. When few if any vital interests 
are endangered, a country’s policy becomes sporadic and self-willed.

The absence of serious threats to American security gives the United States wide 
latitude in making foreign policy choices. A dominant power acts internationally only 
when the spirit moves it. […]

Aside from specifi c threats it may pose, unbalanced power leaves weaker states 
feeling uneasy and gives them reason to strengthen their positions. The United States 
has a long history of intervening in weak states, often with the intention of bringing 
democracy to them. American behavior over the past century in Central America 
provides little evidence of self-restraint in the absence of countervailing power. […] 
Concentrated power invites distrust because it is so easily misused. To understand 
why some states want to bring power into a semblance of balance is easy, but with 
power so sharply skewed, what country or group of countries has the material capa-
bility and the political will to bring the “unipolar moment” to an end?

Balancing power in a unipolar world

The expectation that following victory in a great war a new balance of power will form 
is fi rmly grounded in both history and theory. […] Victories in major wars leave the 
balance of power badly skewed. The winning side emerges as a dominant coalition. The 
international equilibrium is broken; theory leads one to expect its restoration. […]

The candidates for becoming the next great powers, and thus restoring a balance, 
are the European Union or Germany leading a coalition, China, Japan, and in a more 
distant future, Russia. The countries of the European Union have been remarkably 
successful in integrating their national economies. The achievement of a large mea-
sure of economic integration without a corresponding political unity is an accom-
plishment without historical precedent. On questions of foreign and military policy, 
however, the European Union can act only with the consent of its members, making 
bold or risky action impossible. The European Union has all the tools – population, 
resources, technology, and military capabilities – but lacks the organizational ability 
and the collective will to use them. […]
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Europe may not remain in its supine position forever, yet signs of fundamental 
change in matters of foreign and military policy are faint. […] Now as earlier, 
European leaders express discontent with Europe’s secondary position, chafe at 
America’s making most of the important decisions, and show a desire to direct their 
own destiny. […] Europe, however, will not be able to claim a louder voice in alliance 
affairs unless it builds a platform for giving it expression. If Europeans ever mean to 
write a tune to go with their libretto, they will have to develop the unity in foreign 
and military affairs that they are achieving in economic matters. […]

International structure and national responses

Throughout modern history, international politics centered on Europe. Two world 
wars ended Europe’s dominance. Whether Europe will somehow, someday emerge as 
a great power is a matter for speculation. In the meantime, the all-but-inevitable 
movement from unipolarity to multipolarity is taking place not in Europe but in Asia. 
The internal development and the external reaction of China and Japan are steadily 
raising both countries to the great power level.2 China will emerge as a great power 
even without trying very hard so long as it remains politically united and competent. 
Strategically, China can easily raise its nuclear forces to a level of parity with the 
United States if it has not already done so.3 […] Economically, China’s growth rate, 
given its present stage of economic development, can be sustained at 7 to 9 percent 
for another decade or more. Even during Asia’s near economic collapse of the 1990s, 
China’s growth rate remained approximately in that range. A growth rate of 7 to 9 
percent doubles a country’s economy every ten to eight years.

Unlike China, Japan is obviously reluctant to assume the mantle of a great power. 
Its reluctance, however, is steadily though slowly waning. Economically, Japan’s power 
has grown and spread remarkably. The growth of a country’s economic capability to 
the great power level places it at the center of regional and global affairs. It widens the 
range of a state’s interests and increases their importance. The high volume of a coun-
try’s external business thrusts it ever more deeply into world affairs. In a self-help 
system, the possession of most but not all of the capabilities of a great power leaves a 
state vulnerable to others that have the instruments that the lesser state lacks. Even 
though one may believe that fears of nuclear blackmail are misplaced, one must 
wonder whether Japan will remain immune to them.

Countries have always competed for wealth and security, and the competition has 
often led to confl ict. Historically, states have been sensitive to changing relations of 
power among them. Japan is made uneasy now by the steady growth of China’s military 
budget. Its nearly 3 million strong army, undergoing modernization, and the gradual 
growth of its sea- and air-power projection capabilities, produce apprehension in all of 
China’s neighbors and add to the sense of instability in a region where issues of sover-
eignty and disputes over territory abound. The Korean peninsula has more military 
forces per square kilometer than any other portion of the globe. Taiwan is an unending 
source of tension. Disputes exist between Japan and Russia over the Kurile Islands, and 
between Japan and China over the Senkaku or Diaoyu Islands. Cambodia is a troublesome 
problem for both Vietnam and China. Half a dozen countries lay claim to all or some 
of the Spratly Islands, strategically located and supposedly rich in oil. The presence of 
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China’s ample nuclear forces, combined with the drawdown of American military 
forces, can hardly be ignored by Japan, the less so because economic confl icts with the 
United States cast doubt on the reliability of American military guarantees. Reminders 
of Japan’s dependence and vulnerability multiply in large and small ways. For example, 
as rumors about North Korea’s developing nuclear capabilities gained credence, Japan 
became acutely aware of its lack of observation satellites. Uncomfortable dependen-
cies and perceived vulnerabilities have led Japan to acquire greater military capabili-
ties, even though many Japanese may prefer not to.

Given the expectation of confl ict, and the necessity of taking care of one’s inter-
ests, one may wonder how any state with the economic capability of a great power can 
refrain from arming itself with the weapons that have served so well as the great 
deterrent. For a country to choose not to become a great power is a structural anom-
aly. For that reason, the choice is a diffi cult one to sustain. Sooner or later, usually 
sooner, the international status of countries has risen in step with their material 
resources. Countries with great power economies have become great powers, whether 
or not reluctantly. Some countries may strive to become great powers; others may 
wish to avoid doing so. The choice, however, is a constrained one. Because of the 
extent of their interests, larger units existing in a contentious arena tend to take on 
systemwide tasks. Profound change in a country’s international situation produces 
radical change in its external behavior. After World War II, the United States broke 
with its centuries-long tradition of acting unilaterally and refusing to make long-term 
commitments. Japan’s behavior in the past half century refl ects the abrupt change in 
its international standing suffered because of its defeat in war. In the previous half 
century, after victory over China in 1894–95, Japan pressed for preeminence in Asia, 
if not beyond. Does Japan once again aspire to a larger role internationally? Its con-
certed regional activity, its seeking and gaining prominence in such bodies as the IMF 
and the World Bank, and its obvious pride in economic and technological achieve-
ments indicate that it does. The behavior of states responds more to external condi-
tions than to internal habit if external change is profound.

When external conditions press fi rmly enough, they shape the behavior of states. 
Increasingly, Japan is being pressed to enlarge its conventional forces and to add 
nuclear ones to protect its interests. India, Pakistan, China, and perhaps North Korea 
have nuclear weapons capable of deterring others from threatening their vital inter-
ests. How long can Japan live alongside other nuclear states while denying itself simi-
lar capabilities? Confl icts and crises are certain to make Japan aware of the disadvantages 
of being without the military instruments that other powers command. Japanese 
nuclear inhibitions arising from World War II will not last indefi nitely; one may expect 
them to expire as generational memories fade.

Japanese offi cials have indicated that when the protection of America’s extended 
deterrent is no longer thought to be suffi ciently reliable, Japan will equip itself with a 
nuclear force, whether or not openly. Japan has put itself politically and technologi-
cally in a position to do so. Consistently since the mid-1950s, the government has 
defi ned all of its Self-Defense Forces as conforming to constitutional requirements. 
Nuclear weapons purely for defense would be deemed constitutional should Japan 
decide to build some.4 […]

Where some see Japan as a “global civilian power” and believe it likely to remain 
one, others see a country that has skillfully used the protection the United States has 
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afforded and adroitly adopted the means of maintaining its security to its regional 
environment.5 Prime Minister Shigeru Yoshida in the early 1950s suggested that Japan 
should rely on American protection until it had rebuilt its economy as it gradually 
prepared to stand on its own feet.6 Japan has laid a fi rm foundation for doing so by 
developing much of its own weaponry instead of relying on cheaper imports. […] 
Whether reluctantly or not, Japan and China will follow each other on the route to 
becoming great powers. China has the greater long-term potential. Japan with the 
world’s second or third largest defense budget and the ability to produce the most 
technologically advanced weaponry, is closer to great power status at the moment.

When Americans speak of preserving the balance of power in East Asia through 
their military presence,7 the Chinese understandably take this to mean that they 
intend to maintain the strategic hegemony they now enjoy in the absence of such a bal-
ance. When China makes steady but modest efforts to improve the quality of its infe-
rior forces, Americans see a future threat to their and others’ interests. Whatever 
worries the United States has and whatever threats it feels, Japan has them earlier and 
feels them more intensely. Japan has gradually reacted to them. China then worries as 
Japan improves its airlift and sealift capabilities and as the United States raises its sup-
port level for forces in South Korea.8 The actions and reactions of China, Japan, and 
South Korea, with or without American participation, are creating a new balance of 
power in East Asia, which is becoming part of the new balance of power in the 
world.

Historically, encounters of East and West have often ended in tragedy. Yet, as we 
know from happy experience, nuclear weapons moderate the behavior of their pos-
sessors and render them cautious whenever crises threaten to spin out of control. 
Fortunately, the changing relations of East to West, and the changing relations of 
countries within the East and the West, are taking place in a nuclear context. The ten-
sions and confl icts that intensify when profound changes in world politics take place 
will continue to mar the relations of nations, while nuclear weapons keep the peace 
among those who enjoy their protection.

America’s policy of containing China by keeping 100,000 troops in East Asia and 
by providing security guarantees to Japan and South Korea is intended to keep a new 
balance of power from forming in Asia. By continuing to keep 100,000 troops in 
Western Europe, where no military threat is in sight, and by extending NATO east-
ward, the United States pursues the same goal in Europe. The American aspiration to 
freeze historical development by working to keep the world unipolar is doomed. In 
the not very long run, the task will exceed America’s economic, military, demo-
graphic, and political resources; and the very effort to maintain a hegemonic position 
is the surest way to undermine it. The effort to maintain dominance stimulates some 
countries to work to overcome it. As theory shows and history confi rms, that is how 
balances of power are made. Multipolarity is developing before our eyes. Moreover, 
it is emerging in accordance with the balancing imperative.

