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As is probably the case with most textbooks, International Relations: Perspectives 
and Controversies, Third Edition, has grown out of many years of teaching the course 
for which it is intended—introductory international relations. Like others who teach 
in this area, I have struggled to fi nd the right balance of fact and theory, current events 
and historical background, as well as breadth and depth of coverage. I am always 
looking for ways to make complicated ideas accessible without resorting to caricature 
or talking down to students. I constantly need to remind myself that even though the 
latest theoretical fad or methodological debate may interest me, it is usually of little 
interest or value to my students. And though many issues might be old and settled 
for those of us who have been immersed in the discipline for decades, they can still be 
new and exciting for students. One of the hardest things about teaching introductory 
international relations is placing oneself in the position of a student being exposed to 
the subject for the fi rst time. Undergraduate students are not mini-graduate students, 
and most do not intend to make the study of international relations their life’s ambi-
tion. Thus, I begin my class and this text with the assumption that most students are 
interested in international relations in order to become reasonably informed and 
thoughtful citizens who are able to think about issues that affect their lives in a man-
ner that goes beyond the superfi cial coverage of daily headlines. My objective is to 
help them achieve this goal.

Perhaps the biggest obstacle to introducing students to international relations 
in one semester is the sheer volume of material. There is so much history that 
seems essential, so many issues that one can cover, and so many theories that try 
to make sense of these issues. Choices have to be made. It is simply not feasible 
to provide all the history and cover every possible issue from every conceivable 
perspective. It is always easy to find material to add but nearly impossible to 
identify anything that can be eliminated (a fact that anyone who has ever tried 
to write a textbook knows well!). The problem is that quantity can sometimes be 
the enemy of quality. Students presented with an endless catalog of facts, names, 
theories, and perspectives can drown in a sea of detail. Being exhaustive and com-
prehensive is certainly desirable in the abstract, but in practice it can become 
overwhelming. In trying to teach everything, we find that our students end up 
learning nothing.

Preface

ix
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Goals
I have always found it useful to remember that the fundamental goal of this course 

is getting students to think about international relations. The point is not to provide 
students with an encyclopedia of facts and theoretical snippets, but rather to instill an 
appreciation for ideas and the nature and structure of argument. If students can con-
vey, explain, and critique the fundamental arguments for and against free trade, it is 
not essential that they know the details of every WTO meeting or the results of every 
GATT round. The debate over the WTO might be a useful entry point into the more 
enduring questions over free trade, but it is the ideas and arguments that are critical. 
I am always asking myself whether certain facts are necessary or useful for students to 
understand the underlying ideas. If they are not, there is no reason to include them.

The danger of overwhelming ideas with facts and detail is not the only challenge. 
Ideas need to be presented in ways that will allow students to truly engage in the criti-
cal issues, not merely be aware of them. It is not enough, for example, that students 
are able to provide a paragraph summary of balance of power theory. They need to 
understand its basic assumptions and be able to follow the arguments through its 
various stages, twists, and turns. They should be able to identify the theory’s strong 
and weak points and do the same for alternative theories. For students to achieve this 
level of mastery, ideas and theories must be developed at some length so that they can 
see how the elements of the arguments come together.

Approach
The approach of International Relations: Perspectives and Controversies  embodies 

these assumptions. Chapters 1 and 2 are fairly traditional, providing the basic 
 historical and theoretical foundations for thinking about international relations. 
The  remaining chapters are framed in a different manner from those in most other 
texts. Each chapter is organized around a basic question that embodies an important 
issue of controversy in international relations:

Does international anarchy lead to war? (Chapter 3) ■
Are democracies more peaceful than other societies? (Chapter 4) ■
Is war part of human nature? (Chapter 5) ■
Is free trade desirable? (Chapter 6) ■
What are the obstacles to economic development? (Chapter 7) ■
Is globalization eroding national sovereignty? (Chapter 8) ■
Does international law matter? (Chapter 9) ■
Should the international community undertake humanitarian interventions?  ■
(Chapter 10)
Is nuclear proliferation a bad thing? (Chapter 11) ■
How should we respond to terrorism? (Chapter 12) ■
Is the global commons in danger? (Chapter 13) ■
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Once the question is posed and some essential historical and factual background 
provided, the chapter presents and develops alternative answers to the question. The 
questions and the general “debate” format provide a focus that helps sustain student 
interest. To help students move beyond what they often see as abstract debates and 
theories and illustrate the real-life relevancy of these ideas, each chapter concludes 
with a Points of View section containing two primary source documents that bring 
to life the major issues or positions discussed in the main body of the chapter. For 
example, the debate about the relationship between democracy and war can be very 
academic and technical, focusing on confl icting defi nitions and questions of mea-
surement and methodology. In the chapter dealing with this issue, the Points of View 
documents debate whether more democracy in the Middle East will bring peace. 
Given that much of the justifi cation for the 2003 invasion of Iraq rested on the bene-
fi ts of democratizing the region, this should help students appreciate the real-world 
implications of theoretical arguments.

My hope is that students will then be able to think about the implications of 
ideas, critically analyze their own views and those of others, and make better sense 
of the world around them long after current events have faded into history. Many 
of the facts and details may be forgotten, but the ability to think about international 
 relations should remain.

Features
Students will learn about the history of international relations in Chapter 1, fol-

lowed by an explanation of the various perspectives in international relations in 
Chapter 2. Beginning in Chapter 3, students will notice a standard set of peda gogical 
features that will guide their studies of the controversies present in international 
relations.

An ■ opening abstract introduces students to the chapter’s topic and lays the 
groundwork for the issues and views surrounding the subject at hand.
An ■ introduction gives historical background and perspective to the issues 
 discussed in the chapter.
Key terms ■  are boldfaced where they are fi rst introduced in the chapter. The 
terms are defi ned in the margins and are listed at the end of the chapter.
The ■ Points of View section includes two readings related to the chapter’s issues, 
often presenting both sides of the debate. An introduction to the readings 
 provides questions for students to ponder as they read the selections.
A ■ chapter summary provides a brief review of the chapter.
Critical questions ■  ask students to apply the concepts they learned in the 
chapter.
Further readings ■  provide citations of additional sources related to the chapter 
material.
Related ■ Web sites give students the opportunity to explore the Internet for 
more information.



Prefacexii

Highlights of This Third Edition
International Relations: Perspectives and Controversies, Third Edition, has been 

thoroughly updated. Key revisions include the following:

New and updated Point of View sections include the following: new POV ques- ■
tion and two new readings on the future of American power (Chapter 3); new 
reading about democracy in the Middle East (Chapter 4); new POV question 
and two new readings on whether free trade helps or hurts American interests 
(Chapter 6); new POV question and two new readings exploring humanitarian 
intervention in Myanmar (Chapter 10); and new POV question and two new 
readings regarding global prospects for dealing with climate change (Chapter 13).
Chapters are revised to include the recent confl ict between Russia and Georgia  ■
(Chapter 4 and Chapter 9), effectiveness of NAFTA (Chapter 6), current global 
fi nancial crisis and recent surge in oil prices (Chapter 8), nuclear testing and 
debate about weapons development in North Korea and Iran (Chapter 11), 
and global prospects for dealing with climate change and population growth 
(Chapter 13).
Updated statistics throughout the book. ■
New and updated Web links throughout to provide useful resources in  ■
 exploring chapter-related issues beyond the text.
New and updated end-of-chapter critical questions to prompt deeper student  ■
analysis and engagement with the concepts.

Instructor Resources
International Relations: Perspectives and Controversies, Third Edition, offers the 

following ancillary materials for instructors:

The ■ Instructor’s Resource Manual, prepared by the author, includes discussion 
questions and sample lecture outlines.
The ■ Test Bank, also prepared by the author, features a combination of multiple-
choice, identifi cation, true/false, and essay test questions. These Word fi les are 
available from your Cengage sales representative.

Student Resources
The text’s student Web site, accessible at www.cengage.com/politicalscience/

shimko/internationalrelations3e includes ACE Practice Tests, fl ashcards, Web links, 
and sample answers to the end-of-chapter questions in the book.

www.cengage.com/politicalscience/shimko/internationalrelations3e
www.cengage.com/politicalscience/shimko/internationalrelations3e
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xv

You and the World
Stories of confl ict in the Middle East, famine and poverty in Africa, ethnic cleansing 

in the Balkans, international economic summits, and treaties to slow global warming 
decades in the future often seem far removed from our daily lives. Given this  apparent 
remoteness, students sometimes wonder why the average person should concern her-
self or himself with international affairs. Sometimes it is relatively easy to answer this 
question. Periods of war and confl ict in particular bring home the signifi cance of 
international affairs in dramatic fashion. Anecdotally, it appears that enrollments 
in international relations courses tend to rise during international crises, probably 
refl ecting an increased awareness of the need to understand what is going on in the 
wider world. The events of the last few years conform to this pattern. The terrorist 
attacks of September 11, 2001, the 2003 war in Iraq to oust Saddam Hussein, and 
ominous stories about North Korean nuclear weapons fi lled the evening news with an 
almost unending parade of international crises. In such a charged environment there 
is an almost intuitive sense that all of this matters, even if most people have some dif-
fi culty putting their fi ngers on exactly how these events affect their daily lives.

But even in more tranquil times, when international affairs recede into the back-
ground, our lives are touched by events beyond our shores. Whether the United 
States is at peace or at war, almost one in fi ve of your tax dollars goes to defend the 
nation’s security, even when no one is quite sure what the threat is. A peacetime army 
in excess of 1 million troops is the norm. If you are a farmer or work for a company 
that exports its products, your livelihood may very well depend on continued access 
to international markets; as a consumer, you pay prices for food and clothes from 
abroad that are infl uenced by how much access other nations have to our markets. 
A crisis on the other side of the globe may require you to shell out more money 
for the gas you pump into your car. And if you or a loved one is a member of the 
armed forces, international affairs can literally become a matter of life and death 
at any moment. Indeed, in the wake of September 11, 2001, Americans now know 

Introduction: The Study 
of International Relations
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something people in less secure parts of the world have always known—one need not 
be wearing a uniform to become a casualty. More civilians died on September 11 than
all the American soldiers killed in battle since the end of the Vietnam War. There 
was a time before bombers, ballistic missiles, and the global economy when the geo-
graphical isolation provided by two oceans and the peace of mind that comes from 
having two weak and friendly neighbors allowed Americans to ignore much of what 
happened around the world. Very few people and nations have enjoyed this luxury. 
But that world is long gone. Today we are reminded at almost every turn that our 
lives are affected, sometimes dramatically, by what goes on thousands of miles from 
home.

International Relations
What is international relations? At fi rst glance this appears to be a relatively straight-

forward and easy question, at least until we try to answer it. We could adopt a fairly 
narrow view of international relations as the study of state behavior and interaction. 
In this formulation international relations is synonymous with interstate relations. 
Those inclined to this somewhat restrictive defi nition often prefer the label inter-
national politics instead of international relations. Today the more commonly used 
international relations connotes a much broader focus. Although no one denies that 
state behavior is a, and maybe even the, central focus of international relations, few 
believe this one focus defi nes adequately the boundaries of the discipline. An empha-
sis on state behavior is fi ne, but not to the exclusion of all else. There are simply too 
many important actors (e.g., multinational corporations and religious movements 
as well as inter- and nongovernmental organizations) and issues (e.g., terrorism and 
global warming) that do not fall neatly into a statecentric vision of the world.

If a very restrictive defi nition will not suffi ce, how much should it be expanded? 
As we begin adding more and more to what we mean by international relations, it 
is hard to know where to stop. The line between domestic and international politics 
blurs as we realize that internal politics often infl uence a state’s external conduct. The 
distinction between economics and politics fades once we recognize that economic 
power is an integral component of political power. We also fi nd ourselves dabbling 
in psychology to understand decision makers, sociology to explain revolutions, and 
even climatology to evaluate theories of global warming. It may be easier to specify 
what, if anything, does not fall within the realm of international relations. Once we 
include all the relevant actors and catalog the multitude of issues that can conceiv-
ably fall under the general rubric of international relations, we may be tempted to 
throw up our hands in frustration and defi ne it as “everything that goes on in the 
world.” Though offered somewhat in jest, this defi nition is not much off the mark of 
a typically expansive description of international relations as “the whole complex of 
cultural, economic, legal, military, political, and social relations of all states, as well 
as their component populations and entities.”1 Such a defi nition covers an awful lot 
of territory.

Fortunately, there is no reason we must settle on any fi nal defi nition. Though 
it might be an interesting academic exercise to do so at length, it serves no useful 
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purpose at this point. It is enough that we have a good idea of the subjects that would 
be included in any reasonable defi nition. It is hard to imagine a defi nition of inter-
national relations that would not, for example, encompass questions of war and 
peace, sovereignty and intervention, and economic inequality and development. As 
an introductory text, this book deals with perspectives and issues that almost all agree 
fall well within the core of international relations, not near its ambiguous and shift-
ing boundaries.

Learning and Thinking About International Relations
The landscape of international relations is in a state of constant fl ux. Issues, con-

fl icts, and people prominent in today’s headlines quickly become yesterday’s news. 
Casual observers are often overwhelmed by the complexity of the subject. The chal-
lenge for any introductory text or course in international relations is to bring some 
order to the confusion by providing you with the necessary tools to make sense of 
international affairs beyond the level of current events. If the objective were sim-
ply to discuss today’s most pressing issues, little of lasting value would be gained. 
Current events may be interesting, but they do not stay current for very long. The 
goal is to help you think systematically and critically about international affairs in 
a way that allows you to understand today’s headlines as well as yesterday’s and, 
more important, tomorrow’s. Once you are able to see familiar patterns in unfa-
miliar situations, identify recurring puzzles in novel problems, and recognize old 
ideas expressed in new debates, international relations ceases to be a disjointed and 
ever-changing series of “events.” The names and faces may change, but many of the 
fundamental problems, issues, and debates tend to reappear, albeit in slightly dif-
ferent form.

The fi rst step in thinking systematically about international politics is realizing 
that our present is the product of our past. What happened today was infl uenced 
by what happened yesterday, and what happens today will determine what happens 
tomorrow. Even unanticipated and surprising events do not just occur out of the 
blue: there are always antecedent developments and forces that produced them. The 
outbreak of World War I, the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold 
War, or the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, cannot be understood apart from 
their historical roots. There is simply no escaping the weight of history. A historical 
perspective on current events contributes to a deeper understanding of international 
relations in several respects. First, it allows us to evaluate the signifi cance of today’s 
events in light of historical experience. Without history we would have no way of 
judging whether a proclaimed “new world order” is really new or merely a mildly 
updated version of the old world order. Second, knowledge of history helps us move 
beyond a mere description of international relations to the more diffi cult task of expla-
nation, because we begin to wonder about not only what happened but why. And if 
we do not move from description to explanation, we cannot make the next move to 
prescription. If we want to know how to solve or deal with a problem, we need some 
idea of what causes it in the fi rst place. It is useful to think in terms of an almost 
 logical intellectual progression from description to explanation to prescription.
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The move from description to explanation, however, is rarely easy. Anyone who 
has ever taken a history class knows that knowledge of the “facts” does not necessar-
ily translate into consensus on explanation. Historians might be in total agreement 
about exactly what happened before and during World War I—who assassinated 
whom, which nation declared war fi rst, and who won what battles—yet nonetheless 
disagree about what “caused” the war. And everyone knows that the United States 
and the Soviet Union never directly fought each other during the Cold War, but there 
is intense debate about why and how they managed to avoid war. These debates occur 
because historical facts do not speak for or explain themselves. Explanation requires 
that events be interpreted and linked together in a meaningful whole. Unfortunately, 
there is almost always more than one plausible interpretation of an event, and it is 
this proliferation of interpretations that makes the study of international relations 
both frustrating and fascinating.

Competing interpretations result from people’s preexisting beliefs. These beliefs 
act as lenses or fi lters enabling people to look at the same things yet see them differ-
ently. This applies in all aspects of life, not just international relations. Psychologists 
have long known that people tend to see what they expect and want to see. Firm 
believers in UFOs, for example, require little evidence to convince them that every 
fl ickering light in the sky is a spacecraft carrying visitors from another world. If the 
facts are ambiguous and open to several plausible interpretations, people will usually 
accept the interpretation that is consistent with their beliefs instead of one that chal-
lenges them. As a result, understanding international relations requires knowledge of 
not only the “facts” but also the belief systems through which people interpret and 
understand them. If a suffi cient historical background is the fi rst prerequisite for 
thinking systematically and critically about international relations, an appreciation 
of the various intellectual frameworks that lead to differing interpretations, explana-
tions, and prescriptions is another. Only then is it possible to understand, for exam-
ple, why some see the United Nations as an invaluable institution for creating a more 
civilized world and others dismiss it as a pompous and ineffective debating society. 
International relations is marked not only by confl icts among nations but also by 
confl icting worldviews.

An appreciation of these competing worldviews is also an essential aspect of criti-
cal thinking, which is much more than merely being critical. Critical thinking entails 
looking at issues and problems from many perspectives, and doing this requires 
an understanding of, and ability to convey fairly, points of view with which you 
might personally disagree. This is why students in debating clubs and societies are 
often required to adopt and defend positions regardless of their personal opinions. 
Presenting and defending positions other than your own is an intellectual exercise 
that aids critical analysis, encourages you to think about the structure of argument 
and the nature of evidence, and makes you aware of the strengths and weaknesses of 
your own position. Someone who cannot understand or faithfully present an oppo-
nent’s point of view can never really understand his or her own.

Thus, in order to cultivate systematic and critical analysis, a textbook needs to 
accomplish at least three tasks. First, it must provide a foundation of knowledge 
enabling you to think about current events in a broader historical context. Second, it 
has to make you aware of the differing worldviews that infl uence people’s analyses of 
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international affairs so they can analyze events in a broader intellectual context. And 
third, it should examine issues from multiple perspectives so that you can get into the 
habit of seeing international relations from many different angles.

Plan of the Book
With these objectives in mind, this text begins (chapter 1) with a survey of the 

development of international relations over the last approximately fi ve hundred 
years, focusing on the emergence and evolution of what we call the modern state sys-
tem. Although any attempt to summarize more than fi ve centuries in a single chapter 
inevitably requires that much detail be sacrifi ced, it is still possible to get a good 
sense of the most signifi cant elements of change and continuity in international his-
tory. This historical survey is followed by an introduction to the major perspectives 
or worldviews that offer alternative ways of explaining and understanding interna-
tional relations (chapter 2). Some of these perspectives (e.g., realism, liberalism, and 
Marxism) have been around for quite some time, whereas others (e.g., feminism and 
constructivism) have only recently begun to infl uence our thinking about interna-
tional relations.

The bulk of the text is devoted to enduring and contemporary controversies in 
international relations. Each chapter focuses on a central issue or debate, ranging 
from the very abstract and theoretical (e.g., war and human nature) to the extremely 
concrete and policy oriented (e.g., nuclear proliferation) and everything in between. 
Some of the issues are obviously ripped from today’s headlines (e.g., international 
terrorism and nuclear proliferation), and others lurk a little beneath the headlines 
and between the lines (e.g., the relationship between democracy and war). Whatever 
the specifi c issue, the format of each chapter is similar: A brief historical and factual 
introduction is followed by a discussion of competing perspectives or arguments. 
The chapter on free trade, for example, begins by tracing the historical and intel-
lectual origins of free trade before turning to the major arguments for and against 
free trade. Another chapter covers the history of nuclear proliferation before exam-
ining the debate over how much we need to be worried about the spread of nuclear 
weapons.

It is, of course, impossible to do justice to every conceivable position on each 
and every issue. In the real world there are never just two sides to an argument or 
debate. On trade issues, for example, some people favor free trade, others oppose 
it, and many (if not most) fall somewhere in between. There are always nuances of 
emphasis and gradations of belief that lead to slightly different positions. But before 
we can even start dealing with nuances, we need to appreciate the more basic and 
fundamental questions that divide people on important issues. Rather than cover-
ing the full range of positions on every topic, we will focus on two or three major 
positions that refl ect differences on fundamental questions. Not only does this per-
spective allow us to concentrate on the most signifi cant points of disagreement, but 
we are also able to develop arguments and discuss evidence in some depth. This is 
a crucial task because critical thinking and intellectual engagement are facilitated by 
exposure to coherent and fully developed arguments rather than an endless series 
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of short intellectual snippets. It is important to think through ideas and arguments 
rather than simply reading about them. Once you have mastered the basic ideas, it is 
easier to think about modifying or combining them to create more nuanced alterna-
tive perspectives.

A fi nal element of critical thinking is applying what has been learned in order to 
think about issues in new ways. You eventually need to make the transition from the 
classroom to the “real world.” The opportunity to do this is provided by the Points of 
View section at the end of each issue chapter. The Points of View sections are eclec-
tic mixes of offi cial foreign policy statements, government documents, news stories, 
debate transcripts, and editorials. Not only are they different in form, but they also 
fulfi ll slightly different pedagogical functions.

What are you supposed to get out of these documents? Sometimes they are 
intended to demonstrate that ideas, which can often appear very theoretical in a 
textbook, have real-world consequences. It is one thing to be exposed to ideas in a 
textbook or a professor’s lecture, but something else entirely to hear them come out 
of the U.S. president’s mouth as he explains why he is taking the nation into war 
or rejecting a treaty. It is important for you to know that ideas, debates, and argu-
ments about international relations are not confi ned to the classroom. Other docu-
ments require you to think outside the box a little. In order to get across important 
ideas and debates, professors sometimes have to present them very simply, stripped 
of complexity and nuance. The real world, however, is not always so simple and tidy. 
Critical analysis usually involves adding complications and new problems after fun-
damentals have been taken care of. As a way of introducing complexity, several docu-
ments attempt, consciously or not, to reconcile or combine ideas, arguments, and 
policies that are often presented as incompatible. Here you are supposed to evaluate 
whether these attempts at synthesis are successful or not. Finally, some documents 
are straightforward news stories reporting on facts or events relevant to the issue at 
hand, presenting no necessity to take a position. The objective in these cases is for 
you to think about the nature of evidence by asking whether the evidence supports or 
undermines particular arguments.

After the Final
Not many of you will make a career of studying international relations. This may 

be both the fi rst and the last international relations course you will ever take, though 
I hope it is not. It is also possible you will never read another book about interna-
tional politics. But whether you like the subject or not, your life will be infl uenced by 
international affairs. Long after the exams and quizzes are an unpleasant memory, 
many of the issues and problems you studied will appear again on the evening news. 
Even if you do not emerge with a burning interest in international relations and a 
passionate desire to learn more, I hope you will come away with an appreciation of 
the important issues at stake. I hope that as you listen to candidates advocate policies 
you are able to identify and understand the often unstated assumptions and beliefs 
informing those policies. I hope that you are able to analyze arguments and evidence 
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rather than accept them at face value. In short, you should aim to become an inter-
ested, informed, articulate, and thoughtful citizen of a nation and world in which all 
of our lives and fates are increasingly intertwined. If this text helps in the slightest, its 
objective will have been achieved.

1. Cathal J. Nolan, The Longman Guide to World Affairs
(White Plains, NY: Longman, 1995), p. 178.

NOTES
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Change and Continuity
The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, are the most recent in a series of 

events or crises considered critical turning points in international relations. Slightly 
more than a decade earlier, in 1989, the tearing down of the Berlin Wall signaled the 
beginning of the end of the Cold War, eliminating the confl ict that had defi ned inter-
national relations for almost four decades. Some argued that the demise of commu-
nism removed the fi nal obstacle to the eventual global triumph of liberal democracy. 
This optimism was reinforced in 1991 when a broad international coalition under the 
authority of the United Nations reversed the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, prompting talk 
of a “new world order.” The horrors of war in the former Yugoslavia and genocide in 
Rwanda during the 1990s dispelled much of this optimism. If there was a new world 
order, it seemed little better than the old one. Then came the assessment that the 
attacks of September 11 and the subsequent invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq had 
“changed everything.”

All of these events and reactions highlight a recurring problem for students 
of international relations: How does one evaluate the signifi cance of events and 
changes that one sees in the world? In the abstract, the question of whether a “new 
world order” is emerging or “everything” is changing depends not merely on those 
aspects of international relations that are changing, but also on those that are con-
stant. What matters is the relative signifi cance of changes compared to continu-
ities. Unfortunately, continuities are often overlooked. Looking primarily at current 
events or the very recent past, it is all too easy to focus on change because it is 
interesting and dramatic. The danger is that we will miss important elements of 
constancy. For this reason it is important to approach current issues from a larger 
historical perspective, with an appreciation of the events and forces that have shaped 
the world in which we live.

Change and Continuity 
in International History

Chapter 1
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The Emergence of the Modern State System
We take certain features of our world so much for granted that they fade into an 

unremarkable background. Some things are almost too obvious to mention. If asked 
what a friend looks like, we are unlikely to describe them as having two arms and 
two legs. That may simply be too basic, but it is no less important for being so. So as 
not to ignore the obvious, it is sometimes useful to play a mind game and imagine 
how someone with no previous knowledge of our world might see it. An alien visit-
ing planet Earth would notice fi rst some of the basic features of our world that most 
of us take for granted. In terms of the political order of our planet, most striking 
would be the division of all of the planet’s inhabitants (some 6.5 billion of them) 
and all the world’s territory (about 58 million square miles) into a relatively small 
number of very large political entities called states or countries (about 200), claiming 
to be independent. There is no central political authority or world government that 
unites these different political entities. In pointing out these facts, the alien would be 
describing the fundamental features of the modern state system: a relatively small 
number of relatively large (in terms of population and land) independent political 
units, recognizing no binding, higher political authority. But had the visitor arrived 
a thousand years ago, he would have seen a very different world, and if he returns a 
thousand years from now, it will certainly look different still. A good place to begin 
looking at the history of world politics is with how, why, and when the modern state 
system came into being.

The modern state system has been around (at least in the Western world) for about 
four hundred years. Some date the beginning of the modern state system to 1648, 
the year the Thirty Years War (1618–1648) ended with the Peace of Westphalia.
Although 1648 is a convenient dividing point, the modern state system did not just 
appear overnight in that year: The world of 1647 did not look much different from 
the world of 1649. The emergence of the modern state system was in reality a slow, 
gradual process driven by several important economic, religious, and military devel-
opments that eventually undermined the feudal order and replaced it with a new way 
of organizing European politics. As European infl uence spread throughout the world 
in subsequent centuries, this new way of organizing things would come, for better or 
worse, to characterize international politics on a global scale.

A tourist cruising down Germany’s Rhine would see the remnants of the feudal 
order—picturesque castle ruins every few miles. Along the 120 miles from Cologne 
to Mainz alone, there are 39 castle ruins. Nothing more than quaint tourist attrac-
tions today, in its day each castle was the center of one of the many small kingdoms 
and fi efdoms that dotted the landscape of feudal Europe. That there are so many 
castles so close together indicates that these political units tended to be quite small 
(see Map 1.1). Each unit was ruled by some member of the nobility—princes, dukes, 
or other potentates—who ran them largely as personal property. They did not enjoy 
formal independence but rather were connected to one another in a complicated, 
chaotic, and often confusing pattern of obligations. Even though one might look at 
a map of the period and see a few larger countries (e.g., France or England), their 
appearance is misleading. Political power was not as centralized as the maps suggest. 

modern state system The 
international state system 
characterized by a relatively 
small number of relatively 
large independent or 
sovereign political units. 
Though the modern state 
system is the result of 
several complex economic, 
religious, and military 
changes, a convenient date 
for its foundation is 1648, 
when the Thirty Years War 
ended with the Peace of 
Westphalia.

Thirty Years War Name 
given to a series of bloody 
and devastating wars fought 
largely on German lands 
between 1618 and 1648. 
Though several complex 
causes and motivations 
fueled these wars, the 
confl ict between Protestants 
and Catholics over the 
authority of the Catholic 
Church and the pope was a 
central issue.

Peace of Westphalia The 
agreement that offi cially 
closed the Thirty Years War 
(or wars). Signifi cant in 
that it marked the origins 
of modern principles of 
sovereignty.
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MAP 1.1
Feudal Europe, 1400 CE
This map of Europe in 1400 illustrates the political fragmentation of the medieval period.
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Central governments and rulers were usually very weak and struggled constantly with 
lesser nobles over whom they supposedly held authority. In general, “the pattern of 
politics in medieval Europe was . . . a crazy quilt of multiple and overlapping feudal 
authorities and reciprocal allegiances. . . . Central governments, when they existed at 
all, were consequently very weak.”1

As if this division of power were not messy enough, much of Europe was theo-
retically united under the Holy Roman Empire. The basis for unity was Europe’s 
common Catholic identity. To make things even more complicated, the Holy Roman 
Empire had both religious and secular leaders (the pope and Holy Roman Emperor), 
and it was not always clear where their authority began and ended. Furthermore, 
the empire itself was a very weak entity in which local nobles and religious fi gures 
enjoyed substantial independence from the Emperor and Rome. Thus, feudal Europe 
was a fragmented place of numerous small political entities entwined in a confusing 
and complicated mishmash of political authority.

What transformed the feudal order into the modern state system? Three major 
developments began to alter the political map of Europe beginning in the 1200s or 
1300s (it is not easy to pick any specifi c date). These three “revolutions” would ulti-
mately create much larger political units, organized on the basis of sovereignty and 
independence. First, the commercial revolution (not to be confused with the indus-
trial revolution) provided a powerful economic impetus for the creation of larger 
entities. Second, the gunpowder revolution dramatically altered the requirements 
for defense in ways that gave substantial advantages to larger entities. Finally, the 
Protestant Reformation and the resulting Thirty Years War (1618–1648) destroyed 
the unity of Europe and led to the modern notion of sovereignty. Let us deal with 
each of these revolutions in turn.

The Commercial Revolution
Beginning in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, Europe began its slow 

emergence from the stagnation that had prevailed after the fall of Rome 700 years 
earlier. Part of this resurgence was the revival of commerce and the growth of a new 
commercial class whose livelihood lay not in the production of goods but rather 
in trading. The commercial class faced obstacles because an extremely fragmented 
Europe was unable to provide many of the prerequisites for commerce. Law enforce-
ment was weak, making the transport of valuable commodities very risky indeed. The 
infrastructure was in a terrible state of disrepair—roads, ports, and marketplaces had 
all deteriorated after the fall of Rome. Small fi efdoms did not possess the resources 
to build the infrastructure, and political fragmentation made coordination very dif-
fi cult. Finally, systems of measurement and currency were unreliable.

All of these obstacles to commerce could be traced to the small size of political 
units. The emerging commercial class realized that larger political units with more 
effective central governments were essential. Ambitious rulers also desired larger 
kingdoms, and kings and central governments wanted increased power over the 
local nobility. The result was a convergence of interests in favor of larger political 
units with more powerful central governments. A tacit alliance emerged between the 
 commercial class and rulers who wanted to expand and centralize their authority. 

Holy Roman Empire The 
larger political entity that 
brought some political 
unity to medieval Europe 
under the authority of the 
pope and the Holy Roman 
Emperor.

commercial revolu-
tion The revival of trade 
and commerce as Europe 
began to emerge from the 
stagnation that character-
ized much of the period 
after the fall of Rome in 
476 CE. This was one of the 
forces for the creation of 
larger and more centralized 
political units, one of the 
essential features of the 
modern state system.

gunpowder revolution The 
dramatic military, social, 
and political changes 
accompanying the introduc-
tion and development of 
gunpowder weapons in 
Europe, beginning in the 
fourteenth century, made 
previous means of defense 
less reliable and placed a 
premium on land and larger 
political units.

Protestant 
Reformation Martin 
Luther’s challenge to the 
Catholic Church in 1517 
marked the emergence of 
a non-Catholic version of 
Christianity. The growing 
confl ict between Protestants 
and Catholics was one of the 
major contributing forces to 
the Thirty Years War.
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The commercial class provided the resources in the form of taxes, and in return the 
rulers provided the roads, ports, markets, law enforcement, and reliable currencies 
needed for trade. Thus, the economic imperatives of trade and commerce contributed 
to the emergence of larger political units with more effective central governments.

The Gunpowder Revolution
The weapons of the feudal age are familiar to us from movies about the 

 period—knights in shining armor on horseback carrying swords, lances, and spears 
and archers on foot wielding crossbows. War between kingdoms often turned into 
long sieges, with the attacker surrounding a fortifi ed castle within which people 
sought safety. Once surrounded, the goal was to harass and starve the inhabitants 
until they surrendered. The military problem was that there was little the attackers 
could do about the thick castle walls—spears and arrows did not make much of a 
dent, though catapults might propel fi reballs over the walls to wreak havoc within. 
This type of warfare began to change with the introduction of gunpowder, which 
had been invented in China. Gunpowder weapons such as guns and cannons sig-
nifi cantly altered the military equation. Most importantly, a kingdom could no lon-
ger resist attack by retreating behind the walls of its castles because “from the 1430s 
onwards the cannons deployed by the major states of Western Europe could success-
fully reduce most traditional vertical defenses [i.e., walls] to rubble within a matter of 
days.”2 An adequate defense now required much more complicated (and expensive) 
fortifi cations and/or enough land to be able to absorb an attack and marshal one’s 
own forces in time to meet the attack and defeat it. A kingdom only 40 or 100 miles 
across with a castle in the middle was now extremely vulnerable. Only larger states 
had the land and wealth necessary to conduct war and defend themselves in the gun-
powder age. The result was a military dynamic favoring larger political units.

The Protestant Reformation
Until 1517, Christianity was synonymous with Catholicism. Since the Catholic 

Church was such a central feature in the social and political life of feudal Europe, the 
rise of Protestantism had a profound effect on European societies and politics. Martin 
Luther’s challenge to the authority of the Catholic Church marked the emergence of 
a Christian alternative to Catholicism that spread throughout Central and Northern 
Europe. The political problem was that many of the newly Protestant areas were 
located within the Catholic Holy Roman Empire. Protestants eventually tried to free 
themselves from the authority of the pope and Catholic rulers. The result was a series 
of wars known collectively as the Thirty Years War (1618–1648). Though these wars 
involved most of Europe, the fi ghting occurred largely on German lands. By any mea-
sure, it was a war of unusual brutality and savagery. Estimates of the German popula-
tion killed in the war range from 30 to 50 percent. Part of the barbarity and savagery 
of the war can be explained by its religious underpinnings: “Combatants on all sides 
thought that their opponents were, in a literal sense, instruments of the devil, who 
could be exterminated, whether they were soldiers or not. Indeed extermination of 
civilians was often preferred, precisely because it was easier to do away with civilians.”3

One need look no further than Martin Luther’s German translation of the Bible to 
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see the depth of this hostility. The only illustrated section was the book of Revelation, 
which foretells the coming of the Antichrist. Illustrations made the identity of the 
Antichrist perfectly clear—the pope. After thirty years of devastating and unspeakably 
brutal warfare, not much of Europe’s sense of a common Christian identity survived.

The Thirty Years War ended in 1648 with the Peace of Westphalia, which solved 
the religious question by granting to each ruler the right to exercise authority over 
his or her territory. It was now up to each ruler to determine questions of religion 
on the territory they controlled. Rulers no longer had to answer to any higher, exter-
nal authority such as the pope. This new freedom, however, did not imply religious 
tolerance or freedom—rulers often brutally suppressed religious dissidents in their 
countries. What the treaty established was the modern notion of sovereignty—that
rulers were not obligated to obey any higher, external authority.

Thus, between the 1300s and the late 1600s the commercial revolution, the gun-
powder revolution, and the Protestant Reformation combined to alter the nature 
of European societies, states, and international relations. The fi rst two revolutions 
helped usher in larger political entities, and the Protestant Reformation and the 
Thirty Years War led to the notion of national sovereignty, creating the modern state 
system—a relatively small number of relatively large independent political units. 
These features continue to defi ne our world. This basic continuity does not imply the 
absence of important changes. Even though certain essential features of international 
politics may have endured, the modern state system has certainly evolved in many 
important respects. And one needs to understand not merely the emergence of the 
modern state system, but also how it has evolved over the past four centuries.

The Age of Absolutism and Limited War (1648–1789)
The period between the Peace of Westphalia and the French Revolution (1789) 

was relatively uneventful compared to what came before 1648 and what was to come 
after 1789. There were no major continent-wide wars or political revolutions. Though 
frequent, wars tended to be modest affairs—professional armies fi ghting limited 
wars for limited objectives, with limited casualties and destruction. This period is 
sometimes viewed as a golden age of diplomacy in which negotiation, compromise, 
and the balance of power successfully prevented any repetition of the horrors of the 
Thirty Years War. The relative calm of this period, however, depended on a certain 
political and social order and would not long survive the erosion of that order in the 
decades after the French Revolution.

When people tour Europe today, they inevitably visit one of the grand palaces 
that make for beautiful postcards, such as the Palace of Versailles on the outskirts of 
Paris. Situated on estates covering acres of land with fi nely manicured gardens and 
dramatic fountains, these mansions have hundreds of rooms covered in gold and 
valuable art. They are the physical manifestations of the social and political order of 
this period, which was absolutist monarchism. Between 1648 and 1789, monarchs 
claiming absolute power and authority ruled virtually every nation in Europe. They 
claimed authority under the doctrine of the divine right of kings, which held that 
their legitimacy was derived from God, not the people over whom they ruled.

sovereignty In interna-
tional relations, the right 
of individual states to 
determine for themselves 
the policies they will 
follow.

absolutist monarchism The 
political order prevailing in 
almost all of Europe before 
the French Revolution in 
which kings and queens 
claimed divine sources for 
their absolute rule and 
power unrestricted by laws 
or constitutions.

divine right of kings The 
political principle underlying 
absolutist monarchism in 
which the legitimacy of 
rulers was granted by God, 
not the people over whom 
leaders ruled.
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The prevalence of absolutist monarchism helps explain the relative calm of 
international politics. Domestically, this was not a form of government that fos-
tered loyalty between rulers and their subjects. Indeed, the very term subjects hints 
at the critical point. People who lived in France during this period were not in any 
meaningful sense “citizens” of France; they were “subjects” of the monarch. But even 
though their power was absolute, in reality monarchs made limited demands on their 
people. They did not, for example, expect their subjects to serve in the military and 
fi ght wars. For this task the monarchs of Europe maintained professional armies. 
Unlike volunteer armies of today, soldiers did not have to be from the countries in 
whose armies they served; these were mercenary, not volunteer, armies. On the eve 
of the French Revolution in 1789, for example, nearly a quarter of the French army 
consisted of foreign soldiers.4 Such armies were very expensive to maintain. Even 
the wealthiest rulers supported armies of only around 100,000 in peacetime, though 
these numbers could swell to 400,000 in wartime. Given armies of this size, it was 
quite rare for battles to involve more than 80,000 soldiers.5

The professional and mercenary nature of European armies of the period reveals a 
reality in which the masses of people were excluded from politics, which was synony-
mous with royal court scheming and intrigue, not elections, political parties, interest 
groups, opinion polls, and so on. There was no emotional sense of loyalty and connec-
tion between people and their rulers. There was no nationalism as we know it today. It 
was an era of dynastic nationalism, not popular or mass nationalism. Wars during this 
period were not genuine confl icts involving entire nations; they were confl icts among 
royal families. France as a nation did not go to war with Spain or Austria; instead, 
the Bourbons, France’s ruling dynasty, went to war with Austria’s Hapsburgs. During 
these wars, people of both states continued to travel in each other’s countries and con-
duct business. Wars involved rulers and their armies, not the populace at large.

The absence of mass nationalism helped keep wars and confl icts limited. The 
major issues leading to war were territorial disputes, economic and commercial 
interests, and questions of dynastic and royal succession.6 Wars were not motivated 
by ideology because the monarchs of Europe did not disagree very much. They all 
adhered to the same basic principles regarding how societies should be organized and 
ruled. Consequently, “they were not concerned with religion as their seventeenth-
century predecessors had been, nor political ideology as their post-1789 successors 
were to be.”7 The monarchs fought over things, not ideas, and wars over things are 
often less intense and bloody than wars over beliefs.

A fi nal reason wars did not erupt into incredibly destructive affairs was the ability 
of European monarchs to maintain a balance of power through a constantly shifting 
pattern of allegiances and alliances. Throughout this period there were usually fi ve or 
six major powers in Europe—some combination of England, France, Spain, Prussia, 
Russia, Austria, the Ottoman Empire (Turkey), Sweden, and the United Provinces 
(i.e., Holland). The major powers were successful in preventing any one power 
from becoming powerful enough to dominate all of Europe. Whenever one country 
became too powerful or ambitious, the other major powers would align against it. 
Because the power of monarchs was so absolute and they had no real ideological dif-
ferences, they were able to shift allegiances rapidly when the balance was threatened. 
Absolutism did have its advantages.
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The Age of Revolutions (1789–1914)
As the 1700s drew to a close, few had any inkling of the dramatic changes about to 

transform European society, politics, and the conduct of international affairs. Within 
a span of 120 years, Europe would cease to be a place where kings and queens waged 
limited wars with professional armies, becoming one in which popular governments 
fought wars with millions of men, resulting in casualties and destruction on an almost 
unimaginable scale. The story of how the comparatively gentle world of the 1700s 
gave way to the horrors of World War I’s trenches involves two interrelated devel-
opments. The fi rst was the rise of modern nationalism, which altered the relation-
ship between people and their governments and eroded the foundations of absolutist 
monarchism. And as absolutist monarchism faded, the pattern of international rela-
tions it supported also began to change. The second development was the industrial 
revolution, which would alter the social and political character of European societies 
and increase dramatically the destructive potential of warfare. When modern nation-
alism and the industrial revolution came together, it was on the bloody battlefi elds of 
World War I. This is a complicated story that begins with two political revolutions, 
one in the new world and the other in the heart of monarchical Europe.

The American and French Revolutions
The American Revolution of 1776 and the French Revolution of 1789 signaled 

the introduction of a new idea that would in time unravel the political order of 
European societies. Before these revolutions, the rulers of Europe claimed divine 
sources of legitimacy: Louis XVI ruled over the people of France not because they 
wanted him to rule but because it was supposedly God’s will. At the core of the 
American and French revolutions was the dangerous, indeed revolutionary, idea of 
popular  sovereignty—the notion that governments needed to derive their authority 
and legitimacy from the people over whom they ruled.

The French Revolution did not start out as a revolution but merely as resistance 
to King Louis XVI’s attempts to raise taxes (largely to pay off debts incurred when the 
French sided with American colonists in their war for independence). The resistance 
rapidly snowballed into a revolt against the monarchy itself, resulting in the over-
throw of Louis XVI in 1792 and the establishment of the French Republic. A “Reign 
of Terror” eventually ensued in which thousands of nobles and supposed enemies of 
the revolution met with a gruesome end, usually via the infamous guillotine: even 
Louis XVI and his queen, Marie Antoinette, were not spared.

To grasp the signifi cance of the French Revolution, we need to appreciate that 
the King of France was not just another king; he was the king, the most powerful 
and prestigious monarch in all of Europe. As a result, the Revolution and overthrow 
of the French monarchy eventually came to be seen as a threat to the entire system 
of absolutist monarchism. As one might expect, this was viewed as an undesirable 
development in the other capitals of Europe. It did, however, take a while for the 
enormity of what had happened to sink in. The initial reaction was not one of great 
alarm, perhaps because the Revolution was seen as weakening France and unlikely to 

French Revolution The 
popular revolt against 
the French monarchy in 
1789 that resulted in the 
establishment of the French 
Republic. Along with the 
American Revolution (1776), 
it marked the emergence of 
modern nationalism.

popular sovereignty The 
principle that governments 
must derive their legitimacy 
from the people over whom 
they rule. Embodied in 
the French and American 
Revolutions, this doctrine 
challenged the principle of 
the divine right of kings.
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succeed in the long run. Thus, at fi rst the response was largely to ignore and isolate 
revolutionary France.8

As it became apparent that the Revolution would succeed and maybe even spread, 
the monarchs concluded that they had a vested interest in crushing the revolt and 
restoring the French monarchy. The revolutionary government anticipated hostility 
and was determined to defend itself. France’s fi rst step was the creation of a massive 
citizen army. The call went out for volunteers, with the appeal being made not on 
the basis of fi nancial reward but rather loyalty to the revolution and nation. When 
this proved insuffi cient, the government instituted the levée en masse in 1793, con-
scripting all able-bodied men between the ages of 18 and 25 into military service. 
As a result of the levée en masse, “by the summer of 1794 the revolutionary army 
listed a million men on its rolls, of whom 750,000 were present under arms—a great 
force which, in terms of social class, occupation, and geographical origin, accurately 
refl ected French society. It was the nation in arms composed of the best young men 
France could offer.”9 Unlike the prerevolutionary French army, French citizenship 
was a prerequisite for service. This was now the nation’s army.

Though the citizen army of the French Republic successfully defended the rev-
olution against its foreign enemies, the Republic continued to have its problems. 
Constant fi ghting, some military setbacks, domestic political confl icts, and eco-
nomic problems created an unstable political situation. Exploiting domestic strife, 
Napoleon Bonaparte, an ambitious general of the revolution known for his military 
brilliance and personal arrogance, staged a military coup in 1799. Though he even-
tually crowned himself Emperor, there was a critical difference between Napoleon 
and his monarchical predecessors. Echoing the ideals of the Revolution, Napoleon 
maintained that his right to rule was derived from the French people. In claiming 
nearly absolute power while also insisting that his rule derived its legitimacy from 
the people of France, Napoleon became the fi rst (but certainly not the last) populist 
dictator in modern Europe.