American leaders seem to believe that America’s preeminent position will last 
indefi nitely. The United States would then remain the dominant power without rivals 
rising to challenge it – a position without precedent in modern history. Balancing, of 
course, is not universal and omnipresent. A dominant power may suppress balancing 
as the United States has done in Europe. Whether or not balancing takes place also 
depends on the decisions of governments. […] States are free to disregard the 
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imperatives of power, but they must expect to pay a price for doing so. Moreover, 
relatively weak and divided states may fi nd it impossible to concert their efforts to 
counter a hegemonic state despite ample provocation. This has long been the condi-
tion of the Western Hemisphere.

In the Cold War, the United States won a telling victory. Victory in war, however, 
often brings lasting enmities. Magnanimity in victory is rare. Winners of wars, facing 
few impediments to the exercise of their wills, often act in ways that create future 
enemies. Thus Germany, by taking Alsace and most of Lorraine from France in 1871, 
earned its lasting enmity; and the Allies’ harsh treatment of Germany after World War 
I produced a similar effect. In contrast, Bismarck persuaded the kaiser not to march 
his armies along the road to Vienna after the great victory at Königgrätz in 1866. In 
the Treaty of Prague, Prussia took no Austrian territory. Thus Austria, having become 
Austria-Hungary, was available as an alliance partner for Germany in 1879. Rather 
than learning from history, the United States is repeating past errors by extending its 
infl uence over what used to be the province of the vanquished.9 This alienates Russia 
and nudges it toward China instead of drawing it toward Europe and the United 
States. Despite much talk about the “globalization” of international politics, American 
political leaders to a dismaying extent think of East or West rather than of their inter-
action. With a history of confl ict along a 2,600 mile border, with ethnic minorities 
sprawling across it, with a mineral-rich and sparsely populated Siberia facing China’s 
teeming millions, Russia and China will fi nd it diffi cult to cooperate effectively, but 
the United States is doing its best to help them do so. Indeed, the United States has 
provided the key to Russian-Chinese relations over the past half century. Feeling 
American antagonism and fearing American power, China drew close to Russia after 
World War II and remained so until the United States seemed less, and the Soviet 
Union more, of a threat to China. The relatively harmonious relations the United 
States and China enjoyed during the 1970s began to sour in the late 1980s when 
Russian power visibly declined and American hegemony became imminent. To alien-
ate Russia by expanding NATO, and to alienate China by lecturing its leaders on how 
to rule their country, are policies that only an overwhelmingly powerful country 
could afford, and only a foolish one be tempted, to follow. The United States cannot 
prevent a new balance of power from forming. It can hasten its coming as it has been 
earnestly doing. […]
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S O  FA R  I N  T H E  1990s many of us feel […] [the] end-of-century gloom; 
after all, this is not the fi rst time people have complained about incompetent and 

visionless governments, the collapse of traditional institutions, widespread social and 
economic distress, appalling disparities in life chances, racism and hypernationalism, 
private comfort replacing public ideals, and introspection triumphing over interna-
tionalism, corruption over service and helplessness over hope. In terms of mood we 
have been here before, but something is new. The present of world politics is unique 
in terms of its material conditions: a wired world, a threatened environment, a global 
population surge, a truly world economy, depleting non-renewable resources, and 
intercontinental weapons of mass destruction. […]

In these confusing times, with contested foundations and visions, a major respon-
sibility for students of International Relations is to try to make sense of events without 
surrendering complexity, to paint pictures of the future without claiming prediction, 
and to attempt to devise political forms that offer more hope than presently of deliver-
ing peace, security and welfare for more of the earth’s population. With these points in 
mind, this Conclusion discusses the changing context of statecraft and security in this, 
the fi rst truly global age. […]. [I]t seeks to provide further context for rethinking – 
resisting and reinventing – in relation to three crucial aspects of global transforma-
tion – globalisation, global governance and global moral science.

Globalisation

The context of international relations in the fi nal decades of the twentieth century 
has changed in a dramatic fashion. This new stage in world history – potentially a 
step-change in the evolution of human society – cannot easily be reduced to a single 
word: but to the extent it can, it is encapsulated in the concept of ‘globalisation’. 
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This remains a much debated and contested concept, but for me it embraces those 
changes that have been taking place in politics, society and economy that result in 
the daily intermeshing and densifi cation of local lives and global processes, and the 
impact of this on traditional conceptions of time, space, boundaries, culture, iden-
tity and politics. […]

Wherever one looks, there is movement and challenge in material circumstances 
and social relations. We are living in an era of spectacular change. At the same time 
there is a pervasive sense that nobody controls the transformations: instead, the trans-
formations control us. It is only necessary to mention the transnational organisation 
of production, the liberalisation of markets globally, the growth of world cities, 
advanced information technology, the 24-hour global fi nance system, changing con-
sumption patterns and expectations, and the pressures on traditional family relation-
ships, local communities, cultural norms and political authority. The changes are 
eye-catching at the material level but are profound below the surface, at the level of 
ontology and political philosophy. For students of International Relations, one out-
come of the processes of globalisation is that the familiar textbook notion of the sov-
ereign state is called into question. State borders are increasingly open to external 
penetration on a minute-by-minute basis, to everything except neighbouring armies, 
as the autonomy of governments declines over economic planning, social ideas and 
cultural choice. The sovereign state’s power to control its own destiny is eroded by 
globalisation. James Rosenau’s term ‘post-international politics’ becomes everyday 
more pertinent (1990). This is certainly not to say that governments and states are 
henceforth unimportant. They are, and will remain infl uential conduits in the distri-
bution of social, political and economic goods. They regulate the lives of their citizens 
in manifold ways, but they themselves are more than ever regulated by outside pres-
sures. If the twentieth-century image of the sovereign state has been that of a jugger-
naut being driven down an autobahn, towards prosperity and power, the 
twenty-fi rst-century metaphor is more likely to see governments as traffi c cops, at a 
busy (probably Asian) intersection, gesticulating wildly while trying to direct the 
teeming fl ow of people, traffi c and goods – all of which have their own imperatives – 
as best they can. Governments are busier than ever before, with more functions and 
pressures, but they have less autonomy.

Globalisation, like other human developments, does not everywhere have uni-
form effects and is a two-edged sword. It offers the promises of inclusiveness and 
interdependence, and different and more hopeful visions of the human condition, but 
as a result of certain ruling ideas, it also magnifi es disparities between rich and poor, 
powerful and powerless, and leaves established political authority structures feeling 
unable to control the companies and cultural ideas that can exploit the time/space 
opportunities of a globalising planet. These are the circumstances in which apprehen-
sion is the dominant mood. The global market promises wealth and choice, but it 
threatens protectionism, fi nancial crises, the destruction of nature, unemployment, 
the marginalisation of welfarism, personal anxiety and other negative social conse-
quences and economic reactions. Levels of insecurity rise, and there is fatalism about 
human agency. The challenge is therefore to inform globalisation with ideas that can 
maximise its promise in terms of human community and global welfare and minimise 
its threats in terms of disparity and dislocation. This is the task for what I later call 
global moral science.
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The political economy of globalisation is one of the most powerful forces shaping 
our times. At its base is the world capitalist economy. (Expressed differently, this aspect 
of globalisation can be regarded as an extension of US foreign policy by other means.) 
Capitalism has been an enormously successful economic system in the way it has pro-
vided large numbers of people with goods, but as Robert Heilbroner has argued, per-
suasively and succinctly, its expansionist nature (marked by unbounded science and 
technology) intrudes into all aspects of human relationships – with nature and with 
each other. In Heilbroner’s words, ‘the commodifi cation of life is not only an intrusion 
of science and technology into the tissues of sociality, but also the means by which a 
capitalist economy draws energy from its own environment’ (1995: 99). […]

The global market produces particular forms of global competition which in turn 
means that national economies have to compete by the rules, or wither away. Politics 
within nations is increasingly shaped by economics above nations, and between 
national economies and the global economy. Consequently, instead of states aiming to 
become ‘local agents of the world common good’, to use Hedley Bull’s term (1983: 
11–12, 14) they have increasingly been coopted to be local agents of the world capi-
talist good. It was failure in this competition, for example, which sealed the fate of the 
militarily super-powerful Soviet Union. To be a stagnant post-Stalinist command 
economy in a burgeoning post-Fordist capitalist world was historically terminal. The 
Soviet Union did not collapse, it was coopted. […]

[…] We live in the age of the Divine Right of the Consumer. As a result the 
market threatens the welfare of the powerless and tramples over the natural environ-
ment. The claim is heard throughout the advanced industrial world – Galbraith’s ‘cul-
ture of contentment’ (1992) – that higher levels of public spending cannot be afforded. 
But what determines the limit is political choice not absolute necessity. Governments 
face choices between acting as agents of welfare or agents of the marketplace. Today, 
‘sovereignty-free’ international fi nance disciplines ostensibly sovereign governments. 
In the West this could result – because of some competitive disadvantages in global 
terms – in a loss of material living standards; but this in turn need not result in less 
fulfi lling lives. Those who live on or beyond the periphery of today’s islands of pros-
perity, for example, may have plenty to teach in the twenty-fi rst century about how 
we might live, since they have already accommodated to modest means. Peripheries 
of the world unite: you have nothing to lose but your centres. That said, the peripher-
ies of the global capitalist system do not presently have much to lose, given their posi-
tion in the global economy, the unhelpful rules of trade under the World Trade 
Organisation, the structural adjustment programmes of the IMF and World Bank, 
limited development help (often still tied to politics rather than helping the poor) and 
punitive debt repayment burdens.

The implications of globalisation, therefore, are not simple or uniformly benefi -
cial. The two-edged effect is also evident in the fi eld of military security. Long-range 
weapons of increasing destructive potential, range and accuracy have helped to create 
a global insecurity community. But note that it was out of common insecurity in the 
Cold War that the idea of common security emerged. The ‘new thinking’ of the 1980s 
showed that in the area of international security the negative aspects of global insecu-
rity could be reversed, though the problem of controlling and ultimately eliminating 
nuclear weapons remains one of the most urgent challenges for statecraft in the post-
Cold War era (MccGwire, 1994).
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Globalisation’s negative effects are not in principle beyond human control. 
That control – if it is to be in the human interest – will require new expressions of 
politics. Globalisation is often seen in extreme terms: by some – the ideologists of 
the market-place – in a very positive light, while by others – anxious about the 
impact of these forces on people’s lives and traditional national control – in very 
negative ways. The political project of global moral science discussed later must 
seek to work with the potentially helpful dynamics of globalisation – the conscious-
ness of ‘one worldism’ – while encouraging resistance to the destructive effects. It 
should not be assumed that globalisation in all its forms is irresistible, nor should it 
be assumed that it must mean homogenisation. It is for these reasons that those who 
have not given in to globo-pessimism have begun to concern themselves with fun-
damental questions of political theory and practical wisdom in relation to questions 
of global governance.

Global governance

[…] [G]lobal governance refers to those theories and practices which seek to provide 
legitimised procedures for political activities (and not just those of governments) 
which are of global relevance. The precise shape(s) of global governance for the 
medium and long-term future are indistinct, but they will obviously have a profound 
effect on what we now conceive as international security and key questions of inter-
national relations. Clearly what emerges institutionally will be of considerable vari-
ety, given the multiple interfaces between the local and the global, but they will be 
critical to the future of world politics, since it will be the task of these mechanisms to 
distribute (and redistribute) wealth, accommodate the new and cushion change.

There are presently more questions than answers. How will the interplay of 
global and local forces be mediated through legitimate political control mechanisms? 
What will replace the Westphalian international system? What political and economic 
structures will evolve to cope with the decline of national models of economic devel-
opment in the face of a globalised economic system? Is the most likely shift in political 
and economic decision-making power away from the soverign state to regional eco-
nomic collectivities grouped around these traditional units? It is diffi cult to predict 
how the patterns of global governance will evolve over the next half-century and 
beyond. It is as diffi cult as it would have been to predict the Westphalian system 
before it took shape. What feels clear is that something profound […] is taking place, 
but the post-Westphalian pattern of global governance has yet to be worked out. 
Whether what evolves produces the cosy image of a global village, or a global 
Johannesburg (a tense city held together, and apart, by razor wire), or any other 
urban metaphor for our future remains to be seen. But what seems beyond doubt is 
the verdict that the rationality of statism – the belief that all decision-making power 
and loyalty should be focused on the sovereign (for the most part multi-nation) state – 
has reached its culminating point, and that future patterns of global governance will 
involve complex decentralisation below the state-level, functional organisations above 
the state level, and a growing network of economic, social and cultural interdepen-
dencies at the level of transnational civil society, outside the effective control of 
governments.
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Complexity in forms of governance is likely to be a characteristic of future world 
politics. […] [T]he vaunted ‘end of history’ was not even a pause, still less a fi nale, and 
what beckons is not another round of ideological dialectics, but of multilectics about 
how to run the world, albeit in part rather than in whole. In this cultural babel, the 
pre-eminence of Western values will be challenged by different voices – some of 
which will be backed by serious power. The challenge is already present in certain 
forms of Islam and some so-called Asian values (though the challenge would be better 
understood and accommodated if the challenge were seen in terms of traditionalist 
versus modernist values rather than in a cultural essentialist – ‘clash of civilisations’ – 
fashion). Cultural essentialism – emphasising cultural continuity, the uniqueness of 
civilisations, and rejecting the universality of ideas – goes much too far. […] Values 
change. Today’s Western values, notably individualism, will not fl ourish on ‘lifeboat 
earth’ if the balance of economic and political power shifts to the authoritarian and 
anti-Western regions of Asia, and if millions of people continue to be born into 
wretched lives on the margins of existence. Values are a historical rather than a geo-
graphical phenomenon. Today’s ‘Western’ values, in different material conditions, 
will once again reinvent themselves; this, after all, is in the spirit of Enlightenment.

The spread of the term global governance attests to the inadequacy of the ortho-
dox language of academic International Relations. Terms such as ‘international 
system’, ‘great powers’, ‘balance of power’ and even ‘foreign policy’, today sound 
increasingly marginal if not actually anachronistic. […] The traditional discipline of 
International Relations excludes too much for its own good, and certainly for the 
good of the vast majority of the world’s population. Academic International Relations 
will not be the site for human emancipation in the twenty-fi rst century if it is impris-
oned by the concepts and categories of nineteenth-century language.

Those thinking about the structures and processes of global governance for the 
decades and half-centuries ahead do not think in traditional global idealist terms – 
looking towards a world government for example – but instead contemplate multilay-
ered, overlapping and multifunctional patterns of legitimate authority. The importance 
of creating a democratic and law-governed world is central in this project. […]

The sovereign so-called nation-state with which we are now familiar, and which 
realists describe (tautologically) as the ‘primary actors’ in International Relations 
(defi ned in terms of ‘relations between states’) is not a fi xed entity – the inevitable 
product of the political nature of humankind. Sovereign states are historical creations, 
the product of the political nature of humankind. And times change. Nevertheless, 
whatever networks of global governance emerge under conditions of globalisation, 
some form of ‘states’ will remain an important part of the jigsaw of world politics, 
though they will not be sovereign in the pure Westphalian sense – any more than they 
have ever been ‘nation states’ in the pure Wilsonian sense. Global governance will 
have to be truer to both language and human needs if a serious and persistent level of 
violence is to be avoided, and good governance in the human interest is to be fur-
thered. If the major task in the theory and practice of international relations during 
the Cold War was to avoid a superpower nuclear war, the major task for the post-Cold 
War era is pre-eminently that of developing ideas about global governance that will 
recapture a sense of the future and of a concept of progress in the interests of human 
needs, world community and environmental sustainability. A future world which is 
predictably (soon) to be characterised by system overload has the choice – locally and 
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globally – of being informed by the values of community or of being driven by mul-
tilevel tribal confrontations. Even a law-governed world will not maximise human 
security unless those laws are informed by the values of a just world order. Imagining 
a politics and ethics on which to build more helpful structures of global governance is 
the task of what I call global moral science.

Global moral science

Global moral science is not the ‘objective’ moral science that was attempted by the 
philosophes but is a call to think systematically about how humans can live together, 
globally, in greater security and hope (Booth, 1995). […]

It is possible to present some truly terrifying scenarios for the decades ahead if 
only ‘fairly bad-case’ assumptions are extrapolated. The nuclear danger could be back 
to haunt us, and social stress could lead to Hobbesian nightmares. A world divided, 
under conditions of globalisation, would be uniquely insecure and deeply inhumane. 
The signs of such possibilities, fuelled by new cold wars of the mind, are not diffi cult 
to fi nd. As the Berlin Wall was being demolished in 1989 – the symbol of the East-
West confrontation and a failed monument to an attempt to stop the movement of 
ideas – many more walls were being built to divide the West from the Rest, in an 
attempt to stop the movement of peoples. The signs are not encouraging that the 
governments of the rich world will be able to persuade their voters to reduce their 
material prospects in the interests of a globally richer life.

Despite the endorsement earlier of Heilbroner’s view that apprehension is the 
dominant mood of today, and the identifi cation of converging global pressures point-
ing to system-overload, the global future is not inevitably one of permanent and mul-
tilevel confrontation. Such a future is likely, however, if the privileged and powerful 
retreat into lives preoccupied by their private and local needs and wants, and if these 
fault lines are deepened by ideology. This can only be resisted by the creation of per-
suasive big pictures of global politics, big pictures that are both inclusive and sensitive 
to local outlooks. These big pictures are unlikely to be completely new, but rather the 
result of the refi nement and modernisation of earlier exercises in global thinking. 
Global moral science must seek to reinvent our human future(s) in a manner that is 
appropriate for tomorrow’s crowded and technological world and anchored in a 
knowledge of all the failed projects and false universalisms of the past, including 
racism, statism, religious fundamentalism, rampant Westernisation and simple faith in 
science and technology. At the centre of reconceiving world politics, the success or 
failure of developing a global human rights culture will be crucial. […]

Statecraft and security

The challenge to students and practitioners of International Relations is no less than 
rethinking global politics – from the top down and the bottom up. What has been 
explicit in this Conclusion so far has been that global politics are at a crossroads 
because of the revolutionary material circumstances in which we fi nd ourselves. The 
choice we (the Haves) face is whether to allow regressive thinking to trap us into a 
world of private dreams but threatening public nightmares, or whether by resistance 
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and reinvention to seek to build through dialogue, dollars and determination, a human 
community and global polity on the foundation of the revolutionary material circum-
stances. Implicit in crossroads is the question of agency. Who will decide? Who will 
do the resistance and reinvention? Who will take the necessary practical steps?