After consolidating power, Napoleon embarked on a program of conquest 
cloaked in the rhetoric and ideals of the French Revolution. The Napoleonic Wars
(1802–1815) plunged Europe into another thirteen years of war. Given the unprece-
dented size of the French army, motivated by emotional appeals to spread the revolu-
tion, it was war on a grand scale. Napoleon’s forces swept across Europe until France 
controlled most of the continent. It was not until his armies reached the outskirts of 
Moscow in 1812 that the tide fi nally turned. Napoleon’s ambitions had gotten the 
better of him. His invasion of Russia proved to be a fatal mistake. A series of military 
defeats for France ended with the fi nal failure at the Battle of Waterloo in 1815.

In many respects, the battles of the Napoleonic Wars looked very much like those 
of the 1700s—the soldiers and their weapons all looked the same. The major differ-
ence was one of scale. France’s ability to mobilize and conscript men by the hundreds 
of thousands forced the other nations of Europe to respond in kind. A few decades 
before the French Revolution, a battle involving 80,000 troops would have been 
extremely rare. Such battles were dwarfed by the major clashes of the Napoleonic 
Wars. The Battle of Leipzig (1813) involved more than 200,000 French and another 
300,000 Austrian, Russian, Prussian, and Swedish forces.10 With more than half a 
million troops on the fi eld, the Battle of Leipzig involved at least fi ve times as many 

levée en masse The mobi-
lization (conscription) of all 
able-bodied French males to 
defend the French Republic 
from attempts by European 
monarchs to restore the 
French monarchy.

Napoleonic Wars The 
French wars of European 
conquest following 
Napoleon’s rise to power. 
Demonstrated the potential 
impact of modern national-
ism through total national 
mobilization for war and 
widespread conscription.
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men as a very large battle of the prerevolutionary era. The scale of war had changed to 
the point where it was no longer just a different level of warfare but a fundamentally 
new way of preparing for and waging war.

This expanding scale of war was possible because people were increasingly will-
ing to fi ght and make sacrifi ces for their governments—and governments were more 
willing and able to ask people to make these sacrifi ces. The French Revolution was 
a turning point in European and international politics because it marked the begin-
nings of modern nationalism. The willingness of people from all levels of society to 
make sacrifi ces on behalf of their nation was a profoundly important development 
because “it was this psychological change—this popular sense of identifi cation with 
the nation—that enabled the French to wage the new kind of war.”11

After the Napoleonic Wars, the victorious monarchs of Europe formed the 
Concert of Europe, promising to resolve their disputes without resort to force and 
maintain a balance of power so that no one power would be tempted to dominate the 
whole continent. In doing so, they attempted to recreate the order of prerevolution-
ary Europe. But no matter how much they yearned for the days of absolute monar-
chism, professional armies and limited wars, a permanent return would prove to be 
impossible. The nationalism of the French Revolution and the knowledge of how to 
organize and fi ght wars on a grand scale could not be forgotten. Furthermore, Europe 
was poised on the brink of another revolution that would transform the domestic 
societies and international order they sought to preserve.

The Meaning of Nationalism
Born with the French Revolution, modern nationalism has three major com-

ponents. First, nationalism involves an emotional or psychological sense of affi nity 
among people who share an ethnic, cultural, and linguistic heritage. A Frenchman 
who lives in Paris may never meet a Frenchman who lives in Lyon, but they nonethe-
less feel themselves connected as part of a distinct social grouping. Second, modern 
nationalism entails a belief in popular sovereignty, according to which the only basis 
for legitimate government is the will of the people. This was the essence of the French 
and American revolutions. Finally, modern nationalism places a high value on ethnic
or national self-determination. Each ethnic or national group has a right to deter-
mine its own destiny, have its own government or state, and rule over itself. Thus, 
nationalism has both a domestic and an international component. Domestically, it 
defi nes what is considered a legitimate political order. Internationally, it demands 
that political boundaries coincide with ethnic or national boundaries.

The idea of national or ethnic self-determination was a political time bomb in 
nineteenth-century Europe because its political map did not refl ect its ethnic com-
position and distribution. There were a few places, such as France, where political 
and ethnic boundaries overlapped fairly well. Even in this case, however, the fi t was 
not perfect: there were small populations of Germans as well as Basques and others 
in parts of France. The ideal of self-determination is hard to meet in reality. More 
problematic were Europe’s major multinational states or empires, in which many 
ethnic and national groups lived within the boundaries of a single state. Austria-
Hungary, the Ottoman (or Turkish) Empire, and the Russian Empire were the most 

Concert of Europe The 
informal system in which 
the monarchs of Europe 
tried to restore international 
order after the defeat of 
Napoleon in 1815. The vic-
tors agreed to settle their 
differences through diplo-
macy, not war, and maintain 
a balance of power.

modern nationalism A 
political creed with three 
critical aspects: a sense 
of connection and loyalty 
between people and their 
rulers or governments; the 
belief that governments 
must derive their legitimacy 
from the people over whom 
they rule; and a commit-
ment to national or ethnic 
self-determination

national self-
 determination The 
principle that each national 
or ethnic group has the 
right to determine its own 
destiny and rule itself.

multinational states A 
single state or government 
ruling over people of many 
distinct ethnic identities.
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MAP 1.2
Distribution of ethnic groups, 1871–1908
This map showing the distribution of ethnic groups in the Austrian-Hungarian Empire illustrates the failure of political boundaries 
to coincide with ethnic boundaries.
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prominent examples. Within Austria-Hungary, for example, there were at least ten 
different ethnic groups (Germans, Hungarians [also called Magyars], Romanians, 
Slovenes, Croats, Czechs, Poles, and so on) (see Map 1.2). In addition to the multi-
ethnic empires, there were also several multistate nations, in which one national or 
ethnic grouping was divided into several states. The Germans were the most signifi -
cant example of a multistate nation through most of the nineteenth century. Before 
1871, no such country as Germany existed; the area that we know as Germany was 
divided in several states (Prussia, Bavaria, Hanover, etc.). Nationalism would have a 
different impact depending on the particular ethnic or political confi guration.

In the case of the Austrian-Hungarian and Ottoman empires, nationalism was a 
disintegrative force. As different ethnic groups demanded greater autonomy, power, 

multistate nations A 
single ethnic group divided 
into several different, 
independent political units 
or states.
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and even independence, central governments found it necessary to expend resources 
and effort to suppress nationalist movements. The spread of nationalism would 
gradually weaken states composed of many different ethnic groups. But nationalism 
proved to have the opposite effect in places like Germany, where it led to the creation 
of new, larger, and more powerful political entities. The unifi cation of Italy in 1861 
and that of the German states in 1871 were logical outgrowths of the doctrine of eth-
nic self-determination. Thus, nationalism was both a destructive, disintegrating force 
and a creative, integrating force. The weakening of some states and the creation of 
others altered the map of Europe, upsetting the balance of power in ways that would 
create new problems and lead Europe down the path to World War I.

Between 1864 and 1871, the Prussian general Otto von Bismarck waged a series of 
quick and decisive wars to unify the German states. This was a monumental geopolit-
ical development. The unifi cation of Germany in only seven years marked the almost 
overnight creation of a new great power in the heart of Europe. With its substan-
tial population, industrial output, effi cient government administration, and military 
power based on the renowned Prussian army, Germany was a force to reckon with. 
German power only increased in the decades immediately following unifi cation.

By the turn of the century, German industrial output had soared past that of 
Great Britain. Within Germany, this led to demands for a more assertive foreign 
policy and the creation of suffi cient military power to sustain it. Most troublesome, 
especially to Britain, was the increase in German naval power, which was seen as 
a threat to British naval supremacy. Michael Mandelbaum explains the problem: 
“Germany’s enormous growth was the disturbing element in European affairs. It 
was a development that could not be accommodated within the existing order. . . . 
Although surpassing the other powers in military and economic terms, they lagged 
behind in what were supposed to be the fruits, as well as the sources of power: ter-
ritorial possessions.”12

How did the other nations of Europe respond to German power? France in par-
ticular was not happy being replaced as the dominant continental power and began 
to look for allies to balance off the growing power of Germany. Germany, on the 
other hand, feared “encirclement” by hostile powers (France to the west, Austria-
Hungary to the south, and Russia to the east). Germany hoped to keep France iso-
lated by forging alliances with Austria-Hungary and Russia. This proved to be very 
diffi cult because Russia and Austria-Hungary were often in confl ict over issues in the 
Balkans (the southern part of Eastern Europe). Eventually, Germany formed an alli-
ance with Austria-Hungary and Italy in 1882. After years of searching for a partner, 
France fi nally formed an alliance with Russia in 1892. This basic division of Europe 
remained intact until the outbreak of World War I (see Map 1.3).

The Industrial Revolution
The industrial revolution changed so much about the way people lived that it is 

almost impossible to know where to begin or end a discussion of its impact. In terms 
of understanding the evolution of international relations, three aspects of the indus-
trial revolution are critical. First, the industrial revolution changed European societ-
ies in ways that reinforced many of the developments associated with nationalism, 
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particularly the erosion of monarchical rule and the rise of mass involvement in 
politics. Second, the industrial revolution allowed for the production of commodi-
ties cheaply and in vast quantities. Not just clothes, canned goods, and railroad cars 
poured off the assembly lines, however; guns, cannons, ammunition, and military 
uniforms were produced as well. Third, the wealth, weapons, and technology cre-
ated during the industrial revolution widened the power gap between Europe and 
the non-Western world, contributing to the expansion of European infl uence to all 
corners of the world.

Before the mid-1800s, European societies were primarily agricultural, with a 
majority of people living in rural areas. But with the advent of the industrial revolution, 

Source: Adapted from www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/historical/shepherd/europe_1911.jpg.

MAP 1.3
Europe on the eve of World War I
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people began leaving farms and pouring into cities to work in factories. Just as impor-
tant as the shift in population from the country to city, the industrial revolution also 
created new economic and social classes—a small elite of wealthy barons of industry; 
a substantial middle class of managers, entrepreneurs, and skilled workers; and an 
ever-increasing and organized urban working class. As these new groups increased 
in size and power, they demanded a greater voice in government and politics. The 
monarchs of Europe were increasingly confronted with a dilemma: how to preserve 
the existing political order in the face of such dramatic social and economic changes. 
In the long run, they did not succeed in resolving the dilemma. As the nineteenth 
century progressed, the power of monarchs gradually eroded as the power of more 
representative political institutions increased. Although very few European countries 
could be considered genuinely democratic by the end of the century, there were also 
very few genuinely absolutist monarchs. The force of nationalism, the requirements 
and strains of industrial society, and demands for wider political inclusion slowly 
transformed European societies from elitist, absolutist monarchies to polities char-
acterized by mass political inclusion and involvement.

One of the clearest manifestations of the dilemma faced by the monarchs was 
the exclusion of people from political power while asking them to sacrifi ce on behalf 
of the state. The most onerous sacrifi ce governments demanded of their (male) citi-
zens was military service. Conscription was practiced in virtually every nation, some 
demanding service as long as six or eight years. Only Britain among the major powers 
refrained from conscription. By the end of the nineteenth century, European pow-
ers were maintaining peacetime armies that dwarfed even the wartime armies of the 
century before. But despite the tremendous social and political changes of the nine-
teenth century, the period between 1815 and 1914 was deceptively calm. Other than 
the Crimean War (1854–1856), armed confl ict among major powers was avoided. 
The most devastating war, the American Civil War, occurred on the other side of the 
world. By the end of the nineteenth century, every major power in Europe lived in a 
state of nearly permanent war readiness. No one knew when or why war might come 
or what it would be like when it did, but they knew it would come.

In terms of the wider world, the increase in European wealth and military power 
combined with improvements in naval technology and communications created 
a scramble for overseas colonies, predominantly in Asia and Africa, in the second 
half of the nineteenth century. By 1900, very few areas of Asia or Africa were free 
of European domination (see Map 1.4). England’s Queen Victoria could accurately 
claim that the sun never set on her empire. This was the second major wave of 
European imperialism. The fi rst, immediately following the discovery of the New 
World in the 1500s and 1600s, was concentrated on North and South America. The 
major motive for this earlier imperialism had been the pursuit of wealth, particularly 
the acquisition of gold and silver to fi ll the coffers of European monarchs.

Historians differ on what forces drove the second wave of imperialism. Some 
argued that the major cause was industrial capitalism’s need for overseas markets 
and access to cheap raw materials, resources, and labor. Others saw imperialism as a 
primarily cultural phenomenon, arguing that notions of ethnic, racial, and religious 
superiority led Europeans to conquer the “backward” parts of the world in a mission-
ary attempt to spread the virtues of Christianity and Western culture. Whatever the 
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motivating forces, “Europe’s domination of the world through the growth of empire 
refl ected the ability of sophisticated weapons and advanced techniques to overcome 
the inherent advantages of native populations . . . The machine-gun was only the 
most concrete military expression of the tactical superiority enjoyed by European 
armies in Asia and Africa.”13 European wealth and weapons “vastly increased the gap 
between the West and the Rest, making it easy for a handful of Europeans to conquer 
much of Asia and Africa.”14

At the dawn of the twentieth century the world had been transformed. The age 
of absolutist monarchism was either over or on its last legs. The spread of national-
ism was reconfi guring the map of Europe, creating new powers while weakening old 
ones. Nationalism and the industrial revolution allowed governments to create war 
machines capable of unparalleled destruction. European political and military power 
had spread to even the most remote reaches of the world. On the surface things 
remained calm, but the calm would not last long.

The Road to War
The division of Europe into rival alliances almost guaranteed that a war involv-

ing anyone would eventually involve everyone. The only question was which confl ict 
would bring the precarious peace to an end. The chances were good that a general 
war would emerge from the confl icts in the Balkans (the southern portion of Eastern 
Europe). It was here that the power of the Austrian-Hungarian, Ottoman, and 
Russian empires intersected in political waters muddied by the confl icts of national-
ism. One of the most volatile confl icts was between Austria-Hungary and Serbia. 
Recall that there were substantial populations of Serbians living within the borders 
of Austria-Hungary (see Map 1.2). Consistent with the sentiments of nationalism, 
powerful forces within Serbia called for the creation of a Greater Serbia incorporating 
all the Serbian people, something that did not sit well with Austria-Hungary. When 
a Serbian nationalist extremist assassinated Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria-
Hungary (next in line to the throne) in Sarajevo on June 28, 1914, the fi rst step on 
the road to war was taken. What followed was a dizzying round of threats and ulti-
matums that failed to resolve the crisis. Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia on 
July 28, 1914. Russia, which generally supported Serbia, mobilized its army on July 
30, setting off a chain reaction in Germany and France. By August 4, all of Europe 
was at war, with Britain joining France and Russia. The peace that had lasted since 
the defeat of Napoleon was over.

The Age of Total War (1914–1945)
When the Great War (as World War I was known before there was any need 

to number such confl icts) fi nally came, most expected the troops to be home by 
Christmas. Men fl ooded into the recruiting stations to get in on the big adventure. 
Enthusiastic crowds saw the trainloads of men off to war. This was still an age in which 
romantic images of chivalrous war clouded the popular imagination. The enthusiasm 
did not long survive the realities of industrial warfare. Instead of the glorious battles 
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of war novels, the soldiers found a bleak, bloody, and impersonal battlefi eld. The war 
that was supposed to be over by the holidays dragged on for four indecisive years, 
turning into a horrifi c war of attrition that destroyed and scarred an entire genera-
tion. Machine guns, artillery, massive quantities of ammunition, poisonous gas, and 
muddy trenches robbed war of its glamour and romance.

Whereas the Battle of Leipzig a century earlier represented war on an unprec-
edented scale because it involved 500,000 soldiers, during World War I it was not 
uncommon for single battles to result in more than 500,000 casualties. At the Battle 
of Verdun (1916), over 400,000 men were killed or wounded. The British lost almost 
20,000 men on the very fi rst day of the Battle of the Somme (1916). Given the popu-
lation of Britain at the time, this would be the equivalent of 80,000 Americans dying 
on the fi rst day of the 2003 Gulf War. Proportionally, the British lost more men in 
one day at the Battle of the Somme than the United States did during all fi fteen years 
of the Vietnam War. In the end, British casualties exceeded 400,000 at the Somme. At 
the Battle of Passchendaele (1917), the allies and the Germans suffered over 600,000 
casualties. Such casualties are even more astounding given the modest gains achieved. 
At the Somme the British captured a mere 120 square miles of territory.15 Industrial 
total war also transformed the manner of death. James Sheehan relates the grim fact 
that 100,000 of the 379,000 French casualties at Verdun were classifi ed as “missing” 
because “the majority had been interred in the mud or simply blown to bits by artil-
lery fi re, their bodies unrecovered or unrecognizable.”16 This was not what the enthu-
siastic recruits of 1914 expected.

If it was the enthusiasm of nationalism that brought men to the battlefi elds, it 
was the factories of the industrial revolution that supplied them with a seemingly 
endless supply of guns, bullets, cannons, and artillery shells. People not fi ghting the 
war on the battlefi elds worked at home in factories supplying the soldiers. To wage 
war on this scale, governments mobilized entire populations and seized control of 
industry. War bonds were sold; prices and wages were controlled; consumer goods 
were rationed; new taxes were imposed; women came out of the home to work in 
the factories; and even children collected scrap metal to be turned into weapons and 
ammunition. World War I became the fi rst total war, in which every element of soci-
ety and every aspect of national life were consumed by the conduct of war.

Total war represented the coming together of the two developments that had been 
transforming European societies and politics over the previous century—national-
ism and industrialism. Nationalism allowed governments to make unprecedented 
demands of their citizens. Industrialization provided the material to equip, transport, 
and sustain armies on a vast new scale. Bruce Porter explains how, “The feverish 
nationalism that engulfed Europe in 1914 attested to the status that the nation-state 
had attained as the supreme claimant on human loyalty. . . . The nationalism of 
the war and its consequent unifying effect enabled states to mobilize their human 
resources on a scale previously unthinkable.”17 When combined with the ability of 
industry to produce limitless quantities of weapons and ammunition, the result was 
slaughter as “all the technological and organizational genius of the industrial age 
culminat[ed] in the mass production of mass destruction.”18

The carnage continued for three years, and by 1917 the nations and armies of 
Europe were close to exhaustion. Three pivotal events fi nally brought the war to an 

total war A war in which 
participants mobilize all 
available resources, human 
and material, for the pur-
pose of waging war.
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end. First, the armored tank, a new weapon introduced by the British in 1917, offered 
a way out of the stalemate of trench warfare. Tanks provided protection, enabling 
soldiers to advance across battlefi elds and through barbed wire more safely and rap-
idly. Second, largely because of the devastation of the war, the demoralization of 
the army, and the weakness of the government, the Bolsheviks (the communists) 
seized power in the Russian Revolution of November 1917 and quickly made good 
on their promise to withdraw Russia from the war. Third, although peace with Russia 
seemed like good news for Germany, this was offset by American entry into the war 
on the side of France and Britain. German submarine warfare against ships crossing 

Trench warfare during World War I. German troops try to advance (top) while a British soldier peers 
onto the battlefi eld. Glorious visions of war did not long survive the harsh realities of industrial warfare: 
barbed wire, machine guns, fi re from distant artillery day and night, and life in a muddy ditch shared 
with corpses and vermin.
Source: Hulton Archive/Getty Images
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the Atlantic with supplies for Britain fi nally enraged the United States suffi ciently to 
bring it into the war in April 1917. The tide turned against Germany by August 1918, 
and Germany was defeated by November. The tragedy of the Great War was over. 
The troops, psychologically and physically scarred by the bleak horrors of industrial-
ized warfare, headed home. It was now up to the statesmen to pick up the pieces and 
create a world in which the Great War might be the last one, the “war to end all wars,” 
as it was referred to optimistically at the time.

The Road to War (Again)
That there were two major power wars within a single generation is unusual in 

international history. That Europe would again be plunged into war merely two 
decades after World War I indicates a connection between the two confl icts. World 
War II cannot be understood without an appreciation of the impact on World War 
I on both the victors and the vanquished. As the 1920s and 1930s unfolded, World 
War I cast a long, dark shadow. It is impossible to exaggerate the impact of the war on 
European societies. The legacy of the war was not uniform, however. For some, the 
horrors of World War I forged a determination to avoid a repeat at any cost. Modern 
war had become so terrible that nothing could justify another war. For others, the 
perception that the Great War’s settlement was unfair and unjust fueled resentment. 
These two ways of looking at the war were to prove a dangerous mix.

Major wars always pose the problem of creating a postwar order, a task that usu-
ally falls to the victors. The fi rst step in this direction was the Treaty of Versailles
(1919), which spelled out the fi nal peace terms. The treaty was in many senses a 
quintessential “victor’s peace”—harsh on the losers, easy on the winners. Germany 
was required to accept conditions that applied to no one else—relinquishment of ter-
ritory, restrictions on the size of its armed forces, and payment of huge reparations. 
Most important, Germany was forced to accept sole and total blame for the war. This 
provision was particularly galling and humiliating for the Germans, who came to feel 
that they had been unfairly singled out for harsh treatment simply because they were 
the losers. As a result, “all German parties and statesmen . . . took it for granted that 
the Treaty of Versailles required drastic revision.”19 A decade later, Hitler and the 
Nazis were able to take advantage of and exploit these sentiments during their rise 
to power.

In Great Britain and France, the legacy of the war was somewhat different. Having 
gone to war in 1914 expecting a short confl ict, they instead found themselves trapped 
in a war of unprecedented horror. Though victorious, victory came at a staggering 
cost. From the perspective of those who had just been through this experience, the 
overriding priority was avoiding another war. During the 1970s in the United States, 
people often spoke of a Vietnam syndrome, referring to a supposed hesitancy to use 
force abroad for fear of becoming bogged down in another confl ict like Vietnam. 
But if we compare the human and economic costs of the Vietnam War to the United 
States to the costs of World War I, there really is no comparison. The casualties suf-
fered by Britain in World War I (adjusted for the differences in population) were 80 
times greater than those of the United States in Vietnam. And World War I lasted 
only four years, whereas American casualties in Vietnam were spread over fi fteen 
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years. Imagine the impact of Vietnam if the United States had suffered 4,000,000 
casualties instead of 50,000. The legacy of war was an incredible war weariness that 
made a Vietnam syndrome modest in comparison.

Many yearned for the creation of a postwar international order that might prevent 
another war, and U.S. president Woodrow Wilson attempted to provide one. The 
cornerstone of his new world order was the League of Nations, an organization that 
could form the basis for a collective, international response to future threats to peace. 
The League eventually proved ineffective. Several obstacles doomed the League. First, 
despite the organization’s connection to Woodrow Wilson, the United States failed 
to join when the U.S. Senate refused to ratify the treaty. Second, the Soviet Union 
retreated into isolation. Third, and most important, the League’s members were 
unwilling and unable to do what was necessary to respond to threats to peace. The 
League of Nations was a voluntary organization of states, not a world government. It 
did not have its own military forces. If it were to mount a credible response, it would 
need to convince member states to do so. In the end, member nations proved unwill-
ing to respond when needed.

As the 1920s drew to a close, a dangerous brew was already simmering—Germany 
was dissatisfi ed with the terms laid out at Versailles; Western European nations were 
weary of war and determined to avoid a repeat at almost any cost; and the principal 
postwar institution designed to preserve the peace was not living up to expectations. 
The Great Depression made things worse, leading to economic hardship and political 
turmoil everywhere. In Germany, Hitler and the Nazis exploited German resentment 
and the hardships of the depression to expand their political appeal. Many forget 
that although the Nazis quickly destroyed German democracy, they came to power 
initially through democratic means. Fascist, military-oriented dictatorships emerged 
in Italy, Japan, and Spain as well. These regimes provided the fi nal tipping point that 
plunged the world into war for the second time in a generation.

Traditional accounts date the start of World War II to Germany’s invasion of 
Poland on September 1, 1939, although Japan’s takeover of Manchuria (part of 
China) in 1931 or its invasion of China in 1937 can also mark the starting point. 
As Japan was expanding its empire in Asia during the 1930s, Hitler came to power 
in Germany in 1933. Ravaged by the Great Depression and limited by the Treaty 
of Versailles, Germany remained too weak in the early years of Nazi rule to cause 
much trouble. By 1935, however, the German economy was recovering and Hitler 
began to implement his plan to restore and expand German power. Conscription was 
resumed and the new German air force (the Luftwaffe) was unveiled. Though both 
actions violated the Treaty of Versailles, Germany’s neighbors did nothing. Hitler’s 
fi rst major international move occurred in 1936, when German forces reentered the 
Rhineland (German territory on the border with France), violating the Treaty of 
Versailles. Again, Germany’s neighbors did nothing.

Hitler became increasingly bold. Between 1936 and 1938 German military spend-
ing increased dramatically and went largely unmatched and unchallenged. Instead 
of resisting these initial German moves, Western nations engaged in a policy of 
appeasement. Rather than risk war over demands that could be seen as moderate 
and legitimate, France and Britain largely gave in. Though a few lonely voices, such as 
Winston Churchill in Britain, expressed concern, the policy of appeasement remained 

League of Nations  
International organization 
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popular, in part because the idea of another war was so unpopular. The most infamous 
act of appeasement occurred in the fall of 1938. The problem (or pretext) was the pres-
ence of ethnic Germans living in a part of Czechoslovakia known as the Sudetenland. 
With the encouragement of Hitler and the German government in Berlin, the Sudeten 
Germans demanded to be unifi ed with Germany. As the situation approached war, 
a conference was held in Munich in which France and Britain (without the consent 
of the Czechs) agreed to give Hitler what he wanted. Upon his return home, British 
Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain waved the agreement aloft, proclaiming proudly 
the achievement of “peace in our time.” A few months later, in March 1939, Germany 
surprised the world again by invading and capturing the rest of Czechoslovakia. The 
Munich Agreement had not satisfi ed Hitler. Now it was clear to all that his goals went 
well beyond revising the Treaty of Versailles. Few could escape the conclusion that 
war would come again. But when would it come? And when it came, would the other 
nations of Europe be ready to fi ght Hitler’s revived Germany?

The Next “Great War”
Europe did not have to wait long for answers to these questions. After Hitler 

signed a nonaggression pact with the Soviet Union, German troops invaded Poland 
on September 1, 1939. Britain and France declared war on Germany. After mak-
ing quick work of Poland, Hitler turned westward and marched through Holland, 
Belgium, Luxembourg, and most of France, leaving Britain virtually alone to prevent 
total German domination of Western Europe. Though the United States provided 
critical supplies to Britain, isolationist sentiment kept the United States out of the 
war. The Germans bombed London and other parts of Britain, which many feared 
was a prelude to an invasion. Though the bombing caused substantial damage and 
hardship, the anticipated invasion never came.

In 1941, two developments altered the course of the war. In June, Hitler broke 
his nonaggression agreement with Stalin and invaded the Soviet Union. Then, in 
December, the Japanese struck at Pearl Harbor, leading the United States to declare 
war on Japan. In response, Japan’s ally Germany declared war on the United States, 
bringing the United States into the European confl ict as well. The United States and 
the Soviet Union were now allies along with Britain in the struggle against Germany 
(Stalin promised to join the war against Japan shortly after Germany was defeated).

Though the United States declared war on Germany, the vast majority of the 
fi ghting in Europe between 1941 and 1944 took place on the Eastern Front between 
Germany and the Soviet Union. Stalin pressured Churchill and U.S. president 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt to relieve the burden of fi ghting on the Soviet Union by 
opening a “second front” in Western Europe, but this would not happen until June 
1944. In the meantime the Soviet Union suffered massive casualties. Whereas previ-
ous estimates of Soviet casualties (military and civilian) were around 20 million, “new 
research growing out of the more open atmosphere in recent years has been pointing 
to fi gures closer to, and possibly in excess of, 25 million deaths.”20 It is impossible to 
overstate the level of devastation and its impact on the Soviet Union. Even though 
the United States shouldered the burden of fi ghting Japan in the Pacifi c, its casual-
ties were modest in comparison, totaling approximately 330,000 in Europe and the 

Munich Agreement Often 
cited as the most egregious 
example of appeasement, 
this was an agreement in 
which France and England 
allowed Germany to take 
over the Sudetenland (a 
portion of Czechoslovakia 
where many ethnic Germans 
lived).



Part I History and Perspectives24

Pacifi c combined, less than 2 percent of Soviet casualties. Because the attack on Pearl 
Harbor was the only military engagement on U.S. territory, civilian casualties and 
physical destruction were minimal. The experience of the countries that emerged 
from World War II as the two major world powers was strikingly different.

The invasion of France on the beaches of Normandy on June 7, 1944, opened 
the long-awaited second front, requiring Hitler to fi ght a war on two sides. As allied 
troops advanced on Germany from the west and Soviet troops closed in from the east, 
the eventual outcome of the war in Europe became clear. In June 1945, American, 
British, and Soviet troops met in Berlin and Germany’s defeat was fi nal. The war 
against Japan continued for a few months after the German surrender, with the United 
States’ use of atomic bombs on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in early 
August 1945 fi nally triggering Japan’s surrender (just in time to prevent Soviet entry 
into the war against Japan, a fact some believe to be more than coincidence).21 The 
second total war in the generation had come to its conclusion.

The Cold War (1945–1989)
After waging two wars in the span of thirty years with combined casualties 

approaching 100 million, the obvious concern was the avoidance of yet another war. 
As World War II reached its end, it was still unclear what sort of world would emerge 
from the wreckage. Would the victors be able to construct a postwar order that could 
avoid a descent into World War III? Would they be able to construct an international 
organization that might fulfi ll the failed promise of the League of Nations? Could the 
world fi nally learn to avoid the calamity of total war?

Though no one knew the answers to these questions, most realized that the 
answers depended on whether the United States and the Soviet Union would be able 
to build on the cooperative relationship established during the war. Everyone knew 
that these two countries would emerge from the war as the dominant powers, and 
the general character of any international order is usually defi ned by the nature of 
relations among its major powers. Before World War II, the relationship between the 
United States and the Soviet Union had been strained; the United States had refused 
even to recognize the Soviet government until 1933. Nonetheless, some hoped that 
their wartime alliance might form the basis for a better relationship. Others remained 
doubtful, seeing the wartime alliance as a product of unusual circumstances—
namely, the presence of a common threat in Nazi Germany. Once that threat was 
eliminated, confl icts between the United States and the Soviet Union were expected 
to resurface.

During the war there were indications that the United States and the Soviet 
Union would have some trouble after the war. One can look to the U.S. atomic bomb 
program, the Manhattan Project, for one sign of the problems to come. Even though 
Great Britain was kept informed about the progress of the project, Britain and the 
United States decided not to share the information with the Soviet Union, though 
Stalin certainly knew about the project from spying. Though the United States was 
allied with the Soviet Union, President Roosevelt “saw no reason to take the Soviets 
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into American confi dence about a weapons system of potentially great signifi cance 
in the post-war years.”22

Keeping the atomic secret was only one sign that the Soviet Union was not viewed 
as an ally in the same sense as Britain. Another sign of trouble to come was dis-
agreements about the postwar fate of the nations of Eastern Europe (e.g., Poland, 
Romania, Hungary, and others). The military reality was that at war’s end Soviet 
forces would control these countries. The United States insisted that Stalin hold free 
elections in Eastern Europe after the war. In fact, Stalin signed the Declaration on 
Liberated Europe (1945), which called for free and open elections in Eastern Europe. 
Stalin, however, wanted governments friendly to the Soviet Union. Given Soviet 
losses in World War II, Stalin thought this was a reasonable demand to protect Soviet 
security in the future. Unfortunately, these two objectives could not be met simulta-
neously: freely elected governments in Eastern Europe would not have been friendly 
to the Soviet Union. As John Lewis Gaddis explains, “F.D.R.’s superfi cial knowledge 
of Eastern Europe kept him from fully recognizing the contradiction between freely 
elected and pro-Russian governments.”23

The secrecy surrounding the Manhattan Project and disagreements about the 
future of Eastern Europe were not the only sources of tension between the two allies 
(the British and American failure to open a second front in Europe in 1942 or 1943 
was another), but they are enough to indicate that the United States–Soviet alliance 
during World War II was more a product of a common threat than of broader com-
mon interests and outlooks. To use a familiar adage of international politics: the 
enemy of my enemy is my friend. It is more accurate to view the United States and 
Soviet Union as co-belligerents in the war against Germany, not allies in any deeper 
sense of the term.

The Cold War Begins: Conflict and Containment
The earliest signs of deteriorating United States–Soviet relations were in Europe. 

The impossibility of reconciling the Western allies’ desires for free elections in 
Eastern Europe with Soviet expectations of friendly regimes became obvious as Stalin 
moved to impose communist governments. It was increasingly clear that Stalin had 
no intention of abiding by the democratic provisions of the Declaration on Liberated 
Europe. Political dissent throughout Eastern Europe was ruthlessly crushed. These 
Soviet actions prompted Winston Churchill’s famous warning that “from Stettin 
in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across the 
continent.”24

In response to these developments, an American diplomat in Moscow, George 
Kennan, composed an analysis of Soviet policy. Conveyed to Washington as a diplo-
matic telegram in early February 1946, it was later published in the infl uential jour-
nal Foreign Affairs under the title “The Sources of Soviet Conduct” (signed only as 
“X”). Kennan argued that the United States needed to understand the expansionist 
nature of Soviet policy and the threats it posed to U.S. interests. The sources of Soviet 
expansion, he argued, were deeply rooted in Russia’s historical insecurity, Stalin’s 
paranoid personality, the communist regime’s need for external enemies, and the 
imperatives of Soviet ideology. Though in the long run these expansionist tendencies 
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could be modifi ed or tamed, the only immediate option available to the United States 
was a policy of containment. The United States needed to use its power—political, 
economic, and military—to prevent further expansion of Soviet infl uence. Kennan’s 
analysis struck a chord with policymakers in Washington. Though originally focused 
on Western Europe, the policy of containment was later expanded to other areas 
of the world.25 Because of political pressure to bring American troops home from 
Europe as soon as possible, many feared a military threat from the Soviet Union. But 
even those who were less concerned with a direct military attack worried that postwar 
economic hardship would provide fertile ground for communist parties loyal to the 
Soviet Union to come to power. Virtually everyone agreed that the economic recon-
struction of Western Europe was vital to its security. The primary instrument for 
recovery was the Marshall Plan, announced in May 1947. The Marshall Plan offered 
massive economic aid to all the countries of Europe (including the Soviet Union) 
devastated by the war. The Soviet Union refused to accept this aid because some of 
the conditions were deemed incompatible with its socialist economy. The Soviet-
imposed governments in Eastern Europe did likewise. There is universal agreement 
that the Marshall Plan was a stunning success. By 1952, Western Europe’s productive 
output was almost double its prewar levels.

At roughly the same time, the United States also became concerned about a civil 
war in Greece because the British informed the United States that they could no lon-
ger give assistance to the Greek government in combating a communist insurgency. 
In a speech to Congress explaining his decision to aid the Greek government (as 
well as the Turkish government), President Harry Truman laid out his policy goals 
in broad and grandiose terms: “I believe it must be the policy of the United States 
to support free people who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minori-
ties or outside pressures.”26 This pronouncement, embodying an expansive vision of 
containment, came to be known as the Truman Doctrine. Thus, by the end of 1947 
the hope for a cooperative superpower relationship was dead and the Cold War had 
begun in earnest.

The Cold War Expands
Despite the rhetoric of the Truman Doctrine, which suggested that the United 

States would assist all “free peoples,” it was unclear whether containment would 
apply everywhere or merely in select, strategically signifi cant parts of the world. 
It was also unclear what types of aid would be provided and whether the United 
States was prepared to go to war to prevent the expansion of communist infl uence. 
The fall of China to the communists in 1949 and the North Korean attack on South 
Korea in 1950 would have the effect of expanding the scope of containment well 
beyond Europe. The United States decided to take military action under the aegis 
of the United Nations to prevent the expansion of communism into South Korea. 
The Soviet Union was absent the day the United Nations Security Council voted on 
this resolution and thus failed to veto the action. The Korean War, which eventually 
involved China as well, lasted four years at the cost of more than 50,000 American 
casualties. The net effect of the Korean War was to expand containment into a global 
doctrine. Even if a given country was not strategically very signifi cant, the fear was 
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that if any country fell, others were sure to follow. This became known as the domino
theory. The Korean War also shifted the emphasis of containment. Now the threat 
and response were seen increasingly in military terms, with one result being the cre-
ation of a military alliance, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), in 
Europe.

The logic of containment and the domino theory would be most severely tested 
in the Third World. World War II had seriously weakened the colonial powers of 
Britain and France, and the immediate postwar years witnessed the rise of indepen-
dence and national liberation movements throughout Asia and Africa. The process 
of decolonization, however, was not free of confl ict: sometimes the colonial power 
tried to hold on, usually in vain. But confl icts continued after independence as differ-
ent groups, including communists, struggled for power.

The most important such confl ict occurred in Vietnam. A former French colony, 
Vietnam was divided between the communist north, supported by China and the 
Soviet Union, and the noncommunist, though hardly democratic, south. In the late 
1950s and early 1960s, a communist insurgency supported by North Vietnam threat-
ened the regime in South Vietnam. United States policymakers were determined 
to support the South Vietnamese government, fi rst in the form of aid and military 
advisers. It was not long before the United States was actively involved in fi ghting, 
and by 1968 there were over 500,000 American combat forces on the ground. Despite 
repeated promises that victory was at hand, the war dragged on year after year as 
casualties mounted. Public support for the war eroded and protests against the war 
became commonplace. Despite more than ten years of fi ghting, the world’s most 
“powerful” nation was unable to prevail. In 1975, communist forces captured Saigon, 
the capital of South Vietnam, and television screens around the world were fi lled with 
scenes of desperate people climbing to the roof of the U.S. embassy to reach the heli-
copters carrying the last people out before the communist victory was total.27

Easing the Cold War
Even as the Vietnam War was being waged, there were attempts to ease the super-

power confl ict. After being elected president in 1968, Richard Nixon and his chief 
foreign policy adviser, Henry Kissinger, embarked upon a policy of détente toward 
the Soviet Union. They believed the United States possessed tools that could be used 
as leverage to moderate Soviet behavior. There were things the Soviet Union wanted 
from the United States. The Soviet Union wanted to be recognized as a power on par 
with the United States, and it wanted greater opportunities to trade with the United 
States. And there were things the United States wanted from the Soviet Union, such 
as greater respect for human rights and restraint in support for communist govern-
ments and insurgencies in the Third World. Détente was based on the assumption 
that these different interests and objectives of the two powers could be “linked” in 
order to create a relationship based not only on confl ict, but also on cooperation.

Détente was controversial, even within Nixon’s own party. A group of conserva-
tive Republicans and Democrats, including former governor of California Ronald 
Reagan, were convinced that détente was a one-way street. They pointed in particular 
to a dramatic increase in the Soviet Union’s nuclear arsenal during the 1970s. To 

domino theory The belief 
(and fear) that the spread of 
communism to one country 
almost automatically 
threatened its expansion to 
neighboring countries.

North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) The 
Cold War alliance, including 
the United States, Canada, 
and many Western European 
nations, against the Soviet 
Union and its allies. It has 
survived the end of the Cold 
War, even expanding to 
include many former Soviet 
allies in Eastern Europe.

decolonization The 
achievement of political 
independence by European 
colonies, especially in 
Asia and Africa, in the two 
decades following World 
War II.

détente A policy and 
period of relaxed tensions 
between the United States 
and Soviet Union during the 
1970s.
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make matters even worse, they argued that the promised benefi ts of détente failed to 
materialize as the Soviet Union continued to expand its infl uence in the Third World, 
including Latin America, through the support of revolutionary movements. Détente 
had merely lulled the United States into a false sense of security. Whatever the merits 
of this argument, the Soviet Union’s invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 seemed to lend 
it credence. The invasion was the death knell for détente, an end further ensured by 
Ronald Reagan’s election to the presidency in 1980.

The Resurgence and End of the Cold War
Reagan was convinced that détente allowed the Soviet Union to surge ahead of 

the United States in military power and expand its political infl uence in the Third 
World while the United States naïvely waited for Soviet moderation. His administra-
tion pursued policies that many viewed as a return to the coldest days of the Cold 
War, including an ambitious increase in military spending in both the conventional 
and nuclear areas. Nuclear arms control with the Soviet Union was placed on hold. 
The administration was also committed to assisting anticommunist governments and 
insurgency movements in Third World countries. Most controversial was its assis-
tance to the “contras” in Nicaragua, who were fi ghting to overthrow the communist 
government. Opponents in the United States feared that Reagan’s policies risked an 
expensive and dangerous arms race with the Soviet Union as well as possible military 
intervention in a Third World confl ict, another Vietnam. Administration supporters 
claimed these policies were a necessary demonstration of American power to deter an 
ambitious Soviet Union. Some may have even hoped that the Soviet Union, suffering 
from severe economic problems, could never afford to stay in a renewed arms race.

Soviet leadership was in a state of transition during Reagan’s fi rst term. Leonid 
Brezhnev, in power since the 1960s, died in 1982. He was followed by two geriat-
ric remnants of the old guard before a much younger and vibrant fi gure, Mikhail
Gorbachev, appeared on the scene. In 1984, Gorbachev impressed Prime Minister 
Margaret Thatcher of Great Britain as someone she could “do business with.” People 
realized quickly this was a new type of Soviet leader. Not only were he and his wife 
relatively young and outgoing fi gures, but he also appeared determined to reform 
the stagnant Soviet system through his twin policies of perestroika and glasnost.
Perestroika (restructuring) was intended to loosen government control over the econ-
omy and move it in a market-oriented direction. Glasnost (openness) was designed 
to open the Soviet political system to greater dissent and discussion of the problems 
that plagued Soviet society.

Much to the dismay of many conservatives in the United States, Reagan, like his 
friend Margaret Thatcher, became convinced that Gorbachev was for real. Chummy 
summits complete with smiling photo ops soon followed. Progress was made in 
nuclear arms control talks for the fi rst time in over a decade. But despite the reduc-
tion in tensions, the question of how Gorbachev would respond to a real crisis or 
challenge remained. If “openness” got out of hand, would Gorbachev move to crush 
dissent, as past Soviet leaders had? Was he really different from his predecessors?

By the end of the 1980s, Gorbachev faced a dilemma at home and in Eastern 
Europe: Glasnost was a smashing success, whereas perestroika was a dismal failure. 

Mikhail Gorbachev Leader 
of the Soviet Union from 
1985 until its dissolution 
in 1991.

perestroika Mikhail 
Gorbachev’s reforms during 
the second half of the 
1980s, aimed at reforming 
the Soviet economic system.

glasnost Mikhail 
Gorbachev’s political reforms 
in the Soviet Union during 
the second half of the 
1980s, allowing for greater 
freedom of expression and 
dissent.
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The result, as David Reynolds explains, was that “[a]s the economy collapsed, free-
dom to protest grew. Reconstruction became deconstruction.”28 As economies foun-
dered and domestic criticism mounted, the communist regimes in Eastern Europe 
grew increasingly fragile. How would Gorbachev respond when pro-Soviet regimes 
found themselves on the wrong end of glasnost?

The answer came in East Germany, one of the most hard-line regimes in Eastern 
Europe until the very end. East Germany’s leader, Erich Honecker, viewed Gorbachev 
and his reforms with alarm—and with good reason, because Honecker, his cronies, 
and the infamous secret police (the “Stasi”) were despised by the East German peo-
ple. When Gorbachev visited in October 1989, crowds chanted “Gorby” as Honecker, 
utterly clueless, stood at his side. Within weeks, opposition to Honecker’s regime led 
to his ouster and desperate attempts to prevent an outright revolution. It was clear 
that Gorbachev was not going to save the East German regime from the wrath of its 
own people. By the middle of November, the Honecker regime was long gone and 
the Berlin Wall was being torn down. Although Gorbachev did not order the wall 
torn down, he did not stop others from doing so. People around the world watched 
in amazement as Berliners streamed back and forth under the Brandenburg Gate 

Former Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev. His reforms of perestroika and glasnost attempted to save the 
Soviet Union but ended up contributing to its demise, which led to the end of the Cold War.
Source: Sergei Guneyev/Time-Life Pictures/Getty Images
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between what had been East Berlin and West Berlin. They celebrated on the very 
spots where, a few months earlier, they would have been shot. The same forces that 
unraveled communism in Eastern Europe would eventually do the same in the Soviet 
Union. By 1991, the Soviet Union itself joined the list of former communist nations 
when Boris Yeltsin, Gorbachev’s successor, declared communism dead and the Soviet 
Union disintegrated.

The Curious Peace of the Cold War
Students of international relations spend a lot of time trying to understand things 

that actually did happen, but sometimes it is just as interesting and important to 
learn about those things that did not happen. The peace of the Cold War provides a 
good example of just such a “nonevent.” For more than forty years, two of the great-
est military powers in history, divided by an intense ideological rivalry, struggled 
against each other across the globe. But despite the intensity of the confl ict, they 
never went to war. In many ways this is a very curious outcome: It is unusual in 
international history for two great powers to compete against one another on such a 
scale and never fi ght. If any “nonevent” cries out for an explanation, it is the curious 
peace that was the Cold War.