At this stage of global politics, the empirical answer to these questions of agency 
is reasonably clear. The engine room for change – if it is to be progressive – will be 
global social movements committed to world order values such as non-violence, eco-
nomic justice, environmental sustainability, good governance and human rights 
(Ekins, 1992; Falk, 1992). But only so much can be achieved without the agency of 
the state. As was discussed earlier, the role of the state these days is widely challenged, 
as the limitations of state-centric politics, environmental policy and economics are all 
too evident. The sovereign state represents neither an edifying transcendent morality 
nor the rational unit for determining the politics of a global age. Statism – the ideol-
ogy which focuses all loyalty and decisionmaking power on the sovereign state – was 
historically the solution to the disorder of the Thirty Years War. In these terms it can 
be seen as progressive. But it is not unusual in human life to seek to deal with tomor-
row’s problems with yesterday’s solutions. The continuing strength of statism attests 
to the fact that state élites in particular learned the lessons of their historical moment 
too well. We have to begin where we are, and pragmatically the governments of sov-
ereign states will remain important actors in world politics and will continue to serve 
key functions, inter alia, in the regulation of violence, the development of law, the 
direction of social policies and the management of external relations. Statecraft will 
therefore continue to be of signifi cance. Consequently, even if, in practice, states 
often behave like ‘gangsters’ rather than ‘guardian angels’ (Wheeler, 1996), the ‘ratio-
nal hope’ must be that more of them will become what Bull called ‘local agents of the 
world common good’. If the evidence for such an outcome is mixed, there are never-
theless grounds for hope, even in the fi eld of international security. […]

Despite all the warnings, the human sciences have scarcely begun to contemplate 
the stresses and strains of an overcrowded, overheated planet. In the decades ahead, 
how much of world politics will resemble what Heilbroner calls ‘the rage of the 
ghetto’ (1995: 90)? There is a confi dent view among some International Relations 
scholars that international society at the end of the twentieth century is reasonably 
robust. This is a top down view. Certainly there has not been a major war between the 
‘great powers’ for half a century, and for this we should be thankful. However, when 
one looks at world politics from the bottom up – from the perspective of the poor, 
many children, Africa – the picture looks different. Change requires a rejection of the 
common sense values of the powerful, which have shaped our lives and often depressed 
our spirits, such as the self-serving homily that ‘the poor will always be with us’. The 
poor are an invention of society. Members of ‘primitive societies’ have few posses-
sions, but they are not ‘poor’. As Marshall Sahlins puts it: ‘Poverty is not a certain 
amount of goods, nor is it just a relationship between means and ends; above all it is 
a relation between people. Poverty is a social status. As such it is the invention of 
civilisation’ (quoted in Heilbroner, 1995: 28). What we invent, we can reinvent. If 
such a view is considered utopian and naive, how much more so is the assumption that 
the human species can survive in good shape in a world dominated by the politics of 
exclusiveness and the economics of exploitation? But change is obstructed by the 
historic power of today’s ruling ideas about politics and economics, as they have 
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become normalised, naturalised and enshrined as common sense. Ruling ideas always 
assume their survival, but uncommon sense should warn of the opposite.

To talk of ‘beyond’ in this Conclusion is not to suppose that there will necessarily 
be one. ‘Humans’ as they have evolved may, for a variety of reasons, become extinct 
as a species, like the Neanderthals. It is in the gap between hope and human achieve-
ment (including possible extinction) that this thing called ‘international relations’ fi ts, 
so frustratingly – as a threat and as a promise. Unless, through progress in global 
moral science, we can develop more rational forms of global governance, then the 
prospects are, at worst, species elimination, at best a regression into an insecure world 
of razor wire surrounding one’s home and nuclear weapons defending one’s country, 
waiting for catastrophes of greater or lesser magnitude.

For the moment, the progress of human progress has been badly dented. Faith in 
the future has shrivelled in many societies, although hope for progress remains wide-
spread. […]

We live, I believe, in the early stages of one of the most decisive periods in human 
history – the fi rst truly global age, with all that implies for reimagining the human 
implications of a decisive reinvention of time and space, comparable with a small 
number of such turning-points over the past 100–150,000 years (learning to ride 
horses, discovering the world is not fl at and the Industrial Revolution). The potential 
evolutionary implications of globalist reimaginings are enormous, not least for poli-
tics and economics, including ‘international relations’. […] In that regard it is import-
ant to remember that the Berlin Wall did not fall: it was pushed. It was thought up, 
built up, unthought and pulled down. This most symbolic material structure of the 
Cold War was demolished by people changing their minds. Like the Berlin Wall, the 
political, social, cultural and economic world in which we live today – nuclear mis-
siles, rat-infested shanty-towns, fundamentalist churches and sweat-shops – are also 
inventions, susceptible of being thought up, built up, unthought and pulled down.
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G L O B A L I Z AT I O N  I S  B E S T  understood as a spatial phenomenon.1 It 
is not an ‘event’, but a gradual and ongoing expansion of interaction processes, 

forms of organization, and forms of cooperation outside the traditional spaces defi ned 
by sovereignty. Activity takes place in a less localized, less insulated way as transcon-
tinental and interregional patterns criss-cross and overlap one another.2

The process of globalization is analytically distinct from interdependence. The 
latter, as Reinicke states, denotes growth in connections and linkages between sover-
eign entities. Interdependence complicates external sovereignty in that sovereign 
choices have to be made to accommodate these interdependent ties. Globalization 
processes are not just about linkages but about interpenetration. As Guehenno noted, 
globalization is defi ned not just by the ever-expanding connections between states 
measured in terms of movement of goods and capital but the circulation and inter-
penetration of people and ideas (Guehenno, 1999: 7). It affects not only external 
sovereignty choices but also internal sovereignty in terms of relations between the 
public and private sectors (Reinicke, 1997). Contrary to popular notions of globaliza-
tion this does not mean that sovereignty ceases to exist in the traditional Weberian 
sense (i.e. monopoly of legitimate authority over citizen and subjects within a given 
territory. Instead, globalization is a spatial reorganization of production, industry, 
fi nance, and other areas which causes local decisions to have global repercussions and 
daily life to be affected by global events. […]

Much of the literature on globalization has focused on its economic rather than 
security implications.3 In part, this is because the security effects of globalization 
often get confl ated with changes to the international security agenda with the end of 
Cold War Superpower competition.4 It is also because, unlike economics where glo-
balization’s effects are manifested and measured everyday in terms of things like 
international capital fl ows and Internet use, in security, the effects are inherently 
harder to conceptualize and measure. To the extent possible, the ensuing analysis tries 
to differentiate globalization from post-Cold War effects on security. As a fi rst-cut, 
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one can envision a ‘globalization – security’ spectrum along which certain dialogues 
in security studies would fall. For example, the notion of selective engagement, pre-
emptive withdrawal, democratic enlargement, or preventive defense as viable US 
grand strategies for the coming century would sit at the far end of this spectrum 
because they are predominantly security effects deriving from the end of bipolar 
competition rather than from globalization.5 Progressively closer to the middle would 
be arguments about the ‘debelicization’ of security or the obsolescence of war which 
do not have globalization as their primary cause, but are clearly related to some of 
these processes.6 Also in this middle range would be discussions on ‘rogue’ or ‘pariah’ 
states as this term is a function of the end of the Cold War; at the same time, however, 
the spread of information and technology exponentially raises the danger of these 
threats. Similarly, the end of the Cold War provides the permissive condition for the 
salience of weapons of mass destruction as the Soviet collapse directly affected the 
subsequent accessibility of formerly controlled substances such as plutonium or 
enriched uranium. But an equally important driver is globalization because the tech-
nologies for creating these weapons have become easily accessible (Falkenrath, 1998). 
Finally, at the far end of the ‘globalization-security’ spectrum might be the salience of 
substate extremist groups or fundamentalist groups because their ability to organize 
transnationally, meet virtually, and utilize terrorist tactics has been substantially 
enhanced by the globalization of technology and information. While the US security 
studies fi eld has made reference to many of these issues, a more systematic under-
standing of globalization’s security effects is lacking.7 […]

Agency and scope of threats

The most far-reaching security effect of globalization is its complication of the basic 
concept of ‘threat’ in international relations. This is in terms of both agency and scope. 
Agents of threat can be states but can also be non-state groups or individuals. While 
the vocabulary of confl ict in international security traditionally centered on interstate 
war (e.g. between large set-piece battalions and national armed forces), with global-
ization, terms such as global violence and human security become common parlance, 
where the fi ght is between irregular substate units such as ethnic militias, paramilitary 
guerrillas, cults and religious organizations, organized crime, and terrorists. 
Increasingly, targets are not exclusively opposing force structures or even cities, but 
local groups and individuals (Buzan, 1997a: 6–21; Klare, 1998: 66; Nye, 1989; 
Väyrynen, 1998; Wæver et al., 1993).

Similarly, security constituencies, while nominally defi ned by traditional sover-
eign borders increasingly are defi ned at every level from the global to the regional to 
the individual. […] Thus the providers of security are still nationally defi ned in 
terms of capabilities and resources; however, increasingly they apply these in a post-
sovereign space whose spectrum ranges from nonstate to substate to transstate 
arrangements. For this reason, security threats become inherently more diffi cult to 
measure, locate, monitor, and contain (Freedman, 1998a: 56; Reinicke, 1997: 134).

Globalization widens the scope of security as well. As the Copenhagen school has 
noted, how states conceive of security and how they determine what it means to be 
secure in the post-Cold War era expand beyond military security at the national level.8 
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Globalization’s effects on security scope are distinct from those of the post-Cold War 
in that the basic transaction processes engendered by globalization – instantaneous 
communication and transportation, exchanges of information and technology, fl ow 
of capital – catalyze certain dangerous phenomena or empower certain groups in 
ways unimagined previously. In the former category are things such as viruses and 
pollution. Because of human mobility, disease has become much more of a transna-
tional security concern.9 Global warming, ozone depletion, acid rain, biodiversity 
loss, and radioactive contamination are health and environmental problems that have 
intensifi ed as transnational security concerns precisely because of increased human 
mobility and interaction (Matthew & Shambaugh, 1998; Väyrynen, 1998; Zurn, 
1998).

Globalization also has given rise to a ‘skill revolution’ that enhances the capabili-
ties of groups such as drug smugglers, political terrorists, criminal organizations, and 
ethnic insurgents to carry out their agenda more effectively than ever before (Arquilla 
& Ronfeldt, 1996; Brown, 1998: 4–5; Godson, 1997; Klare, 1998; Rosenau, 1998: 
21–23; Shinn, 1996: 38). It is important to note that the widening scope of security 
to these transnational issues is not simply a short-term fi xation with the end of bipolar 
Cold War competition as the defi ning axis for security. The threat posed by drugs, 
terrorism, transnational crime, and environmental degradation has been intensifi ed 
precisely because of globalization. Moreover, the security solutions to these problems 
in terms of enforcement or containment increasingly are ineffective through national 
or unilateral means.10

Globalization has ignited identity as a source of confl ict. The elevation of regional 
and ethnic confl ict as a top-tier security issue has generally been treated as a function 
of the end of the Cold War. However, it is also a function of globalization. The process 
of globalization carries implicit homogenization tendencies and messages,11 which in 
combination with the ‘borderlessness’ of the globalization phenomenon elicits a cul-
tural pluralist response.12

At the same time, globalization has made us both more aware and less decisive 
about our motivations to intervene in such ethnic confl icts. Real-time visual images 
of horror and bloodshed in far-off places transmitted through CNN make the confl icts 
impossible to ignore, creating pressures for intervention. On the other hand, the 
hesitancy to act is palpable, as standard measures by which to determine intervention 
(i.e. bipolar competition in the periphery) are no longer appropriate, forcing us to 
grope with fuzzy motivations such as humanitarian intervention.

Non-physical security

Globalization has anointed the concept of non-physical security. Traditional defi ni-
tions of security in terms of protection of territory and sovereignty, while certainly 
not irrelevant in a globalized era, expand to protection of information and technology 
assets. For example, Nye and Owens (1998) cite ‘information power’ as increasingly 
defi ning the distribution of power in international relations in the 21st century. In a 
similar vein, the revolution in military affairs highlights not greater fi repower but 
greater information technology and ‘smartness’ of weapons as the defi ning advantage 
for future warfare.13
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These non-physical security aspects have always been a part of the traditional 
national defense agenda. […] However, the challenge posed by globalization is that 
the nation-state can no longer control the movement of technology and information 
(Simon, 1997). Strategic alliances form in the private sector among leading corpora-
tions that are not fettered by notions of techno-nationalism and driven instead by 
competitive, cost-cutting, or cutting-edge innovative needs. The result is a transna-
tionalization of defense production that further reduces the state’s control over these 
activities.14

More and more private companies, individuals, and other non-state groups are 
the producers, consumers, and merchants of a US$50 billion per year global arms 
market (Klare & Lumpe, 1998). The end of the Cold War has certainly been a permis-
sive condition for the indiscriminate, profi t-based incentives to sell weapons or dual-
use technologies to anybody. But globalization of information and technology has 
made barriers to non-state entry low and detection costs high. Moreover, while 
enforcement authorities still have the benefi t of these technologies, two critical devel-
opments have altered the equation: (1) Absence of discrimination: over the past two 
decades, the private sector, rather than the government, has become the primary 
creator of new technologies, which in essence has removed any relative advantages 
state agencies formerly possessed in terms of exclusive access to eavesdropping tech-
nology, surveillance, and encryption.15 Governments once in the position of holding 
monopolies on cutting edge technologies that could later be ‘spun off’ in the national 
commercial sector are now consumers of ‘spin-on’ technologies. (2) Volume and vari-
ety: the sheer growth in volume and variety of communications has overwhelmed any 
attempts at monitoring or control (Mathews, 1997; Freedman, 1999: 53).16 […]

* * *

Intermestic security

[…] Globalization creates an interpenetration of foreign and domestic issues that 
national governments must recognize in developing policy. One example of this 
‘intermestic’ approach to security policy might be an acceptance that the transnation-
alization of threats has blurred traditional divisions between internal and external 
security (Katzenstein, 1996). The obverse would be the frequency with which a state 
adheres to ‘delimiting’ security, formulating and justifying policy on the basis of 
‘national security’ interests rather than universal/global interests (Moon Chung-in, 
1995: 64). […]

Multilateralism

[…] As noted above, globalization means that both the agency and scope of threats 
have become more diverse and non-state in form. This also suggests that the payoffs 
lessen for obtaining security through traditional means. Controlling pollution, disease, 
technology, and information transfer cannot be easily dealt with through national, 
unilateral means but can only be effectively dealt with through the application of 
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national resources in multilateral fora or through encouragement of transnational 
cooperation. […]

Thus one would expect globalized security processes refl ected in a state’s striving 
for regional coordination and cooperative security. It should emphasize not exclusivity 
and bilateralism in relations but inclusivity and multilateralism as the best way to solve 
security problems. At the extreme end of the spectrum, globalization might downplay 
the importance of eternal iron-clad alliances and encourage the growth of select trans-
national ‘policy coalitions’ among national governments, nongovernmental organiza-
tions (NGOs), and individuals specifi c to each problem (Reinicke, 1997: 134).

In conjunction with multilateralism, globalized conceptions of security should be 
refl ected in norms of diffuse reciprocity and international responsibility. This is admit-
tedly more amorphous and harder to operationalize. While some self-serving instru-
mental motives lie behind most diplomacy, there must be a strong sense of global 
responsibility and obligation that compels the state to act. Actions taken in the national 
interest must be balanced with a basic principle that contributes to a universal, glo-
balized value system underpinning one’s own values. […]

Bureaucratic innovation

[…] [There] is the trend toward greater specialization in the pursuit of security. As 
globalization makes security problems more complex and diverse, national security 
structures need to be re-oriented, sometimes through elimination of anachronistic 
bureaucracies or through rationalization of wasteful and overlapping ones. […]

Another trend engendered by the security challenges of globalization is greater 
cross-fertilization between domestic law enforcement and foreign policy agencies. 
This relationship, at least in the USA (less the case in Europe), is at worst non-existent 
because domestic law enforcement has operated traditionally in isolation from 
national security and diplomatic concerns, or at best is a mutually frustrating relation-
ship because the two have neither inclination nor interest in cooperating. States that 
understand the challenges of globalization, particularly on issues of drug-traffi cking, 
environmental crimes, and technology transfer, will seek to bridge this gap, creating 
and capitalizing on synergies that develop between the two groups. Foreign policy 
agencies will seek out greater interaction with domestic agencies, not only on a prag-
matic short-term basis employing law enforcement’s skills to deal with a particular 
problem, but also on a longer-term and regular basis cultivating familiarity, transpar-
ency, and common knowledge. On the domestic side, agencies such as the FBI, 
Customs, and police departments (of major cities) would fi nd themselves engaged in 
foreign policy dialogues, again not only at the practitioner’s level, but also in aca-
demia and think-tank forums.17

One of the longer-term effects of specialization and cross-fertilization is that 
security also becomes more ‘porous.’ Specialization will often require changes not 
just at the sovereign national level, but across borders and with substate actors. 
‘Boilerplate’ security (e.g. dealt with by ‘hardshell’ nation-states with national 
resources) becomes increasingly replaced by cooperation and coordination that may 
still be initiated by the national government but with indispensable partners (depending 
on the issue) such as NGOs, transnational groups, and the media. The obverse of this 
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dynamic also obtains. With globalization, specialized ‘communities of choice’ (e.g. 
landmine ban) are empowered to organize transnationally and penetrate the national 
security agendas with issues that might not otherwise have been paid attention to 
(Guehenno, 1999: 9; Mathews, 1997).

Aggregating capabilities

The globalization literature remains relatively silent on how globalization processes 
substantially alter the way in which states calculate relative capabilities. The single 
most important variable in this process is the diffusion of technology (both old and 
new). In the past, measuring relative capabilities was largely a linear process. Higher 
technology generally meant qualitatively better weapons and hence stronger capa-
bilities. States could be assessed along a ship-for-ship, tank-for-tank, jet-for-jet com-
parison in terms of the threat posed and their relative strength based on such linear 
measurements. However, the diffusion of technology has had distorting effects. While 
states at the higher end technologically still retain advantages, globalization has 
enabled wider access to technology such that the measurement process is more 
dynamic. First, shifts in relative capabilities are more frequent and have occurred in 
certain cases much earlier than anticipated. Second, and more signifi cant, the mea-
surement process is no longer one-dimensional in the sense that one cannot readily 
draw linear associations between technology, capabilities, and power. For example, 
what gives local, economically backward states regional and even global infl uence in 
the 21st century is their ability to threaten across longer distances. Globalization 
facilitates access to select technologies related to force projection and weapons of 
mass destruction, which in turn enable states to pose threats that are asymmetric and 
disproportionate to their size. Moreover, these threats emanate not from acquisition 
of state-of-the-art but old and outdated technology. Thus countries like North Korea, 
which along most traditional measurements of power could not compare, can with 
old technology (SCUD and rudimentary nuclear technology) pose threats and affect 
behavior in ways unforeseen in the past (Bracken, 1998).

Strategies and operational considerations

Finally, the literature on globalization is notably silent on the long-term impact of 
globalization processes on time-tested modes of strategic thinking and fi ghting. In the 
former vein, the widening scope of security engendered by globalization means that 
the defi nition of security and the fi ght for it will occur not on battlefi elds but in 
unconventional places against non-traditional security adversaries. […] [T]he nature 
of these confl icts may also require new ways of fi ghting, i.e. the ability to engage 
militarily with a high degree of lethality against combatants, but low levels of collat-
eral damage. As a result, globalization’s widening security scope dictates not only new 
strategies (discussed below) but also new forms of combat. […]

Regarding strategy, as the agency and scope of threats diversifi es in a globalized 
world, traditional modes of deterrence become less relevant. Nuclear deterrence 
throughout the Cold War and post-Cold War eras, for example, was based on certain 
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assumptions. First, the target of the strategy was another nation-state. Second, this 
deterred state was assumed to have a degree of centralization in the decisionmaking 
process over nuclear weapons use. Third, and most important, the opponent pos-
sessed both counterforce and countervalue targets that would be the object of a 
second strike. While this sort of rationally based, existential deterrence will still apply 
to interstate security, the proliferation of weaponized non-state and substate actors 
increasingly renders this sort of strategic thinking obsolete. They do not occupy sov-
ereign territorial space and therefore cannot be targeted with the threat of retaliation. 
They also may operate as self-contained cells rather than an organic whole which 
makes decapitating strikes at a central decisionmaking structure ineffective. […]

Governments may respond to this in a variety of ways. One method would be, as 
noted above, greater emphasis on the specialized utilization of whatever state, sub-
state, and multilateral methods are necessary to defend against such threats. A second 
likely response would be greater attention and resources directed at civil defense 
preparation and ‘consequence’ management to minimize widespread panic and pain 
in the event of an attack. A third possible response is unilateral in nature. Governments 
may increasingly employ pre-emptive or preventive strategies if rational deterrence 
does not apply against non-state entities. Hence one might envision two tiers of secu-
rity in which stable rational deterrence applies at the state – state level but unstable 
pre-emptive/preventive strategies apply at the state-non-state level. […]

Notes

1 See Held (1997: 253). As Rosenau (1996: 251) writes, ‘It refers neither to values 
nor structures but to sequences that unfold either in the mind or behavior, to inter-
action processes that evolve as people and organizations go about their daily tasks 
and seek to realize their particular goals.’