Why did the Cold War never turn hot? Explanations of why something fails to 
occur are by their very nature speculative. In thinking about what one scholar has 
called the long peace, a variety of possible explanations have been put forward.29

John Mearsheimer highlights two factors, the presence of only two major powers 
(b ipolarity) and nuclear weapons.30 His argument is simple: The chances for war 
increase when there are more than two major powers because this increases the num-
ber of avenues through which war might break out. If there are fi ve major powers, 
a war could break out between any two of them. When only two major powers are 
present, there is only one route to war. The more opportunities there are for some-
thing to happen, the more likely it will. Furthermore, the fact that the two countries 
had enough nuclear weapons to annihilate each other made them extremely cau-
tious in their dealings with each other. Many scholars, however, remain skeptical that 
nuclear weapons were critical in preventing war from breaking out. John Mueller 
argues that conventional war had become so destructive that this alone was enough 
to make the two powers extremely hesitant to risk war.31

A balance of power between the two superpowers is also sometimes credited as 
the basis for peace. Because the countries were roughly equal in military strength, 
neither side could be confi dent of victory in war. As a result, neither side was tempted 
to start a war. Turning this argument somewhat on its head, Stephen Walt sees the 
peace as resting on a dramatic imbalance of power, claiming that the combined power 
of the United States and its allies (Japan, West Germany, France, Britain, etc.) was 
substantially greater than that of the Soviet Union and its allies (Poland, Hungary, 
Romania, etc.).32 Given this imbalance, it was not necessary for the United States to 
go to war. Soviet leaders realized their inferiority and never challenged genuinely 
vital American interests, thus avoiding any direct confrontation. Whatever the rea-
son, the absence of war between the United States and the Soviet Union is certainly a 
remarkable (and a very fortunate) feature of the Cold War and its end.

long peace The “peace” or 
absence of war between the 
United States and the Soviet 
Union during the Cold War.

bipolarity The existence of 
two major powers in inter-
national politics. Usually 
refers to the structure of the 
Cold War.
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The Post–Cold War World
In the fi rst few years of the post–Cold War period, expectations about the future 

of international relations diverged. Some expected a more stable world marked by 
the triumph of liberal democracy, economic prosperity, peace dividends, and the 
reduction of war and confl ict. Others feared that the relative stability and predictabil-
ity of the Cold War order would be replaced by newly unleashed forces of national 
and ethnic confl ict that might prove more dangerous than the superpower rivalry. 
Almost two decades into the post–Cold War era, these debates about the future of 
world politics continue to rage without any defi nitive resolution. Nonetheless, it is 
possible to make some general observations about the shape of international politics 
in the post–Cold War era to which most, if not all, would subscribe. An evaluation of 
the post–Cold War world is an exercise in examining and judging the relative signifi -
cance of changes and continuities. Thus, we can approach the post–Cold War era by 
asking ourselves two questions: What changed since the end of the Cold War? What 
remained unchanged?

The demise and eventual dissolution of the Soviet Union was unquestionably a 
major event that transformed critical aspects of international relations, especially in 
Europe. Germany is unifi ed again for the fi rst time since 1945. Former allies of the 
Soviet Union now seek admission into NATO. The division of Europe has ended; 
the iron curtain, lifted. Outside the confi nes of Europe, the United States and Russia 
retain only a fraction of the nuclear weapons they possessed at the height of the Cold 
War, and this number is set to go lower still. One cannot underestimate the impor-
tance of these transformations.

But the end of the Cold War did not change everything, and the world of 2000 
would not look totally unfamiliar to someone who had been asleep for twenty years. 
As John Ikenberry explains, “Only a part of the post–World War II order—the bipo-
lar order—was destroyed by the dramatic events of 1989–1991.”33 There are still sig-
nifi cant elements of continuity, especially in terms of the American infl uence in the 
world and the perpetuation of the institutions created under American tutelage dur-
ing the Cold War.34

Indeed, the ending of the Cold War did not bring any fundamental alteration in 
the scope of American military power and commitments throughout the world. U.S. 
forces remain in Japan, Korea, and Europe, though in somewhat smaller numbers, 
just as they were at the height of the Cold War. The passing of the Soviet military 
alliance in Europe, the Warsaw Pact, has not been accompanied by the end of the 
American alliance, NATO. The 1991 Gulf War, considered at the time a possible har-
binger of a “new world order,” demonstrated the continuing centrality of the United 
States. Though the war involved an international coalition with the blessing of the 
United Nations, it was fundamentally an American enterprise. A handful of other 
nations contributed military forces, money, and military bases, but the outcome was 
determined by the military power of the United States. The 2003 Iraq War was, with 
the signifi cant exception of Great Britain, almost entirely an American undertaking. 
No other nation possesses the necessary combination of capability and willingness to 
challenge the military power of the United States. Whether one wishes to refer to this 
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as American “hegemony,” “dominance,” or “unipolarity,” the basic point remains 
the same. Ian Clark highlights this point in remarking on the “essential continuity in 
the role of American power. . . . There are institutions that were created during the 
Cold War, and which were almost defi ning attributes of it, [that] still endure into the 
post–Cold War era.”35

When Clark refers to American power he does not mean just military power, 
though United States military spending dwarfs that of the rest of the world (see 
Figure 1.1). The United States also remains the world’s largest and most powerful 
economy (see Table 1.1). Its economy is more than twice as large as Japan’s and three 
times the size of Germany’s or China’s. Increasing economic integration in Europe, 
however, may be creating an economic unit that, when taken as a whole, rivals the 
United States. The rapid growth of India and China may also pose a long-term chal-
lenge to American economic dominance. Thus, whereas there is only one real center 
of military power in the world, the same cannot be said for economic power. Randall 
Schweller divides the world’s power structure into “two separate parts: a unipolar 
security structure led by the United States and a tripolar economic one revolving 
around Germany [and Europe], Japan and America.”36

But this economic reality was not the result of the end of the Cold War; it was the 
continuation of a trend that was under way long before the Berlin Wall came down. 
Just as important, the major economic institutions of the post–World War II or Cold 
War period—the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and the general 
trading system created under American leadership—remain in place today. (We will 
say much more about these economic institutions in later sections). Thus, even with 
the emergence of new economic powerhouses, it is hard to disagree with Ikenberry’s 

Source: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute 
Yearbook 2007.

FIGURE 1.1
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conclusion that “the post–Cold War order is really a continuation and extension of 
the Western order forged during and after World War II.”37

The world, however, is a big place, and we must remember that, for the vast 
majority of the world’s people, life continues much as it did before the end of the 
Cold War. The gap between the world’s rich and its more numerous poor has not 
been narrowed by the passing of the Soviet Union. Large portions of humanity go to 
bed hungry every night and have no access to the basic necessities of life. The global 
environmental problems that were emerging as critical global issues before the end 
of the Cold War remain as pressing as ever: The demise of the superpower rivalry has 
not restored the hole in the ozone layer, ended global warming, or replenished the 
world’s rainforests. Deadly national and ethnic confl icts continue to rage. If we are 
living in a new world order, it shares many similarities with the one we left behind.

—World 54,311,608

—European Union 16,830,100

1 United States 13,843,825

2 Japan 4,383,762

3 Germany 3,322,147

4 China (PRC) 3,250,827

5 United Kingdom 2,772,570

6 France 2,560,255

7 Italy 2,104,666

8 Spain 1,438,959

9 Canada 1,432,140

10 Brazil 1,313,590

11 Russia 1,289,582

12 India 1,098,945

13 South Korea 957,053

14 Australia 908,826

15 Mexico 893,365

GDP (Gross Domestic Product) measured in millions of U.S. Dollars.

Source: International Monetary Fund, World Economic Outlook 
Database, April 2008: Nominal GDP list of countries. Data for the 
year 2007

TABLE 1.1
2007 IMF Ranking of World’s 15 Largest Economies 
(and the EU)
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The modern state system, characterized by a small  ■

number of relatively large sovereign political units, 
gradually took shape as Europe began to emerge from 
the medieval period around 1300. The economic pres-
sures of the commercial revolution and the military 
dynamics of the gunpowder revolution contributed 
to the creation of larger and larger political units. 
The Protestant Reformation and the Thirty Years War 
(1618–1648) brought the origins of the modern con-
ception of sovereignty as embodied in the Peace of 
Westphalia (1648).

The period between the Peace of Westphalia and the  ■

French Revolution (1789) was a period of relative 
calm in which wars and confl icts tended to be limited, 
modest affairs. This calm was rooted in the nature of 
European societies and politics, particularly absolutist 
monarchism, the lack of any strong sense of loyalty or 
connection between people and their rulers, and the 
absence of ideological confl ict.

The American and French revolutions marked the  ■

beginning of modern nationalism and its doctrine of 
popular sovereignty. Over time, this idea contributed 
to the erosion of absolutist monarchism and the inter-
national order it sustained.

At the same time, the industrial revolution of the 1800s  ■

transformed European societies in ways that had a 
profound effect on international politics. Increasing 
wealth and advances in technology solidifi ed European 
dominance of the globe. Nationalism and the industrial 
revolution combined to create the “total war” of World 
Wars I and II.

In the aftermath of two devastating wars in the span  ■

of a single generation, the confl ict between the United 

States and the Soviet Union dashed hopes for a more 
peaceful world order based on cooperation among the 
great powers. Although the Cold War never resulted 
in direct military confl ict between the superpowers, it 
did bring several smaller wars as the United States and 
Soviet Union engaged in sometimes fi erce competi-
tion for infl uence throughout the world, including the 
recently decolonized nations of Africa and Asia.

The superpower confl ict, political confl ict in postco- ■

lonial societies, and the policy of containment would 
eventually lead the United States to war in Vietnam.

Attempts to moderate the Cold War and control the  ■

growth of nuclear arsenals lead to détente and several 
arms limitation agreements during the 1970s. This thaw 
in the Cold War was short-lived. The Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan in 1979 and the election of Ronald Reagan 
in 1980 ushered in a period of renewed hostility and 
confl ict between the superpowers.

By the mid-1980s, the stagnation of communism in the  ■

Soviet Union and Eastern Europe prompted a new gen-
eration of leaders, particularly Mikhail Gorbachev, to 
conclude that radical reforms were essential. His policies 
of perestroika and glasnost, however, ultimately doomed 
the very communist system they were designed to save. 
The unraveling of communism was most vividly dis-
played in Berlin, where the wall between East and West 
was demolished by the city’s citizens in the fall of 1989. 
This event marked the end of the Cold War.

Though we have experienced several crises since the end  ■

of the Cold War (e.g., the 1991 Gulf War, the terror-
ist attacks of September 11, 2001, and the Iraq War that 
began in 2003), the fundamental nature of the post–
Cold War world remains in doubt.

1. The diffi culty of disentangling change and continuity 
in the history of international relations has been one 
of the themes of this chapter. Looking at the history of 
the modern state system, what aspects of international 
relations have changed the most and the least over the 
last 350 years?

2. As you look at the world today, what aspects of interna-
tional relations do you think are changing the most and
the least?

3. One of the most important developments of the past 
200 years has been the rise and spread of nationalism. In 
what ways has nationalism changed international rela-

CRITICAL QUESTIONS

CHAPTER SUMMARY
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tions? Do you think nationalism remains as important 
and powerful as 50 or 100 years ago?

4. One of the enduring questions in international rela-
tions concerns the linkage between domestic and inter-
national politics. Historically, how have changes in 

the domestic character of states altered international 
relations?

5. Do you think history will judge September 11 as a major 
turning point in the history of international relations? 
Why or why not?
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Chapter 2

Contending Perspectives 
on International Politics

Many Questions, Even More Answers
Students of international relations are often frustrated by the absence of precise 

answers to questions and problems. On one level, this frustration is justifi ed: we 
usually lack answers in the same sense that problems in a calculus text have solutions 
at the end of the text. On another level, the problem is misidentifi ed: frustration 
emerges not from the absence of answers but from their proliferation—too many 
answers, not too few. The problem is not that we lack an answer to the question 
of why nations go to war, but rather that we have fi ve, six, seven, or more answers. 
To further complicate the issue, some of these explanations appear different but 
are actually complementary, meaning they can be reconciled if one thinks carefully 
enough about how they might fi t together, while others cannot because they are 
manifestations of more fundamental and incompatible assumptions about how the 
world works.

This existence of alternative and competing paradigms, theories, philosophies, and 
worldviews characterizes all social sciences: international relations is no  different. As 
a general rule, different perspectives have two components: an analytical  component 
involving an explanation of why things work the way they do, and a prescriptive 
 element dictating what should be done. What a political scientist thinks needs to be 
done to reduce armed confl ict (the prescription) depends on why he or she thinks 
we have war in the fi rst place (the explanation).

Students of international relations disagree intensely about explanations for, 
and possible solutions to, critical international problems. They may even disagree 
on what the most critical problems are. Disagreements about specifi c issues usually 
refl ect more fundamental differences about the nature of international relations, 
which are often unarticulated when debate focuses on a concrete issue. As Stephen 
Walt explains, “Everyone uses theories—whether he or she knows it or not—and 
disagreements about policy usually rest on more fundamental disagreement about 
the basic forces that shape international outcomes.”1
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This chapter discusses several of the major perspectives on international relations 
that will be refl ected in debates about specifi c issues throughout the remainder of 
this book. These differing views of the nature and dynamics of international relations 
are themselves rooted in more fundamental social and political philosophies. That 
is, they represent the application of more general ideas and assumptions about the 
nature of people and society to the specifi c realm of international politics. In order to 
fully appreciate debates about international relations, we will examine the underly-
ing social or political theory or philosophy upon which each perspective is based and 
then examine how those ideas have been applied to international relations.

Over the past two centuries, three dominant social and political philosophies have 
framed debates about social, economic, and political issues: conservatism, liberalism, 
and Marxism. Each of these philosophies rests on a set of assumptions or ideas that 
provides an intellectual framework for understanding how the social world works, 
and each has also been applied to understanding the realm of international relations. 
But these three perspectives do not exhaust the range of potential worldviews, and in 
recent years several alternative approaches, particularly feminism and constructiv-
ism, have begun to challenge the dominance of these traditional perspectives.

Realism
The most infl uential perspective on international relations, especially in the 

United States since the end of World War II, is realism, also called conservatism. 
Realism has its intellectual roots in conservative social and political philosophy, 
and if we want a deeper understanding of realism as an outlook on the world, we 
need to appreciate its conservative foundations. Though conservatism, like all the 
 philosophies we will examine, is a rich and complex system of thought developed 
over centuries, and there are dangers in summarizing an entire philosophy in a few 
pages, we can highlight several of conservatism’s central beliefs/assumptions.

The fi rst critical element of a conservative social and political philosophy is a 
pessimistic view of human nature. The conservative worldview holds that people are 
fl awed, imperfect, and imperfectible creatures. Human nature is a mix of good and 
bad features, and the latter can never be completely eliminated. Conservatives of a 
more religious orientation emphasize the notion of original sin that can be traced 
to the biblical story of Genesis, involving humankind’s fall from grace with God in 
the Garden of Eden. This is why Christians who attend church every Sunday pray 
for forgiveness of their sins. The minister or priest does not ask just those who 
might have sinned in the past week to pray; the assumption is that no one in atten-
dance could possibly have made it through an entire week free of sin. The Christian 
view of people as tainted by original sin is one of humans as fl awed creatures. More 
secular versions of conservatism emphasize that even though people are capable of 
rational, thoughtful, and ethical behavior, they are also motivated by the less noble 
impulses of lust, passion, and greed. As Edmund Burke (1729–1797), the founder 
of modern conservatism, noted, “politics ought to be adjusted, not to human 
 reason, but to human nature, of which reason is but a part, and by no means the 
greatest part.”2

realism A conservative 
perspective on international 
politics emphasizing the 
inevitability of confl ict 
among nations, the central-
ity of power, and the ever-
present threat of war.
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The second critical element of a conservative social and political philosophy is a 
view of people as social creatures, meaning that people are driven, and have a deep-
seated need, to identify with and belong to social groups. People do not want to be 
isolated, unattached beings. People are not individualists; they derive a great sense of 
belonging and comfort from their group and social identities. Family groups, social 
groups, political groups, and so on defi ne who we are and allow us to feel like we are 
part of something larger than ourselves. In and of itself, the social or group impulse 
is not a bad thing. The problem is that group identity entails both inclusion and 
exclusion. Groups are defi ned not merely by whom they include but also by whom 
they exclude. A group to which everyone belongs is not really a group at all, at least 
not one that provides any special sense of belonging. This is why social groups almost 
always exist with opposing groups. How many colleges or universities have only one 
sorority for all of the women students? Why do so many religions spend as much 
time talking about the nonbelievers outside the group as they do the believers in 
the group? The tendency for people to form group identities has the inevitable con-
sequence of dividing human societies. But even this might not be necessarily bad. 
The existence of groups and the recognition of differences are essential for diversity, 
which can often be a very good thing.

The more problematic aspect of people’s social nature is the almost irresistible 
tendency for people to view themselves and their groups as not merely separate and 
different but also as superior. We refer to this as collective or group egoism. How 
many people view themselves as belonging to one religious group while thinking 
another religion is actually the true one? How many people believe that their fra-
ternity or sorority is the worst on campus? It is very diffi cult for people and social 
groups to see themselves consistently as merely different but in no sense superior to 
others. This sets the stage for all sorts of problems and confl icts.

The third critical element of conservative social and political philosophy is a belief 
in the inevitability of social confl ict. People and groups will always fi nd themselves in 
confl ict with others. Why? Social confl ict has both rational and irrational bases. Group 
or collective egoism is one of the irrational sources of confl ict. When people and groups 
believe that they are not merely different but also better than others, this is a recipe for 
confl ict. But confl ict does not result solely from irrational impulses. Conservatives also 
argue that it is impossible to create a social, economic, and political order that benefi ts 
every person and group equally. In every society there are people and groups that ben-
efi t from the status quo and other people and groups that would benefi t from a change 
in the status quo. Those who would benefi t from changing the status quo will always 
come into confl ict with those who benefi t from the existing order. This is the essence of 
social, economic, and political confl ict. Politics is about managing social confl ict, not a 
utopian quest to eliminate confl ict. There may be more or less effective ways of man-
aging social confl ict, but social confl ict has always existed and always will. American 
theologian and social commentator Reinhold Niebuhr (1892–1971) provided the most 
succinct defi nition of conservatism, arguing that “the easy subservience of reason to 
prejudice and passion, and the consequent persistence of irrational egoism, particu-
larly in group behavior, make social confl ict an inevitability in human behavior, prob-
ably to its very end.”3 Here we see the three critical elements of conservatism: fl awed 
human nature, group identity and egoism, and the inevitability of confl ict.

collective or group 
 egoism The tendency of 
social groups to view them-
selves as not only different 
from other groups but also 
better in some respect. An 
element of conservative or 
realist thought particularly 
important for understand-
ing the dynamics of social 
confl ict.
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Realism originated as an application of these conservative insights to the study and 
understanding of international relations. Though realism can be traced as far back as 
the ancient Greek historian Thucydides (c. 460–c. 400 BCE), a number of twentieth-
century thinkers have exerted a more profound and direct impact on the  development 
of realist thought, including British historian Edward Hallet Carr (1892–1982), 
University of Chicago political scientist Hans Morgenthau (1891–1976), and George
Kennan (1904–2005), an American diplomat and specialist in Soviet Russian affairs. 
Carr, Morgenthau, and Kennan are often considered classical realists. Their ideas 
reveal a more explicitly conservative orientation when compared to those of more 
contemporary realists. This distinction can be seen most dramatically in the classical 
realists’ view of human nature. According to Hans Morgenthau, “it is the ubiquity 
of the desire for power which . . . constitutes the ubiquity of evil in all human action. 
Here is the element of corruption and sin which injects itself into the best of inten-
tions at least a drop of evil and thus spoils it.” It is this inevitable element of power 
lust and sin that accounts for “the transformation of churches into political organi-
zations, of revolutions into dictatorships, [and] love of country into imperialism.”4

George Kennan wished he “could believe that the human impulses which give rise 
to the nightmares of totalitarianism were ones which providence had allocated to 
other people and to which the American people had graciously been left immune.” 
Unfortunately, “the fact of the matter is that there is a little bit of totalitarian buried 
somewhere, way deep down, in each and every one of us.”5 Although some classical 
realists placed greater emphasis on fl awed human nature than  others, the conserva-
tive view of humans as imperfect and imperfectible creatures was clearly  central to 
the realist perspective of international relations and confl ict. In Morgenthau’s words, 
“the world, imperfect as it is from a rational point of view, is the result of forces 
inherent in human nature.”6

Similarly, realists see group identity and confl ict as essential to understanding 
international relations. According to Robert Gilpin, “Realism . . . holds that the 
 foundation of political life is what Ralf Dahrendorf has called ‘confl ict groups.’ . . . 
This is another way of saying that in a world of scarce resources and confl ict over 
those resources, human beings confront one another ultimately as members of 
groups, not as isolated individuals.”7 At the international level the primary group 
identity is the nation-state. For realists, international relations is fundamentally 
about the interactions and confl icts between and among states. Certainly realists rec-
ognize the  existence of other identities and nonstate actors. Such groups and actors 
can sometimes be important and infl uential. But for realists they have yet to replace 
the nation-state as the key actor. The nation-state has been and remains the major 
actor, or confl ict group, at the global level.

Finally, realists argue that just as confl ict is an inevitable feature of social life, so 
is it among nations. The reasons why are straightforward extensions of the  irrational 
and rational sources of social confl ict more generally. First, feelings of national,  ethnic, 
and cultural superiority are sources of irrational international confl ict. Second, there 
is no such thing as international order that benefi ts all nations equally. E. H. Carr 
warned scholars and statesmen that it was a dangerous wishful thinking to ignore “the 
unpalatable fact of a fundamental divergence of interest between nations  desirous of 
maintaining the status quo and nations desirous of changing it.”8 The central confl icts 

Thucydides Greek historian 
whose writings represent 
some of the earliest expres-
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Hans Morgenthau One of 
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of international politics are those between status quo states—that is, those that derive 
benefi ts from the existing international order—and revisionist states—that is, those 
states that would benefi t by revising the existing order. Put even more simply, “Like 
all politics, international politics involves confl icts between those who want to keep 
things the way things are and those who want to change them.”9

The fact that conservatives and realists view social or group confl ict as inevitable 
does not mean that we must simply throw up our hands in despair. Though confl icts 
are inevitable, there are ways to manage social confl icts to minimize the chances of 
them becoming violent. At the national level, governments manage confl ict through 
laws, police, and courts. This leads us to what realists see as perhaps the most criti-
cal feature of international relations—international anarchy. Though many  realists, 
especially neorealists, have abandoned the classical realist emphasis on human nature, 
all realists place international anarchy at the center of their understanding of inter-
national politics. Anarchy means the absence of a central authority or government. 
Anarchy is not to be confused with chaos and a lack of order—there is a lot of order 
in international relations. It is the absence of government on a global level that 
 distinguished international politics from domestic politics. E. H. Carr was succinct on 
this point: “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.”10 This, according to Stanley Michalak, is 
“the fi rst fact of life about international politics: The international system is a system 
without government.”11

To understand why anarchy is so important for our understanding of international 
relations we need only consider all the things our government does for us. The most 
important function of government is to provide protection. If you see an armed band of 
thugs coming down the street toward your home, you call the police; we cannot entirely 
rely on neighbors with whom we negotiated previous alliances for mutual aid. Upon 
receiving your call, the police do not sit around at the station for hours debating whether 
it is in their interest to come help. It is their job and obligation to help protect you.

Though the absence of a world government means that states are not obligated 
to obey any higher authority, it also means that no state can rely on others to come 
to their aid. As Kenneth Waltz, perhaps the most infl uential neorealist, observes: 
“Citizens need not prepare to defend themselves. Public agencies do that. A national 
system is not one of self-help. The international system is.”12

International anarchy in turn creates a security dilemma in which states “must 
be, and usually are, concerned about their security from being attacked, subjected, 
dominated or annihilated” by other states. As states acquire the power and means 
to defend themselves, “this, in turn, renders the others more insecure and  compels 
them to prepare for the worst. Since no one can ever feel entirely secure in a world 
of  competing units, power competition ensues, and the vicious cycle of power 
 accumulation is on.”13 The dilemma nations face is how to increase their security 
without making other nations less secure. On the domestic level, the police provide 
security to all simultaneously; as a result, one person’s security does not come at 
the expense another’s. This is not the case for nations. For realists, the anarchic nature 
of  international relations and resulting security dilemma are the cornerstones for 
understanding how and why states behave as they do.

anarchy The absence of 
a central governmental/ 
political authority.

security dilemma The 
problem nations face when 
the actions taken to make 
one nation feel more secure 
inevitably make other 
nations feel less secure.
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How, then, do realists propose we manage international confl ict? Would the cre-
ation of a world government help? At a theoretical level, realists concede this would be 
a solution to the security dilemma, though they are skeptical that this theoretical solu-
tion can be translated into reality. Historically, realists have focused on more modest 
solutions such as the balance of power. When nations fi nd themselves in a confl ict, 
realists have traditionally argued that the chances for war are lessened if the parties are 
relatively equal in power. The reasoning is quite simple. We assume that nations start 
wars because they expect to win, not lose. Nations are more likely to anticipate victory 
when they are more powerful than their opponent. Thus, when two sides are relatively 
equal, neither side will be confi dent of victory, so neither is likely to initiate war. There 
is some debate about this point among realists—some argue instead that peace is actu-
ally more likely when there is a great imbalance of power. The logic here is also simple: 
A very powerful nation need not resort to war to get what it wants and the much 
weaker states avoid war because they recognize how futile war would be. Despite these 
differences among realists (which will be explored in more detail in the next chapter), 
there is general agreement that the management and distribution of power is critical 
for realists when they think about international confl ict and the chances for war.

So we can see that realism presents us with one way of looking at and understand-
ing the world, one that grows out of conservative assumptions about the nature of 
people and human societies. It is a vision of world politics in which states interact 
and deal with their confl icts without the benefi t of a central authority to do for them 
what governments do for their citizens. It is a world in which some states benefi t 
from the existing world order and fi nd themselves in confl ict with others who would 
benefi t from changing the existing order. Though confl icts of interest are common, 
violent confl ict among nations remains relatively rare. Nevertheless, the anarchic 
nature of international politics drives nations to prepare for and occasionally fi ght 
wars. Robert Gilpin provided a very succinct expression of the realist point of view: 
“the fundamental nature of international relations has not changed over the millen-
nia. International relations continues to be a recurring struggle for wealth and power 
among independent actors in a state of anarchy.”14

Liberalism, Idealism, and Liberal Internationalism
The dominant alternatives to conservatism and realism as an approach to under-

standing social reality and international relations are liberalism and idealism. In 
some sense the latter term is unfair because it suggests that people who hold “ideal-
ist” views are woolly-headed dreamers devising fanciful plans for world peace while 
ignoring the hard realities of world politics. Though this may have been the case for 
some of the more utopian idealists of the interwar period who hoped that interna-
tional treaties could outlaw war, it is generally an unfair characterization. Idealism is 
merely a different way of looking at and understanding the world that grows out of 
different beliefs and assumptions than those that support realism. For this reason, it 
is better to label this alternative to realism as liberal internationalism or, more sim-
ply, liberalism, which refers to the political and philosophical tradition from which it 
emerged.

liberalism Social, political, 
and economic philosophy 
based on a positive view of 
human nature, the inevita-
bility of social progress, and 
the harmony of interests.

idealism An approach to 
international politics based 
on liberal assumptions and 
principles. Its more opti-
mistic (or utopian) versions 
envision a world in which 
law, institutions, and diplo-
macy replace power competi-
tion and the use of force.

liberal 
internationalism Another 
term, along with idealism, 
for the application of liberal 
assumptions and principles 
to international relations.
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Liberalism is a social and political philosophy that began to fl ourish as Europe 
emerged from the medieval world that existed from the fall of the Roman Empire in 
476 CE until the beginnings of the Renaissance in the 1300s and 1400s. The Renaissance 
was a period of scientifi c, artistic, intellectual, and cultural revival that ended the 
stagnation of medieval times. It was a period of renewal, and liberalism provided a 
more optimistic social and political philosophy that challenged conservative thought. 
Among the thinkers infl uential in the development of liberal thought were John Locke 
(1632–1704), Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778), and Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), 
although the historical roots of liberal thought can be traced to the ancient Greeks.

Like conservatism, liberalism is a rich and varied intellectual tradition not easily 
reduced to a few paragraphs. That having been said, there does appear to be a core 
set of beliefs that defi ne a liberal worldview and set it apart from a conservative out-
look. “In simplest terms,” David Sidorsky explains, liberalism is “fi rst, a conception 
of man as desiring freedom and capable of exercising rational free choice. Second, it 
is a perspective on social institutions as open to rational reconstruction in the light 
of individual needs. It is, third, a view of history as progressively perfectible through 
the continuous application of human reason to social institutions.”15 Liberalism, 
thus, parts company with conservatism on almost every critical point. In contrast to 
conservative philosophy, liberalism views people as essentially rational, ethical, and 
moral creatures capable of controlling their baser impulses. No doubt people have 
often behaved in irrational and immoral ways, but this is not seen as the inevitable 
result and manifestation of a fl awed human nature. Liberals usually see such behav-
ior as being the result of ignorance and misunderstanding, which can be overcome 
through education and reforming social and political institutions.

In addition to possessing a more optimistic view of human nature, liberals are 
much less inclined to view social and individual confl ict as inevitable. Liberals believe 
that it is possible to create a social, political, and economic order that benefi ts 
everybody—an order that maximizes individual freedom and material/economic 
 prosperity. This element of liberal thought is sometimes referred to as the   harmony
of interests. The harmony of interests, for example, is the cornerstone of the 
 liberal belief in the free market: When each individual is left alone to pursue his 
or her  individual economic interests, the long-term result is growth and prosperity 
 benefi ting everyone. Yes, Bill Gates has become a multibillionaire, but his wealth did 
not come at the expense of my well-being. In fact, his creations and inventions have 
improved my life as well. There is no confl ict between his interests and mine. Much 
of what we see as social confl ict results not from an inevitable clash of interests, but 
from the failure of people to understand their deeper mutual interests.

Thus, when realists look at the world, they tend to focus on confl icts of interests 
and the clashes that result; liberals are more drawn to the common interests that 
people and nations share and the prospects for cooperative activities that will satisfy 
these interests. Liberals see the realist emphasis on international confl ict and war as 
a distortion of reality. The overwhelming majority of interactions among nations are 
cooperative or at least nonconfl ictive. Certainly, wars do occur, but the vast major-
ity of nations spend the vast majority of their time at peace for reasons that have 
little to do with any balances of power. Is it a balance of power, liberals would ask, 
that preserves peace between Finland and Sweden, the United States and Mexico, or 

harmony of interests A 
central element of liberal 
thought emphasizing 
the existence of common 
interests among people and 
nations. This contrasts with 
the conservative assumption 
of the inevitability of social 
confl ict.



Chapter 2 Contending Perspectives on International Politics 45

Argentina and Chile? Emphasizing confl ict and war in trying to understand interna-
tional relations while paying less attention to cooperation and peace would be like 
trying to understand New York City by focusing on the several hundred people mur-
dered every year while ignoring the other 8-plus million that get along without killing 
one another. Not that wars and murders should be ignored; it is a matter of looking at 
such things in the context of the totality of relations. International relations is not all 
about confl ict and war; in fact, it is not even mostly about confl ict and war.

Finally, and perhaps most important, liberals believe in the possibility, perhaps 
inevitability, of human progress. The human condition is better today than it was 
two hundred years ago, and it is likely to be better still two hundred years from now. 
Why? In part this faith in progress goes back to the liberal view of people as essentially 
rational creatures. Over time people learn more about their physical or natural world 
(e.g., the causes of disease) as well as their social world (e.g., the causes of poverty, 
prejudice, and violent confl ict). As people learn more, they use this knowledge to solve 
problems. Human history is a story of the application of reason and  knowledge to the 
solution of problems. There are, of course, temporary setbacks (e.g., no one argues 
that Nazi Germany constituted “progress” over what came before), but the general 
trend of human history is one of scientifi c, social, and moral progress.

Those who follow American politics can be forgiven if they are slightly perplexed 
by this discussion of liberalism and conservatism. The confusion stems from the 
fact that the labels conservative and liberal are used somewhat differently in everyday 
political debate than in discussions of political philosophy. For example, in American 
political discourse we categorize free market capitalism and limited government as 
conservative principles, with liberals favoring greater regulation and big government. 
Philosophically, however, free markets and limited government are central tenets 
of liberalism. What we have in the United States is really gradations and variations 
of liberalism. Ronald Reagan may have been a conservative president and Edward 
(“Ted”) Kennedy may be a liberal senator, but both embrace the more fundamental 
and basic assumptions of liberalism.

In the realm of international relations, this belief in progress is central to the 
 liberal view of the world. Although realists argue that the main features and dynam-
ics of international politics are relatively enduring, liberals believe that we are in the 
midst of profound changes that are reducing the importance of force and war in 
 relations among states while increasing the signifi cance of such things as human 
rights as major concerns. One such change is the spread of democratic institutions 
around the world. Not only is this a good thing for the people within newly  democratic 
states, it is also good news for international relations. Democratic liberalism argues 
that democracies are more peaceful than are nondemocracies, particularly in their 
 dealings with one another. As a result, liberals anticipate that as the world becomes a 
more democratic place, it will also become a more peaceful place.

The spread of democracy has also been accompanied by another trend—the 
growth of economic interdependence. This interdependence takes many forms—
from the more obvious and recognizable growth in trade among states to the some-
what less obvious increase in investments that people and corporations make in 
other countries. According to commercial liberalism, trade and interdependence 
are forces for peace. The logic is simple—greater economic interdependence means 
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liberal thought that claims 
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one nation’s well-being depends on another nation’s well-being, creating common 
interests. As Richard Rosecrance argues in one of the most forceful and persuasive 
statements of commercial liberalism: “It is nonetheless true that interpenetration of 
investment in industrial economies provides a mutual stake in each other’s success 
that did not exist in the nineteenth century or before World War I.”16 As a result, 
“the incentive to wage war is absent in such a system for war disrupts trade and the 
interdependence on which trade is based.”17

The growth of international institutions has also helped ameliorate many of the 
confl icts and insecurities that have traditionally characterized international politics. 
One of the dilemmas that states have historically faced is the diffi culty of cooperat-
ing even in the face of common interests because of the lack of trust in an anarchical 
environment. According to liberal institutionalism, international organizations can 
help states reduce the uncertainties of anarchy by building trust. Perhaps nowhere 
is this more evident than in Europe, which is a much different place today than it 
was fi fty or sixty years ago. Whereas suspicion, rivalry, confl ict, and war were once 
normal among Europe’s major powers, war among Germany, France, and Britain 
today would be ludicrously unimaginable in large part because post–World War II 
institutions such as the European Union have helped nurture and sustain peace, 
cooperation, and commerce. The citizens of modern Europe no longer live in a state 
of perpetual readiness for war as their grandparents and great-grandparents did.

A fi nal positive development reducing the importance of war and force is the 
growth of international ethical and moral norms. In particular, the way people view 
war has changed dramatically over the previous two centuries. John Mueller argues 
that this transformation has been so profound that war is rapidly becoming obsolete 
in large parts of the world. He begins by noting that only two hundred years ago 
people tended to view war as a good thing. War was noble, invigorating, exciting, 
and romantic. This view did not long survive the horrors of World Wars I and II. 
War then came to be viewed as a regrettable necessity in certain circumstances, not 
 something to be valued and welcomed. Increasingly, the prevailing view of war is 
shifting to something more resembling our current view of dueling or slavery—a 
 barbaric and outdated institution. Mueller explains that “dueling fi nally died 
out not so much because it became illegal, but because it became ridiculous—an 
 activity greeted not by admiration or even grudging acceptance, but by derision and 
 contempt.” Similarly, “when the notion of war chiefl y inspires ridicule rather than 
fear, it will have become obsolete. Within the developed world at least, that condition 
seems to be gradually emerging.”18

We can see in these liberal perspectives on international relations the more basic 
elements of liberal social and political philosophy—assumptions of basic human 
rationality and morality, the belief in reforming institutions as solutions to problems, 
and, most important, a belief in human progress. Liberals reject the realist assump-
tion that the dynamics and fundamental realities of international relations remain 
unchanged. People are rational enough to know that certain things (e.g., war) are 
irrational and undesirable, and they are capable of learning how to eliminate these 
practices. Robert Gilpin noted that realism “is founded on a pessimism regarding 
moral progress and human possibilities.”19 In contrast, liberalism is founded on a 
belief that “the changing interests of inhabitants of states . . . [and] the underlying 
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forces for change are creating opportunities for increased cooperation and a greater 
realization of peace, welfare and justice.”20 Perhaps this is the best way to distinguish 
realism from liberalism. Liberals are generally optimistic about the prospects for 
positive change and progress, whereas realists are fundamentally pessimistic about 
the chances for any lasting improvement in the confl ictive nature of international 
relations.

Marxism
It is diffi cult to talk about a Marxist approach to international relations, largely 

because Marx himself had relatively little to say about the subject. Marx was mainly 
concerned with describing and analyzing the internal dynamics of capitalist societ-
ies. Indeed, some of what Marx did have to say about international relations, such 
as treating British imperialism as a progressive force, would not sit too well with 
most contemporary Marxists. Rather than being the product of Marx himself, the 
Marxist view of international relations is largely the result of attempts by subsequent 
thinkers—some Marxists, some merely infl uenced by Marx—to apply his basic ideas 
and concepts to the realm of international relations. Some prefer other labels, such as 
radicalism or globalism. But whichever label we choose, the foundations can be found 
in Marx’s basic assumptions about the nature and dynamics of capitalism. It is ideas, 
not labels, that really matter.

In order to understand Marxism, we must appreciate the times and conditions in 
which Marx lived. Karl Marx (1818–1883) lived and wrote in the middle decades of 
the nineteenth century—that is to say, the early years of industrial capitalism. Indeed, 
it was Marx who coined the very term capitalism. He spent most of his life in the 
cradle of the industrial revolution, England. Here he saw a world of capitalism that 
bears little resemblance to the capitalist societies we live in today. It was a world of 
60-and 70-hour workweeks, where children toiled alongside adults for low wages. 
Workers lived in slums and tenements, not comfortable suburbs. There were no child 
labor laws, no overtime, and no paid vacations. It was a world without laws and regu-
lations to ensure that factories had fi re exits and clean drinking water. It was a world 
without health insurance, from either government or an employer. There was no 
unemployment insurance, no worker’s compensation, no retirement accounts and 
401Ks. It was a world in which the vast majority of people worked long hours for little 
reward, living lives of nearly unending misery and drudgery. But amidst the hardship 
and squalor of the masses, others enjoyed great affl uence and comfort: mansions 
with fi fty or hundred rooms for families of fi ve or six people littered with expensive 
artwork and gold-plated bric-a-brac, summer villas, and private schools for children 
dressed in fancy clothes playing with ponies and swimming in private lakes. What 
made this disparity of living conditions even worse in Marx’s eyes was that the very 
people leading miserable lives worked on the land and in the factories of those lead-
ing such opulent lives. The lifestyles and wealth of the elite relied upon the labor and 
effort of the impoverished.

Given the world in which he lived, it is not surprising that Marx saw class division 
and confl ict as the defi ning feature of capitalist society, though this was not unique 
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to capitalism. All previously existing societies were class societies, but the nature and 
basis of these class divisions changes over time. The classes that defi ned capitalism 
were the bourgeoisie (i.e., the capitalist class) and the proletariat (i.e., the working 
class). The classes were distinguished by their different relationship to the means of 
production. This simply means that the bourgeoisie control the means of production 
(i.e., the land, mines, factories, banks, etc.) whereas the proletariat earn their income 
by selling labor for wages to the bourgeoisie. The bourgeoisie owns the means of pro-
duction; the proletariat works in or on the means of production. Marx argued that 
the relationship between the classes was not merely unequal but also exploitative, 
because the workers who produce all the goods and services receive only a portion 
of the value of what they produce in the form of wages. The remainder goes to the 
capitalists as profi t. This inequality and exploitation forms the basis of a fundamental 
confl ict of interests. As long as some people exploit other people, confl ict will result.

Marx argued that all aspects of capitalist society—art, culture, literature, religion, 
and politics—must be understood within the context of class confl ict. A society’s 
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In 2001 Germany was among the fi rst nations to adopt the Euro, which replaced the German Mark. 
German citizens had to be educated about the transition, and convinced that it would be benefi cial.
Source: Sean Gallup/Getty Images
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economic structure, or base, forms the foundation for everything else, the superstruc-
ture. Religious doctrines telling people that wealth and material well-being in this 
world are unimportant because it is spiritual health and the afterlife that really matter 
are actually part of the system of class domination. Ideas and doctrines that encour-
age people to accept the inequalities of capitalist society have the effect of supporting 
and perpetuating capitalism. This is why Marx characterized religion as the “opiate” 
of the masses, a drug that prevents them from seeing the world around them for what 
it really is.

Just as religion cannot be understood apart from class confl ict, neither can poli-
tics because control of economic resources brings political power and control of 
political institutions. The state or government in capitalist society is controlled by 
and serves, protects, and advances the interests of the capitalist class. This concept 
is referred to as the nonneutrality of the state. The government is not a neutral 
actor—it is  systematically biased in favor of the dominant, controlling economic 
class. As Gabriel Kolko explains, “the essential, primary fact about the American 
social system is that it is a capitalist society based on a grossly unequal distribution 
of wealth and income . . . political power in America is an aspect of economic power
[emphasis added].”21 Consequently, the actions and policies of capitalist govern-
ments, domestically and internationally, can be understood only in the context of 
class interests. Take, for example, social welfare programs that appear to benefi t the 
lower, working classes. Marxists view such reforms of capitalism as minor crumbs 
placating the working class to prevent revolution. Although social welfare programs 
seem to undermine and work against the logic of capitalism, their actual effect is to 
uphold and sustain an unequal and exploitative system. Eventually, Marx believed 
that the misery of the working class and the inequality inherent in the capitalist 
 system would increase to such extent that the proletariat would revolt.

When these basic insights are applied to international relations, the result is a very 
different view of the world than that offered by realists or liberals. At the level of indi-
vidual states, Marxism emphasizes the signifi cance of their internal class structure. 
One cannot understand the policies of the United States without recognizing that it 
is a capitalist society. As such, the government pursues policies designed to protect 
and advance the interests of its economic elite. Whether one is trying to understand 
why the United States was at war in Vietnam or the Persian Gulf or why it enacted the 
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), we must trace policies to the class 
interests they advance. This is very different from either a realist or a liberal perspec-
tive. A realist account of the U.S. involvement in Vietnam might not even mention 
the fact that it is a capitalist system, whereas for Marxists this is the essential starting 
point for analysis.

But Marxist analysis goes beyond this. Not only are the policies of individual 
states to be understood in terms of economic and class interest, but the international 
system as a whole is also conceptualized in class terms. The international system is 
fi rst and foremost a capitalist system. Like domestic capitalist systems it is based on 
inequality, exploitation, and class confl ict. Whereas realists and liberals look at the 
world and see roughly two hundred sovereign states interacting with one another, 
Marxists look at the world and see its defi ning feature as the division of the world 
into the powerful core of states that control economic resources and use their power 
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to exploit the states and people of the weak and powerless periphery. Whether one 
labels the division as core versus periphery, north versus south, haves versus have-
nots, or First World versus Third World, the underlying reality of inequality remains 
the same. Marxists take this analysis one step further.

This vision of the world leads Marxists to a different set of concerns from those 
that normally animate realists and liberals. Despite their profound philosophical and 
theoretical differences, realists and liberals usually focus on questions of war and 
peace. They may disagree about whether or not democracies are more peaceful than 
nondemocracies, but the problem of war and confl ict is at the core of both liberal 
and realist thought. Marxists focus on understanding the institutions and processes 
that sustain what they see as an unequal, exploitative, and unjust international order. 
Whether it is states (through military intervention or imperialism), quasi-state actors 
(such as the World Bank or International Monetary Fund), or nonstate actors (such 
as multinational corporations), Marxist analysis always returns to the central reality 
and problems—understanding the role these actors play in maintaining and perpetu-
ating an unequal and exploitative global capitalist order.

Feminism
Feminist approaches to international relations share some things in common 

with Marxist approaches, even though the vast majority of feminists are not Marxists. 
One similarity is that both Marxism and feminism are dissident approaches within 
the discipline of international relations in the sense that they are often ignored in 
debates where realist and liberal perspectives are assumed to exhaust the alternatives. 
Feminist and Marxist approaches also share a belief that the dominant approaches of 
realism and liberalism ignore the most signifi cant variable for understanding social 
reality: for Marxists, that variable is economic class, whereas for feminists it is gen-
der. When Marxists look at the world around them, they think it is obvious that 
class inequality and confl ict are critical for understanding how that world works. 
When feminists look at the world, they think it is obvious that gender inequality and 
male dominance are, if anything, even more pervasive. Indeed, there are few areas 
where male dominance is more pronounced than international relations: One can 
count on a few fi ngers the women who have led their nations in the past fi fty years 
(e.g., Britain’s Margaret Thatcher, Israel’s Golda Meir, India’s Indira Gandhi, and 
Germany’s Angela Merkel). How one can possibly understand international relations 
while ignoring this fact is incomprehensible to feminists. A fi nal similarity is that 
Marxism and most varieties of feminism are self-consciously emancipatory perspec-
tives in that both seek to create a social order free of the inequalities, domination, and 
injustices that characterize the contemporary world.