2 See Mittelman (1994: 427). Or as Goldblatt et al. (1997: 271) note: ‘Globalization 
denotes a shift in the spatial form and extent of human organization and interaction 
to a transcontinental or interregional level. It involves a stretching of social rela-
tions across time and space such that day-to-day activities are increasingly infl u-
enced by events happening on the other side of the globe and the practices and 
decisions of highly localized groups and institutions can have signifi cant global 
reverberations.’

3 Examples of the non-security bias in the US literature on globalization include 
Mittelman (1994); Goldblatt et al. (1997); Reinicke (1997); Rosenau (1996); Nye 
& Owens (1998); Talbott (1997); Falk (1997); Ohmae (1993); Held (1997).

4 Representative of works looking at changing defi nitions of security at the end of the 
Cold War are Walt (1991); Gray (1992); Deudney (1990); Chipman (1992); Nye 
(1989); Lipschutz (1995).

5 For debates on selective engagement and pre-emptive drawback strategies, see 
Layne (1997); Ruggie (1997). See also Huntington (1999); Betts (1998). On pre-
ventive defense see Carter & Perry (1999). European international relations litera-
ture that has looked at the post-Cold War effects of security (as distinct from 
globalization’s effects on security) include Kirchner & Sperling (1998); Leatherman 
& Väyrynen (1995); Buzan (1997a).
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 6 For the seminal work, see Mueller (1989). See also Mandelbaum (1999); Van 
Creveld (1991).

 7 For a more comprehensive and useful characterization of security studies, see 
Buzan (1997a), although this categorization takes the post-Cold War rather than 
globalization as its point of departure.

 8 See Buzan (1997a). For applications, see Haas (1995); Cha (1997).
 9 For example, the re-emergence of tuberculosis and malaria as health hazards has 

been related to the development of resistant strains in the South (because of black-
market abuses of inoculation treatments), which then reentered the developed 
North through human mobility.

10 As Matthew & Shambaugh argue, it is not the luxury of the Soviet collapse that 
enables us to elevate the importance of transnational security but the advances in 
human mobility, communication, and technology that force us to. See Matthew & 
Shambaugh (1998: 167). A related example of how security agency and scope have 
changed is the privatized army. These groups are not a new phenomenon in inter-
national politics, dating back to the US revolutionary war (i.e. Britain’s hiring of 
Hessian soldiers) and the Italian city-states of the 14th century (i.e. the condottiers). 
However, their salience today is a function of the changes wrought by the globaliza-
tion of technology. Increasingly, national armies are retooled to fi ght high-intensity, 
high-technology confl icts and less equipped to fi ght low-intensity confl icts in 
peripheral areas among ethnic groups where the objectives in entering battle are 
unclear. This development, coupled with the decreasing Cold War era emphasis on 
the periphery and the absence of domestic support for casualties in such places, has 
made the ‘jobbing-out’ of war increasingly salient. See Shearer (1998); Silverstein 
(1997); Thomson (1996).

11 Examples of homogenization impulses include the diffusion of standardized con-
sumer goods generally from the developed North; Western forms of capitalism 
(and not Asian crony capitalism); and Western liberal democracy (not illiberal 
democracy).

12 As Falk (1997: 131–32) states, ‘The rejection of these globalizing tendencies in its 
purest forms is associated with and expressed by the resurgence of religious and 
ethnic politics in various extremist confi gurations. Revealingly, only by retreating 
to premodern, traditionalist orientations does it now seem possible to seal off sov-
ereign territory, partially at least, from encroachments associated with globalized 
lifestyles and business operations’. See also Mittelman (1994: 432); Guehenno 
(1999: 7); and Wæver et al. (1993).

13 These are defi ned in terms of things such as ISR (intelligence collection, surveil-
lance, and reconnaissance), C4I, and precision force that can provide superior situ-
ational awareness capabilities (e.g. dominant battlespace knowledge; ‘pre-crisis 
transparency’). See Nye & Owens (1998); Cohen (1996); Freedman (1998b); Laird 
& Mey (1999). Freedman correctly points out that the emphasis on information and 
technology is not in lieu of, but in conjunction with, superior physical military assets. 
The former cannot compensate for the latter. See Freedman (1999: 51–52).

14 As Goldblatt et al. point out, MNCS now account for a disproportionately large 
share of global technology transfer as a result of FDI; joint ventures; international 
patenting; licensing; and knowhow agreements. This means they are more in con-
trol of transferring dual-use technologies than traditional states. See Goldblatt 
et al. (1997: 277–79).
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15 On the growing commercial pressure for liberalization of encryption technology, 
see Freeh (1997). See also Falkenrath (1998: 56–57); Corcoran (1998: 13). On the 
growing reliance of the US Defense Department on commercial technological 
advances compared with the 1950–70s, see Carter & Perry (1999: 197–98).

16 The results of this are well known: instantaneous communication by facsimile, cel-
lular phone, satellite phone, teleconferencing, alpha-numeric pagers, e-mail, com-
puter moderns, computer bulletin boards, and federal express are the norm. 
Approximately 250,000 Global Positioning System satellite navigation receivers 
are sold each month for commercial use.

17 In this vein, it might not be unusual in the future to see the commissioner of New 
York City Police or the head of the FBI participating in discussions of the Council 
on Foreign Relations or the Brookings Institution.
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New rules for an old game

[ … ]  T E R R O R I S M  H A S  B E E N  defi ned as the substate application of vio-
lence or threatened violence intended to sow panic in a society, to weaken or even 
overthrow the incumbents, and to bring about political change. It shades on occasion 
into guerrilla warfare (although unlike guerrillas, terrorists are unable or unwilling to 
take or hold territory) and even a substitute for war between states. In its long history 
terrorism has appeared in many guises; today society faces not one terrorism but 
many terrorisms.

Since 1900, terrorists’ motivation, strategy, and weapons have changed to some 
extent. The anarchists and the left-wing terrorist groups that succeeded them, down 
through the Red Armies that operated in Germany, Italy, and Japan in the 1970s, have 
vanished; if anything, the initiative has passed to the extreme right. Most international 
and domestic terrorism these days, however, is neither left nor right, but ethnic-sep-
aratist in inspiration. Ethnic terrorists have more staying power than ideologically 
motivated ones, since they draw on a larger reservoir of public support.

The greatest change in recent decades is that terrorism is by no means militants’ 
only strategy. The many-branched Muslim Brotherhood, the Palestinian Hamas, the 
Irish Republican Army (IRA), the Kurdish extremists in Turkey and Iraq, the Tamil 
Tigers of Sri Lanka, the Basque Homeland and Liberty (ETA) movement in Spain, and 
many other groups that have sprung up in this century have had political as well as 
terrorist wings from the beginning. The political arm provides social services and 
education, runs businesses, and contests elections, while the “military wing” engages 
in ambushes and assassinations. Such division of labor has advantages: the political 
leadership can publicly disassociate itself when the terrorists commit a particularly 
outrageous act or something goes wrong. The claimed lack of control can be quite real 
because the armed wing tends to become independent; the men and women with the 
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Source: ‘Postmodern terrorism’, Foreign Affairs, vol. 75, no. 5, September/October 1996, pp. 24–37.
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guns and bombs often lose sight of the movement’s wider aims and may end up doing 
more harm than good.

Terrorist operations have also changed somewhat. Airline hijackings have become 
rare, since hijacked planes cannot stay in the air forever and few countries today are 
willing to let them land, thereby incurring the stigma of openly supporting terrorism. 
Terrorists, too, saw diminishing returns on hijackings. The trend now seems to be 
away from attacking specifi c targets like the other side’s offi cials and toward more 
indiscriminate killing. Furthermore, the dividing line between urban terrorism and 
other tactics has become less distinct, while the line between politically motivated 
terrorism and the operation of national and international crime syndicates is often 
impossible for outsiders to discern […]. But there is one fundamental difference 
between international crime and terrorism: mafi as have no interest in overthrowing 
the government and decisively weakening society; in fact, they have a vested interest 
in a prosperous economy.

Misapprehensions, not only semantic, surround the various forms of political 
violence. A terrorist is not a guerrilla, strictly speaking. There are no longer any guer-
rillas, engaging in Maoist-style liberation of territories that become the base of a 
counter-society and a regular army fi ghting the central government – except perhaps 
in remote places like Afghanistan, the Philippines, and Sri Lanka. The term “guerrilla” 
has had a long life partly because terrorists prefer the label, for its more positive con-
notations. It also persists because governments and media in other countries do not 
wish to offend terrorists by calling them terrorists. […]

The belief has gained ground that terrorist missions by volunteers bent on com-
mitting suicide constitute a radical new departure, dangerous because they are impos-
sible to prevent. But that is a myth, like the many others in which terrorism has always 
been shrouded. The bomber willing and indeed eager to blow himself up has appeared 
in all eras and cultural traditions, espousing politics ranging from the leftism of the 
Baader-Meinhof Gang in 1970s Germany to rightist extremism. When the Japanese 
military wanted kamikaze pilots at the end of World War II, thousands of volunteers 
rushed to offer themselves. The young Arab bombers on Jerusalem buses looking to 
be rewarded by the virgins in Paradise are a link in an old chain.

State-sponsored terrorism has not disappeared. Terrorists can no longer count on 
the Soviet Union and its Eastern European allies, but some Middle Eastern and North 
African countries still provide support. Tehran and Tripoli, however, are less eager to 
argue that they have a divine right to engage in terrorist operations outside their bor-
ders […]. No government today boasts about surrogate warfare it instigates and 
backs.

On the other hand, Sudan, without fanfare, has become for terrorists what the 
Barbary Coast was for pirates of another age: a safe haven. Politically isolated and 
presiding over a disastrous economy, the military government in Khartoum, backed 
by Muslim leaders, believes that no one wants to become involved in Sudan and thus 
it can get away with lending support to terrorists from many nations. Such confi dence 
is justifi ed so long as terrorism is only a nuisance. But if it becomes more than that, 
the rules of the game change, and both terrorists and their protectors come under 
great pressure. […]

* * *
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The greatest change is that terrorism is not militants’ only strategy

Some argue that terrorism must be effective because certain terrorist leaders have 
become president or prime minister of their country. In those cases, however, the 
terrorists had fi rst forsworn violence and adjusted to the political process. Finally, the 
common wisdom holds that terrorism can spark a war or, at least, prevent peace. That 
is true, but only where there is much infl ammable material: as in Sarajevo in 1914, so 
in the Middle East and elsewhere today. Nor can one ever say with certainty that the 
confl agration would not have occurred sooner or later in any case.

Nevertheless, terrorism’s prospects, often overrated by the media, the public, 
and some politicians, are improving as its destructive potential increases. This has to 
do both with the rise of groups and individuals that practice or might take up terror-
ism and with the weapons available to them. The past few decades have witnessed the 
birth of dozens of aggressive movements espousing varieties of nationalism, religious 
fundamentalism, fascism, and apocalyptic millenarianism. […] [Also] [n]ow, mail-
order catalogs tempt militants with readily available, far cheaper, unconventional as 
well as conventional weapons […].

In addition to nuclear arms, the weapons of mass destruction include biological 
agents and man-made chemical compounds that attack the nervous system, skin, or 
blood. Governments have engaged in the production of chemical weapons for almost 
a century and in the production of nuclear and biological weapons for many decades, 
during which time proliferation has been continuous and access ever easier.1 The 
means of delivery – ballistic missiles, cruise missiles, and aerosols – have also become 
far more effective. While in the past missiles were deployed only in wars between 
states, recently they have played a role in civil wars in Afghanistan and  Yemen. Use by 
terrorist groups would be but one step further.

Until the 1970s most observers believed that stolen nuclear material constituted 
the greatest threat in the escalation of terrorist weapons, but many now think the 
danger could lie elsewhere. An April 1996 Defense Department report says that 
“most terrorist groups do not have the fi nancial and technical resources to acquire 
nuclear weapons but could gather materials to make radiological dispersion devices 
and some biological and chemical agents.” Some groups have state sponsors that pos-
sess or can obtain weapons of the latter three types. […]

To use or not to use?

If terrorists have used chemical weapons only once and nuclear material never, to 
some extent the reasons are technical. The scientifi c literature is replete with the 
technical problems inherent in the production, manufacture, storage, and delivery of 
each of the three classes of unconventional weapons.

The manufacture of nuclear weapons is not that simple, nor is delivery to their 
target. […]

Chemical agents are much easier to produce or obtain but not so easy to keep 
safely in stable condition, and their dispersal depends largely on climatic factors. […] 
The biological agents are far and away the most dangerous: they could kill hundreds 
of thousands where chemicals might kill only thousands. They are relatively easy to 
procure, but storage and dispersal are even trickier than for nerve gases. The risk of 
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contamination for the people handling them is high, and many of the most lethal 
bacteria and spores do not survive well outside the laboratory. […]

Given the technical diffi culties, terrorists are probably less likely to use nuclear 
devices than chemical weapons, and least likely to attempt to use biological weapons. 
But diffi culties could be overcome, and the choice of unconventional weapons will in 
the end come down to the specialties of the terrorists and their access to deadly 
substances.

Terrorists can order the poor man’s nuclear bomb from a catalog

The political arguments for shunning unconventional weapons are equally weighty. 
The risk of detection and subsequent severe retaliation or punishment is great, and 
while this may not deter terrorists it may put off their sponsors and suppliers. 
Terrorists eager to use weapons of mass destruction may alienate at least some sup-
porters, not so much because the dissenters hate the enemy less or have greater moral 
qualms but because they think the use of such violence counter-productive. 
Unconventional weapon strikes could render whole regions uninhabitable for long 
periods. Use of biological arms poses the additional risk of an uncontrollable epi-
demic. And while terrorism seems to be tending toward more indiscriminate killing 
and mayhem, terrorists may draw the line at weapons of super-violence likely to 
harm both foes and large numbers of relatives and friends – say, Kurds in Turkey, 
Tamils in Sri Lanka, or Arabs in Israel.

Furthermore, traditional terrorism rests on the heroic gesture, on the willing-
ness to sacrifi ce one’s own life as proof of one’s idealism. Obviously there is not much 
heroism in spreading botulism or anthrax. Since most terrorist groups are as inter-
ested in publicity as in violence, and as publicity for a mass poisoning or nuclear 
bombing would be far more unfavorable than for a focused conventional attack, only 
terrorists who do not care about publicity will even consider the applications of 
unconventional weapons.

Broadly speaking, terrorists will not engage in overkill if their traditional weap-
ons – the submachine gun and the conventional bomb – are suffi cient to continue the 
struggle and achieve their aims. But the decision to use terrorist violence is not always 
a rational one; if it were, there would be much less terrorism, since terrorist activity 
seldom achieves its aims. […]

* * *

Future shock

Scanning the contemporary scene, one encounters a bewildering multiplicity of ter-
rorist and potentially terrorist groups and sects. […]

In the past, terrorism was almost always the province of groups of militants that 
had the backing of political forces like the Irish and Russian social revolutionary 
movements of 1900. In the future, terrorists will be individuals or like-minded people 
working in very small groups […].  An individual may possess the technical competence 
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to steal, buy, or manufacture the weapons he or she needs for a terrorist purpose; he 
or she may or may not require help from one or two others in delivering these weap-
ons to the designated target. The ideologies such individuals and mini-groups espouse 
are likely to be even more aberrant than those of larger groups. And terrorists work-
ing alone or in very small groups will be more diffi cult to detect unless they make a 
major mistake or are discovered by accident.

Thus at one end of the scale, the lone terrorist has appeared, and at the other, 
state-sponsored terrorism is quietly fl ourishing in these days when wars of aggression 
have become too expensive and too risky. As the century draws to a close, terrorism 
is becoming the substitute for the great wars of the 1800s and early 1900s.

Proliferation of the weapons of mass destruction does not mean that most terror-
ist groups are likely to use them in the foreseeable future, but some almost certainly 
will, in spite of all the reasons militating against it. Governments, however ruthless, 
ambitious, and ideologically extreme, will be reluctant to pass on unconventional 
weapons to terrorist groups over which they cannot have full control; the govern-
ments may be tempted to use such arms themselves in a fi rst strike, but it is more 
probable that they would employ them in blackmail than in actual warfare. Individuals 
and small groups, however, will not be bound by the constraints that hold back even 
the most reckless government.

Society has also become vulnerable to a new kind of terrorism, in which the 
destructive power of both the individual terrorist and terrorism as a tactic are infi nitely 
greater. Earlier terrorists could kill kings or high offi cials, but others only too eager to 
inherit their mantle quickly stepped in. The advanced societies of today are more 
dependent every day on the electronic storage, retrieval, analysis, and transmission of 
information. Defense, the police, banking, trade, transportation, scientifi c work, and a 
large percentage of the government’s and the private sector’s transactions are on-line. 
That exposes enormous vital areas of national life to mischief or sabotage by any com-
puter hacker, and concerted sabotage could render a country unable to function. Hence 
the growing speculation about infoterrorism and cyberwarfare. […]

[…] There is little secrecy in the wired society, and protective measures have 
proved of limited value […]. The possibilities for creating chaos are almost unlimited 
even now, and vulnerability will almost certainly increase. Terrorists’ targets will 
change: Why assassinate a politician or indiscriminately kill people when an attack on 
electronic switching will produce far more dramatic and lasting results? […] If the 
new terrorism directs its energies toward information warfare, its destructive power 
will be exponentially greater than any it wielded in the past – greater even than it 
would be with biological and chemical weapons. […]

Note

1 Science fi ction writers produced chemical weapons even earlier. In Jules Verne’s 
The Begum’s Fortune, a (German) scientist aims to wipe out the 250,000 inhabitants 
of (French) Franceville with one grenade of what he calls carbon acid gas, shot from 
a supergun.



W H E N ,  I N  T H E  I M M E D I AT E  aftermath of the September 11 
attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, Secretary of State Colin 

Powell declared that the United States was “at war” with terrorism, he made a very 
natural but terrible and irrevocable error. Administration leaders have been trying to 
put it right ever since.

What Powell said made sense if one uses the term “war against terrorism” in the 
sense of a war against crime or against drug traffi cking: that is, the mobilization of all 
available resources against a dangerous, antisocial activity, one that can never be 
entirely eliminated but can be reduced to, and kept at, a level that does not threaten 
social stability.

The British in their time have fought many such “wars” – in Palestine, in Ireland, 
in Cyprus, and in Malaya (modern-day Malaysia), to mention only a few. But they 
never called them wars; they called them “emergencies.” This terminology meant 
that the police and intelligence services were provided with exceptional powers and 
were reinforced where necessary by the armed forces, but they continued to operate 
within a peacetime framework of civilian authority. If force had to be used, it was at 
a minimal level and so far as possible did not interrupt the normal tenor of civil life. 
The objectives were to isolate the terrorists from the rest of the community and to 
cut them off from external sources of supply. The terrorists were not dignifi ed with 
the status of belligerents: they were criminals, to be regarded as such by the general 
public and treated as such by the authorities.

To declare war on terrorists or, even more illiterately, on terrorism is at once to 
accord terrorists a status and dignity that they seek and that they do not deserve. It 
confers on them a kind of legitimacy. Do they qualify as belligerents? If so, should 
they not receive the protection of the laws of war? […]

But to use, or rather to misuse, the term “war” is not simply a matter of legality 
or pedantic semantics. It has deeper and more dangerous consequences. To declare 
that one is at war is immediately to create a war psychosis that may be totally 
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Source: ‘What’s in a name? How to fi ght terrorism’, Foreign Affairs, vol. 81, no. 1, January/February 2002, 
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counter-productive for the objective being sought. It arouses an immediate expecta-
tion, and demand, for spectacular military action against some easily identifi able 
adversary, preferably a hostile state – action leading to decisive results.