Although there is no single feminist theory of international relations, there is a 
core of concerns and beliefs that unites a variety of feminist perspectives. Feminists 
of all stripes agree that traditional approaches and research have systematically 
excluded women and issues of concern to them. For example, the literature on war in 
international relations could fi ll a large library. There are endless studies on whether 
war is more likely when there are one, two, three, or more major powers. However, 
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the studies on how war affects the lives of women could fi t on a very small shelf. 
Discussions of human rights in international relations focus on political rights such 
as free speech and extrajudicial executions, but much less attention is paid to the 
widespread and systemic violations of the human rights of women, whether it be 
sexual slavery, genital mutilation, the denial of access to education, or the accep-
tance of violence against women. The imprisonment of political opponents prompts 
governments to protest and people to write letters, but the failure of governments 
to prosecute men who kill their wives because of insuffi cient dowries is written off 
as a cultural peccadillo. Whatever their other theoretical differences, feminists of all 
persuasions decry the exclusion of women and the issues that affect women from the 
agenda of international relations scholars. But feminist perspectives go much further 
than simply demanding a greater focus on women.

In her article “Well, What Is the Feminist Perspective on Bosnia?” Marysia 
Zalewski explains that “there is an easy and a diffi cult answer to such a question. 
The easy, but no less important, answer is to look at what is happening to women in 
Bosnia. No one can deny that women suffer in gender specifi c ways in wartime.”22

Angela Merkel, Germany’s fi rst woman Chancellor, is one of the few women to lead a major power.
Source: Michael Schulze, Bundeswehr/AP Images
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Here Zalewski is talking about an empirical focus on women’s experiences, such as 
the systematic use of rape as a weapon of terror in ethnic cleansing. But she goes 
on to note that “this, at fi rst sight easy, answer feeds immediately into the diffi cult 
one. . . . Changing the empirical focus . . . make[s] us start questioning how beliefs 
and myths about gender play an important role in creating, maintaining and ending 
war, including the one in Bosnia.”23 That is, one should not stop with detailing how 
certain practices and institutions affect women. The more fundamental question is 
how and why such practices and institutions came into being and are perpetuated. 
Studying the experiences of women should inevitably lead to examining the condi-
tions and social dynamics that shape these experiences. This requires that we look 
not only at women, but also at gender and the gendered nature of all social relations, 
including international relations.

If feminist approaches to international relations are marked by their  empirical 
focus on women, feminist theories are distinguished by their focus on gender. This 
may seem a little confusing since in everyday language people often use sex and 
gender interchangeably. Feminists draw a distinction between the two. A person’s sex
is biological: The nurse could tell, with a few rare exceptions, whether you were a boy 
or a girl the moment you were born. Gender, on the other hand, has to do with those 
behavioral traits we associate with “masculinity” and “femininity.” When we say that 
someone’s “manhood” is being questioned, we are referring to whether someone is 
a man in a strictly biological sense. His masculinity, not his sex, is being questioned. 
Gender refers to those socially constructed images and notions of what a “man” or 
a “woman” should be and how they should behave. As Steve Niva explains, “gen-
der does not refer to biological differences between men and women but to a set of 
socially constructed and defi ned characteristics, meanings, and practices associated 
with being a man (masculinity) and being a woman (femininity).”24

Although some feminists see behavioral differences between men and women 
as biologically based, most assume there are virtually no inherent or essential dif-
ferences between men and women beyond the biological variations associated with 
 procreation. The dramatic differences in social roles and power men and women 
cannot be the result of these relatively minor differences. They result instead from 
socially formed conceptions of what it means to be a man or woman. Most of the 
traits or behaviors we commonly associate with men or women (e.g., men are aggres-
sive, women are nurturing) are not seen as biologically determined, but rather socially 
constructed.25 This can be demonstrated anecdotally by the fact that we can all think 
of men who seem to embody many feminine traits and, conversely, women who 
exhibit  masculine traits.

Feminists go on to observe that masculine and feminine traits are typically 
defi ned in opposition to one another—that is, if men are competitive, women are 
cooperative; if men are aggressive, women are peaceful; if men are rational, women 
are irrational or hysterical; and if women are nurturing, men are emotionally dis-
tant. To be a man is not to be a woman, and vice versa. Furthermore, societies have 
systematically placed greater value on those traits associated with masculinity than 
on those associated with femininity. A woman who displays masculine behavior will 
be more accepted than a man who is considered feminine because masculine traits 
are preferable to  feminine traits. Social reactions to boys who engage in typically 
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feminine behaviors are more judgmental than reactions to girls engaging in typi-
cally masculine behaviors. Most women can wear typically male clothes without 
raising any eyebrows, but the same cannot be said for men in women’s clothes. 
When a woman politician, such as Margaret Thatcher, is combative, competitive, 
and confrontational, this is seen as a good thing, almost as if she had overcome her 
 femininity. A male politician seen as possessing feminine traits, on the other hand, 
is considered a wimp.

These socially constructed defi nitions infuse all aspects of social, political, and 
economic life and result in a myriad of gendered practices and institutions that 
 effectively perpetuate male dominance. Take, for example, one of the gendered 
dualisms that has been part of our culture for centuries, if not millennia: that of 
the private versus the public. The idea that home and family life, the private sphere, 
is the natural domain of women whereas politics and commercial life, the public 
sphere, is the natural domain of men has had a profound impact on the status of 
women. The most glaring example was the exclusion of women from the right to 
vote in every democracy until the fi rst quarter of the twentieth century, though even 
in the fi rst part of the twenty-fi rst century women are still wildly underrepresented 
in these areas. When one combines socially constructed notions of masculinity and 
femininity with the exclusion of women from the institutions of public power, this 
inevitably means that the institutions and practices of the public sphere will refl ect 
masculine traits. If men are supposed to be competitive, aggressive, and rational, 
then the institutions dominated by men will refl ect these traits. In this way, institu-
tions and  practices become gendered.

How do these insights relate to international relations? To begin with, there is 
no reason to think that the processes and dynamics of international relations are 
immune to the impact of gender. The nature and conduct of international relations 
is profoundly shaped by the effective exclusion of women and prevailing social con-
structions of masculinity. Feminists would ask us to explore both the reasons for, 
and consequences of, the exclusion of women. When masculinity is socially defi ned 
as competitiveness, lack of empathy, self-reliance, aggressiveness, and power seeking, 
it should come as no surprise that a realm of activity dominated by men will refl ect 
these values and characteristics. Socially constructed notions of masculinity are pro-
jected onto world politics. But feminists maintain that there is nothing inevitable 
about this state of affairs, since neither male dominance nor social constructions of 
masculinity are unchangeable.

But it is not merely the “real world” that refl ects this male dominance. Our 
 philosophical and theoretical thinking about international relations has also been 
shaped almost completely by men. This fact affects both what we think constitutes 
international relations and how we think international relations works. This way of 
thinking helps account for why many of the issues of concern to women have typically 
been ignored on the ground that these issues are “not really international relations.” 
Male dominance also infl uences prevailing theories and perspectives on international 
 relations. When male theorists portray international relations as a naturally com-
petitive realm marked by confl ict and strategic rationality and calculation, they are 
treating as inevitable and universal something that is actually the consequence of 
socially constructed conceptions of gender and the exclusion of women. Feminists 
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have been particularly critical of realism in this area because they see it as a theory of 
international relations of, by, and for men. Realism sees the world through a mas-
culine lens but pretends to provide an “objective” portrait of how the world works. 
Realism treats a world shaped by men and permeated to its core by masculine gender 
assumptions as a genderless and universal reality.

A common misperception of feminist theories is that they are only about women. 
Given the label “feminist” theories, this is a somewhat understandable mistake. In 
reality, the focus on the construction of gender norms and the impact of these norms 
on international relations is just as much about men as it is about women. Though 
the empirical focus on women naturally leads to an emphasis on how women are 
adversely affected by these gendered norms, men are also frequently harmed as well. 
After all, if war is a consequence of the gendered nature of international politics, the 
millions of men who died on the battlefi elds of World War I were hardly benefi ciaries 
of gendered practices.

There are some differences among feminists (as there are among realists, liber-
als, and Marxists). Liberal feminists tend to downplay the notion that any inherent 
differences exist between men and women and believe that women are equally well 
equipped to occupy positions of power. There is no great sense that things would 
be all that much different if they did (except, of course, for the women who would 
now enjoy equal opportunities). Standpoint feminists are more inclined to argue 
that there are some basic differences between men and women, whether rooted 
in  biology, socialization, or varying life experiences. Women do approach issues 
from a different perspective or standpoint than men do. Consequently, the fact that 
men dominate international relations does have a profound impact, and a greater 
role for women could help alter the nature and dynamics of international politics. 
Postmodern  feminists reject the liberal feminist attempt to ignore the importance 
of socially  constructed gender differences and the standpoint feminist tendency to 
perpetuate the notion that there are inherent differences between men and women. 
Postmodernists agree that notions of masculinity and femininity as socially con-
structed are important, but they see these norms as unstable and alterable. Though it 
is important to be aware that the feminists do not agree on all points (just like realists, 
liberals, and Marxists often disagree among themselves), at this point we are more 
interested in the values and assumptions that most feminists share.26

Many fi nd feminist approaches to international relations diffi cult to grasp. The 
main problem is that feminism presents a way of looking at international relations 
that is so different from the perspectives we have become accustomed to. It requires 
us to look at something—the consequences of male dominance—that is so obvious 
and pervasive that it often escapes our notice. What is staring us in the face is often 
the very thing we overlook. Though feminist approaches may appear diffi cult to grasp 
at fi rst, the basic elements that shape a feminist approach are quite simple. First, the 
empirical fact is that men have dominated and still dominate the institutions of pub-
lic power. Perhaps, nowhere is this dominance greater than in those areas that have 
traditionally been the focus of international relations—foreign policy, diplomacy, 
and the military. And male dominance has consequences in terms of the conduct of 
international relations. Second, male dominance is no less absent among scholars 
who have shaped our theoretical thinking about international relations, whether it be 
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realism (Morgenthau), liberalism (Kant), or Marxism (Lenin). This dominance has 
consequences for how we have traditionally thought about international relations. 
Third, there is no doubt that socially constructed gender roles and norms remain 
a central feature of our social and political life. Thus, to assume that the reality of 
male dominance and social conceptions of gender can be ignored in our attempts to 
understand international relations is simply not tenable.

Constructivism
Feminism, which stresses the socially constructed nature of gender norms, segues 

well into a discussion of the most recent approach to understanding international 
relations, constructivism. Feminists argue that almost all behavioral differences 
between men and women are rooted in socially derived norms about the content and 
boundaries of acceptable or desirable male and female behavior. That is, men and 
women learn what it means to behave like a man or woman and act accordingly. Over 
time, however, changing norms alter behavior even though sexual biology remains 
the same, which in itself demonstrates the socially constructed nature of behavior.

One can restate feminist insights about the socially constructed nature of gender 
in a more general form: Any actor’s behavior is shaped by socially transmitted and 
reinforced beliefs, norms, and identities that defi ne that actor within the context of 
its society. Being a “man” is only one social identity. “College professor” is another. 
A professor’s behavior is also shaped by prevailing beliefs, norms, and conceptions 
about what it means to be a professor and how professors should behave. And how 
professors relate to students and vice versa is shaped by their mutual identities and 
conceptions of how they should behave toward each other. Thus, when we look at 
why people behave as they do, there is no escaping the overwhelming importance of 
beliefs, social norms, and identities.

Constructivists attempt to apply this basic insight to understanding why states 
and other international actors behave as they do. Daniel Thomas explains: “According 
to . . . constructivist theories of international relations, actors [states] seek to behave 
in accordance with the norms relevant to their identities . . . [which are] defi nitions 
of the self in relation to others that provide guidance for how one should behave in a 
given context.”27 The focus is on how actors, in this case largely statesmen and elites, 
view themselves, others, and the norms of appropriate behavior. Richard Rosecrance 
explains that “one reason why no single theory of international politics has ever been 
adequate is that nations modify their behavior in face of experience and theory. If 
statesmen believe that the balance of power must determine their policies, then they 
will act in such a way as to validate the theory.” And “because leaders and statesmen 
have been acting on different and contrasting theories of international politics,” no 
single theory will be able to capture all of international politics.28

Rosecrance states the point so casually that its signifi cance might be lost. Most 
theories of international relations, and especially realism, begin with the assumption 
that there is an objective reality that they seek to reveal. The preeminent realist Hans 
Morgenthau claimed that “political realism believes that politics, like society in gen-
eral, is governed by objective laws . . . the operation of these laws being impervious to 
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our preferences, men will challenge them only at the risk of failure.”29 Realists assume 
that states would act as they do regardless of whether there exists a theory telling 
them that is how they should behave. The realities of world politics exist; they are not 
“created.” Constructivists disagree. They see no inherent and inevitable reason why 
states must behave in any particular way. States behave as they do because people 
adhere to certain notions of how they should and do behave. Their behavior is deter-
mined by their identities, which are neither given nor constant. “Constructivism,” 
notes Cynthia Weber, “argues that identities and interests in international politics 
are not stable—they have no pre-given nature.”30 States behave as realists (or liberals) 
predict they will only so long as they accept and internalize the norms of state behav-
ior embodied in these theories. This is not to suggest that there is no “real” world 
out there or that the world is and can become whatever we imagine it to be. There 
are realities: no world government exists; some nations do have nuclear weapons; 
and some nations are stronger than others. Constructivism holds, however, that the 
implications of these facts for the conduct of international relations depend on how 
people understand their signifi cance.

An example may help illustrate the point here. Most constructivists accept the 
fact that there is no world government—that is, international politics is anarchic. 
Realists argue that anarchy creates insecurities and leads states into confl ict with 
one another (the security dilemma). Constructivists are quick to note that this is 
not always the case. Sometimes the insecurity of anarchy leads states into confl ict, 
but other times it does not. France and Great Britain, enemies or rivals for much of 
their history, no longer fear each other. Why? Has a world government been created 
to eliminate uncertainty and insecurity? No. What has changed is how British and 
French statesmen view themselves and each other. They have come to see themselves 
as democracies that do not threaten each other. In the words of a prominent con-
structivist, “anarchy is what states make of it.”31 That is, anarchy exists, but what 
this means in terms of how states relate to one another depends on what statesmen 
think, how they identify themselves and others, and how they believe they should act 
toward each other.

In this sense, constructivists highlight the distinction between theory in the natu-
ral sciences such as biology, chemistry, and physics as opposed to theory in the social 
sciences. The laws of physics, for example, operated long before we knew what they 
were. Gravity will force a dropped book to the ground regardless of whether we think 
this will or should happen. Theories about how cells behave or chemicals interact do 
not infl uence their behavior. But this sharp line between theory and behavior does 
not hold in the social realm. In the social sciences there is an intimate relationship 
between theory and practice, between what leaders think about how the world works 
and how they choose to behave in the world.

Perspectives and Levels of Analysis
There are several ways we can organize and make sense of the complexities of inter-

national relations. One is to identify distinct schools of thought or worldviews and see 
how they apply to particular issues and problems. This is the approach emphasized in 
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this text. Others have found it useful to focus on different levels of analysis in which 
international phenomena such as war or foreign policy are  examined from several 
different “levels.” At the individual level, for example, we might focus on general 
aspects of human nature or traits of individual decision makers (e.g., perceptions, 
beliefs, and personalities). At the state level, we can try to understand how societal 
characteristics infl uence state behavior (e.g., are democratic states more peaceful or 
capitalist states more expansionist?). Finally, at the international level, we can attempt 
to understand the impact of international anarchy or given distributions of power 
(e.g., does a balance or imbalance of power lead to peace?).

Although various analysts tend to emphasize different levels, any reasonably 
 complete understanding of international relations will incorporate all the levels 
of analysis. Indeed, the various perspectives discussed in this chapter usually cut 
across these different levels. Liberals, for example, make some assumptions about 
human nature (individual level) and the peacefulness of democracies (state level). 
Similarly, realists make assumptions about human nature (individual level) as well 
as the  consequences of international anarchy (system level). Whether we organize 
our thinking about international relations primarily in terms of competing theories 
and philosophies or different levels of analysis is largely a matter of what seems most 
useful. Neither approach is necessarily better than the other; they are simply differ-
ent organizational schemes for thinking about, and making sense of, international 
relations.

Conclusion
Though this diversity of perspectives might seem confusing enough, matters 

actually get a little worse because even within each perspective there are differences 
of opinion on theoretical and practical policy issues. As a result, it is very rare that 
we can identify the realist, liberal, Marxist, feminist, or constructivist position. An 
answer to the question, “What is the realist position on such and such?” is not always 
straightforward. On a theoretical level, for example, realists disagree among them-
selves about whether the chances for war are minimized with one, two, or multiple 
major powers. Using a policy issue as an example, there was no single realist position 
on the 2003 invasion of Iraq: some realists favored war, while others were staunch 
opponents. Muddying the waters further, representatives of differing perspectives 
may fi nd themselves in agreement on an issue.

Thus, it is not always useful to think in terms of a realist, liberal, Marxist, 
 feminist, or constructivist position. Instead, it is better to approach debates in terms 
of arguments or rationales. Let us again use the example of the 2003 invasion of Iraq 
to illustrate. Realists disagreed among themselves about the wisdom of the U.S. 
 invasion. But if we look at the type of arguments and rationales offered in defense of 
their differing positions, certain similarities are evident. Realist opponents of the Iraq 
War claimed that the threat Iraq posed was insuffi cient to warrant the costs associ-
ated with war. Other realists found the threat posed by Iraq and broader regional 
concerns to be compelling and supported the war. In this case there was agreement 
that national and strategic interests needed to guide decisions to go to war—realists 
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were united on this point—but they disagreed about whether war in Iraq was in the 
national interest. The underlying issues and concerns were the same, but their appli-
cation to the specifi c case was different. On the question of Iraq, one could make an 
argument for or against the war on realist terms. It is the type of argument made, 
not necessarily the conclusion reached, that usually allows one to distinguish a realist 
from a Marxist or liberal. Thus, people who share the same basic assumptions may 
arrive at different positions. Conversely, people who start with different assumptions 
may arrive at the same position. Some liberals, for example, supported the war in Iraq 
largely on human rights grounds, arriving at the same position as pro-war  realists 
but for very different reasons. Thus, we cannot always assume that realists will always 
agree with other realists (or liberals with liberals and so on) or that people from 
 different perspectives will always be at odds. In textbooks such as this one, ideas are 
often neatly divided into sections and subsections. The real world, however, is not 
always so tidy.
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Theoretical and policy debates in international rela- ■

tions are usually rooted in competing perspectives 
or worldviews that provide differing ways to look at 
and understand the world around us. The chapter 
focused on fi ve competing visions of international 
relations: realism, liberalism, Marxism, feminism, and 
constructivism.

Realism provides a somewhat pessimistic outlook that  ■

stresses the centrality and inevitability of confl ict among 
nations. Many classical realists trace these confl icts to 
a fl awed human nature, whereas neorealists are more 
inclined to see it as a consequence of an inherently inse-
cure anarchical international system.

Liberalism is a more optimistic outlook that sees a  ■

greater scope for international cooperation and peace. 
Whether the stress is on expanding commerce,  spreading 
democracy, changing ethical norms, or strengthening 
international institutions, liberals believe that common 
interests and shared values offer hope for a fundamen-
tally better and more peaceful world.

Marxists analyze society, domestic and international,  ■

in terms of class interests and confl icts. The behavior 

and policies of states are seen as refl ections of class (not 
national) interests, and the dynamics of world politics 
as a whole are understood in terms of the unequal and 
exploitative relations between the wealthy, powerful 
nations of the global north and the impoverished, weak 
nations of the global south. Social confl ict generally, 
and international confl ict in particular, is an inevitable 
consequence of inequality and exploitation.

Feminists argue that social dynamics and institutions  ■

cannot be understood without the recognition of the 
reality of male dominance and the importance of gender. 
International relations is no exception, especially because 
there are few other areas where male dominance is so 
pronounced. Male dominance and socially constructed 
notions of masculinity and femininity have helped shape 
the reality of international politics as well as our theories 
of international politics.

Constructivists argue that the behavior of social actors  ■

(e.g., individuals, groups, nations) is shaped by ideas, 
norms, and identities. As a result, they are skeptical 
of theories that portray certain types of behaviors as 
inevitable.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

1. Confl ict remains a central aspect of international 
 relations. How do different perspectives understand 
the causes of, and the prospects for eliminating, inter-
national confl ict?

2. To some extent the different perspectives on interna-
tional relations provide different answers as well as 
asking different questions. In what sense do they ask 
different questions?

3. It is important to recognize that sometimes different 
perspectives share things in common. Select various 
combinations (e.g., realists and Marxists or feminists 

and constructivists) and identify points of agreement as 
well as disagreement.

4. Different assumptions about the nature and dynamics 
of international relations are often refl ected in different 
understandings of specifi c events. How might represen-
tatives from the different perspectives explain the U.S. 
decision to go to war against Iraq in 2003?

5. Do you think it is possible to combine different perspec-
tives in a way that makes sense? For example, can someone 
be both a realist and a Marxist or a feminist and a liberal? 
Do some combinations make sense but not others?
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A good place to begin is with two of the most infl u-
ential statements of classical realism: Edward Hallett Carr, 
The Twenty Years’ Crisis, 1919–1939 (New York: Harper 
Collins, 1964 [1945]), and Hans Morgenthau, Politics 
Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace (New 
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1967). The essential presentation of 
 neorealism is Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics
(Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1979). A forceful recent 
restatement of realism is John Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of 
Great Power Politics (New York: W. W. Norton, 2000).

The literature on liberalism is more diverse. Some 
essential works refl ecting various strains of liberal 
thinking include Bruce Russett, Grasping the Democratic 
Peace (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993); 
Richard Rosecrance, The Rise of the Trading State: 
Commerce and Conquest in the Modern World (New 
York: Basic Books, 1986); John Mueller, Retreat from 
Doomsday: The Obsolescence of Major War (New York: 
Basic Books, 1989).

Those interested in Marxist approaches should begin 
with Lenin’s classic Imperialism: The Highest Stage of 
Capitalism (New York: International Publishers, 1939) 
and John Hobson’s Imperialism: A Study (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 1965). A more recent survey 
is Anthony Brewer, Marxist Theories of Imperialism: 
A Critical Survey (London: Routledge, 1990).

Some important recent feminist works include J. Ann 
Tickner, Gender and International Relations (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1993), and Christine Sylvester, 
Feminist Theory and International Relations in a Post-
Modern Era (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1994). One of the classic and most interesting feminist 
works is Cynthia Enloe, Bananas, Beaches and Bases: 
Making Feminist Sense of International Relations (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2001, updated edition). 
The essential work in the constructivist tradition is 
Alexander Wendt, A Social Theory of International Politics
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).
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International politics is often considered the realm of power politics. Without a 

world government, nations do not have the luxury of security and must strive 

for power or live at the mercy of their powerful neighbors. According to real-

ists, international politics is fundamentally a struggle for power, in which nations 

must always be wary of the power of other nations. Nations that naïvely ignore 

these realities and try to avoid power politics will suffer the consequences of their 

folly. Historically, liberals have rejected this pessimistic assessment and sought 

alternatives to power politics. Though some utopian liberals have embraced world 

government, most have proposed more modest alternatives. Assuming a widely 

shared interest in peace, many liberals believe that the international community 

as a whole can effectively organize to deter aggression and war. Constructivists 

also reject the realist view that states must pursue power to ensure their security, 

pointing out that many states have created stable and secure relations that do not 

rest on calculations of power.

W hat are the causes of war? What, if anything, can be done to preserve and pro-
mote international peace? Although there is little agreement on the answers, at 
least there is consensus that these are the most important questions for students 

of international relations. Most would concede that some measure of international 
confl ict is unavoidable. Nations are unlikely to agree about everything all the time. 
Accepting the inevitability of international confl ict, however, does not necessarily 
entail the inevitability of violent international confl ict. And even if it is unrealistic to 
eliminate all violent international confl ict, it might still be possible to signifi cantly 
reduce its likelihood. As we see in the next chapter, some hold out hope that the spread 

Does International Anarchy Lead to War?

Power Politics

Chapter 3
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of democracy in the world can reduce, or perhaps even eliminate, the chances for war. 
Others argue that the prospects for war and peace have more to do with the nature of 
the international system—including anarchy, the distribution of power, and/or the 
existence of international institutions—and suggest we need to look here for ways to 
preserve peace. But which international arrangements or institutions are conducive 
to peace? Does a balance of power lead to peace? Does peace require the presence of 
a hegemonic power capable of enforcing it (i.e., a great imbalance of power)? Can 
the global community as a whole come together to preserve peace? In short, what are 
alternative mechanisms for preserving peace, and how feasible are they?

Peace Through Strength?
It is almost impossible to get through a national political campaign in the United 

States without hearing the phrase “peace through strength.” It is usually displayed 
prominently in the background when candidates speak at military bases and defense 
factories. Unfortunately, it is a geopolitical catchphrase more often employed than 
explained. What exactly does it mean? The political attraction of the slogan is clear: 
Both peace and strength are desirable, especially in contrast to war and weakness. 
Peace and strength are like motherhood and apple pie, something very hard to 
oppose. For our purposes the interesting word in the phrase is through, because it 
suggests a causal connection between peace and strength. Perhaps this is meant to 
inoculate candidates who favor increasing military power from charges of warmon-
gering: More military power will lead to peace, not war, so do not worry about elect-
ing me. Political motivations aside, is there any reason to believe that peace and 
strength go hand in hand, that the latter leads to the former? Is there any evidence, 
for example, that strong nations are involved in fewer wars than are weaker nations? 
Probably not: Research demonstrates that great powers are involved in more, not 
fewer, wars.

Those who invoke peace through strength, however, probably do not intend it to 
be taken as a social scientifi c hypothesis. More likely, it is rhetorical shorthand for a 
foreign policy orientation that emphasizes national power as the essential  currency 
of international affairs. It conveys the message that nations must be concerned about 
their power if they value their independence and security. The expression “peace 
through strength” refl ects a commitment to power politics, a perspective in which 
international politics inevitably entails “perceptions of insecurity (the security 
dilemma); struggles for power; the use of Machiavellian stratagems; the presence of 
coercion; attempts to balance power; and the use of war to settle disputes.”1 The 
guiding assumption is that nations have no choice, or at least no other good choice, 
but to engage in power politics. If nations neglect considerations of power and place 
their fate in the hands of international institutions or the good will of others, they 
imperil their survival. In the international realm, nations have two options: “the 
alternatives . . . [are] probable suicide on the one hand and the active playing of 
the  ower-politics on the other.”2 The imperatives and logic of international anarchy 
compel states to pursue power. As Stanley Michalak argues, “We like to think that 
solutions exist ‘out there,’ new ideas that . . . could usher in a new era of peace and 

power politics A perspec-
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amity among nations,” but regrettably, “the truth is: none exists. The few alternatives 
to military force have been well known for centuries . . . and whenever they have 
[been] tried, they have failed.”3 Thus, the operation or “playing” of power politics 
is not an alternative to international peace; it is the only feasible, though admittedly 
imperfect, means for achieving international peace.

Not surprisingly, Michalak’s pessimistic conclusion is not universally shared. 
Though the wisdom of “peace through strength” may not be questioned on the 
 campaign trail, there is an enduring debate about the wisdom and inevitability of 
power politics. Critics fi nd the association of power and peace to be disingenuous at 
best and morally irresponsible at worst. If the history of international politics reveals 
anything, it is that the pursuit of power has not produced anything that deserves to 
be called peace, and the security it supposedly ensures is fl eeting and illusory. Strong 
powers may be less insecure than others, but in a world of relentless power compe-
tition no nation enjoys security, simply varying degrees of insecurity. Critics also 
 challenge the assertion that there are no alternatives to power politics as a  dangerously 
 self-fulfi lling part of the realist catechism, a statement of faith and ideology rather 
than a refl ection of reality.

There Is No Alternative to Power Politics
In vivid terms Kenneth Waltz tells us that “the state among states . . . 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.” In international relations, as in any other sphere of social 
interaction, “contact without at least occasional confl ict is inconceivable; and the 
hope that in the absence of an agent to manage or manipulate confl icting  parties the 
use of force will always be avoided cannot be realistically entertained.”4 It is hard to 
imagine a clearer or more concise statement for the inevitability of power  politics: 
International politics is anarchic; nations must provide for their own security; nations 
can never be certain what others are up to; war is always a possibility; and alternatives 
to national power as the fi nal guarantor of safety and independence are unrealistic. 
Let us examine the argument in more detail.

Anarchy Leads to Power Politics
Why do nations in international society worry about strength and power in ways 

that people and groups within nations usually do not? Is it because nations come into 
confl ict, whereas as people and groups within nations manage to live in harmony? 
Certainly not. Domestic societies are rife with all kinds of confl icts—personal, social, 
and political. Is it that people within domestic societies are never threatened with vio-
lence, whereas nations are? Again, this is obviously not the case. Even though nations 
differ greatly in their level of domestic violence, none is able to eliminate it entirely. 
The difference is that in domestic society confl icts and violence occur in a context 
where there is a central political authority to deal with and manage these confl icts. 
Waltz explains that “the difference between national and international politics lies 
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not in the use of force but in the different modes of organization for doing something 
about it.” In the domestic realm we have governments with “a monopoly on the 
legitimate use of force, and legitimate here means that public agents are  organized to 
 prevent and counter the private use of force.” Because there is a government, “ citizens 
need not prepare to defend themselves. Public agencies do that. A national system is 
not one of self-help. The international system is.”5

International society is anarchic, meaning there is no world government that 
has the right and capacity to use force to protect nations. The United Nations is an 
international governmental organization (IGO)—that is, a voluntary organization of 
states. The United Nations is not, nor was it ever intended to be, a world government. 
Without a central authority to protect nations from threats, they have no alternative 
but to protect themselves as best as they can. However, in a domestic setting people 
are not responsible for providing their own security. Even though police do not offer 
foolproof protection, “states . . . do not enjoy even an imperfect guarantee of their 
security unless they set out to provide it for themselves.”6 States can protect their 
security by relying on their own resources, or they can combine power with others. 
But either way, nations have to make their own security arrangements. There is no 
escaping the reality that “self-help is necessarily the principle of action in an anar-
chic order.”7 And, according to Frederick Dunn, “so long as the notion of self-help 
persists, the aim of maintaining the power position of the nation is paramount to all 
other considerations.”8

If self-help is the necessary corollary of anarchy, the security dilemma is the 
 logical consequence of self-help. The dilemma nations face, even those not intending 
to threaten others, is that many of the actions that make them more secure increase 
the insecurity of other nations. Even actions that appear purely defensive can seem 
menacing to others. Though nations usually claim their armies and weapons are 
intended for defense, there are few weapons that lack offensive potential. Take, for 
example, a defensive system designed to intercept incoming missiles. How can a sys-
tem intended to defend against an attack be viewed as a threat by others? The answer 
is simple: A nation armed with an effective defense could carry out offensive plans 
with impunity. It does not require great stretches of logic to see how a defensive 
system can be an integral part of a larger offensive plan. Although every increase in 
one nation’s security does not necessarily lead to an equivalent reduction in another 
nation’s security, there is usually some tradeoff. The contrast with domestic society 
is critical. Police protection provides everyone with security without undermining 
 anyone’s security. Governments solve the security dilemma by providing security 
to all simultaneously. Because international politics is anarchic, there is no lasting 
 solution to the security dilemma of nations.

The security dilemma has two facets. First, states must be aware of how their 
security measures will be viewed by others; there is no reason to provoke unnecessary 
anxiety since this might prompt other nations to take actions that will in turn reduce 
your security. Second, nations have to worry about the capabilities and intentions 
of other states. The relatively easy part of this assessment is determining capabili-
ties. Trying to decipher what others intend to do with their capabilities is another 
matter. There was not much uncertainty, for example, about the size of the Soviet 
nuclear arsenal during the Cold War: Spy planes and satellites gave the United States 

anarchic The absence of 
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a fairly reliable picture of its arsenal. Debates revolved around what the Soviet Union 
planned on doing with its weapons. This is the unavoidable element of uncertainty 
in international politics, and uncertainty translates into insecurity, which easily esca-
lates into fear. And because “fear is endemic to states in the international system . . . it 
drives them to compete for power so that they can increase their prospects for sur-
vival in a dangerous world.”9

So the argument for the inevitability of power politics follows a clear line of 
 development: “Because the international system has no central authority, every 
nation must fend for itself, and states can do that only by utilizing their power; 
 therefore, they will always be trying to increase their power.”10 In other words, “the 
mere  existence of states claiming sovereignty in a world without a central authority 
creates a dynamic that encourages competition and violence.”11

Power Politics I: The Balance of Power
In the fi eld of international relations, terms and concepts are often ambiguous and 

contested. Power and balance of power are two examples of commonly used concepts 
whose meanings are not always crystal clear. Even though “power lies at the heart 
of international politics . . . there is considerable disagreement about what power is 
and how to measure it.”12 At a conceptual level, we can think of power as the ability 
to prevail in confl ict, to infl uence the behavior of other actors. Actually measuring 
power is more problematic. Most operating within the tradition of realism and power 
politics would be inclined to agree with Mearsheimer’s observation that “states have 
two kinds of power: latent power and military power. These two forms of power are 
closely related but not synonymous.” Whereas military power is fairly self- explanatory, 
“latent power refers to the socio-economic ingredients that go into building military 
power; it is largely based on a state’s wealth and overall size of its population. Great 
powers need money, technology and personnel to build military forces and to fi ght 
wars, and a state’s latent power refers to the raw potential it can draw on when com-
peting with rival states.”13 While some will undoubtedly fi nd this defi nition a little 
narrow, it is a good starting point for a discussion on power politics.

The expression balance of power can also be confusing. As Inis Claude notes, “bal-
ance of power is assigned a number of different, and not always compatible, mean-
ings in discourse on international relations.”14 This can be illustrated by looking at 
two common uses of the term. In some cases, it is clear that the balance of power 
refers to a situation in which two nations or alliances are roughly equal—that is, 
when the power of one nation or alliance is literally balanced by the equal power of 
another. Here balance of power indicates an equilibrium of power. But there are also 
instances in which people refer to a “favorable balance of power.” This usage seems 
like a contradiction in terms, since the very idea of “favorable” balance suggests that 
power is not balanced at all. In this case, the balance of power actually refers to a dis-
tribution of power that is not in balance. So when we see references to the balance of 
power between X and Y, it is necessary to look closely to determine if balance in fact 
means a balance or an imbalance.

Defi nitions of these terms are critical because they are central to many theories 
of international relations, especially balance of power theory, sometimes referred to 

power Infl uence over the 
behavior of others and the 
ability to prevail in confl ict.

balance of power 
theory Predicts that the 
pursuit of security by 
nations tends to result in 
the creation of balances of 
power on a systemic level. 
This is often accompanied 
by the prediction that war 
is less likely when power is 
balanced because no nation 
can be confi dent of winning 
a war (and, thus, no nation 
is tempted to initiate one).
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as “the grand old theory of international relations.”15 Balance of power theory begins 
by accepting the basic premises of power politics: International relations is a struggle 
for power and security in an anarchic world. Kenneth Waltz, probably the theory’s 
leading proponent, claims that “balance of power politics prevail wherever two, and 
only two, requirements are met: that the order be anarchic and that it be populated 
by units [states] wishing to survive.”16 Some states undoubtedly wish to do more, but 
survival is assumed to be the minimal objective of all states. Since no central author-
ity restrains states or provides protection and because intentions are always uncer-
tain, states inevitably focus on the capabilities of other states. Balance of power theory 
predicts that states will do exactly what the name of the theory suggests—balance 
against the power of other states. In order to prevent any one state or alliance from 
achieving dominance, states form counter-coalitions. Individual states do not always 
intend for an overall strategic balance to emerge, but “according to the theory, bal-
ances of power tend to form whether some or all states consciously aim to establish 
or maintain a balance.”17 States merely set out to safeguard their security and in the 
process “the various nations group themselves together in such a way that no single 
nation or group of nations is strong enough to overwhelm the others.”18

Balancing, however, is not the only option states have. There is also the possibil-
ity of joining forces with the stronger power—that is, states could bandwagon with, 
rather than balance against, the most powerful state or alliance. Balance of power 

A May Day parade in the former Soviet Union, where the most recent military hardware was usually on 
display. This is a vivid illustration of the arms races that realists believe are the result of the insecuri-
ties produced by international anarchy.
Source: © Dean Conger/Corbis
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theorists see bandwagoning as unlikely because “to ally with the dominant power 
means placing one’s trust in its continued benevolence. The safer strategy is to join 
with those who cannot readily dominate their allies, in order to avoid being domi-
nated by those who can.” Furthermore, “joining the weaker side increases the new 
members’ infl uence within the alliance, because the weaker power has greater need 
for the assistance.”19 To use an illustrative metaphor, the balance of power operates 
like a seesaw: Whenever one side gets powerful enough to tip the contraption in its 
favor, nations scoot over to the other side to keep it on an even keel.

In addition to preventing any one power from becoming powerful enough to 
dominate the international system, the tendency for states to balance has the added 
benefi t of contributing to peace and stability. The argument is straightforward. It 
begins by assuming that nations start wars because they expect to win them—that is, 
they expect gains to exceed losses. When potential antagonists are roughly equal in 
power, neither side can be confi dent of winning. The cost of war with equals is likely 
to be high and the prospects for victory uncertain. In such a situation, the incentive 
to initiate war is low.

Balance of power theory is not universally accepted. Even many who accept the 
inevitability of power politics question whether it presents an accurate picture of how 
the world works. Part of the problem is that the theory is very diffi cult to test. Waltz him-
self admits that “because only a loosely defi ned and inconstant condition of balance is 
predicted, it is diffi cult to say that any given distribution of power falsifi es the theory.”20

The theory predicts only a tendency toward balancing. So the fact that power might not 
be balanced does not automatically undermine the theory. More signifi cantly, there are 
many historical examples that appear to run counter to the theory’s predictions. In the 
early years of the Cold War, for example, the United States was undeniably the world’s 
most formidable military and economic power. If ever there were an undisputed stron-
gest power in the world, the United States was it. According to balance of power theory, 
other nations should have been fl ocking to align against the United States. This did not 
happen. Nations do not seem to balance automatically against power. At a minimum, 
there are many other considerations that come into play.

Power Politics II: Balance of Threat Theory
An alternative to balance of power theory that still accepts the basic precepts of 

power politics is balance of threat theory. Balance of power theory assumes that 
states are focused on power because intentions can never be known for certain. In 
balance of power theory, states assume that those with the greatest capabilities pose 
the greatest threat and balance against them. On an abstract level, this is probably 
true: All else being equal, the most powerful states do pose the greatest danger. In 
the real world, however, all else is never equal. States do not ignore intentions merely 
because they cannot be established beyond a reasonable doubt. States make assess-
ments, however imperfect, of both power and intentions. Balance of threat theory 
agrees that states do in fact engage in balancing; the disagreement is about what they 
balance against (see Figure 3.1 for a summary and contrast of the two theories).

Stephen Walt, who provides the most persuasive statement of balance of threat 
theory, explains: “Perceptions of intent are likely to play an especially crucial role in 
alliance choices . . . . Even states with rather modest capabilities may prompt others to 

bandwagoning When 
less powerful actors align 
with (rather than against) 
the most powerful ones. 
Inconsistent with balance 
of power theory, which 
predicts that nations will 
align against (and hence 
“balance”) the most power-
ful nation.

balance of threat 
 theory Predicts that 
nations align against 
whichever nation is seen as 
posing the greatest threat, 
not necessarily against the 
powerful nation.
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balance if they are perceived as especially aggressive.”21 Many historical examples that 
contradict balance of power theory appear to make more sense in the context of bal-
ance of threat theory. Again, Walt notes that “balance of threat theory helps explain 
why the coalitions that defeated Germany and its allies in World War I and World 
War II grew to be far more powerful than their opponents . . . . The answer is simple: 
Germany and its allies . . . were more threatening (though weaker) and caused others 
to form a more powerful coalition in response.”22 This approach also helps explain 
the alignment pattern of the early Cold War. Even in the face of its obvious advantage 
in virtually every component of power, most nations aligned with the United States 
rather than the Soviet Union because the latter was seen as posing the greater threat 
despite its more limited power.

An important caveat needs to be noted here: Nations balance against others that 
are perceived as posing a threat, and assessments of threat may be wrong, just as mea-
surements of power can be mistaken. The failure of an adequate deterrent coalition 
to emerge against Nazi Germany in the mid-1930s is an example of just such a failure. 
Balance of threat theory does not claim that perceptions of threat are correct, merely 
that they play a critical role in alliance choices.

Power Politics III: Preponderance Theory
A fi nal version of power politics is preponderance or hegemonic stability theory,

in which states are distinguished by their degree of power and degree of satisfaction.
Degree of satisfaction refers to whether a state is essentially satisfi ed or dissatisfi ed 
with the current international order and its place in it. Satisfi ed states are interested 

preponderance or 
hegemonic stability 
theory Argues that nations 
tend to align on the basis 
of interests—those that are 
satisfi ed with the status quo 
as opposed to those that are 
dissatisfi ed. Peace and sta-
bility are more likely when 
there is a great imbalance of 
power in favor of the status 
quo states—that is, when 
there is a preponderance 
of power in support of the 
existing order.

degree of power In power 
preponderance theory, 
refers to a state’s  position 
in the international power 
 hierarchy—that is, whether 
it is a great power, a 
middle-range power, or a 
weak state.

degree of satisfaction In 
power preponderance theory, 
the extent to which a state 
is essentially satisfi ed or 
dissatisfi ed with the existing 
international order.

FIGURE 3.1
Balance of power versus balance of threat theory

Source: Reprinted from Stephen Walt, The Origins of Alliances. Copyright © 1987 by Cornell University. Used by 
permission of the publisher, Cornell University Press.
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in preserving the international status quo, whereas dissatisfi ed states are revisionist 
states that want to change the existing order. On the basis of power and satisfaction, 
the theory draws a distinction among four types of nations: (1) the powerful and 
 satisfi ed, (2) the powerful and dissatisfi ed, (3) the weak and satisfi ed, and (4) the weak 
and dissatisfi ed. At the top of the power hierarchy is the dominant power or hege-
mon, which typically emerged from the last major war as the most powerful victor. 
By defi nition, the hegemon is a status quo power interested in preserving the existing 
order (the United States can be viewed as the hegemon from the end of World War II 
until the present). Below the hegemon are great powers, middle powers, small pow-
ers, and dependencies. In each category there are typically both status quo (“satis-
fi ed”) and revisionist (“dissatisfi ed”) states (see Figure 3.2).23

This theory holds that states tend to align on the basis of interests—that is, status 
quo nations against revisionist nations. Though the alliances may not always be for-
mal and based on explicit treaties, status quo states will come together if the existing 
order is threatened by revisionist states. In the mid-1930s, for example, the United 
States, France, and Great Britain (status quo powers) did not form an alliance against 
Nazi Germany (a revisionist power), but they did eventually align in the face of 
German aggression.24

To illustrate the differences among the theories, consider their predictions for the 
post–Cold War world. The collapse of the Soviet Union clearly left the United States 
as the dominant nation in the world. No other nation possessed the combination 
of economic and military power equivalent to that of the United States. The United 
States was the only nation with the ability to project military force on a global scale. 

FIGURE 3.2
The power transition

Source: A. F. K. Organski, World Politics (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1968), p. 369. 
Reprinted with permission of the Estate of Abramo F. K. Organski.
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Balance of power theory predicts that lesser powers will eventually align against the 
United States in order to prevent American domination. Balance of threat theory 
does not automatically predict the emergence of a counter-American coalition. The 
important variable is not the power of the United States per se but whether it comes 
to be viewed as a threat. Hegemonic stability theory predicts that a counter-American 
coalition will not emerge because the other major powers (Japan, Germany, Britain, 
France) are all essentially satisfi ed powers interested in preserving, not overturning, 
the existing international order.