The use of force is seen no longer as a last resort, to be avoided if humanly pos-
sible, but as the fi rst, and the sooner it is used the better. […] Any suggestion that the 
best strategy is not to use military force at all but to employ subtler if less heroic 
means of destroying the adversary is dismissed as “appeasement” by politicians whose 
knowledge of history is about on a par with their skill at political management. […]

[…] The qualities needed in a serious campaign against terrorists – secrecy, intel-
ligence, political sagacity, quiet ruthlessness, covert actions that remain covert, above 
all infi nite patience – all these are forgotten or overridden in a media-stoked frenzy 
for immediate results, and nagging complaints if they do not get them. […]

* * *

Battle of wits

A struggle against terrorism, as the British have discovered over the past century and 
particularly in Northern Ireland, is unlike a war against drugs or a war against crime 
in one vital respect. It is fundamentally a “battle for hearts and minds”; it is worth 
remembering that that phrase was fi rst coined in the context of the most successful 
campaign of this kind that the British armed forces have ever fought – the Malayan 
emergency in the 1950s (a campaign that, incidentally, took some 15 years to bring 
to an end). Without hearts and minds one cannot obtain intelligence, and without 
intelligence terrorists can never be defeated. There is not much of a constituency for 
criminals or drug traffi ckers, and in a campaign against them the government can be 
reasonably certain that the mass of the public will be on its side. But it is well known 
that one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fi ghter. Terrorists can be success-
fully destroyed only if public opinion, both at home and abroad, supports the author-
ities in regarding them as criminals rather than heroes.

In the intricate game of skill played between terrorists and the authorities, as the 
British discovered in both Palestine and Ireland, the terrorists have already won an 
important battle if they can provoke the authorities into using over armed force 
against them. They will then be in a win-win situation: either they will escape to fi ght 
another day, or they will be defeated and celebrated as martyrs.

In the process of fi ghting them a lot of innocent civilians will certainly be hurt, 
further eroding the moral authority of the government. Who in the United Kingdom 
will ever forget Bloody Sunday in Northern Ireland, when in 1972 a few salvos of 
small-arms fi re by the British army gave the Irish Republican Army a propaganda vic-
tory from which the British government would never recover? And if so much harm 
can be done by rifl e fi re, what is one to say about bombing? It is like trying to eradicate 
cancer cells with a blowtorch. Whatever its military justifi cation, the bombing of 
Afghanistan, with the inevitable collateral damage, has whittled away the immense 
moral ascendancy gained as a result of the terrorist attacks in America.

Soon for much of the world that atrocity will be, if not forgotten, then remem-
bered only as history; meanwhile, every fresh picture on television of a hospital hit, 
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or children crippled by land mines, or refugees driven from their homes by Western 
military action will strengthen the hatred and recruit for the ranks of the terrorists, 
as well as sow fresh doubts in the minds of America’s supporters.

There is no reason to doubt that the campaign in Afghanistan was undertaken 
only on the best available political and military advice, in full realization of the mili-
tary diffi culties and political dangers and in the sincere belief that there was no alter-
native. […] But in compelling the allies to undertake it at all, the terrorists took the 
fi rst and all-important trick.

The understandable military reasoning that drove the campaign was based on the 
political assumption that the terrorist network had to be destroyed as quickly as pos-
sible before it could do more damage. It further assumed that the network was mas-
terminded by a single evil genius, Osama bin Laden, whose elimination would 
demoralize if not destroy his organization. Bin Laden operated out of a country the 
rulers of which refused to yield him up to the forces of international justice. Those 
rulers had to be compelled to change their minds. The quickest way to break their 
will was by aerial bombardment, especially since a physical invasion of their territory 
presented such huge if not insoluble logistical problems. Given these assumptions, 
what alternative was there?

Weak foundations

But the best reasoning, and the most fl awless logic, is of little value if it starts from 
false assumptions. I have no doubt that voices were raised both in Washington and in 
Whitehall questioning the need and pointing out the dangers of immediate military 
action, but if they were, they were at once drowned out by the thunderous political 
imperative: “Something must be done.” The same voices no doubt also questioned the 
wisdom, if not the accuracy, of identifying bin Laden as the central and indispensable 
fi gure in the terrorist network – demonizing him for some people, but for others 
giving him the heroic status enjoyed by “freedom fi ghters” throughout the ages.

The allies are now in a horrible dilemma. If they “bring him to justice” and put 
him on trial they will provide bin Laden with a platform for global propaganda. If, 
instead, he is assassinated – perhaps “shot while trying to escape” – he will become a 
martyr. If he escapes he will become a Robin Hood. Bin Laden cannot lose. And even 
if he is eliminated, it is hard to believe that his global network, apparently consisting 
of people as intelligent and well educated as they are dedicated and ruthless, will not 
continue to function effectively until they are traced and dug out by patient and long-
term operations of police and intelligence forces, whose activities will not, and cer-
tainly should not, make headlines. Such a process, as the British defense chief Admiral 
Sir Michael Boyce has rightly pointed out, may well take decades, perhaps as long as 
the Cold War.

Now that the operation has begun it must be pressed to a successful conclusion – 
successful enough for the allies to be able to disengage with honor and for the tabloid 
headlines to claim victory (though the very demand for victory and the sub-
Churchillian rhetoric that accompanies this battle cry show how profoundly press and 
politicians still misunderstand the nature of the terrorist problem). Only after achiev-
ing an honorable disengagement will it be possible to continue with the real struggle 
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described above, one in which there will be no spectacular battles and no clear 
victory.

Boyce’s analogy with the Cold  War is valuable in another respect. Not only did it go 
on for a very long time, but it had to be kept cold. There was a constant danger that it 
would be inadvertently toppled into a “hot” nuclear war, which everyone would cata-
strophically lose. The danger of nuclear war, at least on a global scale, has now ebbed, if 
only for the moment, but it has been replaced by another threat, and one no less alarm-
ing: the likelihood of an ongoing and continuous confrontation of cultures that will not 
only divide the world but shatter the internal cohesion of our increasingly multicultural 
societies. And the longer the overt war continues against terrorism, in Afghanistan or 
anywhere else, the greater is the danger of that confrontation happening.

There is no reason to suppose that Osama bin Laden enjoys any more sympathy 
in the Islamic world than, say, Northern Ireland’s Ian Paisley does in Christendom. 
The type is a phenomenon that has cropped up several times in British history: a char-
ismatic religious leader fanatically hostile to the West leading a cult that has some-
times gripped an entire nation. There was the Mahdi in the Sudan in the late nineteenth 
century, and the so-called Mad Mullah in Somaliland in the early twentieth. Admittedly 
they presented purely local problems, although a substantial proportion of the British 
army had to be mobilized to deal with the Mahdi and his followers.

Cultural underpinnings

The difference today is that such leaders can recruit followers from all over the world 
and can strike back anywhere on the globe. They are neither representative of Islam 
nor approved by Islam, but the roots of their appeal life in a peculiarly Islamic pre-
dicament that only intensifi ed over the last half of the twentieth century: the chal-
lenge to Islamic culture and values posed by the secular and materialistic culture of 
the West, and the inability to come to terms with it.

This is a vast subject that must be understood if there is to be any hope, not so 
much of winning the new cold war as of preventing it from becoming hot. In retro-
spect, it is quite astonishing how little the West has understood, or empathized with, 
the huge crisis that has faced that vast and populous section of the world stretching 
from the Maghreb through the Middle East and Central Asia into South and Southeast 
Asia and beyond to the Philippines: overpopulated, underdeveloped, being dragged 
headlong by the West into the postmodern age before their populations have come to 
terms with modernity.

This is not a problem of poverty as against wealth, and it is symptomatic of 
Western materialism to suppose that it is. It is the far more profound and intractable 
confrontation between a theistic, landbased, and traditional culture, in places little 
different from the Europe of the Middle Ages, and the secular material values of the 
Enlightenment. The British and the French, given their imperial experiences, ought 
to understand these problems. But for most Americans it must be said that Islam 
remains one vast terra incognita – and one, like those blank areas on medieval maps, 
inhabited very largely by dragons.

This is the region where the struggle for hearts and minds must be waged and 
won if the struggle against terrorism is to succeed. The front line in the struggle is not 
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in Afghanistan. It is in the Islamic states where modernizing governments are threat-
ened by a traditionalist backlash: Turkey, Egypt, and Pakistan, to name only the most 
obvious. The front line also runs through the streets of the multicultural cities in the 
West. For Muslims in Ankara or Cairo, Paris or Berlin, the events of September 11 
were terrible, but they happened a long way away and in another world. By contrast, 
those whose sufferings as a result of Western air raids or of Israeli incursions are 
nightly depicted on television are people, however geographically distant, with whom 
Muslims around the world can easily identify.

That is why prolonging the war is likely to be so disastrous. Even more disastrous 
would be its extension, as U.S. opinion seems increasingly to demand, in a long march 
through other “rogue states” beginning with Iraq, in order to eradicate terrorism for 
good so that the world can live at peace. No policy is more likely not just to indefi -
nitely prolong the war but to ensure that it can never be won.



Discussion questions

What are the defi ning features for the new pattern of great power relations in the  ●

21st century, and what are the security implications for states in the periphery?
Why did ‘Offensive’ Realists like John Mearsheimer consider post-Cold War  ●

Europe to be plausibly less stable?
Do you concur with the theoretical observation commonly shared by Realists,  ●

Liberals and Constructivists, alike, regarding the likelihood of international 
instability in post-Cold War East Asia?
To what extent do clashing nationalisms and mutual historical mistrust/animos- ●

ity exacerbate the security dilemma in contemporary Japanese-Chinese rela-
tions, in particular, and the East Asian region, in general?
Can Structural Realism still adequately explain international security in the  ●

post-Cold War era? How far have international security developments in the 
past decade refl ected the structural realist perspective? Do you fi nd Waltz’s 
arguments convincing?
Why is globalisation a ‘double-edged sword’? How has the concept of statecraft  ●

and security changed following the advent of globalisation?
What does Ken Booth mean by ‘global moral science’? ●

What is the most far-reaching security effect of globalisation? ●

What are the notable changes that have taken hold on terrorism in recent times? ●

How have the forces of globalisation contributed to the rise of terrorism? ●

What does one mean by the ‘battle for hearts and minds’? ●

Why was the declaration of ‘war against terrorism’ by the US in the immediate  ●

aftermath of the ‘9/11’ incident deemed as a natural, yet serious and irrevocable 
error?
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