Preponderance theory also parts company with balance of power theory on the 
issue of which power distribution is most conducive to peace. According to Organski, 
it is not a balance of power that leads to peace but rather an imbalance of power: 
“World peace is guaranteed when the nations satisfi ed with the existing international 
order enjoy an unchallenged supremacy of power . . . major wars are most likely when 
a dissatisfi ed challenger achieves an approximate balance of power with the dominant 
nation.”25 Though it is true that a balance of power “means that either side might lose, 
it also means that either side may win.”26 When there is a great imbalance of power, 
the challenger knows there is no chance of winning a war and the dominant status 
quo power has no need to resort to war. The peace that results when the dominance 
of the status quo powers is unquestioned “is not necessarily a peace with justice,” but 
it is peace if we defi ne this to mean the absence of war.27

The Common Vision of Power Politics
The grounds on which the balance of power, balance of threat, and hegemonic 

stability theories vary are clearly signifi cant. Whether states balance against power or 
threats or align on the basis of interests is a critical question. But the issues on which 
these theories disagree should not be allowed to obscure their common underlying 
vision of international politics. For our purposes, the most important point is that 
all of the theories agree on the fundamental features and dynamics of international 
relations: Anarchy is the central fact shaping relations among states; nations have to 
be concerned about their power vis-à-vis other states; and the pursuit of power and 
security by independent states is the driving force of international politics. There is 
no suggestion of any feasible alternative to the reality of international power politics 
in a world of sovereign states.

Alternatives to Power Politics
Even those who believe there is no realistic alternative to power politics concede 

it is not ideal. Though a balance or imbalance of power may be more conducive to 
peace, there is no guarantee that peace can be preserved indefi nitely. Eventually, the 
balance breaks down or revisionist states gain power and war results. Within a system 
of power politics, war is always possible and periodically inevitable. Even when peace 
prevails, states must conduct their “affairs in the brooding shadow of violence.”28 At 
least this is what realists tell us. But is it so? Is the world really doomed to power poli-
tics, with periods of peace and stability punctuated by spasms of war and violence? 
Or are there alternatives to the relentless and ruthless logic of power politics?
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World Government?
If power politics is driven by the insecurities resulting from the absence of 

government on a global scale, then world government would appear to be the 
most obvious solution. To the extent that anarchy is the cause of power politics, 
the creation of a world government would constitute a frontal assault on the prob-
lem. On the level of theory and logic, the case for world government is impec-
cable and simple. Just as national governments eliminate the security dilemma for 
individuals by providing protection and mechanisms for dealing with confl icts, 
a world government is essential if the same result is to be attained on a global 
scale. A truly effective world government would entail “the establishment of an 
authority which takes away from nations, summarily and completely, not only the 
machinery of battle that can wage war, but also the machinery of decision that can 
start a war.”29

Even if we assume that world government is desirable, the problem is getting 
there. As Inis Claude notes in his discussion of the prospects for world government, 
“I do not propose to deal extensively with the question of the feasibility of world 
government in the present era, or in the foreseeable future. This abstention is in part 
a refl ection of my conviction that the answer is almost self-evidently negative.” He 
sees “no realistic prospect of the establishment of a system of world government as a 
means for attempting to cope with the critical dangers of world politics.”30 Realists, 
such as Kenneth Waltz, concede that in theory world government presents a solu-
tion to the problems of anarchy. But world government is “unattainable in practice” 
because the world lacks the sense of shared values and community that are essential 
preconditions for effective government. “In a society of states with little coherence,” 
Waltz predicts, “the prospect of a world government would be an invitation to pre-
pare for world civil war.”31 Fortunately for those who seek an alternative to power 
politics, world government is not the only option.

Collective Security
Though there has never been a serious attempt to establish a world government, 

efforts have been made to transcend power politics through collective security,
which refers to “a system of states that join together . . . and make an explicit com-
mitment to do two things: (1) they renounce the use of force to settle disputes with 
each other, and (2) they promise to use force against any of their number who reject 
rule 1.”32 “The animating idea of collective security,” Earl Ravenal explains, “is that 
each outbreak of aggression will be suppressed, not by a partial alliance directed spe-
cifi cally against certain parties, but by a universal compact, binding all to defend 
any.”33 Under collective security, peace is preserved not by individual states shift-
ing alignments to offset the power of potential aggressors, but rather by the pros-
pect of the entire community of nations coming to the aid of victims of aggression. 
Collective security arrangements can be global in scope but need not be; they can also 
be confi ned to more limited regions such as Europe or Southeast Asia.

It is important to note what collective security does and does not do. Though there 
would certainly be institutions for making decisions about how and when to respond 
to aggression, collective security does not create a world government. Individual 

collective security A 
system in which states 
renounce the use of force 
to settle disputes and also 
agree to band together 
against states that resort to 
the use of force. In such a 
system, the threat of collec-
tive response by all states 
deters the use of force by 
individual states. Collective 
security was the initial goal 
of the League of Nations.
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states are not disarmed and replaced by some global police force. International poli-
tics remains anarchic and state sovereign. Nor does collective security reject power 
and deterrence as vital components of preserving peace. Proposals for collective secu-
rity “recognize that military power is a central fact of life in international politics, 
and is likely to remain so for the foreseeable future.”34 In fact, collective security seeks 
to keep the peace by threatening any aggressor with the overwhelming power of the 
international community as a whole.

Rather than transcending international anarchy, collective security tries to ame-
liorate its consequences. Because the protection of each state’s security becomes the 
responsibility of the wider international community, states would no longer be in a 
pure self-help situation. In committing themselves to come to the aid of any state 
threatened with aggression, all nations become part of an international police force, 
albeit one more like a volunteer fi re department than a full-time police department. 
The element of self-help is removed because states are obligated to help whenever 
peace is threatened, not merely when it is in their interests to do so. And the fact that 
this aid would be available to all members of the community allows states to escape 
the security dilemma. The security afforded to all does not come at anyone else’s 
expense.

The most signifi cant experiment with collective security was the League of Nations 
during the 1920s and 1930s. In urging the creation of the League, U.S. president 
Woodrow Wilson laid out the basic logic of collective security: “If the peace presently 
to be made is to endure, it must be a peace made secure by the organized major force 
of mankind . . . . Right must be based upon the common strength, not the individual 
strength, of nations upon whose concert peace will depend.”35 Though the League of 
Nations provided for means short of force to punish and deter aggressors, such as 
economic sanctions, the military option remained the ultimate deterrent. According 
to Article 16 (1) of the League Charter, “Should any Member of the League resort to 
war . . . it shall ipso facto be deemed to have committed an act of war against all other 
members of the League,” and after other measures had failed to restore the peace, 
“the Members of the League should severally contribute to the armed forces to be 
used to protect the covenants of the League.”36

Though the League failed to achieve its objectives, there is debate about why it 
failed so miserably. Some trace its failure to specifi c historical circumstances, particu-
larly the unwillingness of the United States to join. It is also clear that even though 
members paid lip service to the principles of collective security, they proved time 
after time unwilling to actually do what had to be done to make it work. There was a 
huge gulf between the rhetoric and treaties on one hand and the real world of policy 
on the other. Others go further and attribute the League’s failure to the inherent 
weaknesses of collective security that render it unworkable in almost any context.

A few of the problems likely to be encountered in any collective security system 
are obvious from the outset. One is the identifi cation of the “aggressor.” Sometimes 
this is relatively clear, such as when Iraq invaded Kuwait in 1990. But there are 
also many instances in which there is disagreement. A vote in the United Nations 
on whether Israel is an “aggressor” vis-à-vis the Palestinians would certainly not 
be unanimous. A vote on whether the United States was the aggressor in Vietnam 
would have also yielded a similarly divided verdict. The point is not that these judg-
ments are right or wrong, but merely that such things are not always unambiguous in 
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The League of Nations meets in 1923. It was one of the most ambitious attempts to implement the 
principles of collective security. Unfortunately, the world’s great powers failed to live up to expecta-
tions. World War II followed sixteen years later.
Source: © Hulton-Deutsch Collection/Corbis

international politics. And if nations cannot agree on who the aggressor is, how can 
they be expected to fall into line in punishing and/or deterring the aggressor?

Critics see even deeper fl aws in collective security arrangements. In rejecting as 
illegitimate any forceful change of the existing order, collective security systems are 
inevitably biased in favor of the status quo and those that benefi t from it. Hochman 
observes that the League’s goal of collective security “was, of course, identical with 
the defense of the post–World War I status quo.”37 Unfortunately, Germany and 
other nations viewed the World War I settlement as illegitimate, and they eventu-
ally possessed the power to challenge and change it. From the perspective of nations 
disadvantaged by the existing international order, collective security arrangements 
look very different. Rather than seeing collective security as a noble and high-minded 
attempt to preserve peace, they view it as a scheme for protecting the status quo. As 
E. H. Carr argues, “just as the ruling class in a community prays for domestic peace, 
which guarantees its own security and predominance . . . so international peace 
becomes a special vested interest of predominant powers.”38 Interestingly, both real-
ists and Marxists tend to dismiss the lofty pronouncements about preserving peace as 
mere smokescreens for the underlying interests of dominant states.39
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Even those who support collective security admit that it only works if the major 
powers share an interest in upholding the status quo. In considering whether collec-
tive security could work in post–Cold War Europe, for example, Charles and Clifford 
Kuchan hold out the possibility that “Russia will emerge as a benign democratic great 
power and that all of Europe’s major states will share similar values and interests.” If 
this happens, “the underpinnings for the successful functioning of a collective secu-
rity system” will be in place.40 Note the critical concession: In order for collective 
security to work, all major powers must “share similar values and interests.” Skeptics 
are quick to note that if all major powers share the same basic values and interests, the 
chances for war are exceedingly low to begin with. Thus, collective security arrange-
ments are most likely to work under conditions where there is no major threat to 
peace and most likely to fail when they are needed most.

Finally, in order for collective security systems to work, nations must be will-
ing to deter and counter acts of aggression whether or not their interests are threat-
ened. Woodrow Wilson recognized that “the central idea of the League of Nations 
was that States must support each other even when their national interests are not 
involved.”41 Wilson could have gone one step further: In some circumstances collec-
tive security could require states to act in opposition to their national interests. This is 
what differentiates collective security from power politics: the idea that nations can 
and will refrain from the use of force to advance their national interests and will use 
force when their interests are not at stake. Putting aside for the moment the issue of 
whether nations should do this, realists doubt that they will because there is no evi-
dence that states ever have. Thus, realists argue that collective security arrangements 
are bound to fail for two basic reasons: The necessary common interests and values 
among great powers will rarely be achieved, and states will place their national inter-
est above the security of others.

If realists have been the traditional critics of collective security, its supporters 
have been found among liberal ranks. The basis for liberal support should be fairly 
obvious. Though few liberals have been so naïve as to believe that confl icts among 
nations do not exist, they have always been more inclined to see common interests as 
a basis for international cooperation. Collective security assumes that the common 
interest in preserving peace outweighs particular interests that might be advanced 
through war. Advocates of collective security concede that the League of Nations 
was a failure, but they warn against assuming that every effort at collective security is 
doomed. Though not part of a formal collective security arrangement, the interna-
tional coalition that reversed the Iraqi conquest of Kuwait in 1991 is often cited as an 
example of the world community coming together to resist aggression. Can collective 
security prevent all wars? Certainly not. Collective security offers no guarantees of a 
peaceful world. But what does? Certainly not the balance of power.

Security Amidst Anarchy
Even if we conclude that world government and collective security are not terribly 

practical alternatives to power politics, we are still not without hope. Despite inter-
national anarchy, Inis Claude notes that “in sober fact, most states co-exist in reason-
able harmony with most other states, most of the time; the exceptions to this passable 
state of affairs are vitally important, but they are exceptions nonetheless.”42 Consider 
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for a moment relations among the Nordic states of Norway, Sweden, and Finland. 
No one seriously believes there is any chance these nations will go to war with each 
other, and even though they each have armed forces, there is no evidence they worry 
about the potential threat these forces pose. Why not? Is it a Nordic balance of power 
that preserves the peace? Is it because one nation enjoys a preponderance of power? 
Is there a central Scandinavian government? Have they created a collective security 
system? No, no, no, and no.

Scandinavia provides an example of what Karl Deutsch referred to as a security
community—that is, a group of nations sharing a reasonable and prevailing expecta-
tion of nonviolence.43 There is nothing that makes the use of violence impossible—
they are still sovereign states possessing armed forces. It is simply that the use of force 
has become suffi ciently improbable that it no longer guides or shapes their relations. 
Deutsch identifi ed several critical factors for the development of security communi-
ties, the most important being shared political and social values among political elites 
and a history of reliable and predictable behavior. Someone who tried to convince 
a Finnish president of the need to prepare for war with Sweden by giving a lecture 
about anarchy, self-help, and uncertainty would be confronted with a question: Sure, 
Sweden could invade tomorrow, but since it has not invaded on any other day over 
the past two centuries, why worry about it doing so now? Assuming that a Swedish 
invasion is not in the cards is a gamble in some sense, but a pretty safe one. Though 
the emergence of security communities may be uncommon, they nonetheless make 
a signifi cant point: international anarchy does not inevitably lead to power politics. 
There have been and still are parts of the world that are anarchic yet “seem not to be 
subject to the kind of interstate relations that realists talk about.”44

One could also look to the larger pattern of European politics in the postwar era. 
Though individual nations continue to maintain their own armed forces, there is no 
sense of security competition and the risk of war is almost nonexistent. Despite a long 
history of war and confl ict, nations such France, Spain, and Britain no longer live in 
the “brooding shadow of violence.” There is a security community in the sense that 
there is an expectation of nonviolence. This may stem from the creation of institu-
tions that brought about greater integration, the most signifi cant being the European
Union (EU) or European Community. The EU had its origins in the European Coal 
and Steel Community (1952) in which France, West Germany, Italy, Belgium, the 
Netherlands, and Luxembourg agreed to reduce barriers to trade in coal and steel. 
The hope was that this would start a gradual process of economic integration as a 
foundation for greater political cooperation. Over time the economic integration has 
become wider and deeper. Membership in the EU now stands at twenty-seven and 
several other nations are in the process of becoming full members. Economic coopera-
tion has reached the point at which sixteen states (Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, Finland, 
France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, 
Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, and Spain) share a common currency, the euro. How far 
the members of the EU will be able and willing to move toward political unifi cation, 
something akin to a United States of Europe, remains an open question.

Even though the EU is not a European government in a strict sense, it also seems 
a bit misleading to think of Europe as anarchic. Several observers have offered terms 
such as “pooled” or “shared” sovereignty to describe the somewhat uncertain political 
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status of European states. Because the real world does not always conform to estab-
lished defi nitions and dichotomies, common notions of anarchy and sovereignty 
might not capture the complexities and subtleties therein. It is also diffi cult to evalu-
ate the role of the EU in helping European states overcome the intense security com-
petition that marked their relations between the rise of the modern state system and 
World Wars I and II. But there it seems plausible that such institutions can help states 
escape power politics even if they are not true governments in the strictest sense.

In recent years, constructivists have offered a more direct challenge to the realist 
proposition that international anarchy necessarily leads to power politics. Alexander 
Wendt states the question succinctly: “Does the absence of centralized political 
authority force states to play competitive power politics?” Realists answer this ques-
tion in the affi rmative. Wendt’s answer is equally straightforward: “Self-help and 
power politics do not follow logically or causally from anarchy.”45 Understanding 
exactly why not is somewhat complicated.

Constructivism assumes that the behavior of social actors, be they individuals 
or nations, is shaped by their identities and prevailing beliefs and norms about how 
they should behave. Constructivists argue that nations (or the people who make 
decisions in their name) are infl uenced by prevailing beliefs and norms about how 
states should behave. On the question of power politics, John Vasquez offers a good 
summary of the constructivist perspective. He begins with a simple restatement of 
constructivism’s basic premise: “I assume that any theory of world politics that has 
an impact on practice is not only a tool for understanding, but also helps construct a 
world.” If nations engage in power politics it is “not because that behavior is natural 
or inherent in the structure of reality, but because realism has been accepted as a 
guide that tells leaders (and followers) the most appropriate way to behave.” Thus, 
if we tell ourselves that nations should and will act in certain ways, we create “a kind 
of self-fulfi lling prophecy.”46 It is not anarchy but rather “realist folklore [that] has 
provided a guide and cultural inheritance for Western states that has shaped and 
patterned the behavior of major states.”47 It is no accident that realism seems most 
accurate when we look at the behavior of European states over the past few centuries, 
since this is where realist theory has been most infl uential. But “once you move to 
the periphery where nations were not socialized to realist theory, states do not behave 
this way.”48 So even within the context of anarchy, there are alternatives to power 
politics. There is nothing about anarchy that dictates that they continue to engage in 
power politics. If Finland and Sweden view each other as peaceful social democratic 
states that will not pose a threat to each other, there is nothing about anarchy that 
forces them into a competitive relationship. Anarchy does not have to lead to power 
politics. “Anarchy,” according to Wendt, “is what states make of it.”49

Conclusion
Even those who see no alternative to power politics do not exactly sing its praises; 

it is treated as a regrettable inevitability, like death and taxes. It is hard to make a case 
in favor of insecurity, power struggles, and war. A recent statement of the inevitability 
of power politics begins with the caveat: “Nothing in this primer should be taken as 
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an endorsement or glorifi cation of power politics.”50 If we asked whether there were 
any desirable alternatives to power politics, almost everyone would answer “yes.” It is 
easy to imagine systems of international relations preferable to the one that has pro-
duced violence, death, and destruction on such a massive scale. The shortcomings of 
power politics are plain for all to see. The critical question, however, is whether there 
are any feasible alternatives.

It is often in the aftermath of great wars that people begin to reevaluate the nature 
of international politics and create institutions that might help prevent the recur-
rence of war: the creation of the Concert of Europe in the wake of the Napoleonic 
Wars, the League of Nations after World War I, and the United Nations after World 
War II are cases in point. Though the Cold War never resulted in a literal war, its end-
ing has also prompted a reexamination of international politics. President George H. 
W. Bush’s vision of a “new world order” after the 1991 Gulf War was typical of the 
hopes for a better world that frequently emerge after major wars. But have we seen 
the emergence of a new world order, or just a slightly reshuffl ed version of the old 
world order? And if a new world order proves unattainable, is this because efforts to 
transform the international system are inevitably doomed to failure? Is there a bet-
ter and feasible way to preserve international peace? These are the fundamental and 
enduring questions addressed by the debate over power politics.
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What is the Future of American Power?
From a power politics perspective, it is the distribution of power and relations among 
the great powers that shape the dynamics of international relations. Thus, if we want 
to analyze international politics, we need to begin with three basic questions. First, 
how many great powers are there? This is usually discussed in terms of polarity—
unipolarity (one great power), bipolarity (two), or multipolarity (three or more). 
Second, how is power distributed among them? Is power relatively balanced or does 
one power enjoy a distinct advantage? Third, what are the trends in the distribution 
of power? Whose power is increasing? Whose power is decreasing?

Since the end of the Cold War most have characterized the international system 
as unipolar, with the United States clearly the world’s dominant military and eco-
nomic power. Debates have focused largely on the future of American power. Some 
see the “unipolar moment” as unlikely to last very long, predicting a gradual decline 
of American power, though the causes of this anticipated decline are varied. The 
2003 Iraq War has only intensifi ed this debate. Below you will fi nd two very differ-
ent perspectives on the future of American power. Richard Haass, a former mem-
ber of the National Security Council under the fi rst President Bush, sees declining 
American power and the end of American “dominion.” Michael Fullilove disagrees, 
arguing that the bases of American power are more enduring than declinists often 
realize. How do they arrive at such different conclusions? What evidence do they 
provide to support their contradictory positions? How do they think the Iraq War 
has affected the United States’ position in the world? How do this debate relate to 
some of the theories we have discussed in this chapter? From the broader perspective 
of international politics, why does it matter whether or not the United States is in 
decline?

What Follows American Dominion?

Richard Haass
Published: April 15 2008 18:211Last updated: April 15 2008 18:21

The unipolar era, a time of unprecedented American dominion, is over. It lasted 
some two decades, little more than a moment in historical terms.

Sources: Richard Haas, “What Follow American Dominion,” Financial Times, April 15, 2008. 
Accessed at: http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/dd19987e-0af4-11dd-8ccf-0000779fd2ac.html. 
Reprinted with permission from Financial Times, April 15, 2008. Copyright © The Financial 
Times Ltd 2008.
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Why did it end? One explanation is history. States get better at generating and 
piecing together the human, fi nancial and technological resources that lead to pro-
ductivity and prosperity. The same holds for companies and other organisations. The 
rise of new powers cannot be stopped. The result is an ever larger number of actors 
able to exert infl uence regionally or globally. It is not that the US has grown weaker, 
but that many other entities have grown much stronger.

A second reason unipolarity has ended is US policy. By both what it has done and 
what it has failed to do, the US has accelerated the emergence of new power centres 
and has weakened its own position relative to them.

US energy policy (or the lack thereof) is one driving force behind the end of 
unipolarity. Since the fi rst oil shocks of the 1970s, US oil consumption has grown by 
some 20 per cent and, more important, US imports of petroleum products have more 
than doubled in volume and nearly doubled as a percentage of consumption. This 
growth in demand for foreign oil has helped drive up the world price from just over 
$20 a barrel to more than $100 a barrel. The result is an enormous transfer of wealth 
and leverage to those states with energy reserves.

US economic policy has played a role as well. President George W. Bush has fought 
costly wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, allowed discretionary spending to increase by 
8 per cent a year and cut taxes. The US fi scal position declined from a surplus of more 
than $100bn in 2001 to an estimated defi cit of about $250bn in 2007. The ballooning 
current account defi cit is now more than 6 per cent of gross domestic product. This 
places downward pressure on the dollar, stimulates infl ation and contributes to the 
accumulation of wealth and power elsewhere in the world. Poor regulation of the US 
mortgage market and the credit crisis it spawned have exacerbated these problems.

Iraq has also contributed to the dilution of American primacy. The confl ict has 
proved to be an expensive war of choice—militarily, economically and diplomati-
cally, as well as in human terms. Years ago, the historian Paul Kennedy outlined 
his thesis about “imperial overstretch”, which posited that the US would eventu-
ally decline by overreaching, just as other great powers had. Prof Kennedy’s theory 
turned out to apply most immediately to the Soviet Union, but the US—for all its 
corrective mechanisms and dynamism – has not proved to be immune.

Finally, unipolarity’s end is not simply the result of the rise of other states and 
organisations or of the failures and follies of US policy. It is also a consequence of glo-
balisation. Globalisation has increased the volume, velocity and importance of cross-
border fl ows of just about everything, from drugs, e-mails, greenhouse gases, goods and 
people to television and radio signals, viruses (virtual and real) and weapons. Many of 
these fl ows take place outside the control of governments and without their knowledge. 
As a result, globalisation dilutes the infl uence of big powers, including the US.

These same fl ows often strengthen non-state actors, such as energy exporters 
(who are experiencing a dramatic increase in wealth), terrorists (who use the inter-
net to recruit and train, the international banking system to move resources and 
the global transport system to move people), rogue states (which can exploit black 
and grey markets) and Fortune 500 companies (which quickly move personnel and 
investments). Being the strongest state no longer means having a near-monopoly 
on power. It is easier than ever before for individuals and groups to accumulate and 
project substantial power.
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All of this raises a critical question: if unipolarity is gone, what will take its place? 
Some predict a return to the bipolarity that characterised international relations dur-
ing the cold war. This is unlikely. China’s military strength does not approximate that 
of the US; more important, its focus will remain on economic growth, a choice that 
leads it to seek economic integration and avoid confl ict. Russia may be more inclined 
towards re-creating a bipolar world, but it too has a stake in co-operation and, in any 
event, lacks the capacity to challenge the US.

Still others predict the emergence of a modern multipolar world, one in which 
China, Europe, India, Japan and Russia join the US as dominant infl uences. This 
view ignores how the world has changed. There are literally dozens of meaningful 
power centres, including regional powers, international organisations, companies, 
media outlets, religious movements, terrorist organisations, drug cartels and non-
governmental organisations. Today’s world is increasingly one of distributed, rather 
than concentrated, power. The successor to unipolarity is neither bipolarity nor mul-
tipolarity. It is non-polarity.

Those who welcome America’s comeuppance and unipolarity’s replacement 
by non-polarity should hold their applause. Forging collective responses to global 
problems and making institutions work will be more diffi cult. Threats will multiply. 
Relationships will be more diffi cult to build and sustain. The US will no longer have 
the luxury of a “You’re either with us or against us” foreign policy. But neither will 
anyone else. Only diplomacy that is more focused, creative and collective will prevent 
a non-polar world from becoming more disorderly and dangerous.

Exaggerating America’s Decline

Michael Fullilove
June 17, 2008

A new international relations orthodoxy is coalescing, to the effect that America is 
slouching towards mediocrity. In newspaper columns articles and on TV talk shows 
you will hear journalists charting the “relentless relative decline” of the United States. 
The military is overstretched; the economy is exposed; the political system is bro-
ken; the punters are suffering from an Iraq-induced hangover; and when it comes to 
international legitimacy, the White House has maxed out America’s credit card. And 
all the time, potential competitors such as China, the European Union, Russia, India 
and Iran are closing in.

The best works in this area, by Richard Haass and Fareed Zakaria, are full of 
insight. Yet as a non-American living in the United States, I’m struck by the gulf that 
still remains between America and the rest—in terms of hard power, soft power and 
what we could call “smart power.”

Source: Michael Fullilove, “Exaggerating America’s Decline,” International Herald Tribune (June 
17, 2008). Accessed at: http://iht.nytimes.com/articles/2008/06/17/opinion/edfullilove.php.

3.2

http://iht.nytimes.com/articles/2008/06/17/opinion/edfullilove.php


Chapter 3 Power Politics 85

In relation to hard power, the $14 trillion American economy dwarfs all the oth-
ers. The United States spends roughly as much on its military as the rest of the world 
combined. Washington has been bloodied and diverted by its foolhardy invasion of 
Iraq, but it remains the only capital capable of running a truly global foreign policy 
and projecting military power anywhere on earth.

Almost every country thinks it has a special relationship with the United States, 
based on shared history or values—or clashing ones. None of the great challenges 
facing humanity can be solved without the Americans.

America has some worrying weaknesses—but we should not ignore the frailties 
of others: the cleavages in China, the divisions within Europe, the dark side of Russia, 
or the poverty of India.

In terms of soft power, too—the ability to get others to want what you want—the 
case for America’s decline is easily overstated. America retains its hold on the world’s 
imagination. For most non-Americans around the world, America’s politics are, at 
some level, our politics as well.

Why is the world so interested? America’s bulk is only part of the answer. 
Ultimately, it is not really the size of the U.S. economy that draws our attention. It is 
not even America’s blue-water navy or its new bunker-busting munitions.

Rather, it is the idea of America which continues to fascinate: a superpower that is 
open, democratic, meritocratic and optimistic; a country that is the cockpit of global 
culture; a polity in which all candidates for public offi ce, whether or not they are a 
Clinton, seem to come from a place called Hope.

It’s worth noting that the declinist canon has emerged at the nadir of the Bush 
years; America’s soft power account will look much healthier the instant the next 
president is inaugurated.

The fi nal source of U.S. infl uence is the way in which American ideas continue 
to inform global narratives—its smart power. If you have an argument to make, or a 
book to publish, or a doctrine to expound, then the United States is the place where 
you must do it. It is not just that the market is so big, or that the world’s attention 
means that events that occur in the United States today are fodder for pundits every-
where tomorrow. Just as important is the sheer quality of the creative output from 
America’s great universities, think tanks, newspapers and magazines.

The effect of all this is that the opinions of Americans on the great issues of the 
day ripple out through the world and are repackaged everywhere.

Smart power fl ows from human creativity, which is why Americans should be 
happy about the migration fl ows that are replenishing their nation’s human capital. 
Both blue-collar workers and gold-collar workers continue to be drawn here like iron 
fi lings to a magnet. It is hard to imagine future Fareed Zakarias—or, for that matter, 
future Barack Obamas—emigrating to China or Russia or Iran instead of the United 
States.

There is a long tradition of foreign visitors bemoaning that such a strong country 
as the United States is so stupid. They could not be more wrong: America is powerful 
because it is smart.
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Fear and insecurity, the pursuit of power, the use of  ■

force, and the ever-present possibility of war—that is, 
power politics—are often presented as inevitable, if 
regrettable, realities of international politics. For real-
ists in particular, there is no avoiding power politics in 
an anarchic international system that lacks any mecha-
nism but self-help to provide security for states.

Despite this agreement on the inevitability of power  ■

politics, realists differ on the dynamics of power politics. 
Balance of power theorists assume that states tend to 
align with the most powerful nations. Balance of threat 
theorists predict that states will align against whatever 
powers appear to pose the greatest threat, regardless of 
whether they are the most powerful. Similarly, prepon-
derance theorists argue that nations align on the basis 
of interests, with the generic distinction being status 
quo versus revisionist states.

Balance of power theory predicts the emergence of bal- ■

ances of power in international politics, whereas bal-
ance of threat and preponderance theories anticipate 
imbalances of power.

Despite their differences, all three theories assume the  ■

inevitability of power politics.

Liberals have historically rejected the realist claim that  ■

there is no alternative to power politics. Though some 

more idealistic liberals have advocated the creation of 
world government, most have sought more modest 
collective security arrangements.

Collective security, which was the principle behind the  ■

League of Nations, posits an organized community 
of states whose combined power will preserve peace 
by deterring possible aggressors. Collective security 
transcends power politics, not by eliminating the need 
for power, but by replacing self-help with community 
assistance.

Critics claim that collective security arrangements have  ■

rarely worked and have several fundamental fl aws. The 
requirement that states be willing to use force even 
when their national interests are not threatened is con-
sidered unrealistic. Most important, collective security 
is unlikely to work when it is needed most—that is, 
when major powers reject the status quo and are will-
ing to change it by force.

More recently, constructivists have argued that world  ■

government and/or complex collective security 
arrangements are not essential to overcome power pol-
itics. Power politics can be (and has been) transcended 
by shared expectations, beliefs, and images that allow 
states to see each other as nonthreatening.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

1. Why do realists think international relations is charac-
terized by “power politics”?

2. What are the similarities and differences between power 
politics and collective security?

3. Is world government necessary to overcome the nega-
tive consequences of anarchy?

4. Theories often claim to explain the same thing in dif-
ferent ways. How do different power politics theories 
account for the peace of the cold war?

5. Does the post–Cold War world appear to conform to 
balance of power, balance of threat, or preponderance 
theory?

CRITICAL QUESTIONS

anarchic, 68
balance of power theory, 69
balance of threat theory, 71
bandwagoning, 71

collective security, 75
degree of power, 72
degree of satisfaction, 72
European Union, 79

hegemonic stability 
theory, 72

power, 69
power politics, 66

preponderance theory, 72
security community, 79
security dilemma, 68
self-help, 68

KEY TERMS
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A classic analysis of power politics and balance of 
power theory that remains essential reading despite the 
passage of time is Inis Claude, Power and International 
Relations (New York: Random House, 1962). A recent 
argument for the inevitability of power politics is pre-
sented in Stanley Michalak, A Primer in Power Politics
(Wilmington, DE: Scholarly Resources, 2001). An 
infl uential restatement of balance of power theory is 
Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading, 
MA: Addison-Wesley, 1979). Balance of threat theory is 
most clearly presented in Stephen Walt, The Origins of 
Alliances (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1989). 
Randall Schweller’s Deadly Imbalances: Tripolarity and 
Hitler’s Strategy for World Conquest (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1998) is a fascinating application of bal-
ance of power and threat theories for understanding the 

origins of World War II. The best statement of prepon-
derance theory is still A. F. K. Organski and Jacek Kugler, 
The War Ledger (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1980). In addition to Inis Claude’s Power and International 
Relations, a good (though critical) overview of collective 
security is presented in Earl Ravenal, “An Autopsy of 
Collective Security,” Political Science Quarterly 90 (Winter 
1975–1976): 697–714. A more favorable assessment is 
provided by Charles Kupchan and Clifford Kupchan, “The 
Promise of Collective Security,” International Security
60 (Summer 1995): 52–61. The constructivist critique of 
power politics can be found in Alexander Wendt, Social
Theory of International Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999), especially chapter 6, and John 
Vasquez, The War Puzzle (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1993), especially chapter 3.

FURTHER READINGS

www.globalsolutions.org/wfi /index.html
Web site of the World Federalist Institute, which 
seeks the “establishment of a democratic federal world 
government.”

www.yale.edu/lawweb/avalon/leagcov.htm
The full text of the Covenant of the League of Nations, 
a classic statement of the ideals of collective security, 
especially Article 16.

www.globalpolicy.org/reform/index.htm
Web site with extensive coverage of both the history of, 
and debates about, United Nations reform.

www.sipri.org/contents/webmaster/databases
Though military power is not all there is to national 
power, most power politics theories emphasize this aspect 
of power. The databases of the Swedish International 
Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) provide a wealth of 
information on world military expenditures and power.
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The idea that democracies are more peaceful than nondemocracies has been part 

of liberal international thought for more than two hundred years, and it is one of 

those ideas that has seeped from the realm of theory to real-world policy. Though 

proponents of democratic peace theory offer a variety of reasons why democracies 

might be less willing and able to wage war, all versions of the theory share the basic 

prediction that democracies will not wage war against one another. If the theory 

is correct, a more democratic world will also be a more peaceful world. The com-

monly cited evidence in support of the theory is the absence of any wars between 

clearly democratic states. Skeptics question this evidence, pointing to what they 

see as convenient and shifting defi nitions that omit troublesome cases. Some even 

claim that there have been wars between democratic states. Realists in particular 

are generally unconvinced by the theory and its supporting evidence. Even if we 

have not yet seen a war between democratic states, realists think our luck is likely 

to run out. In time, democracies will be subject to the same insecurities and con-

fl icts that have driven nondemocratic states to war. The coming decades are likely 

to put the theory to a real-world test as the number of democracies in the world 

continues to grow.

T he spread of democratic political institutions has been one of the most remarkable 
trends in world politics over the past few decades (see Figure 4.1 and Map 4.1). 
In fact, the period around 1989 marked something of a watershed in global 

political history when, for the fi rst time, a majority of the world’s population lived 
under some form of democratic government. One might question the democratic 

Are Democracies More Peaceful?

War and Democracy

Chapter 4
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credentials of a few countries, but the overall trend of global democratization seems 
clear. Most people, particularly in democracies such as the United States, view this as 
a good thing. But why? Why should anyone in the United States care whether people 
in other countries live under democratic forms of government? To the extent that 
democracy is associated with a greater respect for human rights, political and other-
wise, the positive assessment of global democratization is welcomed as a triumph for 
those values that people in democracies hold dear and wish to be shared. The spread 
of democracy elsewhere is a good thing in and of itself, not necessarily because there 
is anything to be gained from it. Not everything boils down to self-interest.

Nonetheless, the spread of democracy around the world is often presented as a 
matter of national interest. But how are Americans in South Dakota better off if peo-
ple in the Middle East, Latin America, Asia, or Africa live under democratic govern-
ments? Several possible connections might be drawn. To the extent that democracy 
is related to capitalism, free markets, and trade, one could argue that the spread of 
democracy contributes to global prosperity, something that might eventually improve 
the lives of Americans. This chapter, however, focuses on another claim, namely, that 
democracies are more peaceful than nondemocracies. It is the assumed peacefulness 
of democracies that generally provides the connection to American national inter-
ests: The United States has an interest in peace; democracies are more peaceful; and 
thus the spread of democracy is a vital interest. The notion that democracies are more 
peaceful than nondemocracies is so widely accepted—among the general public, pol-
icymakers, and academics alike—that it is often taken as an article of faith. Some have 
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gone so far as to refer to this as perhaps the only “iron law” of international relations. 
But why would we expect democracies to be more peaceful? What do we mean when 
we say they are more peaceful? And does the historical evidence support democratic 
peace theory?

The Sources of Democratic Peacefulness
The proposition that democracies are more peaceful than nondemocracies is 

a central tenet of liberal international theory that can be traced to the writings of 
Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) Living in an era of absolutist monarchism, Kant argued 
in his classic work, Perpetual Peace, that the emergence and spread of “republican” 
(or liberal democratic) political institutions would be accompanied by the emergence 
of a zone of peace. Kant referred to this as a republican or democratic pacifi c union
Kant did not argue that democracies would totally refrain from waging wars, he sim-
ply argued that democracies would not wage war against other democracies and that 
peaceful must not be confused with pacifi c. More democracies would mean a larger 
zone of peace, and universal democracy would usher in universal peace.

But why did he expect democracies to be more peaceful? Kant begins with the 
basic observation that in a republic or democracy, people are citizens of the state as 
opposed to being mere subjects of a monarch. As such, there are mechanisms that 
allow the desires and interests of citizens to infl uence government policy, including 
decisions to go to war. Kant assumed that citizens have much more to lose than to 
gain from war because they are the ones who shoulder the burdens of war. As essen-
tially rational creatures (another fundamental assumption of liberalism), people 
are generally unwilling to support policies that do them harm. In Perpetual Peace
Kant expressed his belief that people in a democracy “will have a great hesitation in 
embarking on so dangerous an enterprise [as war]” because “this would mean call-
ing down on themselves all the miseries of war.” These miseries include not only the 
obvious, such as “doing the fi ghting themselves, supplying the costs of war from their 
own resources,” but also “making good the ensuing devastation, and, as the crowning 
evil, having to take upon themselves a burden of debts which will embitter peace itself 
and which can never be paid off on account of the constant threat of new wars.”1

Kant’s explanation is usually referred to as the rational or pacifi c public thesis
because it sees democratic peacefulness as rooted in the rational self-interest of dem-
ocratic publics. This view is no longer very popular as an explanation of democratic 
peace because the past century and a half provides too many examples of public sup-
port, even enthusiasm, for war, despite the negative consequences highlighted by 
Kant. People in democratic states greeted World War I with tremendous enthusiasm. 
In some cases, such as the Spanish–American War of 1898, it was the public, spurred 
by a pro-war press, that appears to have pushed a reluctant political leadership into 
war.2 As Robin Fox, a critic of democratic peace theory, observes, “there is rarely very 
effective opposition to a successful war.”3 For Fox, the absence of effective antiwar 
movements against successful wars suggests that there is no general preference for 
peace, merely a reluctance to fi ght losing wars. The hesitance for war, which seemed 
“natural” to Kant, appears not to exist in reality.

Immanuel Kant 
German political philosopher 
who fi rst proposed that 
democratic (or “republican” 
states) would be unlikely 
to wage war against each 
other.

democratic pacifi c 
union The separate 
peace that Immanuel Kant 
 predicted would exist among 
democratic states. Many 
believe that this democratic 
peace has in fact emerged.

pacifi c public thesis The 
view that democracies are 
more peaceful because their 
foreign policies refl ect the 
desires of an inherently 
rational and peaceful public.
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MAP 4.1
Map of Freedom, 2008

Source: http://www.freedomhouse.org/template.cfm?page=363&year=2008

Nor th  Atlantic  O cean

S outh  Atlantic  O cean

South  Pacific O cean

No rth  Pacific 
O cean

Gulf of Mexico

Gulf of Alaska
Bering Sea

Beaufort Sea

Arctic  O cean

Hudson Bay Labrador Sea

Caribbean Sea

Norwegian Sea

Greenland Sea

BAHAMAS

UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

CANADA

U.S.A.

GREENLAND (DENMARK)

ST. KITTS
& NEVIS ANTIGUA &

BARBUDA

DOMINICA
ST. LUCIA
ST. VINCENT & GRENADINES

BARBADOS

TRINIDAD & TOBAGO

GUYANA
SURINAME

FRENCH
GUIANA (FRANCE)

GRENADA

DOM. REP.
HAITI

CUBA
JAMAICA

BELIZE
HONDURAS

NICARAGUA

COSTA RICA

PANAMA

EL SALVADOR
GUATEMALA

MEXICO

ECUADOR

PERU

VENEZUELA

COLOMBIA

BRAZIL

BOLIVIA

CAPE VERDE

GUINEA BISSAU

THE GAMBIA

SENEGAL

MAURITANIA

GUINEA

SIERRA LEONE

LIBERIA

NIGERIA

NIGER
CH

ANGO

NAMIBIA

LI
ALGERIA

MOROCCO

 WESTERN SAHARA
(MOROCCO)

POLAND

RUSSIA

SWEDENNORWAY
ICELAND

F

MAC

ALBANIA

GERMANY

CZECH REP.
SLOVA

AUSTRIA
LIECHTENSTEIN

LUXEMBOURG
BELGIUM

NETHERLANDS

U.K.

DENMARK

IRELAND

PORTUGAL
ANDORRA

SPAIN

FRANCE ITALY

SWITZERLAND

MONACO
SAN MARINO

KOSOVO 
MONTENEGRO
(SERBIA)

BOSNIA &
HERZ.

SECROATIA
SLOVENIA

HUNGA

MALTA
TUNISIA

ISRAELI OCCUP

CONGO

GABON

CAMEROON

CEN
CÔTE

D’IVOIRE

SAO TOME & PRINCIPE

EQUATORIAL GUINEA

GHANA

TOGO

CONGO (BRAZZAVILLE)

BURKINA
FASO

MALI

BENIN

CHILE

PARAGUAY

ARGENTINA

URUGUAY

PUERTO RICO  (U.S.A.)

http://www.freedomhouse.org/template.cfm?page=363&year=2008


Chapter 4 War and Democracy 93

North  Pacific O cean

Indian  O cean

South China Sea

East
China Sea

Sea of Okhotsk

Tasman Sea

Bay of BengalHAD

SUDAN

ERITREA

DJIBOUTI

YEMEN

SAUDI ARABIA

OMAN

SOMALILAND (SOMALIA) 

ETHIOPIA

UGANDA
KENYA

SOMALIA

COMOROS

MALAWI
ZIMBABWE

OLA

A

BOTSWANA MOZAMBIQUE

SWAZILAND

MADAGASCAR

MAURITIUS

SEYCHELLES

MALDIVES

SRI LANKA

BANGLADESH

INDIA

QATAR
BAHRAIN

EGYPT
BYA

JORDAN
ISRAEL

PAKISTAN NEPAL
BHUTAN

BURMA
LAOS

SOUTH KOREA

NORTH KOREA

MONGOLIA

RUSSIA

KAZAKHSTAN

UZBEKISTAN

TURKMENISTAN
NAGORNO
KARABAKH

KYRGYZSTAN

TAJIKISTAN

CAMBODIA

VIETNAM

HONG KONG
(CHINA)

TAIWAN

JAPAN

CHINA

PHILIPPINES

BRUNEI

MALAYSIA

SINGAPORE

INDONESIA

EAST TIMOR

PAPUA
NEW GUINEA SOLOMON

ISLANDS

TUVALU

FIJI

TONGA

NAURU KIRIBATI

MARSHALL
ISLANDS

MICRONESIA

PALAU

VANUATU

AUSTRALIA

NEW ZEALAND

THAILAND

TIBET (CHINA)

KASHMIR (INDIA)

KASHMIR  (PAKISTAN)

AFGHANISTAN
IRAN

SYRIA

TURKEY
ARMENIA

GEORGIA

CHECHNYA (RUSSIA)
ABKHAZIA
(GEORGIA)

MOLDOVA
UKRAINE

TRANSNISTRIA  (MOLDOVA)

BELARUS

FINLAND

ESTONIA

LATVIA

LITHUANIA

ROMANIA

BULGARIA
EDONIA

GREECE

A

AZERBAIJAN

AKIA

ERBIA

ARY

NORTHERN
CYPRUS

CYPRUS
A

KUWAIT

U.A.E.

IRAQ
LEBANONPIED/PAL. AUTHO.

ZAMBIA

LESOTHO
SOUTH AFRICA

 (KINSHASA)

RWANDA

BURUNDI

TANZANIA

TRAL AFRICAN
REPUBLIC

(ARMENIA/AZERBAIJAN)



94 Part II Controversies

Most theories of democratic peace, however, do not rely on such optimistic 
assumptions about the general populace’s peaceful inclinations. Even Kant was not 
content to rely on the assumption that popular opposition to war would be suffi -
cient to create the democratic peace. Kant and others also point to characteristics 
of democratic systems, namely their institutional structure and political-cultural 
underpinnings. In terms of institutions, the most important feature of democracies 
is that political power and decision making are distributed in a manner that presents 
obstacles to war making. In terms of political culture, democratic peace theorists note 
that the successful functioning of democratic institutions depends on the widespread 
adherence to certain values that shape international behavior of democracies. These 
institutional and cultural constraints are generally seen as particularly signifi cant in 
terms of relations between and among democratic states.

The institutional thesis emphasizes that democratic political systems are usually 
characterized by a dispersion of political power, whereas in undemocratic systems 
political power is usually concentrated in the hands of a single person or a small group 
of people. Whether the ruler is Louis XIV, Joseph Stalin, or Saddam Hussein, these 
leaders do not generally operate with many domestic constraints on their authority. 
When Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait in 1991, he did not have to worry about get-
ting the approval of an elected legislature, hostile newspaper editorials, or the next 
election. This is not to say that he had no worries, since even undemocratic leaders 
can be overthrown. The point is simply that, as a general rule, leaders in nondemo-
cratic societies face fewer political constraints than do those in democracies.

Democratic societies, on the other hand, are characterized by the dispersion of 
political power. There are competing political parties, elections that can be lost, and 
public opinion that cannot be consistently ignored. There are also separate institu-
tions within the government that operate to limit the executive’s freedom of action. 
Legislatures commonly possess budgetary authority, providing them with leverage 
over anything that requires expenditures, as wars certainly do. In the United States 
we refer to this as the system of checks and balances between the executive (i.e., the 
president), the legislature (i.e., the House of Representatives and Senate), and the 
judiciary. Other democracies have slightly different institutional structures, but 
the general point remains valid. This dispersion of power makes it very diffi cult for 
democracies to do anything, whether it be reforming social security, changing the tax 
code, or going to war. As America’s founders made it clear in The Federalist Papers,
making government action diffi cult was precisely the point of dispersing political 
power. A certain degree of consensus is required for democratic governments to act, 
particularly when actions represent radical change or are very controversial. Thus, 
the essential element of the institutional thesis is that democracies will fi nd it more 
diffi cult to go to war, and certainly more diffi cult to initiate a war, than will non-
democratic governments.

While the institutional thesis stresses a democracy’s diminished ability to wage 
war, the political-cultural thesis emphasizes the relative unwillingness of democra-
cies to go to war. Here the argument is that democratic institutions only work when 
they are rooted in widely shared norms on how political confl icts are to be dealt with. 
In particular, democracy requires a consensus that confl icts should be resolved with-
out resort to force: Democracies substitute the counting of heads for the breaking of 

institutional thesis A 
variant of democratic 
peace theory that sees 
the dispersion of power in 
democracies (see checks 
and balances) as the most 
important reason they are 
less likely to wage war, 
especially against each 
other.

checks and balances The 
division of power in 
democracies among different 
branches of government 
(e.g., the president and 
Congress in the United 
States). The institutional 
version of democratic 
peace sees this dispersion 
of powers as the critical 
reason why democracies are 
less likely to engage in war, 
especially with each other. 

political-cultural  thesis A 
variant of democratic peace 
theory that sees political 
and cultural norms or peace-
ful confl ict resolution as the 
most important reason that 
democracies are less likely 
to wage war, especially 
against each other.
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heads. However deep disagreements are over certain issues, very few resort to vio-
lence once they have lost the contest in the political arena. Al Gore loyalists did not 
circle the White House with guns to prevent George Bush from moving in, despite 
their reservations about the election’s outcome. Without a norm of peaceful confl ict 
resolution, democracy is unlikely to prove very durable. In terms of international 
relations, the political-cultural thesis anticipates that democracies will externalize 
this norm from the domestic to the international realm. Thus, the norm of peaceful 
confl ict resolution predisposes democracies to favor nonviolent approaches to inter-
national confl icts.4

Constructivists present a slightly different explanation for the democratic peace. 
It is not something inherent in democracies preventing them from waging war against 
each other. What keeps democracies at peace is the widely accepted and internalized 
norm that democracies do not fi ght each other. The prohibition on fi ghting other 
democracies has become part of what it means to be a democracy—that is, an integral 
component of the democratic self-image, or how democracies identify themselves. 
When and if all democracies share this self-image, an “inter subjective understand-
ing” emerges and the peace among democracies holds. In a sense, democratic peace 
theory is an almost self-fulfi lling prophecy—the more that people, especially elites in 
democratic societies, tell themselves that democracies do not fi ght with each other, 
the more that they will come to believe it; and the more they believe it, the more their 
behavior refl ects this belief.5

Most formulations of the democratic peace thesis, including Kant’s, do not pre-
dict a generalized predisposition for peace. The democratic preference for peace is 
assumed to operate primarily (or maybe even only) when democracies deal with one 
another. Kant’s pacifi c union was a zone of peace among democratic states: He fully 
anticipated that this zone of peace would not extend to relations between democratic 
and nondemocratic states. But why would democracies prefer peace in dealing with 
fellow democracies but not in their relations with nondemocracies? Part of the reason 
is that the institutional and cultural factors that supposedly inhibit democracies from 
going to war will be more successful in preventing war when they are present in both 
nations as opposed to just one. But there is more to it than that.

Peace among democracies is also rooted in mutual expectations. When a democracy 
fi nds itself in confl ict with another democracy, it is willing to proceed on the expecta-
tion of peaceful confl ict resolution because it assumes that the opposing democracy is 
doing likewise. As Spencer Weart explains, “Peace follows if leaders come to recognize 
that their preference for negotiation is shared.”6 The expectation of reciprocity allows 
the democratic peace to fl ourish. When the potential opponent is not a fellow democ-
racy, the assumption of a shared preference for peaceful resolution cannot be made. In 
fact, democracies may assume the exact opposite—that nondemocracies will be unwill-
ing to resolve disputes peacefully. The insight that what matters most is a democracy’s 
expectations about what sort of conduct it can expect from another nation has led one 
scholar to revise the democratic peace proposition slightly, pointing out that the criti-
cal factor is whether two states perceive each other as democratic, not whether they are 
democratic according to some previously set criteria. There are a few cases where this 
distinction may be critical. For example, it may be possible to argue that Germany, by 
some standards, was a democracy on the eve of World War I (we will have more to 



96 Part II Controversies

say about this shortly), and since Germany ended up fi ghting Great Britain and the 
United States, this example could invalidate the democratic peace proposition. John 
Owen and Ido Oren, however, try to demonstrate that Britain and the United States 
did not perceive Germany as democratic. Since they did not think they were dealing 
with a democracy, the obstacles to war were not operative.7

What Is “Democracy”?
The assertion that democracies are more peaceful than nondemocracies seems 

straightforward, but several issues need to be resolved in order to put the proposition 
to the test. One of the trickiest issues is the meaning of the word democracy. Though 
casual observers are sometimes exasperated by the academic tendency to argue over 
the defi nition of terms whose meanings appear obvious, sometimes defi nitions really 
matter. While virtually any defi nition of democracy would encompass nations such 
as the United States, Japan, and India today, many contemporary and historical cases 
are less clear-cut.

If asked what makes a country democratic, most people would probably list uni-
versal adult suffrage (i.e., the right to vote) as an essential component. Though this 
criterion seems uncontroversial, it is not always easily applied. For example, a strict 
application of this standard would exclude the United States before 1920: Women 
were not allowed to vote at the federal level (they could vote only in some states). 
This standard might even exclude the United States in 1960, because in large parts 
of the country citizens of African descent were effectively denied their right to vote. 
Can a country be considered a democracy when a sizable portion of its adult popula-
tion is excluded from the franchise, either by law or practice? The extent of suffrage, 
however, is not the only question. Another concerns the durability of democratic 
practices. Should a country be considered a democracy after a single round of elec-
tions, or do we need to see a pattern sustained over time? This is not the place to work 
through all the fi ne details and complications. It is just enough to realize that matters 
of defi nition and classifi cation are not always easy, and how these issues are resolved 
is potentially critical to answering the question of whether democracies have, in fact, 
ever waged wars against each other.

Despite some minor differences in defi nition, most attempts to examine demo-
cratic peace theory have agreed on those features that make for a democracy: regular 
elections for major government offi ces, competitive political parties, near univer-
sal adult suffrage, and certain basic political and individual rights.8 The inclusion of 
basic rights that are protected even from democratic majorities leads many to prefer 
the description liberal democratic states. The criteria are usually relaxed somewhat 
when we move back to the nineteenth century, particularly on the issue of voting 
rights. A country that denied women and others the right to vote in 1900 can still be 
classifi ed as a democracy, but similar practices today would be disqualifi ers.

Once past the issue of what constitutes a democracy, we need some measure of 
“peacefulness.” Again, this is not as easy as one might assume. Should we look simply 
at a crude measure, such as the number of wars that nations are involved in? This is 
certainly easy, but is it a valid measure of peacefulness? Perhaps a more meaningful 
indicator is not war involvement, but rather in war initiation. But what about covert 
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Russians watch election returns for their 2008 elections. Though displaying all the trappings of 
democracy, many question Russia’s democratic credentials.
Source: Mikhail Metzel/AP Images

operations, threats of force, and military interventions that fall short of a formal state 
of war? And what about the provision of military aid and assistance that enables wars to 
go on? The range of behaviors that we might look at to get a handle on the peacefulness 
is quite broad, and our conclusions might differ depending on the measure chosen.

The Evidence
At fi rst glance, the claim that democracies are more peaceful seems odd. A long 

list of democracies at war is easy to compile: the United States in the Vietnam War, 
British imperialism and all the wars that accompanied it, and the French war in 
Algeria, to name just a few. One of the initial studies of democracy and war demon-
strated that over the last two centuries there was no difference between democracies 
and nondemocracies in terms of the frequency or duration of their involvement in 
war.9 This was not the result of democracies always being attacked either, since there 
was no difference in incidence of war initiation. Rather than disputing these fi ndings, 
democratic peace theorists have argued that they are not good tests of the theory. 
Kant and others did not predict that democracies would refrain from any involve-
ment in war. The expectation was that democracies would not fi ght one another. 
Thus, the test of democratic peace theory is whether democracies deal with their con-
fl icts among themselves differently than they do with confl icts with nondemocracies. 
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So the question is not how many wars democracies have been involved in, but rather 
whom these wars have (and have not) been fought against.

The most commonly cited evidence in support of democratic peace theory is 
the absence of wars between democratic states. There have been many wars between 
democracies and nondemocracies as well as among nondemocracies. But, as Bruce 
Russett asserts, “there are no clear-cut cases of sovereign stable democracies wag-
ing war with each other in the modern international system.”10 Several important 
qualifi cations in this observation need to be highlighted. Russett’s observation does 
not include civil wars, only wars involving sovereign states. War is defi ned in most 
studies as an armed confl ict between at least two sovereign states resulting in at least 
1,000 battle casualties, and this defi nition excludes civil wars, many colonial wars, and 
smaller clashes. Note also the qualifi er of stable democracies, which might exclude 
wars involving new, fl edgling democracies. Russett also shows that confl icts between 
democracies are less likely to involve threats of force, displays of force, and uses of 
force below the threshold of war, though there are cases involving these lower levels of 
force.11 Interestingly, Russett makes an attempt to examine democratic peace theory 
in the premodern era by looking at ancient Greece, fi nding that democratic city-states 
were “reluctant to fi ght each other,” though it did happen.

Russett and others recognize some cases that might be classifi ed as wars between 
democracies: the War of 1812 between the United States and Great Britain, the American 
Civil War, the Spanish-American War (1896), and the allies against Finland in World 
War II. Upon closer inspection, however, these end up not being wars between democ-
racies. Britain was not a democracy in 1812, nor was Spain in 1896. The Confederacy 
was not recognized as a sovereign state during the American Civil War. And even 
though Finland was aligned with Germany in World War II because of its confl ict 
with the Soviet Union, Finland never fought against the Western  democracies. A more 
recent close case might be the 2008 confl ict between Russia and Georgia, though this 
is likely to be rejected on the grounds that Russia is not really democratic, even though 
it holds regular elections. Freedom House, an organization whose classifi cations are 
often used by researchers, categorizes Russia as “not free,” which is usually taken to 
mean nondemocratic. Recent restrictions on the press and harassment of political 
opposition led Freedom House to talk about a “return to authoritarianism” in Russia. 
Georgia is considered “partially free.”12 Other supposed examples of democratic wars 
are usually rejected on similar grounds. Some boldly assert that democracies never 
have and never will wage war against each other, whereas others are content with the 
more limited claim that democracies are much less likely to fi ght one another. But 
whichever version one is examining, the empirical fact that no democracy has ever 
gone to war against another democracy appears to many as strong evidence support-
ing Kant’s prediction vision of democratic pacifi c union.

Are Democracies Really Any Different?
Despite the apparently compelling fact that democracies have never fought each 

other, those who approach international relations from perspectives other than lib-
eralism remain skeptical. This is to be expected since someone who sees war as the 
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result of fl awed human nature, international anarchy, the dynamics of capitalism, or 
the gendered nature of international politics would fail to see how these underlying 
causes are eliminated by altering the domestic political arrangements of states. In 
terms of the larger debate among the competing visions of international relations, 
the question of democratic peace is extremely signifi cant. If, in fact, something about 
the nature of democratic regimes prevents them from going to war with each other, 
this would strongly support the liberal worldview and undermine other perspectives, 
particularly realism.

But how does one get around the “fact,” as Russett describes it, of democratic 
peace? In reality, the “fact” of democratic peace is not universally accepted. First, it is 
possible to accept the empirical observation that we have not yet seen a war between 
two democracies while questioning its signifi cance. Second, some see the absence 
of democratic wars as an artifact of defi nitions of democracy and war that almost 
appear designed to exclude disconfi rming cases. Finally, merely because two democ-
racies have not fought each other does not automatically prove that their democratic 
nature explains the absence of war. Other factors may account for their failure to 
fi ght one another.

No Democratic Wars—So What?
The absence of any war between stable democratic states is the most striking piece 

of evidence in support of democratic peace theory. It is, after all, rare in a discipline 
fi lled with qualifi cations and exceptions that we are able to say that something has 
never happened. This nonevent seems to cry out for an explanation. Then again, 
maybe it does not. Perhaps the nonoccurrence of democratic war is not as anomalous 
as it fi rst appears.

To understand why some remain unimpressed by this apparently striking bit of 
evidence, let us draw an analogy. If you have never won the big jackpot in the state 
lottery, would anyone fi nd this at all surprising? Would this nonevent be viewed as 
unusual, as something requiring explanation or investigation? Probably not. The 
mere fact that something has never happened does not automatically create a puzzle. 
Since the odds of winning the lottery are so small to begin with, the fact that you have 
never won is to be expected and is explained simply by the statistical improbability 
of winning. In fact, winning the lottery is the real anomaly, and winning twice would 
require some investigation. Thus, the nonoccurrence of an event is surprising only if 
there was a good reason to expect it to happen in the fi rst place.

David Spiro has made the same basic point about the absence of democratic war. 
His argument is quite simple and rests on two basic observations. First, over the last 
two hundred years there have been very few democratic states. No more than a hand-
ful could be considered democratic prior to 1945, and it is only in the two decades or 
so that democracies have constituted a majority of the world’s states. Until recently, 
democratic institutions have been rare. Second, war is also a rare event. Even though 
a war is usually going on somewhere in the world at any given moment, virtually 
all countries spend most of their time at peace, not war. Peace is the norm in inter-
national relations; war is the exception. Spiro demonstrates that when we take into 
account the statistical rarity of both democracy and war, the absence of a war pitting 
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one democracy against another is not in the least surprising. In fact, this is precisely 
what we should have expected. Thus, this absence of war is not an anomaly that cries 
out for an explanation.13 The “puzzle” of democratic peace is explained by the sta-
tistical improbability of war between two democracies. The absence of war between 
democracies is statistically, and thus theoretically, insignifi cant.

Empirical Fact or Defi nitional Artifact?
Proponents of democratic peace theory usually recognize the existence of some  

otential examples of war between democracies, usually labeling them as “close” or 
“ambiguous” cases. They also go to great lengths to explain why these cases are not 
what they seem. The typical response is that either one of the states in question was not 
really democratic or a sovereign. Critics, however, see a pattern of shifting and loose 
defi nitions that always manage to save the theory. Sometimes the requirements for 
being classifi ed as a democracy appear quite lenient (e.g., the United States in 1840), 
whereas at other times they become curiously stringent (e.g., Germany in 1914).

The commonly employed defi nition of war is a very restrictive one. Proponents 
of democratic peace theory, for example, usually reject the American Civil War as an 
instance of democracies fi ghting because the North and the Confederacy were not 
sovereign states in the sense of being recognized as such by other states. This is true. 
But given the underlying logic of democratic peace theory, it is not clear why this 
criterion should be so important. Why should the theory not hold merely because 
the states in question were not recognized as independent by other states? This objec-
tion seems to be relying on a theoretically irrelevant technicality. Russett appears to 
admit as much when he notes that the American Civil War is “readily eliminated” 
as an exception “by the straightforward use of the defi nitions.”14 But for critics of 
democratic peace theory, the American Civil War raises serious questions that can-
not be dismissed by its defi nitional elimination. Ted Galen Carpenter points to “the 
inconvenient matter that Southerners considered their new confederacy democratic 
(which it was by the standards of the day) and that most Northerners did not dispute 
that view (they merely regarded it as beside the point) is simply ignored. The willing-
ness of democratic Americans to wage enthusiastic internecine slaughter fairly cries 
out for more serious discussion.” The experience of the Civil War leads him to ask 
“if democratic people could do that to their own, how confi dent can we be that two 
democracies divided by culture or race (e.g., the United States and Japan) would 
recoil from doing so?”15

The example of Germany and World War I is undoubtedly the most controversial 
case, largely because of the magnitude of the confl ict. As Christopher Layne explains, 
“Even if World War I were the only example of democracies fi ghting each other, it 
would be so glaring an exception to democratic peace theory as to render it invalid.”16

To some, Germany in 1914 seems reasonably democratic—there were regular and 
competitive elections, political parties represented a full range of political views from 
far left to far right, there was a free and vigorous press, and adult males were allowed 
to vote. In a largely undemocratic world, this was not too bad. So why is Germany, 
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labeled “Imperial” Germany in these discussions, not generally considered a democ-
racy? The problem is that German foreign and defense policy was determined by 
unelected government offi cials not responsible to the legislature. Germany as a whole 
may have been somewhat democratic, but its foreign policy was not. Though this may 
be true, Layne believes Germany is being held to a higher standard and subjected to 
a degree of scrutiny that France, Britain, and the United States manage to escape. 
Looking more closely at these democracies, Layne concludes that most foreign policy 
decisions in London and Paris were also made with little or no legislative involvement, 
oversight, or control. Maria Meginnes reaches the same conclusion: “Through univer-
sal male suffrage, Germans elected a legislature, the Reichstag, in contested elections 
between multiple parties. German civil rights, protected under the constitution, were 
consistently observed.” Though conceding that “the issue of foreign policy control is 
slightly problematic,” she notes that “minimal popular infl uence was common prac-
tice among other ‘liberal’ states of the era. In short, Imperial Germany was indeed 
‘democratic.’ ”17 Democratic peace theorists, however, will have none of this. Spencer 
Weart reacts almost angrily, insisting that anyone classifying Germany in 1914 as a 
democracy “display[s] either their ignorance of modern history, or a willful indiffer-
ence to the explicit meaning of this proposition.”18

Critics of democratic peace theory counter Weart’s charges of ignorance or willful 
indifference by noting that all democracies in 1914 were imperfect. One would not 
have to look very long to fi nd legitimate grounds to deny the democratic credentials 
of any country in 1914, starting with the denial of the right to vote to half their adult 
citizens. Many democracies look a lot less democratic when placed under the magni-
fying glass that always seems to be pulled out in the close cases. Thus, there are suspi-
cions that new criteria emerge because the classifi cation of Germany as a democracy 
in 1914 would, as Layne observes, be a fairly devastating blow to the theory. But just 
as the American Civil War was “readily eliminated” by using a certain defi nition of 
war, World War I is eliminated by using a certain defi nition of democracy. A chari-
table interpretation of the whole debate would highlight the inherent problems of 
making clear distinctions between democratic and undemocratic states in a messy 
world. A less charitable characterization would be that democratic peace theorists are 
more interested in fi nding ways to eliminate troublesome cases than subjecting their 
theory to rigorous examination.

The charge that democratic peace theorists play fast and loose with defi nitions in 
order to protect their theory from problematic cases is frequently made by realists, 
who are anxious to demonstrate that democracy has no signifi cant impact. But there 
are also criticisms from the political and theoretical left. From this perspective it is 
the manner in which terms such as peaceful are used that comes under fi re. On one 
level, democratic peace theory makes a very specifi c claim: democracies are unlikely 
to fi ght other democracies. Unfortunately, this very narrow theoretical prediction 
and (maybe) empirical fact almost imperceptibly is infl ated into self-congratulatory 
assertions about being more “peaceful” in general. Robert Latham, for example, 
argues that there is a tendency to see refraining from war as synonymous with being 
peaceful, which allows people to ignore the myriad ways in which the policies of lib-
eral democratic states contribute to war and confl ict all over the world. In his view, 
“Islands of liberal democratic peace have not only waged war on non-democracies, 
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they have also been responsible for—and are uniquely successful at generating—high 
levels of global militarisation in, and confl ict among, non-democratic states.” He 
focuses in particular on the role of democratic states in the development and spread 
of arms in the world: “In the post second–World War period liberal democratic 
states—above all, the U.S.—have been in the lead in arms sales and the develop-
ment and transfer of technology.” As a result, Latham concludes that “liberalism is 
the most effective interstate social organization for the production of military force 
in modern history.”19 Latham does not disagree with the fact that no two democra-
cies have fought each other. He is simply unable to get terribly excited about it. For 
Latham, the absence of a democratic war is a relatively insignifi cant point that indi-
cates little about the peacefulness of democracies in any broader and more meaning-
ful sense of the term.

One could add to this evidence of democracies using covert action to undermine or 
even overthrow other democratically elected regimes. As Ted Galen Carpenter notes, 
“during the Cold War the United States government overthrew democratic regimes in 
other countries.” Even though democratic peace theorists would be quick to point out 
that these efforts did not count as “wars,” he sarcastically quips that “this will come 
as a tremendous comfort to the people of Iran, Guatemala and other countries that 
were saddled with thuggish dictatorships.” Technically, of course, such policies do not 
undermine the narrow claim that democracies will refrain from war with each other, 
but it does seem relevant to democratic peace theory’s underlying assumptions of how 
democracies would view and treat each other. In these cases, “U.S. policy exhibited 
extreme hostility to democratic regimes that were not deemed ‘friendly’ to the United 
States.”20 That is, strategic considerations dictated U.S. policy, and the fact that these 
regimes were democratic did not save them. This being the case, critics wonder, can 
we really be so sanguine about the future of the democratic peace?

Cause or Coincidence?
Let us accept for the moment the proposition that no two democracies have ever 

fought each other. Would we be able to infer from this claim that they have managed 
to avoid going to war because they were democracies? Not necessarily. New York Times
columnist Thomas Friedman also points out that “no two countries that both had 
a McDonald’s has fought a war against each other since each got its McDonald’s.”21

Would anyone seriously infer from this that eating fast-food burgers and fries leads 
nations to be more peaceful? Probably not. Though the “McDonald’s peace thesis” is 
obviously somewhat frivolous, the underlying point is critical: empirical correlation 
is not suffi cient grounds for inferring a causal relationship. There is always the possi-
bility that the observed relationship is spurious—that is, explained by other variables. 
There is, for example, an empirical correlation between height and income—taller 
people earn more money than shorter people.

When we look closer, we fi nd that the real explanatory variable is age—eight- and 
nine-year-olds, who happen to be short, earn little income. The causal link is between 
age (or, more precisely, the education, skills and experience that come with age) and 
income, not height and income. Perhaps the relationship between democracy and 
peace is similar to that between height and income—empirically true but not causal.

spurious In statistics, 
a relationship that might 
appear to indicate a causal 
relationship but that actu-
ally refl ects the impact of a 
third variable. For example, 
democracies may not fi ght 
each other for reasons other 
than the fact that they are 
democracies (e.g., wealth).
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In many respects the peace that has prevailed among democracies has been 
“overdetermined”—that is, there are many forces that appear conducive to peace. 
Until the post–World War II era the rarity of democracies and their distance from 
each other severely restricted even the possibility of going to war. Peace between 
Finland and New Zealand in 1920 can be explained by the fact that they were on 
opposite sides of the globe, not by their shared democracy. There is also the existence 
of common, unifying threats. Here we might point to what sociologists refer to as the 
in-group/out-group hypothesis, which predicts that the internal cohesion of any 
group increases in the face of an external enemy. It is plausible to argue that peace 
among democracies in the twentieth century can be explained by the presence of such 

in-group/out-group 
hypothesis The proposi-
tion that the internal unity 
of a social group increases 
when it is faced with an 
alternative social group, 
particularly if that other 
group is seen as posing a 
threat.

Crowds in the West Bank celebrate Hamas’ election victory in 2006. The electoral victory of Hamas, 
classifi ed by the United States government as a terrorist organization, leads some to wonder whether 
democracy always increases the prospects for peace.
Source: Jaafar Ashtiyah/AFP/Getty Images
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external threats—for example, fascism in the 1930s and early 1940s and communism 
throughout most of the post–World War II period. That is, the democratic peace has 
been the product of strategic circumstances that provided a powerful incentive for 
cooperation. Still others have argued that peace is a consequence of economic wealth, 
growth, and prosperity, and since most democracies have been relatively wealthy and 
prosperous, this seems plausible as well. Perhaps one way to look at the infl uence of 
alternative factors is to examine closely the cases in which democracies came into 
confl ict but managed to avoid going to war. The historical record might reveal what 
considerations prevented the outbreak of war. Christopher Layne examined several 
crises involving democracies between 1861 and 1923 in which democracies came 
very close to going to war. The United States and Great Britain came close to war 
twice: once in 1861, after the North’s naval blockade prevented British commerce 
with the Confederacy, and again in 1895–1896, when the United States involved itself 
in a border dispute between Great Britain and Venezuela. Great Britain was also a 
party to the third close call, though this time with France in a contest for advantage 
in Egypt and the critical Suez Canal in 1898. The fi nal crisis pitted France against 
Germany in 1923, when France militarily occupied German territory known as the 
Ruhr. Though none of these crises escalated to war, Layne thinks they are relevant 
for two reasons. First, the democracies involved seriously contemplated going to war 
with one another, which in and of itself seems inconsistent with democratic peace 
theory. Second, the reasons they managed to avoid war had little, if anything, to do 
with the fact that they were democracies. In each case, the decision against war was 
based on assessment of how vital the interests at stake were and the relative power of 
the states in confl ict. Even Russett concedes that “in each of Layne’s cases, power and 
strategic considerations were predominant.”22 That is, the democracies remained at 
peace, but not necessarily for the reasons suggested by democratic peace theory.

Conclusion
We began this chapter by noting the recent trend of global democratization. 

Although the historical evidence concerning the democratic peace remains contro-
versial, the next few decades should go a long way to resolving the debate. For the 
fi rst time, there are a lot of democracies in the world representing many different 
cultures and levels of economic development. Many of these democracies are located 
next to each other and have histories of confl icts and war. Democratic peace theory 
might face its greatest test in places such as the Middle East. If more democracies do 
emerge in the region, will this dampen or fuel the regions’ confl icts? Referring back 
to the argument about the statistical insignifi cance of the democratic peace thus far, 
every year that passes without a democratic war makes for greater signifi cance. If a 
hundred or more democracies around the world can go the next four or fi ve decades 
without a war among them, it would be hard to deny the reality of democratic peace. 
In this sense, we are about to live through a massive real-world test of democratic 
peace theory.

As the world becomes a giant laboratory, the debate over the democratic peace is 
sure to rage in the interim, with implications for both the somewhat abstract world of 
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international relations theory as well as the real world of policymaking. On the level 
of theory, Russett goes so far as to claim that “the theoretical edifi ce of realism will 
collapse” if democratic peace theory is proven correct.23 Though not everyone would 
see the stakes in such extreme terms, there is a general recognition that the issues 
raised strike near the heart of different theories. If internal democracy has a pro-
found effect on the behavior of states, this would clearly undermine realist notions 
that international anarchy or human nature are the fundamental causes of war. But 
it is not only realism on the theoretical chopping block: Marxism is also challenged 
because liberal democratic states are for the most part capitalist states. Since Marxism 
sees the underlying dynamics and requirements of capitalism as a basic cause of 
expansionism, militarism, and war, we can extend Russett’s warnings about the col-
lapse of realism to Marxism as well. Perhaps it is the realization that the stakes are 
so important that explains why the debate over the democratic peace has become so 
central to contemporary research in international relations. The high stakes involved 
may also explain why the debate has become so testy, and at times downright nasty.

In terms of policy, critics of democratic peace theory see its acceptance by poli-
cymakers as dangerous. Some worry that it will lead to misguided attempts to spread 
democracy throughout the world, and others fear that it will blind the United States 
to emerging strategic threats because of the optimistic assumption that other democ-
racies cannot possibly be threatening. Even the realist, Christopher Layne warns 
that “if American policymakers allow themselves to be mesmerized by democratic 
peace theory’s seductive—but false—vision of the future, the United States will be 
ill- prepared to formulate a grand strategy that will advance its interests in the emerg-
ing world of multipolar great power competition.”24 For Russett, however, the failure 
to “grasp the democratic peace” would represent a tragedy of historic proportions, a 
lost opportunity to create and nurture a more civilized and peaceful world.
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Points of View

Would Democracy Bring Peace to the Middle East?
Though it is one thing to understand the logic of democratic peace theory in the 
familiar context of Europe or North America, there is no reason this logic should be 
so restricted. The interesting question is whether the introduction of democracy into 
places of intense war and confl ict would have the same pacifying effects. When we 
think of confl ict in the contemporary world, perhaps the fi rst place that comes to mind 
is the Middle East. This raises the inevitable question: Would the spread of democracy 
bring peace to the Middle East? The conviction that it would was part of the rationale 
for regime change in Iraq in 2003. This general question is addressed in the following 
two essays. In a 2005 editorial, U.S. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice makes the 
case that war and terrorism in the Middle East would be substantially reduced by the 
introduction and spread of democratic institutions. She makes the case, of course, 
largely in the context of justifying the decision to use force in  pursuit of regime change 
in Iraq. This position has been criticized from all parts of the political spectrum, as 
evidenced by Leon Hadar’s essay published in the journal The American Conservative.
In what ways do Rice and Hadar refl ect the various  arguments  presented in this chap-
ter? Do the authors present any arguments that have not already been discussed? Why 
does Hadar think it important to recognize that there is more to democracy than 
merely holding elections? What does Hadar’s emphasis on liberal democracy add to 
the debate over the democratic peace? Which prediction about democracy and peace 
in the Middle East do you fi nd more persuasive and why?

The Promise1of Democratic Peace
Secretary Condoleezza Rice
Op-Ed
The Washington Post
December 11, 2005

Soon after arriving at the State Department earlier this year, I hung a portrait of 
Dean Acheson in my offi ce. Over half a century ago, as America sought to create the 
world anew in the aftermath of World War II, Acheson sat in the offi ce that I now 
occupy. And I hung his picture where I did for a reason.

Like Acheson and his contemporaries, we live in an extraordinary time—one 
in which the terrain of international politics is shifting beneath our feet and the 
pace of historical change outstrips even the most vivid imagination. My predeces-
sor’s portrait is a reminder that in times of unprecedented change, the traditional 

Source: Condoleezza Rice, “The Promise of Democratic Peace,” Washington Post (December 11, 
2005). Accessed at: http://www.state.gov/secretary/rm/2005/57888.htm
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diplomacy of crisis management is insuffi cient. Instead, we must transcend the 
doctrines and debates of the past and transform volatile status quos that no longer 
serve our interests. What is needed is a realistic statecraft for a transformed world.

President Bush outlined the vision for it in his second inaugural address: “It is 
the policy of the United States to seek and support the growth of democratic move-
ments and institutions in every nation and culture, with the ultimate goal of ending 
tyranny in our world.” This is admittedly a bold course of action, but it is consistent 
with the proud tradition of American foreign policy, especially such recent presi-
dents as Harry Truman and Ronald Reagan. Most important: Like the ambitious 
policies of Truman and Reagan, our statecraft will succeed not simply because it is 
optimistic and idealistic but also because it is premised on sound strategic logic and 
a proper understanding of the new realities we face.

Our statecraft today recognizes that centuries of international practice and prec-
edent have been overturned in the past 15 years. Consider one example: For the fi rst 
time since the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, the prospect of violent confl ict between 
great powers is becoming ever more unthinkable. Major states are increasingly com-
peting in peace, not preparing for war. To advance this remarkable trend, the United 
States is transforming our partnerships with nations such as Japan and Russia, with the 
European Union, and especially with China and India. Together we are building a more 
lasting and durable form of global stability: a balance of power that favors freedom.

This unprecedented change has supported others. Since its creation more than 
350 years ago, the modern state system has always rested on the concept of sover-
eignty. It was assumed that states were the primary international actors and that 
every state was able and willing to address the threats emerging from its territory. 
Today, however, we have seen that these assumptions no longer hold, and as a 
result the greatest threats to our security are defi ned more by the dynamics within 
weak and failing states than by the borders between strong and aggressive ones.

The phenomenon of weak and failing states is not new, but the danger they now 
pose is unparalleled. When people, goods and information traverse the globe as fast 
as they do today, transnational threats such as disease or terrorism can infl ict dam-
age comparable to the standing armies of nation-states. Absent responsible state 
authority, threats that would and should be contained within a country’s borders 
can now melt into the world and wreak untold havoc. Weak and failing states serve 
as global pathways that facilitate the spread of pandemics, the movement of crimi-
nals and  terrorists, and the proliferation of the world’s most dangerous weapons.

Our experience of this new world leads us to conclude that the fundamental 
character of regimes matters more today than the international distribution of 
power. Insisting otherwise is imprudent and impractical. The goal of our statecraft 
is to help create a world of democratic, well-governed states that can meet the needs 
of their citizens and conduct themselves responsibly in the international system. 
Attempting to draw neat, clean lines between our security interests and our demo-
cratic ideals does not refl ect the reality of today’s world. Supporting the growth of 
democratic institutions in all nations is not some moralistic fl ight of fancy; it is the 
only realistic response to our present challenges.

In one region of the world, however, the problems emerging from the character 
of regimes are more urgent than in any other. The “freedom defi cit” in the broader 
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Middle East provides fertile ground for the growth of an ideology of hatred so 
vicious and virulent that it leads people to strap suicide bombs to their bodies and 
fl y airplanes into buildings. When the citizens of this region cannot advance their 
interests and redress their grievances through an open political process, they retreat 
hopelessly into the shadows to be preyed upon by evil men with violent designs. In 
these societies, it is illusory to encourage economic reform by itself and hope that 
the freedom defi cit will work itself out over time.

Though the broader Middle East has no history of democracy, this is not an 
excuse for doing nothing. If every action required a precedent, there would be 
no fi rsts. We are confi dent that democracy will succeed in this region not simply 
because we have faith in our principles but because the basic human longing for 
liberty and democratic rights has transformed our world. Dogmatic cynics and cul-
tural determinists were once certain that “Asian values,” or Latin culture, or Slavic 
despotism, or African tribalism would each render democracy impossible. But 
they were wrong, and our statecraft must now be guided by the undeniable truth 
that democracy is the only assurance of lasting peace and security between states, 
because it is the only guarantee of freedom and justice within states.

Implicit within the goals of our statecraft are the limits of our power and the 
reasons for our humility. Unlike tyranny, democracy by its very nature is never 
imposed. Citizens of conviction must choose it—and not just in one election. The 
work of democracy is a daily process to build the institutions of democracy: the rule 
of law, an independent judiciary, free media and property rights, among others. 
The United States cannot manufacture these outcomes, but we can and must create 
opportunities for individuals to assume ownership of their own lives and nations. 
Our power gains its greatest legitimacy when we support the natural right of all 
people, even those who disagree with us, to govern themselves in liberty.

The statecraft that America is called to practice in today’s world is ambitious, 
even revolutionary, but it is not imprudent. A conservative temperament will 
rightly be skeptical of any policy that embraces change and rejects the status quo, 
but that is not an argument against the merits of such a policy. As Truman once 
said, “The world is not static, and the status quo is not sacred.” In times of extraor-
dinary change such as ours, when the costs of inaction outweigh the risks of action, 
doing nothing is not an option. If the school of thought called “realism” is to be 
truly realistic, it must recognize that stability without democracy will prove to be 
false stability, and that fear of change is not a positive prescription for policy.

After all, who truly believes, after the attacks of September 11, 2001, that the sta-
tus quo in the Middle East was stable, benefi cial and worth defending? How could it 
have been prudent to preserve the state of affairs in a region that was incubating and 
exporting terrorism; where the proliferation of deadly weapons was getting worse, 
not better; where authoritarian regimes were projecting their failures onto innocent 
nations and peoples; where Lebanon suffered under the boot heel of Syrian occu-
pation; where a corrupt Palestinian Authority cared more for its own preservation 
than for its people’s aspirations; and where a tyrant such as Saddam Hussein was 
free to slaughter his citizens, destabilize his neighbors and undermine the hope of 
peace between Israelis and Palestinians? It is sheer fantasy to assume that the Middle 
East was just peachy before America disrupted its alleged stability.



Chapter 4 War and Democracy 109

Had we believed this, and had we done nothing, consider all that we would 
have missed in just the past year: A Lebanon that is free of foreign occupation and 
advancing democratic reform. A Palestinian Authority run by an elected leader 
who openly calls for peace with Israel. An Egypt that has amended its constitution 
to hold multiparty elections. A Kuwait where women are now full citizens. And, of 
course, an Iraq that in the face of a horrifi c insurgency has held historic elections, 
drafted and ratifi ed a new national charter, and will go to the polls again in coming 
days to elect a new constitutional government.

At this time last year, such unprecedented progress seemed impossible. One day 
it will all seem to have been inevitable. This is the nature of extraordinary times, 
which Acheson understood well and described perfectly in his memoirs. “The 
signifi cance of events,” he wrote, “was shrouded in ambiguity. We groped after 
interpretations of them, sometimes reversed lines of action based on earlier views, 
and hesitated long before grasping what now seems obvious.” When Acheson left 
offi ce in 1953, he could not know the fate of the policies he helped to create. He 
certainly could never have predicted that nearly four decades later, war between 
Europe’s major powers would be unthinkable, or that America and the world 
would be harvesting the fruits of his good decisions and managing the collapse 
of communism. But because leaders such as Acheson steered American statecraft 
with our principles when precedents for action were lacking, because they dealt 
with their world as it was but never believed they were powerless to change it for 
the  better, the promise of democratic peace is now a reality in all of Europe and in 
much of Asia.

When I walk past Acheson’s portrait upon departing my offi ce for the last time, 
no one will be able to know the full scope of what our statecraft has achieved. But I 
have an abiding confi dence that we will have laid a fi rm foundation of principle—a 
foundation on which future generations will realize our nation’s vision of a fully 
free, democratic and peaceful world.

Democracy & Its Discontents2(2006)
Leon Hadar

As the Nazis were about to capture power in the aftermath of the last democratic 
parliamentary elections in Germany in March 1933, there was no indication that 
the German Communist Party was mounting any concerted response, refl ecting the 
belief among its leaders that the new Nazi-dominated government was the “dying 
gasp of moribund capitalism” and that Hitler’s government would create the condi-
tions for a “revolutionary upturn” and accelerate the momentum toward a prole-
tarian revolution. The expectation that the Nazis would help ignite a communist 
revolution made sense at that time, if one was a Marxist believing in a doctrine that 
assumed that realities were predetermined by political and economic forces—that 

Source: Leon Hadar, “Democracy & Its Discontents,” The American Conservative, (February 27, 
2006). Reprinted by permission of The American Conservative.
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sooner or later the Good Guys were bound to defeat the reactionary capitalists and 
their agent, Hitler. Progress was on the march. The rest was just details.

Just details like the electoral victory of the radical Shi’ites in Iraq, or the win by 
Hamas in the Palestinian elections, or the strengthening of the Muslim Brotherhood 
in Egypt. Freedom is on the march in the Middle East according to the proponents 
of the grand ideological doctrine known as Democratic Peace Theory (DPT), which 
has been the driving force behind the U.S. war in Iraq and the push for democracy 
in the broader Middle East. And around the globe: just choose the color of your 
revolution. Suck up to those in Washington in charge of distributing funds for 
democracy promotion and choreograph a colorful media event displaying a lot of 
cool stuff. If that doesn’t work, dispatch a sleazy [Ahmad] Chalabi-like  operator 
to Washington and hire some lobbyists, and before you know it the Marines will 
“ liberate” your country. You then become part of the larger story of a war of liber-
ation à la Iraq, where a brutal dictator was unseated so that democracy could be 
installed as a model for the entire Middle East. Forget that the Iraqis didn’t greet 
their liberators with fl owers. Forget those missing weapons of mass destruction 
and the more than 2,000 fallen Americans and who knows how many dead Iraqis. 
Just fi x your eyes on the Democratic Peace Prize.

Indeed, communism may be dead, but in Washington devotion to a grand 
ideological doctrine remains as powerful as ever. If you listened only to George W. 
Bush’s many let’s-make-the-world-safe-for-democracy sermons you would have 
to conclude that a historic “revolutionary upturn” has taken place in Iraq that 
will be accelerating the tempo toward a democratic revolution in the Arab world. 
For Bush, who apparently keeps Nathan Sharansky’s The Case for Democracy: The 
Power of Freedom to Overcome Tyranny and Terror next to his bed, democracy is 
the cure for most of humanity’s ills, ranging from political violence and economic 
underdevelopment to male baldness. Even in its more modest version, the global 
democratic crusade adopts what the neocons [neoconservatives] consider to be an 
axiom of international relations—that democracies rarely, if ever, wage war against 
one another. Translating that maxim into policy means that Washington has the 
obligation, based not only on moral considerations but also on pure self-interest, to 
promote democracy worldwide as the most effective way to establish international 
peace and stability. In his second inaugural address, Bush proclaimed, “the survival 
of liberty in our land increasingly depends on the success of liberty in other lands. 
The best hope for peace in our world is the expansion of freedom in all the world.” 
Democracy would not only respond to the legitimate demands of those living 
under authoritarian systems but also reduce the chances for domestic instability 
and international wars and retard the spread of terrorism. Not surprisingly, a huge 
complex of government agencies have become instruments for democracy promo-
tion, with Republicans and Democrats alike subscribing to the catchy slogan “Make 
Democracy, Not War.”

If you dare to challenge the need to treat democracy promotion as a core 
national interest, members of the foreign-policy community will treat you as a 
cynical Machiavellian who just doesn’t get it. After posting on my blog a critique of 
the Democratic Peace Theory, a political-science professor wrote, “It’s like study-
ing world geography, and despite Columbus and Magellan and Drake and modern 
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cartography and trips into space and satellite photography, they are still using maps 
without the Americas, but instead a big vast emptiness between Europe and Asia. 
You can’t do science this way!” From this perspective, DPT, like Marxism, acquires 
the characteristics of a hard science whose mysteries only qualifi ed experts can 
explore.

Friedrich Hayek, winner of the Nobel Prize in economics, warned of what 
he called “scientism”—the imitation in the social sciences of the methods of the 
physical sciences. And as a political scientist, I’m very skeptical about the notion 
that DPT is a fi eld of scientifi c inquiry. Indeed, the intellectual graveyards of the 
20th century are packed with dead social-science theories that were overrun by 
events, ranging from Marxism and eugenics to convergence and interdependence, 
not to mention the numerous scientifi c theories that had given birth to America’s 
bankrupted welfare programs. At the end of the day, it’s the real world where social 
science is tested, and when it comes to DPT, the Middle East has become a labora-
tory with Iraq serving as a test tube for the experiment. And it’s a test that seems to 
be failing.

Foreign-policy analyst Fareed Zakaraia argues that free elections taking place in 
societies that lack the foundations of liberal political culture—which includes all of 
the Middle East—tend to produce non-peaceful “illiberal democracies.” Similarly, 
in a new book, Electing to Fight: Why Emerging Democracies Go to War, Edward D. 
Mansfi eld and Jack Snyder pull the intellectual rug from under the rationale pre-
sented by the Bush administration for what it’s doing in Middle East, arguing that 
states in the early phases of democratic transition or “emerging democracies” that 
tend to have weak political institutions, such as a free judiciary or press, are actually 
more likely than other states to become involved in war. And international-relations 
experts point out that authoritarian governments were responsible for maintaining 
relative peace in Europe in most of the 19th century.

But one doesn’t need to apply complex theoretical models to fi gure out that 
the main cause of wars in the modern age has been nationalism and that its most 
powerful ally has been democracy, which empowers people to rally behind their 
national ethnicity, religion, and tribe and helps drive political fi gures who thrive 
during times of civil wars and wars between nation-states. When it comes to the 
Middle East, a process that challenges the current authoritarian regimes and permits 
free elections gives rise to illiberal regimes and makes the region safe not for liberal 
democracy but for nationalism and other combative forms of identity. Hence the 
ousting of Saddam Hussein and the free elections helped to consolidate the power 
of the leaders of Shi’ite and the Kurdish separatists. Similarly, the celebrated Cedar 
Revolution in Lebanon was just another round in the competition between the 
many religious sects and their warlords. Moreover, the rise of Hamas in Palestine 
and the potential for the strengthening of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and 
Islamist movements in other Arab countries refl ect the bankruptcy of secular Arab 
nationalism. What is not clear is why Washington should force Arab countries to 
hold elections that will bring to power anti-American regimes.

In a way, neoconservative foreign policy is bursting with explosive self-contradic-
tion. It urges Washington to use its military power to establish a hegemonic position in 
the Middle East, while at the same time it calls for holding free elections that empower 
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forces opposed to the American hegemon and its allies. In Turkey, South Korea, Brazil, 
Chile, and Bolivia, free voting has resulted in the election of political parties that are less 
than enthusiastic about American’s goals. That free elections in the Middle East region, 
where hostility towards the United States is reaching the stratosphere, would bring to 
power illiberal and anti-American forces shouldn’t surprise anyone.

As they confront realities that repeatedly defy their rosy scenarios, the demo-
cratic crusaders are sounding more and more like the Marxists of Germany in the 
‘30s. They are always ready with a spin that transforms what looks like a worst case 
into an historic success. So the Shi’ites are in the process of establishing a theocracy 
in southern Iraq, the Kurdish nationalists in the north are preparing to secede, the 
Sunnis are turning their areas into havens for Osama’s jihadists, and the whole of 
Mesopotamia may be on the verge of a civil war? Have faith in America’s values and 
be idealistic about our vision. According to Bush, Iraq’s struggles to forge a “demo-
cratic future” are comparable to the troubles the United States had while establish-
ing its own constitutional government. Speaking from Philadelphia last December, 
Bush aimed to invoke the image of America’s own Founding Fathers in support 
of Iraq’s new political leaders. He didn’t go as far as comparing Grand Ayatollah 
Sistani to Thomas Jefferson—but did come close. “Our Founders faced many dif-
fi cult challenges. They learned from their mistakes and adjusted their approach,” 
Bush said.

When Palestinian and Israeli offi cials frantically lobbied in Washington for the 
postponement of the parliamentary elections in the West Bank and Gaza, not-
ing that polls pointed to a possible victory by Hamas, America’s top democracy 
cheerleader, Condoleezza Rice, was dismissive of those Middle Eastern naysay-
ers. “Holding free and fair Palestinian Legislative Council elections on January 
25 [2006] represents a key step in the process of building a peaceful, democratic 
Palestinian state,” Rice said in a Jan. 11 statement. “Development of a Palestinian 
democracy based on tolerance and liberty is a key element of the Roadmap,” she 
insisted. You have to believe that if you build a democracy, they will come. And on 
Jan. 25, Hamas came.
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The idea that democracies are more peaceful than non- ■

democracies, which has long been central to liberal 
thinking about international politics, can be traced to 
Immanuel Kant’s vision of a “democratic pacifi c union” 
in which democratic (or “republican”) states would 
refrain from war in their relations with each other.

With the end of the Cold War and the dramatic spread  ■

of democracy in the 1980s and 1990s, there has been 
renewed interest in democratic peace theory among 
academics and policymakers alike.

Democratic peace theory has two major variants. The  ■

institutional variant claims that the division or disper-
sion of power in democratic states makes it very dif-
fi cult for them to initiate and wage war. The cultural 
version argues that the norms and values that perme-
ate democratic societies, especially the commitment to 
resolving political disputes without resort to force, also 
shape the foreign policies of democratic states. These 
institutional and cultural constraints are particularly 
powerful when democracies deal with one another.

The empirical record appears to support democratic  ■

peace theory because there is no example of an unam-
biguously democratic state engaging in war with another 
unambiguously democratic state.

Critics and skeptics remain unconvinced by the evidence.  ■

The rarity of war and (until recently) the rarity of democ-
racy mean that we should not have expected to see wars 
among democracies. As a result, the lack of war between 
democracies is neither surprising nor compelling.

Skeptics also see a very convenient pattern of constantly  ■

shifting defi nitions, particularly when it comes to the 
requirements for classifying a country as a democracy. 
Whether or not Germany on the eve of World War I 
deserves the label of democracy is the most controver-
sial example of these defi nitional problems.

The spread of democracy over the past two decades  ■

will provide for a real-world test of democratic peace 
theory in coming years because many new democracies 
are geographically close to each other and have long 
histories of confl ict.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

1. Does the absence of war between democracies support 
the notion that citizens of democracies prefer peace?

2. What other factors might explain the absence of war 
among democratic states?

3. Why is democratic peace theory inconsistent with realism?

4. Does the United States’ 2003 war in Iraq shed any light 
on democratic peace theory? Why or why not?

5. Why is World War I such a controversial case in the 
debate over democratic peace theory?
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Is there something about human nature that leads to war? Given its obvious irratio-

nality, many believe there must be some uncontrollable force that drives people to 

engage in warfare. For centuries, contrasting philosophical and religious views of 

human nature have framed this debate. More “scientifi c” versions of this argument 

focus on psychological and biological impulses or instincts that supposedly lead 

to aggression and war. Though most realists do not explicitly endorse instinctual 

theories of war, there are some obvious parallels with their negative view of human 

nature, especially for classical realists. The opposing view sees war as a culturally 

learned practice, a form of collective violence rather than a manifestation of any 

individual-level aggressive instinct. This perspective is more consistent with liber-

alism’s positive assessment of human nature as well as feminist and constructivist 

perspectives stressing the socially constructed nature of many human behaviors. 

Though much of this debate has been defi ned in terms of the familiar nature-or-

nurture divide, in the fi nal analysis it might be more useful to think in terms of a 

combination of nature and nurture.

W hatever students of international relations might have to say about anarchy 
or the lack of democracy being fundamental causes of war, many if not most 
people still have an inkling that there is a deeper cause. It is almost impossible 

to get very far in discussions about the causes of war before someone ventures their 
opinion that war is just part of “human nature.” Psychologist Anthony Storr appears 
to agree to this point: “That man is an aggressive creature will hardly be denied. With 
the exception of certain rodents, no other vertebrate habitually destroys members 
of his own species. No other animal takes positive pleasure in the exercise of cruelty 

Is War Part of Human Nature?

War and “Human Nature”

Chapter 5
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upon another of his own kind.”1 When we say that humans behave like animals in 
war, this is something of an insult to animals, since there are virtually no members of 
the animal kingdom who do to their own kind what we do to ours. Humans might 
indeed be better off if we behaved a bit more like the animals. The question of why 
human beings systematically prepare for and carry out the large-scale slaughter of 
members of their own species is perhaps the central question for anyone interested in 
the human condition and our fate on this planet.

Though Anthony Storr’s indictment is certainly harsh, it seems to be supported by 
the depressing statistics of war. By one estimate, there have been only 292 years of peace 
in the world over the last 5,600 years, and during that time more than 3,500,000,000 
people have died in, or as a result of, more than 14,000 wars.2 This includes not only 
the obvious military and civilian casualties associated with war, but also deaths from 
the common consequences of war—disease, famine, and civil violence. Other stud-
ies arrive at somewhat different fi gures, but they do not change the overall picture: 
War is almost certainly the second leading cause of death in human history, behind 
only the diseases and conditions associated with old age. Even though explanations 
supporting the view of war being part of human nature have fallen out of favor with 
scholars and academics, they remain part of the common wisdom. Exactly what it is 
about human nature that supposedly leads to war varies, and the concept of human 
nature is itself quite fuzzy and elastic. Some treat human nature in a philosophical 
or theological sense involving foundational assumptions about human motivation, 
whereas others approach it from a biological perspective, emphasizing instincts and 
evolutionary imperatives. For some, the element of human nature that leads to war 
is an innate aggressive drive or instinct. Others see war as resulting not from aggres-
sion per se, but rather from human greed, irrationality, or group-forming tendencies. 
Whatever the specifi cs, human nature explanations of war imply, either explicitly or 
implicitly, the inevitability of war. On the other side of the debate are people who see 
war as a learned behavior, the culmination of a socialization process that encourages 
us to think about aggression, violence, and other social groups in ways that make 
systematic killing acceptable, even desirable in some situations. War does not come 
“naturally,” like sex; it is something people must learn, and must sometimes be forced, 
to do. It is more like slavery and wearing black to funerals, which are learned social 
practices that can be eradicated, than it is sex, which is a biological drive. In very sim-
plistic terms, disagreements about the relationship between war and human nature 
are specifi c examples of the age-old nature-versus-nurture debate over which human 
behaviors are inevitable refl ections of some unchangeable part of the human makeup 
and which are social creations and practices amenable to alteration. Although any 
explanation for something as complex as war inevitably combines elements of both 
nature and nurture, there is usually a suffi cient difference in emphasis so that it is 
 possible to place different theories on either side of the fundamental debate.

Aggression, Instincts, and War
Philosophical and theological assumptions about human nature are not sus-

ceptible to scientifi c test or argument; they are simply foundational beliefs that one 
either accepts or rejects. There have, however, been attempts to trace the origins of 

nature versus nurture The 
debate over which human 
behaviors are biologically or 
instinctually determined as 
opposed to being socially or 
culturally conditioned.



Chapter 5 War and “Human Nature” 117

human aggression and war to biological and physiological instincts, creating mod-
ern or scientifi c versions of philosophical and theological doctrines. Sigmund Freud, 
for example, argued that people have both a life instinct (Eros) and a death instinct 
(Thanatos), with aggression, whether it is directed toward oneself in the form of sui-
cide or toward others in the form of violence, resulting from the deep-seated death 
instinct. Though he would later express doubts about this position, in his Civilization
and Its Discontents Freud was clear about his view of human nature: “Men are not 
gentle creatures who want to be loved, and who at most can defend themselves if they 
are attacked; they are, on the contrary, creatures among whose instinctual endow-
ment is to be reckoned with a powerful share of aggressiveness. . . . [this instinct] 
manifests itself spontaneously and reveals man as a savage beast.”3

The most coherent and infl uential attempts to theorize about war in terms of 
human instincts have been advanced by ethologists (those engaged in the study of 
animal behavior). Books such as Desmond Morris’s The Naked Ape, Lionel Tiger and 
Robin Fox’s The Imperial Animal, and Robert Ardrey’s The Territorial Imperative
portray war as a manifestation of an aggressive instinct that humans share with other 
animals.4

The most prominent and infl uential exponent of this viewpoint was Konrad
Lorenz, a German ethologist, whose book On Aggression provided the intellectual 
and theoretical foundation for the more popularized works of Morris, Tiger, Fox, 
and Ardrey.5 Lorenz’s approach to understanding war begins with the implicit puzzle 
in Anthony Storr’s observation about the near uniqueness of human slaughter: How 
do we explain the fact that human beings kill each other with such frequency and 
enthusiasm? “Undeniably, there must be,” Lorenz concludes, “superlatively strong 
factors which are able to overcome the commands of individual reason so completely 
and which are so obviously impervious to experience and learning.”6 What might 
these factors be? To answer this question, it is useful to break the big puzzle into two 
smaller ones. First, why do humans fi ght with one another? Second, why do they 
frequently kill one another? The distinction between aggression and lethal aggression 
is critical. If people just fought with each other without killing, the problem of war 
would not be nearly that important.

The “Functions” of Aggression
Lorenz and his fellow ethologists begin with the assumption that humans are ani-

mals in the sense that we are living, breathing creatures. Though different from other 
animals in important respects, we are animals nonetheless. Like other animals we are 
a product of evolutionary processes that have endowed us with certain instincts. We 
may have fewer instincts than other animals, but we still have them. These assump-
tions raise a number of misleadingly simple questions. First, what is an instinct? And 
second, how does one distinguish instinctual actions from learned behaviors? These 
questions are not easy to answer.

An instinct is typically defi ned as a psychologically and biologically predeter-
mined behavioral response to external stimuli. Hibernation, for example, is an instinct 
in some animals because it is a predetermined behavioral response to changes in the 
weather announcing the coming of winter. Lorenz and Morris distinguish instinctual 
from learned behaviors by seeing whether the behaviors have biological or physical 
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“symptoms.” Sexual arousal provides one example: External stimuli, such as the 
appearance of an attractive mate, elicit specifi c physical changes and activate desires 
to engage in certain behaviors. For Lorenz and Morris, it is signifi cant that aggression 
and fi ghting are also accompanied by physiological changes, such as rapid breathing, 
increased blood pressure, accelerated heart rate, higher levels of adrenaline, a cessa-
tion of food digestion, muscle tension, and various neurological changes.7 These are 
all indicators of an instinctual response. In comparison, culturally learned behav-
iors, such as wearing black to funerals, are not associated with similar physiological 
indicators.

Ethologists view instincts in the context of evolutionary theory in that they 
emerge and survive because they serve useful functions or purposes. To use more 
technical terminology, instincts exist and persist because they are “adaptive”; they 
help assure the survival of a species. Among the instincts that virtually all animals 
possess are fear, sex, hunger, and aggression. The usefulness of sex and hunger for 
species survival is obvious. Fear helps protect animals from unknown dangers. The 
evolutionary purpose of aggression is not as immediately clear and requires some 
explanation.

What are the useful or adaptive functions of aggression? Ethologists see aggres-
sion as fulfi lling several useful functions. The fi rst is spacing. Any environment has 
suffi cient resources to support a certain level of population. As the animal popula-
tion expands, fi ghts over resources (land, food, mates) increase. These fi ghts tend to 
repel the animals, driving them away from each other, distributing or spacing out the 
population to prevent overpopulation. The second function is the establishment of 
a hierarchy in animal groups. Fights among animals within their groups determine 
who rules, who is at the top and bottom of the social heap. This hierarchy is an 
integral element of social structure. It is also usually linked to reproduction in that 
animals at the top of the social hierarchy have the most access to mates, ensuring that 
the strongest and fi ttest members of the species mate the most. Finally, aggression is 
necessary for the defense of the young. According to Lorenz and his followers, there 
is every reason to believe that aggression performed these same basic functions in 
human evolution. Humans have developed an aggressive instinct over the course of 
evolution for very much the same reasons as animals.

But the critical puzzle is not why human beings fi ght each other but rather why 
we kill each other. It is not aggression that makes us stand out but rather our lethal 
aggression. All animals fi ght with members of their own species; the difference is that 
they rarely kill members of their own species. This is the genuinely puzzling thing 
about war. It is in his explanation of the uniqueness of human lethal aggression that 
Lorenz made his most original and controversial contribution.

The Curse of Intelligence: Weapons
In looking at the animal kingdom as a whole, Lorenz makes a fundamental 

 distinction between two types of animals. On one hand, there are animals that 
lack the physical endowments necessary to kill with ease. Doves, gerbils, and rab-
bits, for example, do not possess the powerful limbs and jaws or sharp claws and 
teeth required for lethal aggression. On the other hand, animals such as lions, tigers, 
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wolves, and bears do possess the physical tools necessary to kill. Explaining why 
doves, gerbils, and rabbits do not run around slaughtering each other is easy: They 
do not kill each other because they cannot. They fi ght, but they are unable to kill. 
No puzzle there.

The real puzzle is why animals that have the ability to kill members of their own 
species rarely do. As Desmond Morris observes, “Species that have evolved special 
killing techniques for dealing with their prey seldom employ these when fi ghting 
their own kind.”8 Why not? Why aren’t the plains of Africa littered with the corpses 
of great game killed by their own kind? The answer, according to Lorenz, is that lethal 
animals have developed in the course of evolution a set of signals, repertoires, and 
behaviors that inhibit the killing of members of their own species. In a fi ght between 
potentially lethal members of the same species, there is almost always a point where 
the fi ght ends well short of a participant’s death. This happens in one of two ways. 
The most obvious means of avoiding death is fl ight; the loser simply runs away and 
the victor seldom chases to infl ict further harm. In instances where fl ight is not fea-
sible, the loser “must somehow signal to the stronger animal that he is no longer 
a threat and that he does not intend to continue the fi ght. . . . But if he can signal 
his acceptance of defeat . . . he will be able to avoid further serious punishment.” 
According to Morris, “this is achieved by the performance of certain characteristic 
submissive displays. These appease the attacker and rapidly reduce his aggression, 
speeding up settlement of the dispute.”9

This submissive posture is also sometimes referred to as an appeasement gesture.
It might involve lying down passively and/or exposing a vulnerable part of the body. 
Such gestures signify, and are recognized as symbols of, defeat. Death rarely follows. 
Thus, potentially lethal animals rarely kill members of their own species because “all 
heavily armed carnivores possess suffi ciently reliable inhibitions which prevent the 
self-destruction of the species.”10 The ability to kill one’s own kind unaccompanied 
by inhibitions is a recipe for evolutionary failure.

How do human beings fi t into this scheme? In terms of the division between 
lethal and nonlethal animals, humans fall into the latter category. Our natural physi-
cal endowments are not terribly menacing. We do not have sharp teeth, powerful 
jaws, strong limbs, or dangerous claws. Two naked people would fi nd it very diffi cult 
to kill each other using only their physical capabilities. In this sense we are more like 
rabbits than wolves. As essentially nonlethal creatures, we should have no need for 
mechanisms that prevent us from killing each other. The problem is that our intel-
lect, creativity, and ingenuity have allowed us to develop tools that make us excep-
tionally lethal. In the 150,000 or so years humans have been around, we have gone 
from using sticks and rocks to cannons and missiles. Although 150,000 years seem 
like a long time to you and me, from an evolutionary perspective this is an eye blink. 
And it has been less than ten thousand years from the development of many close-
range weapons to the development of bombers and missiles. So in an evolutionary 
sense, we have gone from being relatively harmless to being incredibly lethal almost 
overnight. Lorenz lays out the basic problem: “All of his [mankind’s] trouble arises 
from his being a basically harmless omnivorous creature, lacking in natural weapons 
with which to kill prey, and, therefore, devoid of the built-in safety devices which 
 prevent ‘professional’ carnivores from abusing their killing power.” Unfortunately, 
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“in human evolution, no inhibitory mechanisms preventing sudden manslaughter 
were necessary because quick killing was impossible . . . the invention of artifi cial 
weapons upset the equilibrium of killing potential and social inhibitions.”11

On some level there undoubtedly do exist certain inhibitions. Many people would 
fi nd it very diffi cult to kill someone in hand-to-hand combat when they were crouch-
ing and crying helplessly in a corner. Many would take this behavior as a suffi cient 
appeasement gesture. The problem, however, is that humans have fashioned weap-
ons that allow them to be lethal from great distances: a few dozen feet with spears and 
arrows, a few hundred feet with guns, a mile or two with artillery, several miles from 
above with a bomber, and thousands of miles away with missiles. A few individuals 
pressing buttons in an underground bunker can vaporize millions of their fellow 
human beings without even seeing a drop of blood or a single anguished expression. 
Again, Lorenz makes the implications of this clear: “The distance at which all shoot-
ing weapons take effect screens the killer against the stimulus situation which would 
otherwise activate his killing inhibitions. . . . The man who presses the releasing but-
ton is so completely screened against seeing, hearing or otherwise emotionally real-
izing the consequences of his action, that he can commit it with impunity.”12 Physical 
distance encourages emotional distance.

Thus, according to Lorenz and Morris, what we have is a form of evolutionary
lag or disequilibrium. Human intellectual evolution, refl ected in our ability to build 
increasingly destructive weapons that allow us to kill from greater and greater dis-
tances, has outstripped our moral evolution. We are the evolutionary equivalent of 
bunny rabbits running around with machine guns, amazed at their newfound lethal-
ity while lacking the internal devices that stop them from killing their own kind. This 
is not a very pretty picture.

In some respects, theories of instinctual human aggression seem to mirror conser-
vative/realist views. If people have an aggressive instinct that leads to war, this would 
seem to be consistent with the conservative/realist view of humans as an imperfect 
and imperfectible species. Very few realists, however, have explicitly adopted any par-
ticular biologically based theory of human aggression. Realists who emphasize the 
imperfections of human nature are generally content to rely on generic assertions 
of human lust, greed, passion, and will to power. Nonetheless, it is diffi cult to avoid 
the similarities. And when those who believe in the innateness of human aggression 
turn their attention to international relations, they tend to adopt a decidedly realist 
approach. The arguments of Lorenz, Ardrey, and Fox appear to echo George Kennan’s 
lament that humankind cannot do anything about the beast within.

The Curse of Intelligence: Abstract Thought
Even if Lorenz is correct about the presence of an aggressive instinct and the 

consequences of our ability to produce lethal weapons, this in and of itself could 
not completely account for war. The argument presented thus far could just as eas-
ily lead to the expectation that individuals would be running around killing each 
other as individuals on a grand scale, but this is not what happens. War is not merely 
lethal aggression; it is a particular form of lethal aggression. It is lethal aggression 
among, and in the name of, organized political or social entities. The aggressive 
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instinct alone cannot account for the prevalence of war. It may be a necessary part of 
explaining war, but it is not suffi cient. As Robin Fox explains, “There is no question 
that aggression is related to war, just as sex is related to prostitution. . . . but nei-
ther institutional form follows directly from the basic instinctive drive.”13 If we want 
to understand why people use particular types of lethal aggression, we need to add 
something to the equation. In a sense, there are three questions we need to answer in 
order to understand war: Why do people engage in aggression? Why do they engage 
in lethal aggression? Why do they engage in that type of lethal aggression we call war? 
Thus far, we have only answered the fi rst two questions. Lorenz and Morris give the 
fi nal explanatory answer by incorporating our ability for abstract, symbolic thought 
and our innate sociability. These things combine with our innate aggressiveness to 
explain war.

Though Lorenz and those who agree with him see people as animals with instincts, 
they would also concede that we are probably less instinctual than other creatures 
because of our intelligence and capacity for abstract, conceptual thought. It is this 
intelligence that distinguishes us from other creatures and has allowed us to thrive in 
an evolutionary sense. Paradoxically, it is also our intelligence, our greatest asset, that 
is the root cause of our war problem. It is our intelligence, after all, that provides us 
with the ability to invent the weapons that place our species in danger. It is also this 
intelligence that “aids and abets” our innate aggressiveness to produce war as we know 
it. Not only does our intelligence allow us to think of new ways to kill each other, it 
allows us to conceive the world in ways that are part of the equation of war. As Lionel 
Tiger and Robin Fox explain, “Only an animal with brain enough to think of empires 
and try to manage them could conceive of war. Only an animal so wedded to the 
truths inside his skull could travel many miles and expend endless, precious calories 
and hours and artifacts to destroy others.”14 Animals fi ght over things—mates, food, 
territory—but people fi ght over ideas: “Since we are an animal that lives primarily by 
ideas and only secondarily by instincts . . . we react fanatically when our basic ideas—
those that decide our identities individual and collective—are threatened.”15 And as 
Lorenz states with characteristic boldness, “All the great dangers threatening human-
ity with extinction are direct consequences of conceptual thought.”16

The notion of a collective identity hints at another fundamental human 
 motivation—our “natural tendency to form in-groups.”17 Though not necessarily 
an instinct in the strictest sense of the term, this is a basic human motivation that 
has been deeply rooted in our psyche over the course of human history and evolu-
tion. Again echoing ideas we saw in conservative and realist thought, people are seen 
as inherently social creatures who inevitably identify themselves with social groups. 
These social groups provide people with a sense of belonging. Earlier in human his-
tory, they were also essential to survival in very harsh environments in which individ-
uals on their own stood little chance. Group identity, however, requires differentiating 
one’s in-group from out-groups. Anthony Storr elaborates: “We defi ne ourselves, 
psychologically as well as physically, by comparison and differentiation. Colour does 
not exist except in relation to another colour; personality has no meaning except 
in relation to other personalities. . . . The maintenance of human identity requires 
oppositions.”18 People are generally able to maintain peaceful relations within their 
in-group when an out-group exists upon whom aggression can be discharged. But it 
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is this division of human society into distinct social groupings combined with our 
attachment to ideas that accounts for the particular form of lethal aggression we call 
war. Fox combines these elements in observing that “the occasions for each particular 
will vary. . . . But ultimately ‘we’ fi ght ‘them’ because they are different, and their dif-
ference is threatening in its challenge to the validity of these ideas we live by. Thus, all 
wars are ideological wars.”19

For Lorenz, Morris, Fox, and Storr, war results from the combination of innate 
aggressive instinct, the ingenuity that produces artifi cial weapons, our capacity for 
conceptual thought, and the divisive consequences of social group formation. Our 
creativity and intelligence are at the same time humankind’s greatest blessing and 
curse. The result is gloomy assessments about the fate of humankind. Though Lorenz 
tries to maintain a cautious optimism that human reason and culture may eventually 
help control our aggressive instincts, he is usually drawn to more pessimistic conclu-
sions: “An unprejudiced observer from another planet, looking upon man as he is 
today, in his hand the atom bomb, the product of his intelligence, in his heart the 
aggressive drive inherited from his anthropoid ancestors, which this same intelligence 
cannot control, would not prophesy long life for the species.”20

Culture, Social Learning, and War
Those who believe that war is the inevitable result of human nature are fond of 

pointing out how common war is in human history. Using the fi gures cited at the 
beginning of this chapter, we can point to less than three hundred years of peace in 
the last fi fty-six centuries. Robin Fox confi dently asserts that “war has been a con-
stant of human history.”21

But what do we mean when we say that war has been a constant? That every 
person, every society, and every nation is “constantly” engaged in warfare? This is 
patently not the case. Even though war is constant in the sense that at any given 
moment a war is probably going on somewhere in the world, this is not the same as 
saying that people and nations are constantly at war. Others look at the evidence on 
the frequency of war and are struck by its rarity, not its constancy. In any given year, 
the vast majority of people and nations are at peace, not war. The majority of the 
world’s people has never fought in a war, has never killed anyone, and probably never 
will. Furthermore, few people will go to their graves considering their life diminished 
and incomplete if they have never engaged in warfare. Does this sound like aggres-
sion, lethal aggression, and war are an integral part of human nature? Could we say 
the same thing about other supposedly instinctual behaviors such as sex? Certainly 
not. Thus, many reject the empirical characterization of war as a constant feature of 
human existence. And if war is actually a rare event, then its inevitability and connec-
tion to what we call human nature can be called into question.

Beyond the fact that war does not seem to be a constant, those who fall on the 
nurture side of the debate see several other major fl aws in human nature explanations 
for war. First, the presence of peaceful societies contradicts the expectations of human 
nature theories. Second, when we look at the actual behavior of those who fi ght wars, 
there are reasons to believe that people may in fact possess a fundamental aversion to 
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lethal aggression. Third, even if there is an individual instinct of aggression, this may 
have nothing to do with war. Finally, it is more compelling to view aggression, lethal 
aggression, and war as the result of social learning, cultural norms, conditioning, peer 
infl uence, and other environmental forces that shape our behavior.

Peaceful Societies
If a behavior is an inherent part of human nature or derives from a fundamental 

instinct, it seems reasonable to assume that it would be universal. That is, the behav-
ior, or the desire to engage in that behavior, should be evident across time and space 
in human existence. Again, sex provides a less controversial example. Almost every 
human being has sexual desires and every human society we know of has engaged in 
sexual behavior. Those groups that refrain, such as religious leaders or sects that take 
vows of celibacy, do not claim to be free of sexual impulses but merely pledge to resist 
the desire. There are no examples of sexless human societies.

One piece of evidence that seems to contradict the notion that war is inherent in 
human nature is the presence of so-called peaceful societies. Anthropologists have 
identifi ed contemporary and historical human societies that appear to have no expe-
rience with anything we would recognize as war, lacking even a word or concept that 
embodies the notion of war. Commonly cited examples include the Copper Eskimo 
in Canada, the Polar Eskimo of Greenland, the King Bushman of the Kalahari Desert 
in Africa, and the Hutterites and Zuni Indians in North America.22 These are obvi-
ously societies of human beings, but they seem to have no war. In the modern world, 
there are also countries that have gone generations without any involvement in war, 
such as Sweden and Switzerland. If there is such a thing as human nature and human 
instincts, we can assume people in these societies share them. Nonetheless, war does 
not seem to be part of their world. For many, this refutes the idea that war is the con-
sequence of some essential, inherent human characteristic.

Studies of peaceful societies remain controversial. A few supposed examples, such 
as the Tasaday in the Philippines, a primitive society supposedly discovered in the 
1970s, have been exposed as frauds. Most, though genuine, raise questions of inter-
pretation. For example, does any act of violence by someone from one group against 
someone from another group constitute an act of war? When a group attacks another 
group and takes food or captures mates, are these raids or wars? These debates aside, 
there are certainly a few examples of human societies that appear to have been free 
of war. But many remain skeptical of their larger signifi cance, pointing to both their 
rarity and very unusual characteristics. After emphasizing that only a handful of 
peaceful societies exist “in all the world and all history,” Joshua Goldstein observes 
that “these societies all exist at the fringes of ecological viability, in circumstances 
where small communities are scattered in a harsh environment with little contact 
with each other. These cases demonstrate the extremes to which one must go to fi nd 
a society where war is absent.”23 Still, their existence cannot be denied. Examining 
the evidence on peaceful societies, Lawrence Keeley concludes that “while it is not 
inevitable, war is universally common and usual.”24 The fact that war does not seem 
to be inevitable is a theoretically signifi cant fi nding, even if it does not offer much of 
a basis for practical hope.
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The Reluctance to Kill
An intriguing body of evidence that might help us assess the relative merits of the 

nature–nurture positions is studies of how people actually behave in battle, a subject 
often ignored by those interested in the causes of war. Do people in battle behave as 
innate aggression theories would lead us to expect? There are reasons for doubt. In 
fact, some argue that the evidence seems to point exactly in the opposite direction: 
that people possess an instinctual aversion to lethal aggression.

There are surprisingly few systematic studies of how soldiers actually behave in 
battle, though anecdotal accounts are common. Before World War II there were no 
such studies. To fi ll this gap, the U.S. Army decided that it needed to understand 
what soldiers actually did in combat in order to fi nd better ways to train them. Under 
the direction of General S. L. A. Marshall, soldiers were asked what they did in com-
bat situations. Their answers came as something of a shock. Marshall found that only 
15 to 20 percent of soldiers actually took part by fi ring their weapons at the enemy. 
The majority, in even situations where their lives might be endangered, refrained. 
Though they did not run from battle, they would simply not fi re their weapons or 
would do so in ways that posed little danger of actually killing anyone. In recent 
years Marshall’s work has come under intense criticism, with some even questioning 
whether he really conducted the research on which his conclusions rest.25 Despite 
these critiques, many continue to accept Marshall’s fi ndings, particularly because 
they seem consistent with other historical evidence of large amounts of ammunition 
fi red resulting in comparatively few casualties.

The idea that soldiers might purposely try to miss the enemy did not occur to 
most people. But unless they were simply very bad shots, this should have been the 
unavoidable conclusion. There is also evidence that soldiers are particularly unlikely 
to fi re their weapons when they are isolated—that is, when others are unable to wit-
ness their refusal to shoot.26 This has become known as the phenomenon of nonfirers,
or the reluctance of soldiers to actually fi re their weapons to kill the enemy.

How are we to interpret this evidence? For critics of the innate aggression thesis, 
this avoidance of lethal aggression hardly seems consistent with the notion that the 
violence of war is the consequence of some uncontrollable instinct. The fact that 
soldiers are even more reluctant to engage in lethal aggression when they are isolated 
from commanding offi cers and comrades suggests that social pressures are essential 
to get soldiers to do things they would prefer not to do. What sort of instinct can this 
possibly be when social pressure is so important and when so many soldiers refuse to 
kill, even when their own lives are in danger?

Some have gone so far as to suggest that studies on nonfi rers point in precisely 
the opposite direction. General Marshall himself concluded that “the average and 
healthy individual . . . has such an inner and usually unrealized resistance towards 
killing a fellow man that he will not of his own volition take life if it is possible to 
turn away from the responsibility.”27 From these studies, the military learned that its 
training had been based on the faulty assumption that a soldier’s fear of death was the 
major obstacle that the military needed to overcome. Marshall’s study demonstrated 
that the real problem was countering the average soldier’s reluctance to kill. And even 
after all the drills, training, indoctrination, social pressure, and threat of discipline, 
the military is not always successful in doing so. What kind of instinct is this when so 
much effort meets with so little success in eliciting the desired behavior?
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War Is Violence, Not “Aggression”
One of the more powerful criticisms of the Lorenzian thesis begins with the seem-

ingly odd assertion that war has nothing (or very little) to do with aggression in the 
fi rst place. Ashley Montagu, perhaps the harshest critic of theories of instinctual innate 
aggression, makes the startling observation that “the truth is—and this is perhaps 
the greatest paradox of all—motivationally, war represents one of the least aggressive 
forms of man’s behavior.”28 This is an observation that takes some time to digest. How 
can one look at the slaughter of millions on the battlefi elds of World War I and seri-
ously contend that this killing represents one of the least aggressive forms of human 
behavior? There are two keys to understanding Montagu’s argument—his careful use 
of the word motivationally and the distinction between violence and aggression.

An analogy might help illuminate Montagu’s point. If asked why people eat, we 
might say that they do so to satisfy their hunger: Hunger provides the motivation for 
the behavior of eating. But does this mean that every time we witness someone eating, 
we can conclude that person was motivated by hunger? No. Certainly hunger leads 
people to eat, but people often eat for reasons that have nothing to do with hunger, 
such as habit, social custom, or some psychological compulsion. Sometimes we eat 
lunch just because it is lunchtime. Other times we might sooth our depression with a 
pint of ice cream. Everyone eats at social functions such as wedding receptions, though 
it is unlikely they all happen to be hungry at the same time. Thus, even though hunger 
drives people to eat, we cannot assume that every act of eating is motivated by hunger.

Similarly, although aggression may lead to violence, we cannot assume that every 
act of violence is motivated by aggression. To use another analogy, a robber who 
shoots a bank teller who refused to hand over the cash has used violence in order 
to get something, not because of any internal desire or drive to violence. Had the 
teller handed over the cash, the shooting would not have taken place. The robber was 
motivated by greed, not aggression. This is sometimes referred to as instrumental
violence to accomplish a particular objective. It is very different, for example, from 
someone who kills in an aroused state of anger in the midst of a heated argument. 
Though there is certainly some relationship between violence and aggression, they 
are not one and the same.

Montagu sees the violence of war much as we would the bank robber shooting 
the teller. War is an organized, planned use of violence by political units in pursuit of 
particular political, economic, or social objectives. People who make the decision to 
go to war are rarely participants themselves, and the soldiers who actually engage in 
the violence are picked out of their normal settings (often by force) and transported 
to distant battlefi elds. Montagu quotes French biologist Jean Rotund: “In war . . . man 
is much more like a sheep than a wolf. War is servility . . . but not aggressiveness.”29

The soldier’s behavior “is not instinctively but state-directed toward the enemy.”
Montagu’s argument is clever and formidable. Even if one concedes almost all of 

Lorenz’s major points, Montagu’s basic position still stands. Even if people do have 
instincts, and even if aggression is one of them, this does not necessarily bring us any 
closer to understanding war. Theories of human aggression only help us understand 
war if one believes that war is aggression. It is the linkage between war and aggres-
sion that Montagu rejects, which makes theories of aggression interesting but largely 
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irrelevant. For Montagu, war has as much, or as little, to do with aggressive instincts 
as gluttonous Roman feasts where people stuffed their faces for hours and days on 
end had to do with their hunger.

Social Learning and Conditioning
Human nature, by defi nition, is constant. War, on the other hand, is variable. 

Some periods in history reveal more frequent and intense wars than others: The fi rst 
half of the twentieth century was much bloodier than the last half of the nineteenth 
century. Certain countries and societies have been extremely warlike in the past 
but are relatively pacifi c today: The Swedes, for example, used to be fi erce warriors. 
Within societies some groups are more warlike than others: The Amish refused to 
fi ght in World War II, even though almost all other citizens participated enthusi-
astically. Whenever we see behavior that varies over time, across societies, and even 
within societies, we are dealing with something that has a signifi cant social or cul-
tural component. The variability of war across and within societies and cultures leads 
anthropologist Margaret Mead to conclude that warfare “is an invention like any of 
the inventions in terms of which we order our lives, such as writing, marriage, cook-
ing our food instead of eating it raw, trial by jury, or burial of the dead, and so on.”30

If war is an invention, it can be “uninvented”; if it is learned, it can be unlearned.
When we say that war is a learned behavior, we do not mean in the narrow sense 

of classroom instruction. Learning refers to the complex process by which people are 

Basic training at Paris Island, North Carolina, designed to turn civilians into soldiers. The transformation 
is as much psychological as physical.
Source: © Andrew Lichtenstein / The Image Works 
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socialized—that is, how they learn what behaviors are acceptable in what settings. 
People learn in a variety of ways. One mechanism is observation and imitation. As 
children grow in any culture, they see how others behave in certain situations and 
they are likely to behave likewise in similar settings. People also learn through a pro-
cess of stimulus and response based on the consequences of a particular behavior. If 
people are rewarded for a behavior, they are more likely to engage in it. Conversely, if 
people are punished for a behavior, they will be inclined not to repeat it. “Rewards” 
and “punishments” need not be fi nancial but can also be praise, prestige, adulation, 
criticism, denigration, and social ostracism. To use a common example, no instinct 
leads all the teenagers in high school to dress alike, but they almost always do. Why? 
Because they fear the social “punishments” and value the social “rewards” that result 
from various forms of dress.

These processes of socialization that shape our behavior are so pervasive and 
subtle that people are usually not even conscious of what is going on.

There are potentially many forms and manifestations of aggression. All cul-
tures have norms and rules regarding what types of aggression are acceptable and in 
what settings. Almost nobody believes that it is permissible to beat up a cashier who 
gives you the wrong change or kill someone who cuts you off on the highway. These 
are forms of aggression our society rejects and punishes. As a result, they are also 
extremely rare forms of aggression. But if the government sends you a draft notice, 
cuts your hair, puts you in uniform, and sends you thousands of miles away to kill 
people you have never met, you are praised. If you are very good at it, you may even 
get medals. Richard Barnet put his fi nger on the irony that “Individuals get medals, 
promotions and honors for committing the same acts for the state for which they 
would be imprisoned in any other circumstance.”31 Even if there is some instinctual 
basis for aggression, the forms this aggression will take and the contexts in which it is 
deemed acceptable are shaped by our culture. These sorts of distinctions are cultur-
ally, not biologically, determined.

Many also see a connection between a culture’s treatment of aggression and vio-
lence in general and war. In this context, it is interesting to look at the subtle and not-
so-subtle messages our culture conveys about violence. War fi lms provide an obvious 
example. At any time of day we can turn on the television and see fi lms that portray 
the mass slaughter of people in war in positive and heroic terms. Such fi lms are not 
relegated to late-night viewing accompanied with warnings about the content. The 
same holds for video stores, where there are usually never any restrictions on who 
may rent fi lms containing incredible levels of violence in the name of “entertain-
ment.” David Grossman emphasizes in graphic terms society’s disparate treatment 
of violence and sex by pointing out that “in video stores the horror section repeatedly 
displays bare breasts (often with blood running down them), gaping eye sockets, and 
mutilated bodies. Movies rated X with tamer covers are generally not available in 
many video stores and, if they are, are in separate adults-only rooms. But horror vid-
eos are displayed for every child to see.” The implicit lesson is that “breasts are taboo 
if they are on a live woman, but permissible on a mutilated corpse.”32

What sort of message does this send about acceptable and unacceptable behavior? 
Why is boxing, in which two men (and, now, women) beat each other up, considered 
a “sport” that can be seen on television at any time of day but certain types of nudity 
need to be reserved for after 9 p.m.? Why do people automatically become tempting 
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presidential candidates because they successfully fought a war and not because they 
avoided one? These examples can be multiplied many times over. What is the cumu-
lative effect of these images, messages, and practices over the course of a lifetime?

Though images and messages conducive to war are prevalent even in times of 
peace, in times of war they become dominant in the form of propaganda. How war 
propaganda portrays the enemy is particularly signifi cant. In his study Faces of the 
Enemy, Sam Keen demonstrates that societies at war tend to use very similar visual 
and rhetorical imagery to portray the enemy as less than human.33 Whether the pic-
ture is a savage brute or, at the most extreme, the depiction of the enemy as an animal 
or vermin, the prevalence of such imagery, and perhaps the need for it, might tell us 
something. The process of constructing images of the enemy has been characterized 
as dehumanization or pseudo specifi cation, which is the tendency to view members 
of our own species as if they are not members of our species—that is, to falsely (hence 
pseudo) divide the human race into different species.34 Keen and others argue that 
the process of dehumanization is an almost necessary component of war because “as 
a rule, human beings do not kill other human beings. Before we enter into warfare 
or genocide, we must fi rst ‘dehumanize’ those we mean to eliminate. . . . The hostile 
imagination systematically destroys our natural tendency to identify with others of 
our species. . . . The purpose of propaganda is to paralyze thought . . . and to condi-
tion individuals to act as a mass.”35 This dehumanization is particularly important for 
soldiers who have to do the actual fi ghting and killing. As Richard Holmes explains, 
“The legitimate need to defuse deep-seated cultural and psychological taboos against 
killing is an inseparable part of military training.” Part of this “defusing” of taboos is 
the “almost obligatory dehumanisation of the enemy.”36 William Broyles, an author 
and veteran of the Vietnam War, pointed out that the soldier’s greatest weapon was 
not his rifl e but rather his idea of the enemy.37

The ubiquity of dehumanization in war is both depressing and grounds for hope. 
It is depressing in the sense that we are able with such ease to create and accept images 
of other people as less human than ourselves. On another level, however, the fact that 
we do this suggests that people may indeed have a resistance to killing other people 
whom they recognize as like themselves. If we were able to kill other human beings 
on a grand scale while viewing them as being on a par with ourselves, this would be 
even more troubling. This process of dehumanization also suggests the importance of 
culture and socialization for understanding war. It is obvious that inhibitions against 
killing, the social “taboos” Holmes refers to, can be created. The fact that efforts need 
to be taken to overcome these taboos suggests there is nothing natural or inevitable 
about it. The images and ways of thinking that allow or encourage people to do the 
killing that is part of war are social and cultural artifacts. There is nothing inevitable or 
biologically instinctual about them. Part of the answer to problems of war, then, is how 
we make the “taboos” against killing stronger while refraining from actions to “defuse” 
these taboos. If we can consciously “defuse” these taboos, we can also reinforce them.

Are People Peaceful?
If people are not by nature aggressive and warlike, does this mean that we are by 

nature peaceful? Most alternatives to instinctual theories of aggression do not make 
this leap. It does not automatically follow that a negative view of human nature needs 
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to be replaced with a positive one. Logically, one can also claim that people have no 
“nature” at all—that is, we are not naturally good or bad, moral or immoral, rational 
or irrational, peaceful or warlike. Exactly where social learning theorists come down on 
this question is often unclear. When David Grossman refers to the diffi culties of over-
coming people’s fundamental resistance to killing, he does appear to be suggesting the 
existence of an innate peaceful disposition. Similarly, in pointing to the essential role 
played by dehumanizing rhetoric and propaganda, Sam Keen also seems to be leaning in 
this direction because he suggests that people would be much less inclined to kill other 
people if they recognized them for what they are—other people. If ethological theories 
of instinctual aggression lent support to conservatism and realism, these approaches 
would appear more in line with liberalism’s optimistic view of human nature.

“Death to the Fascist Beast” proclaims a Soviet poster from World War II. The enemy, of course, is 
not another human being but a snake. Who mourns the death of snake? Such dehumanization of the 
enemy is a common feature of war propaganda.
Source: Poster by A. Kokorekin, photo by Laski Diffusion/Getty Images
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Most social learning theories, however, reject the very notion that we can iden-
tify a “human nature” independent of social circumstances. There are no (or almost 
no) human behaviors that are not socially derived. It is not a matter of social forces 
or pressures reinforcing or defusing preexisting drives, but rather of creating them 
in the fi rst place. Skepticism about the utility of the concept of human nature is a 
characteristic of Marxist, feminist, and (obviously) constructivist approaches. These 
approaches may differ in terms of which social forces are viewed as most important 
in shaping human behavior. For Marxists it is the underlying economic forces that 
drive behavior, whereas for feminists it is beliefs about gender roles and gendered 
social and political institutions. From these perspectives, debates about the relation-
ship between war and human nature are pointless and distracting.

Conclusion
Within this debate about whether war is a biological, instinctual phenomenon or 

a cultural and social invention there is actually more common ground than might be 
assumed. We can see the point of convergence in Robin Fox’s admission that war as 
an institutional form of aggression does not follow directly from what he sees as the 
basic instinctual drive. In order to make the link between the supposed instinct of 
aggression and war, Lorenz, Fox, and Morris are compelled to add cultural and social 
factors. The causal arrow is not a direct one. That is, even though they see aggres-
sion, like sex, as an instinct, they admit that our culture conveys norms about the 
contexts in which aggression is acceptable and whom to target with that aggression. 
War is seen as the result of both nature and nurture—a basic drive and a culture that 
channels it. The question then becomes whether those cultural and social factors that 
complete the link between the aggressive instinct and war can be altered. If so, the 
instinctual drive, even if it exists, becomes irrelevant. One need not always eliminate 
the “root” cause in order to deal with a problem. We do not need to get rid of the sun 
to eliminate skin cancer; sunscreen can do the job. Thus, the real debate is not about 
whether there is an aggressive instinct that leads to war, but rather whether those 
social and cultural forces that everyone seems to agree are a signifi cant part of the 
equation of war can be altered.

To say that war is a learned behavior is not necessarily a basis for much opti-
mism because we may also conclude that the practical obstacles to unlearning war 
are insurmountable. Tiger and Fox are led in this direction when they ask: “If we are 
not by nature violent creatures, why do we seem to inevitably create situations that 
lead to violence?” After conceding that a substantial element of learning and social 
conditioning goes into war, they conclude that “we are creatures who are by nature 
easily aroused to violence, we easily learn it, and we are wired to create situations in 
which the arousal and learning readily take place and in which violence becomes 
a necessity [emphasis added].”38 When Tiger and Fox look at the world, they are 
amazed by how little it takes to get people to fi ght and kill. The ease with which they 
think this is done indicates to them that it strikes a cord with a deep and fundamental 
part of our being.
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Others are struck by how diffi cult it is to get people to kill: a lifetime of socializa-
tion into a culture of violence, social pressure, and government compulsion to get 
soldiers to serve, and a continual dehumanization of the enemy. According to Sam 
Keen, “Homo hostilis must be created by the media and the institutions that subject 
him to a constant indoctrination by way of hero stories, ideology, rationalizations, 
tribal myths, rites of passage, and icons of the enemy. . . . The entire institutional and 
symbolic apparatus of society is necessary” to get people to engage in war. And even 
after all this, “the effort is successful for only a small minority.” Rather than being 
easy, Keen thinks “it is so diffi cult to mold us into killers [emphasis added].”39
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Are People (or Men) “Hard Wired” for War?
The relationship between war and human nature is one of those abstract and the-
oretical topics that people rarely talk about explicitly. Assumptions about human 
nature are more likely to remain implicit in most discussions of war and peace. 
Occasionally, however, those who reject or endorse the notion of a tie between innate 
human aggressiveness and war feel compelled to restate their position. One of the 
more powerful and succinct attempts to refute the instinctual theory of violence 
and war in recent decades is the Seville Statement on Violence. Draft ed in 1986 by 
a group of natural and social scientists, the statement was subsequently adopted by 
the United Nations Educational, Scientifi c and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) as 
an offi cial expression of its position on war and violence. This statement, included 
here, clearly refl ects the view that war is a culturally learned and conditioned prac-
tice. Yet there are those who remain convinced that some connection must exist 
between aggressive instincts and war, though the exact nature of the connection is 
sometimes unclear. This viewpoint is evident in the ABC News report that follows, 
on recent research relating to the question of whether people (or men in particular) 
are “hard wired” for war.

In many respects, these two documents refl ect the basic positions presented in 
this chapter, though often with different emphases and evidence. To what extent do 
they refl ect the familiar arguments in the nature–nurture debate, and in what ways 
do they move beyond the traditional positions? In particular, how might the evidence 
about war and violence for societies with a high proportion of young males fi t into 
the larger nature–nurture debate? Though this evidence is presented as if it supports 
an instinctual theory of violence and war, can one also argue that it is more in line 
with cultural theories (and even feminist theories)?

Seville Statement1on Violence, Spain, 1986
Subsequently Adopted by UNESCO at the Twenty-fi fth Session of the 
General Conference on November 16, 1989

Believing that it is our responsibility to address from our particular disciplines the 
most dangerous and destructive activities of our species, violence and war; rec-
ognizing that science is a human cultural product which cannot be defi nitive or 
all-encompassing; and gratefully acknowledging the support of the authorities of 
Seville and representatives of the Spanish UNESCO; we, the undersigned scholars 
from around the world and from relevant sciences, have met and arrived at the 

Source: UNESCO and Human Rights: Standrads-setting instruments, major meetings, 
 publications, 1999. Accessed at http://www.unesco.org/shs/human_rights/hrfv.htm.
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following Statement on Violence. In it, we challenge a number of alleged biological 
fi ndings that have been used, even by some in our disciplines, to justify violence and 
war. Because the alleged fi ndings have contributed to an atmosphere of pessimism 
in our time, we submit that the open, considered rejection of these mis-statements 
can contribute signifi cantly to the International Year of Peace.

Misuse of scientifi c theories and data to justify violence and war is not new 
but has been made since the advent of modern science. For example, the theory of 
evolution has been used to justify not only war, but also genocide, colonialism, and 
suppression of the weak.

We state our position in the form of fi ve propositions. We are aware that there 
are many other issues about violence and war that could be fruitfully addressed 
from the standpoint of our disciplines, but we restrict ourselves here to what we 
consider a most important fi rst step.

IT IS SCIENTIFICALLY INCORRECT to say that we have inherited a tendency 
to make war from our animal ancestors. Although fi ghting occurs widely through-
out animal species, only a few cases of destructive intra-species fi ghting between 
organized groups have ever been reported among naturally living species, and none 
of these involve the use of tools designed to be weapons. Normal predatory feed-
ing upon other species cannot be equated with intra-species violence. Warfare is a 
peculiarly human phenomenon and does not occur in other animals.

IT IS SCIENTIFICALLY INCORRECT to say that in the course of human evo-
lution there has been a selection for aggressive behaviour more than for other kinds 
of behaviour. In all well-studied species, status within the group is achieved by the 
ability to co-operate and to fulfi l social functions relevant to the structure of that 
group. ‘Dominance’ involves social bindings and affi liations; it is not simply a mat-
ter of the possession and use of superior physical power, although it does involve 
aggressive behaviours. Where genetic selection for aggressive behaviour has been 
artifi cially instituted in animals, it has rapidly succeeded in producing hyper-ag-
gressive individuals; this indicates that aggression was not maximally selected under 
natural conditions. When such experimentally-created hyper-aggressive animals are 
present in a social group, they either disrupt its social structure or are driven out. 
Violence is neither in our evolutionary legacy nor in our genes.

IT IS SCIENTIFICALLY INCORRECT to say that humans have a “violent 
brain.” While we do have the neural apparatus to act violently, it is not automati-
cally activated by internal or external stimuli. Like higher primates and unlike other 
animals, our higher neural processes fi lter such stimuli before they can be acted 
upon. How we act is shaped by how we have been conditioned and socialized. There 
is nothing in our neurophysiology that compels us to react violently.

IT IS SCIENTIFICALLY INCORRECT to say that war is caused by “instinct” or 
any single motivation. The emergence of modern warfare has been a journey from 
the primacy of emotional and motivational factors, sometimes called ‘instincts’, to 
the primacy of cognitive factors. Modern war involves institutional use of personal 
characteristics such as obedience, suggestibility, and idealism, social skills such as 
language, and rational considerations such as cost-calculation, planning, and infor-
mation processing. The technology of modern war has exaggerated traits associated 
with violence both in the training of actual combatants and in the preparation of 
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support for war in the general population. As a result of this exaggeration, such 
traits are often mistaken to be the causes rather than the consequences of the 
process.

We conclude that biology does not condemn humanity to war, and that human-
ity can be freed from the bondage of biological pessimism and empowered with 
confi dence to undertake the transformative tasks needed in this International Year 
of Peace and in the years to come. Although these tasks are mainly institutional and 
collective, they also rest upon the consciousness of individual participants for whom 
pessimism and optimism are crucial factors. Just as a “wars begin in the minds 
of men,” peace also begins in our minds. The same species who invented war is 
capable of inventing peace. The responsibility lies with each of us.

Seville, 16 May 1986
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S.A. Barnett, Ethology, The Australian National University, Canberra, Australia
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Hard-Wired for War? Violence Part of Being2 
Human (1999)
June 2, 1999

Humankind has lived through a hideously violent century.
World War I, World War II, wars in Vietnam, Cambodia, China, Bangladesh, 

Korea, Nigeria and elsewhere have extinguished millions upon millions of lives. The 
killings continue today in Sierra Leone, East Timor and Sudan, to name a few.

Source: Hard-Wired for War? Violence Part of Being Human from ABCNEWS.com (June 2, 
1999). Courtesy of ABC NEWS.
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Waging war is nothing new for us humans. Bloody confl icts from the Crusades 
to Kosovo have been a hallmark of our history. Which raises the questions: Is such 
behavior simply part of human nature? Are we hard-wired for war?

There’s certainly no defi nitive answer. But enough scientists have looked into 
our past—and present—to shed a bit of light on why we do what we do.

New Environment, Old Brain
When interpreting human behavior, it’s best to remember that the strongest human 
instincts are to survive and reproduce. What we need to satisfy those instincts hasn’t 
changed much since our primitive ancestors roamed the globe; it’s about getting 
enough food, water and mates.

Like it or not, write Leda Cosmides and John Tooby, co-directors of the Center 
for Evolutionary Psychology at University of California, Santa Barbara, “our mod-
ern skulls house a Stone Age mind.”

Though modern-day aggressors may not be aware of it, those primitive instincts 
drive their behaviors too. A strong group benefi ts from attacking a weaker group 
if in the process the aggressors gain fertile lands, reliable water, greater market 
share—any resources that improve their collective livelihood.

There’s no denying that aggression has been a good survival strategy. Which is 
why we humans are genetically hard-wired to fi ght.

But what triggers that aggression and what can magnify it to the point of a 
Rwanda or a Kosovo?

Richard Wrangham of Harvard University sees two conditions necessary for 
what he calls “coalitional aggression,” or violence perpetrated by groups rather than 
individuals. One condition is hostility between neighbors.

Human aggression got more organized with the introduction of agriculture 
about 10,000 years ago, says J. William Gibson, author of Warrior Dreams: Violence 
and Manhood in Post-Vietnam America. With farming came the concept of land 
ownership—and defense—and the development of more complex and organized 
societies. Suddenly, there was more to covet, more to protect and more people 
around to help do both.

The other condition for group violence is an imbalance of power great 
enough that aggressors believe they can attack with virtually no risk to themselves. 
Majorities have persecuted minority groups, whether religious, ethnic or tribal, 
again and again, believing they’re immune from punishment. The tangled turmoil 
in the former Yugoslavia is only the most immediate example.

Animals Do lt, Too
Humans aren’t the only ones who gang up. Chimpanzees, with whom we share 98.4 
percent of our DNA, are another. Wrangham, who wrote Demonic Males: Apes and 
the Origins of Human Violence, describes fi ve chimps attacking one. Four will hold 
the victim while the fi fth breaks bones and rips out the victim’s throat or testicles.

Examples of taking such advantage of imbalances of power are rare in the 
animal kingdom because that kind of behavior requires a sophisticated level of 
coordination and cooperation. However, both chimps and humans are certainly 
capable of it.



Part II Controversies136

“There’s always confl ict in societies,” says Neil Wiener, an associate professor 
of psychology at York University, “The issue is, when do these confl icts erupt into 
violence?”

Young Men More Likely to Wage War
According to Wiener, a critical factor in the escalation from confl ict to violence, 
is the percentage of young, unmarried males in a population. He and co-author 
Christian Mesquida studied the demographics of 153 nations since the 1960s, com-
paring those that have remained peaceful and those that have been at war. Turns 
out, there is a difference.

“Whenever young people represent a relatively small portion of the popula-
tion . . . times are relatively tranquil,” they wrote in their study. “But when a large 
portion of a country’s population is young there is likely to be turmoil and political 
violence.”

Examples include the Congo, Rwanda, Sudan, even the former Yugoslavia.
Aggressive wars seem to happen when the percentage of young men—ages 15 

to 29—reaches 35 to 55 percent of the adult male population. “I think that young 
males are hard-wired to form groups . . . and under the right circumstances, to act 
aggressively in groups,” Wiener says.

If Wiener is right, some areas ripe for confl ict are China and India—the world’s 
two most populous nations—as well as Pakistan, parts of the Middle East and 
Africa.

So with evolution and demographics against us, what can be done to lessen the 
chances of war?

Natural selection over millions of years has brought us to this violent point and 
it won’t be swinging the other way any time soon.

Besides, says Wiener, “what drives this stuff ultimately is demographics.”
That may be, but there are certain actions that can be taken to derail our baser 

human tendencies.
Peace has a better chance in a more interconnected world, where all nations 

keep tabs on one another. International watchdogs big and small—the United 
Nations, NATO, Amnesty International and others—are already helping to keep 
imbalances of power in check.

Population control can reduce confl icts by making sure that every nation has 
adequate resources.

Such efforts may not bear fruit for generations, but they do provide seeds of 
hope for a more peaceful twenty-fi rst century.
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The nature–nurture debate is one that appears in some  ■

guise in virtually all social sciences. At issue is which 
behaviors are best understood as refl ections of basic 
and unalterable aspects of human nature or instincts 
as opposed to cultural conditioning and socialization. 
Whether or not the persistence of war can be explained 
by some element of human nature is only one specifi c 
manifestation of this more general debate.

A “nature” or instinctual explanation for war often  ■

begins with the assumption that the persistence of such 
an irrational and destructive behavior must be rooted 
in some uncontrollable drive.

The ethologist Konrad Lorenz claimed the human beings  ■

possess an aggressive instinct, just like virtually every 
animal. For animals this instinct is “adaptive” because it 
helps preserve, protect, and perpetuate species.

Lorenz divided the animal kingdom into two categories— ■

lethal and nonlethal creatures. In the case of nonlethal ani-
mals, there is no danger that aggression will become lethal 
aggression. Hamsters do not kill each other because they 
cannot. Though lethal animals can kill members of their 
species, over the course of evolution they tend to develop 
inhibiting mechanisms that prevent them from killing.

The problem is that humans are essentially nonlethal  ■

animals who have become lethal because of the tech-
nology afforded by our intellectual evolution. Humans 
can now kill their own kind with great effi ciency and 
often at great distances. This adaptation has happened 

so quickly, however, that inhibiting mechanisms have 
not emerged to prevent humans from killing members 
of their own species.

When we add the basic human need for social belong- ■

ing and identity to this aggressive instinct and weapons, 
the result is war.

The proposition that war is an inevitable refl ection of  ■

human nature or instincts can be criticized in several 
ways. The existence of peaceful societies and others that 
can go for very long periods without war suggest that war 
is not an integral feature of human existence. The lengths 
to which societies and governments must go to get sol-
diers to engage in war seems to undermine the instinctual 
argument. Finally, some question whether it even makes 
sense to view war as aggression. Perhaps war is better 
viewed as instrumental, socially organized violence that 
has little or nothing to do with individual aggression.

Instead of viewing war as rooted in human nature or  ■

instincts, it can also be viewed as a cultural or social 
practice shaped and reinforced in countless and often 
subtle ways as people are bombarded with messages, 
lessons, images, and ideas about violence and war.

Perhaps a better approach is to understand war as a  ■

result of instincts and learning. In this view, aspects of 
human nature certainly can lead to war, but they do not 
do so on their own. It is a matter of whether those ele-
ments of human nature that contribute to war are rein-
forced or discouraged by learning and socialization.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

1. Why does it matter if war is the result of instinctual or 
learned behavior?

2. Assuming that war is a learned behavior, how is it learned?

3. Might there be other aspects of human nature that lead 
or contribute to war apart from, or in addition to, an 
aggressive instinct?

4. What, if anything, does the phenomenon of “pseudo 
specifi cation” tell about the instinctual basis of war?

5. Why is the distinction between aggression and violence 
potentially critical for understanding the causes of 
war?

CRITICAL QUESTIONS
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The classic statement of the instinctual aggression thesis 
is Konrad Lorenz, On Aggression (New York: Harcourt, 
Brace and World, 1963). The major critique of this 
position is Ashley Montagu, The Nature of Human 
Aggression (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1976). The 
classic statement of the social/cultural perspective is 
Margaret Mead, “Warfare Is Only an Invention—Not a 
Biological Necessity,” Asia 40 (1940): 402–405. A more 

recent example of this position is David Grossman, On
Killing (Boston: Little, Brown, 1995). Another interest-
ing perspective on this debate is found in Joanna Burke, 
An Intimate History of Killing (New York: Basic Books, 
1999). And Barbara Ehrenreich’s Blood Rites: Origins and 
History of the Passions of War (New York: Henry A. Holt, 
1998) tries to integrate and transcend the nature–nurture 
divide.

FURTHER READINGS

http://www.culture-of-peace.info
Organization dedicated to creating a “culture of peace” 
to replace the “culture of war.” The group’s perspective 
in terms of the issues discussed in this chapter is obvious.

www.seedsofpeace.org
Organization dedicated to promoting peace by 
teaching children to “develop trust and empathy for 
another.” The underlying assumption guiding the 
organization’s mission obviously places it on the 
“nurture” side of the debate over war and human 
nature.

www.killology.com
Web site of Lt. Col. David Grossman (cited in this 
chapter), focusing on how people are socialized into 
violent behavior.

www.globalissues.org/HumanRights/Media/
Military.asp

Discusses and illustrates media coverage of war issues 
as well as propaganda.

www.classroomtools.com/faces2.htm
Contains some good examples of the dehumanizing 
propaganda that is often part and parcel of modern 
war.

www.warandgender.com
Deals with issues and controversies surrounding 
questions of war, gender, biology, socialization, and 
war.
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A basic principle of the post–World War II global economic order, free trade has 

been part of a liberal prescription for international relations for almost two  hundred 

years. Free trade is seen as desirable because it allows consumers to buy what they 

need and want for the lowest price, regardless of where in the world it is produced. 

Free trade serves the interests of consumers (and everyone is a consumer) while 

promoting economic effi ciency. Just as nations practice free trade within their 

borders, they should practice free trade across their borders. Critics reply that there 

are times when, and very good reasons why, nations might not want to  pursue 

free trade. Marxists and feminists (and even many liberals) fear the impact of 

free trade on economically vulnerable segments of society. Even if free trade does 

 promote economic effi ciency, there may occasionally be other social considerations 

and  values that take precedence. Realists, who tend to think about international 

 economics in terms of national security, worry about becoming dependent on other 

nations for essential commodities. These intellectual confl icts are likely to fuel 

political confl icts over trade for some time to come.

During the 2008 primary contests for the Democratic presidential nomination, 
there was a lot of talk about trade and its negative impact on American  industries 
and workers. As Senators Obama and Clinton stumped for votes in the industrial 

Midwest, “the campaign has looked like a contest over who hates free trade more: 
Obama has argued that free trade agreements like NAFTA are bought and paid for 
by special interests, while Clinton has emphasized the need to ‘stand up’ to countries 
like China.” Opposition to free trade, or at least concern about its consequences, is 

Does Free Trade Benefi t All?

Free Trade

Chapter 6

KEY CONTROVERSY
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neither new nor limited to Ohio and Michigan. Public opinion  polling reveals why 
the Democratic candidates were so anxious to voice their skepticism about free trade. 
In a 2008 poll, for example, more than two-thirds of respondents expressed  support 
for restrictions on trade to protect American industries threatened by foreign 
 competition, the highest level of support for such measures since pollsters started 
asking the question in the 1980s.1

Not everyone opposes free trade for the same reasons. Some fear that global 
trade is increasingly benefi ting wealthy nations and multinational corporations at 
the expense of already marginalized groups in the world economy, thus locking poor 
nations in a cycle of poverty and misery. Others worry that workers in the advanced 
industrialized nations are seeing their wages and social welfare benefi ts reduced 
because they are forced to compete with much cheaper labor in the developing world. 
Many argue that the world’s environment and resources are being sacrifi ced to satisfy 
the demands of growth and corporate profi ts. Still others charge that international 
economic institutions and multinational corporations are taking power and author-
ity away from democratically elected governments, eroding their sovereignty in the 
process.2 Whatever the specifi cs might be, anxiety about trade and the future of the 
global economy is likely to remain at the forefront of political debate in the United 
States and elsewhere for some time to come. Thus, it is important that we understand 
the historical origins of free trade, as well as the arguments for and against it.

The Liberal International Economic Order
How, when, and why did free trade come to be so central to the global economy? 

In general terms, the main outlines of the current global economy were set in place 
in the years immediately following World War II largely by the United States, which 
emerged from the war not only as the dominant military power in the world but also 
as the world’s most powerful economy. The global economy it created was shaped by 
the recent historical experience of war and depression, U.S. economic interests, and 
a commitment to liberal economic theory. The system that emerged became known 
as the Liberal International Economic Order (LIEO), the cornerstone of which is 
the principle of free and open trade. As Stephen Krasner explains, “The fundamental 
objective of American foreign economic policy after the Second World War was to 
establish a regime in which the impediments to the movement of capital and goods 
were minimized.”3

In formal terms, several institutions were designed to help create and sustain a 
liberal international order. The World Bank, offi cially known as the International 
Bank for Reconstruction and Development, and the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) were established in 1944. The World Bank is a global lending agency whose 
 initial purpose was, as its offi cial name suggests, to aid in the reconstruction of Europe 
after the war. The IMF’s major function is to provide short-term assistance to nations 
with balance of payments diffi culties. Both institutions have become prime sources 
of loans to the world’s developing nations, and both are supposed to operate in a 
manner that promotes liberal policies domestically and internationally—that is, free 
trade among nations and limited government intervention in domestic economies. 

Liberal International 
Economic Order (LIEO) 
The post–World War II 
international economic order 
embodying the traditional 
liberal preference for free 
and open trade as a means 
of promoting economic 
effi ciency and prosperity.

World Bank Originally 
the International Bank 
for Reconstruction and 
Development, now one of 
the major institutions of the 
post–World War II interna-
tional economic order. Its 
initial function of providing 
aid in the rebuilding of 
societies destroyed by the 
war has been replaced with 
a more controversial focus 
on aiding and assisting the 
world’s developing nations.

International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) One of the 
critical institutions of the 
post–World War II Liberal 
International Economic 
Order. Initially intended 
to help nations deal with 
 balance of payments defi -
cits, since the 1960s it has 
played an increasing and 
controversial role in assist-
ing developing nations.
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The fi nal element of the postwar liberal order was the General Agreement on Tariffs 
and Trade (GATT) Created in 1947, GATT is the most important institution for 
 international trade because its fundamental goal is the reduction of international 
 tariffs (taxes on goods imported from other countries) to the lowest possible level. 
Since 1947, there have been several summits or talks (known as rounds) intended to 
move nations closer to a system of free trade. Today, largely as a result of GATT, “the 
average tariff on U.S. imports is a meager 3 percent—down from 20 percent in 1940.”4

In January 1995, GATT became the World Trade Organization (WTO). Even though 
the world has never achieved a completely free and open trading  system that has no 
barriers to the sale of goods and services among nations, this is the ideal, the principle, 
upon which these institutions are based. The critical question, however, is why the 
United States and others believe that a liberal order based on free and open trade is a 
desirable objective. What was the motivation behind the creation of the LIEO? Part 
of the explanation lies in the perceived lessons derived from the Great Depression 
and World War II. After World War II, American decision makers traced the causes 
of the Great Depression of the 1930s to the economic  nationalism of the 1920s. That 
is, throughout the 1920s the world’s major economies, the United States included, 
used ever-increasing tariffs and quotas on foreign imports to protect domestic indus-
tries from competition. Eventually, these tariffs and quotas undermined world trade, 
 contributing to the collapse of the global economy and the Great Depression. The 
Great Depression, in turn, was seen as critical to the  failure of democracy and the rise 
of fascism, and thus war. Free trade, it was believed, was  necessary to prevent a repeti-
tion of this course of events. In this way free trade was seen as providing political as 
well as economic benefi ts: If economic nationalism brought depression, fascism, and 
war, free trade would bring prosperity, democracy, and peace. This is why “to the 
diplomats who reshaped the world’s economy after World War II, trade barriers were 
clearly a folly.”5

There was also a good measure of self-interest driving the creation of the LIEO. 
Since the United States emerged from World War II as the only intact industrial 
economy, free trade was clearly in its economic interests—after all, where else would 
other nations buy things from? But the commitment to free trade was also based on 
a broader conviction that it would benefi t all people and nations in the long run. It 
was not merely self-interest, but enlightened self-interest. By promoting economic 
growth and prosperity, a system of free and open trade would be, to use a common 
metaphor, a rising tide that lifts all boats. It is this argument asserting mutual gains 
from free trade that ultimately provides the intellectual rationale for the postwar 
 liberal order.

The Case for Free Trade
Why is free trade such a good idea? Why shouldn’t governments protect their 

workers and industries from foreign competition? If we want to answer these ques-
tions, it is best to return to the economists who fi rst made the case for free trade, 
particularly Adam Smith (1723–1790) and David Ricardo (1772–1823) Even though 
Smith and Ricardo lived two centuries ago, the arguments in favor of free trade have 

General Agreement 
on Tariffs and Trade 
(GATT) World organization 
of nations created in 1947 
for the purpose of reducing 
tariffs and other obstacles 
to international trade. 
Resulted in a series of 
meetings and agreements 
in subsequent decades (so-
called GATT Rounds) that 
reduced tariffs. Replaced in 
1995 with the World Trade 
Organization (WTO).

World Trade Organization 
(WTO) Created in 1995 
as a successor to GATT, the 
World Trade Organization is 
supposed to enforce interna-
tional trade rules promoting 
free and open trade.

economic 
 nationalism Policies 
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not changed much in the interim. In their time Smith and Ricardo advocated free 
trade in place of prevailing policies and doctrines of mercantilism, a set of trade 
policies designed to increase the wealth of each state by rigging trade rules so as to 
promote exports and reduce imports. The rationale was that if a country sold more 
goods than it bought from abroad, more gold would fl ow in than out, increasing 
the state’s wealth. Mercantilist doctrine viewed a nation’s trade policy as a means to 
increase a state’s relative wealth and thus its power. It was economics in the service of 
politics. Smith and Ricardo opposed mercantilism, arguing for the removal of barri-
ers to the importation of foreign goods because such restrictions reduced economic 
competition, promoted economic ineffi ciency, and harmed consumers by making 
them pay more for goods.

The Origins of Free Trade
Confl icts over mercantilism came to a head in the middle of the 1800s, when 

England faced intense domestic debate over the repeal of what were known as the Corn 
Laws. These laws gave British growers of wheat, corn, and other grains a monopoly 
on the domestic market through a variety of means—government subsidies as well as 
restrictions on the export and import of grains. The practical result of these policies 
was that the price of grain and bread for British consumers was much higher than it 
needed to be because there was restricted access to cheaper products from abroad. Such 
laws were sustained because they benefi ted wealthy land owners at a time when the 
poor were still excluded from politics. Infl uenced by the writings of Smith and Ricardo, 
Richard Cobden (1804–1865), a prominent fi gure in the British Liberal Party, pushed 
for the repeal of these laws on the grounds that they benefi ted a few at the expense 
of many. Though the Anti-Corn Law League had been around since 1883, it wasn’t 
until 1846 that the laws were repealed, marking the emergence of free trade as a theory 
converted into policy.6 The historical popularity of free trade has fl uctuated since. For 
the next few decades of the mid-to late 1800s, trade barriers declined, especially within 
Europe. The last decades of the nineteenth century saw a waning enthusiasm for free 
trade. The years between World War I and World War II also witnessed increasing 
 barriers to international trade.

Smith and Ricardo’s defense of free trade was based on two relatively simple eco-
nomic concepts, the division of labor and comparative advantage. The division of labor
refers to the simple fact that people do not produce everything they need and want. Each 
of us does not build our own houses, make our own clothes, educate our children, or 
even change the oil in our cars. In all but the most primitive economies, there is a divi-
sion of labor. Different people specialize in the production of certain commodities and 
then trade what they produce with people who produce other commodities. In modern 
economies this exchange occurs through the medium of currency, not barter: When we 
buy things with money, we are really exchanging what we produce (and got paid for) for 
things others have produced. This is the most effi cient way to organize an economy. If 
we all had to make and provide for ourselves all the things we need and want, we would 
end up with fewer of the things we want and need. Thus, an effi cient economic system at 
any level (local, national, or international) is based on a division of labor. And if there is 
a division of labor, trade is necessary to meet people’s wants and needs.

mercantilism Trade 
policies designed to increase 
the wealth and power of a 
state vis-à-vis other states.
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protection from foreign com-
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trade claimed they protected 
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forced consumers to pay too 
much for basic food items. 
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But why does this trade have to be free, without taxes, tariffs, and other barri-
ers? The answer is provided by Ricardo’s theory of comparative advantage, which 
has been described as “the greatest gift that economic wisdom ever bestowed upon 
humankind.”7 Simply stated, the theory holds that people and nations should spe-
cialize in the production of those things they produce most effi ciently and cheaply 
(i.e., those commodities for which they have an advantage compared to others) 
and trade these commodities with others who are specializing in what they do best. 
Nations possess different resources that lead to different comparative advantages—
some nations produce oil or other scarce commodities, some have plentiful and 
cheap labor, some have agriculturally productive land, and others have favorable 
geographical locations for trade. Japan will probably never produce its own oil; Saudi 
Arabia will never grow rice; landlocked Chad will never be a center of shipping; and 
Canada is unlikely to produce much coffee. If these nations want to meet the needs 
and wants of their people, they need to specialize in the trade of particular commodi-
ties. Autarky, or complete self-suffi ciency, is not a practical or economical option.

In his Principles of Political Economy and Taxation, Ricardo illustrated his theory 
using the example of Portugal and England and the production of wine and cloth, 
arguing that Portugal produced good, cheap wine (while England did not) and 
England produced good, cheap cloth. Free trade allows the people of both England 
and Portugal to have good and cheap wine and cloth.8 Thus, England should produce 
cloth, Portugal should make wine, and they should trade. Let us use a different exam-
ple to demonstrate the operation of comparative advantage. The people of Vermont 
and Florida all occasionally like to have maple syrup and orange juice as part of their 
breakfast. How are the people of these states to satisfy their desire to consume these 
commodities? One option is that the people of each state could produce both juice 
and syrup. Producing maple syrup would be no problem for the people of Vermont 
because the climate conditions are ideal. Orange juice would be another matter. This 
would involve constructing huge greenhouses to grow orange trees and heating them 
in the winter. Vermonters could make their own orange juice, but the cost of produc-
tion would be high. The reverse can be said of orange juice (easy) and maple syrup 
(diffi cult and expensive) production in Florida. What to do? For Ricardo the answer 
was simple—each state should specialize in producing that commodity for which it has 
a comparative advantage and trade the commodity with others producing commodi-
ties for which they have an advantage. The Vermonters make maple syrup, Floridians 
make orange juice, and they trade. Everyone gets what they want for the lowest price.

Not everyone will be happy, however. Free trade in orange juice will chase all the 
producers in Vermont out of business. Who, after all, would pay several more dollars 
a gallon for orange juice from Vermont than juice from Florida? For the orange juice 
producers of Vermont to survive, an import tax would have to be applied to artifi -
cially raise the price of juice from Florida. The same would have to be done to protect 
maple syrup producers in Florida. But Ricardo would have argued that Vermont’s 
orange juice producers and Florida’s maple syrup producers should not be protected 
from competition. Protection would simply promote economic ineffi ciency and 
increase prices to consumers. Certainly there are interests that are harmed by free 
trade in the short term, most notably Vermont orange juice producers and Florida 
maple syrup producers. But from a larger, long-term perspective, everyone is better 
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off as a result of the effi ciency that comes from free trade. This is the same argument 
Ricardo made for England and Portugal and the production of cloth and wine.

From the standpoint of economic theory, tariffs and other barriers to imports are 
bad because they distort the market. In the free market, prices convey information to 
consumers about who is producing a commodity most effi ciently. People then reward 
effi cient producers by buying their lower-priced goods and punish the  ineffi cient 
by not purchasing their products. When these purchasing decisions are aggregated, 
 ineffi cient producers are driven out of business. When prices are artifi cially raised (or 
lowered) by government intervention, this information is not conveyed to consum-
ers. As a result, ineffi ciency is not punished and effi ciency is not rewarded. And in the 
long run the ineffi cient use of resources serves no one’s interests.

Free Trade Within Nations, Free Trade Among Nations
Interestingly, virtually all nations accept the logic of free trade within their bor-

ders. In the United States one of the functions of the federal government under the 
Constitution is to prevent the adoption of restrictions on interstate trade. The state 
government of Tennessee, for example, cannot impose taxes on cars imported from 
Michigan in order to protect the jobs of workers at the Saturn production plant located 
in that state. This would be considered a restraint on interstate commerce and thus 
illegal. Everyone would probably agree that it would be a disaster if individual states 
within the United States could impose tariffs on goods coming from other states. The 
harm to the American economy if individual states pursued protectionism policies 
would be immense.

Advocates of free trade argue that the same basic logic that supports free trade 
within nations should be applied to trade among nations. If it makes sense to prac-
tice free trade between Minneapolis and St. Paul or Vermont and Florida, it makes 
just as much sense to practice free trade between the United States and Germany or 
Japan and Botswana. The economic logic of free trade is not altered merely because a 
political boundary is crossed. As Jagdish Bhagwati explains, “If one applies the logic 
of effi ciency to the allocation of activity among all trading nations, and not merely 
within one’s own nation—that alone would ensure that goods and services would be 
produced where it could be done most cheaply.”9 We can refer to this argument as 
the logic of extension—extending the logic that justifi es free trade within nations, 
which virtually no one questions, to trade among nations.

The Primacy of the Consumer
The interests of consumers lie at the heart of the case for free trade. But it is 

important to realize that from Smith and Ricardo’s perspective the distinction 
between producers and consumers is artifi cial—everyone is both a consumer and a 
producer. And as consumers, people are always better off buying the things we want 
and need for the lowest possible price no matter where it is produced—whether it 
comes from across town, across the state, another state, or the other side of the world. 
It should not matter where an item is made. We are better off because this leaves us 
with more money to buy other things we want and need. Consumers are never better 
off paying more.
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Within this argument is also an implicit assumption about the  compatibility 
of individual and collective interests. That is, if every individual consumer in a 
 community is better off, it follows that the community as a whole is better off. In 
the case of free trade, this means that if free trade is in the best interests of every 
American consumer, it follows that free trade is also in the best interest of the United 
States as a whole. The individual and collective interest is in harmony. Ricardo makes 
this implicit assumption explicit: “Under a system of perfectly free commerce, each 
country naturally devotes its capital and labor to such employments as are most 
 benefi cial to each. The pursuit of individual advantage is admirably connected with 
the universal good of the whole.”10

It is here that the liberal roots of free trade doctrine become most apparent. One 
of the key assumptions of liberalism is the existence of a harmony of interests. This 
is the underlying assumption of free market capitalism in general and free trade in 
particular: Each individual and each nation pursuing their own economic interest 
unrestricted by government regulation results in a long-term situation where the 
interests of all are advanced. There is no confl ict in terms of the economic interests 
of individuals and nations. In promoting economic effi ciency, a system of free trade 
works to the benefi t of all. To use some technical terminology, international trade is 
not a zero-sum game in which one consumer’s or nation’s gain is someone else’s loss, 
but rather a positive-sum game in which all can benefi t simultaneously. Economist 
Paul Krugman, a leading advocate of free trade, emphasizes the harmony of interests 
in an essay tellingly titled “The Illusion of Confl ict in International Trade.” If trade is 
treated as something involving confl icts of interests among nations, Krugman fears 
that “trade will be treated as war, and the current system of relatively open world 
markets will disintegrate. . . . And that will be a shame . . . [because] the confl ict 
among nations that so many policy intellectuals imagine prevails is an illusion; but is 
it an illusion that can destroy the reality of mutual gains from trade?”11 It would be 
impossible to state the liberal argument more clearly: Confl ict is an illusion.

Given this analysis, advocates of free trade view government interventions 
and restrictions such as tariffs and quotas as devices that advance and protect spe-
cial interests at the expense of the broader public interest. A tariff on automobiles 
imported from abroad, for example, serves the short-term interests of the domestic 
automobile industry. Although this may seem wise, in the long run it is not. Such a 
policy merely protects a relatively ineffi cient industry from competition, removes 
incentives to become more effi cient, increases the price people must pay for automo-
biles, and thus decreases the amount of money they have to spend on other things 
they want and need. The benefi ts of protectionism may be immediate and tangible to 
that sector of the economy, but the benefi ts are short-lived and illusory and come at 
the expense of consumers.

Contemporary Challenges to Free Trade
Even though the cornerstone of the postwar liberal order has been a commitment 

to free trade, the ideal of completely free and open trade has never been achieved. 
All nations, even those supposedly most committed to free trade, including the 
United States, have an array of tariffs and other restrictions. Nations have proven 
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very ingenious in devising methods of protectionism. Though tariffs and quotas are 
the most obvious means of restricting imports, they are by no means the only ones 
 available. There are a host of restrictions to trade known as nontariff barriers. Nations 
could impose a series of regulations on imported commodities that serve the same 
purpose as does an outright tariff; for example, regulations requiring that imported 
agricultural goods meet certain quality and inspection requirements. Although these 
demands might seem reasonable on their face, if the result is that the imported goods 
have to sit around for days to be inspected, this can be as much of a problem as an 
outright ban. Perishable commodities sitting on the dock or in warehouses are at a 
disadvantage compared to domestic produce that can go right to market.

The provision of government subsidies is also contrary to the logic of free trade. If 
a government gives money to a company or industry that enables it to sell its product 
for a price that does not accurately refl ect the costs of production, this is as much 
a violation of the principle of comparative advantage as a tariff that raises prices. 
When politicians accuse other countries of dumping, this is what they mean—selling 
something on the world market for less than it costs to produce, which is often made 
possible by government subsidies. Even governments that claim to favor free trade 
have a diffi cult time confronting politically powerful farmers. Perhaps nowhere has 
this been a greater problem than in the area of agricultural subsidies. Developing 
nations complain bitterly that subsidies to farmers in the United States and Europe 
allow them sell their products on the world market at reduced prices, driving down 
the price of many commodities developing nations produce.

This helps explain why even when nations agree in principle that free trade is a 
good thing, historically it has been diffi cult to maintain. The problem is that even if 
free trade is in everyone’s long-term best interests, there are short-term losers: com-
panies go out of business and workers lose their jobs. Such is the nature of economic 
competition and effi ciency. These companies and workers are seldom comforted by 
the economic logic that they will be better off in the long run. As the chairman of the 
U.S. Federal Reserve, Ben Bernacke, explains, “the social and political opposition to 
openness can be strong . . . because changes in the patterns of production are likely 
to threaten the livelihoods of some workers and the profi ts of some fi rms, even when 
these changes lead to greater productivity.” When this happens, as it inevitably will 
under free trade, “the natural reaction of those so affected is to resist change, for 
example, by seeking the passage of protectionist measure.”12 One might continue 
that the natural reaction of politicians is to cave into such pressures. President Bush’s 
decision to impose tariffs on imported steel during his fi rst term, despite his com-
mitment to free trade, is but one of many examples. The fact that steel tariffs were 
favored by constituencies in Midwestern swing states with critical electoral votes, 
such as Ohio and Pennsylvania, was surely more than a coincidence. The political 
temptation is sometimes to be a free rider—that is, let others practice free trade 
while you do not. The free rider enjoys all the benefi ts but pays none of the costs of 
free trade. All of this is simply a way of noting that political incentives do not always 
coincide with economic logic. What is good in terms of winning the next election is 
not always good for the economy in the long run.

When we hear about disputes between the United States and its major trading 
partners in Western Europe and Japan, there are frequent accusations of unfair trade 
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practices. This dispute largely boils down to nations who object to others as free  riders: 
We practice free trade while you do not. The charge of “cheating” embodies this 
dilemma. But many contemporary confl icts over trade go further and are more deeply 
rooted than this. It is not merely the diffi culty of actually practicing free trade when 
everyone agrees it would be desirable. The problem is that there is disagreement about 
whether free trade is always the best policy and the circumstances under which free 
trade might be a bad idea. There are some compelling arguments against free trade, 
and these tend to be more widely accepted in Europe and Japan than in the United 
States. There are alternatives to the theory (some might say ideology) of free trade.

What’s Wrong with Free Trade
The case against free trade is not really an argument against free trade. There are 

very few who believe that nations should never practice free trade or that  foreign 
imports should always be subject to tariffs and quotas. No one seriously believes 

A protest against the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). Though the agreement passed, 
many were, and remain, concerned about the consequences of free trade with nations with lower 
wages and weaker regulations.
Source: © Bob E. Daemmrich/Sygma/Corbis
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that complete autarky is possible or desirable. The argument against free trade really 
amounts to skepticism about whether free trade is always preferable. Even skeptics 
agree that much of the time, maybe most of the time, unrestricted trade is wise. But, 
they argue, there are other times when, and very good reasons why, nations should 
not practice free trade. The objection is that free trade has become an ideology within 
certain academic and policy circles, particularly in the United States, with critics being 
viewed as the equivalent of people who deny that the earth is round. Paul Krugman, 
who was quoted earlier, suggests that anyone who does not see the wisdom of free 
trade is stupid and uniformed. The notion that there is any intellectually respect-
able position against free trade is simply not entertained. But the fact is that Adam 
Smith and David Ricardo have not been alone in thinking about international trade, 
and not everyone who has thought seriously about the issue has come to the same 
conclusion.

After spending several years in Asia, columnist and author James Fallows was 
struck by the difference between how many there think about international trade 
compared to the United States. One symptom of this divergence in thinking about 
trade is the popularity of the German economist Friedrich List (1789–1846). Most 
Americans can get an economics degree without ever having read List; one certainly 
hears a lot less about him in the United States than they do about Adam Smith and 
David Ricardo. Fewer still have actually read List’s The National System of Political 
Economy (1841), which is probably the most powerful critique of Smith and Ricardo.13

In Europe and Asia, according to Fallows, List’s work remains infl uential. List did not 
argue that nations should never practice free trade. He did not reject free trade in 
principle, and this point needs to be emphasized. Much of the time and for most 
commodities, free trade is probably a good idea. Instead, List argued that Smith and 
Ricardo failed to recognize that there were also certain circumstances in which, for 
very legitimate reasons, states might want to engage in some form of protectionism.

List offered a decidedly conservative or realist critique of liberal trade doctrine. 
This will become evident as we deal with his major arguments. Yet, List’s criticisms 
are not the only ones present; critics have looked at free trade from other  perspectives 
as well. Marxist critiques analyze free trade within the general context of  international 
capitalism. Feminists often worry about the impact of trade on women, an issue they 
think is usually ignored. Interestingly, these seemingly odd ideological bedfellows 
make many of the same arguments. This paradox is refl ected in the somewhat unusual 
coalition that has emerged in opposition to the economic aspects of contemporary 
globalization in which many on the political right and left fi nd themselves aligned.

More Efficient, But So What?
The fi rst major justifi cation for free trade is that it promotes economic effi ciency. 

When production and trade are based on the operation of comparative advantage, 
the most effi cient producers survive and the less effi cient ones go out of business. On 
purely economic grounds, critics of free trade such as List concede this point: Free trade 
probably does lead to greater economic effi ciency. But so what? This does not therefore 
settle the matter. Merely because something is economically the most effi cient thing 
to do, does this automatically imply that it is what we should do? Not necessarily. This 
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would be the logical conclusion only if economic effi ciency were the be-all and end-all 
of economic policy. In the real world, however, people and societies try to balance a 
variety of values and considerations.

The fact is that as a society we do things and follow policies all the time that are 
inconsistent with strict standards of economic effi ciency. For example, most societies 
spend the majority of their healthcare dollars on people in the last few years of their 
lives, that is, on people who have ceased being economically productive. If societies 
allocated their resources based solely on economic effi ciency, there would certainly be 
other areas where this money could be better spent. If we adopted policies simply on 
the grounds of economic effi ciency, what sort of healthcare systems would we have? 
What would we do with people who were no longer economically productive? Why 
do we spend all this money on the economically unproductive elements of our  society? 
The fact is that we do so because other values and criteria infl uence our decisions. 
Economic effi ciency is only one thing we take into consideration. Demonstrating that 
a policy promotes economic effi ciency is an important component of policy debates, 
but it does not end these debates. Thus, even if we concede the economic effi ciency 
argument to the proponents of free trade, this does not mean that they have carried 
the day.

Applying this point to international trade, we might imagine considerations that 
lead states not to practice free trade, even if the result is less economic effi ciency. 
Take, for example, the case of Japan and rice. Rice produced in Japan costs a lot more 
than rice grown in the United States. If the logic of free trade were adopted and the 
principle of comparative advantage put into play, Japan’s rice farmers would almost 
certainly be chased out of business as Japanese consumers bought the cheaper foreign 
rice (though some question whether foreign rice tastes the same to Japanese palates). 
But for the Japanese, rice is more than just another food; it is a deeply meaningful 
part of their history and culture. A Japan that did not grow its own rice would be like 
a Germany that did not produce beer, a France that did not make wine or cheese, 
or a United States that did not make automobiles. To an economist, these are just 
commodities and it should not matter where they are made. But most people are 
not economists. If preserving this part of Japanese culture requires them to restrict 
foreign imports, can we say this is wrong?

Other countries have a similar problem with small family farms, which are almost 
never competitive with huge agricultural corporations or cheap foreign imports. Pure 
free trade would almost certainly chase these small farms out of business because they 
are ineffi cient in many respects. But what if people like to have a quaint countryside 
with small villages and cute farms they can return to on the weekends? If a government 
restricts cheaper imports in order to protect these farms and the rural way of life, is 
this necessarily a wrongheaded policy? Smith and Ricardo would think so, but others 
might not be so dismissive. If the people of a country have to pay a bit more for their 
peppers and tomatoes in order to preserve a way of life they value, perhaps this is an 
acceptable trade-off in which strict considerations of economic effi ciency lose out to 
broader cultural and lifestyle concerns.

The particulars of cases will vary, but the general point here is to question the 
underlying assumption often implicit in arguments for free trade that economic 
 effi ciency is the basis on which policies should be chosen. John Gray, a critic of global 
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free trade, concedes the economic argument: “There is not much doubt that the free 
market is the most economically effi cient type of capitalism.” He goes on to note that 
“for most economists that ends the matter.”14 For Gray and others, obviously, it does 
not. Instead, economic effi ciency is portrayed as a criterion. Evaluating the implica-
tions of policies for economic effi ciency is only the beginning of the debate, not its 
beginning and end.

Free Trade Within Nations, Free Trade Among Nations
Friedrich List’s most forceful criticism of free trade theorists such as Smith 

and Ricardo stemmed from what he saw as their failure to recognize the critical 
 difference between how states relate to one another and how people interact within 
states. When this distinction between international and domestic relations is taken 
into account, it does not follow that because free trade within nations makes sense, 
free trade among makes just as much sense. Within national boundaries people 
need not worry much about becoming dependent on others for things they need 
because this dependence is unlikely to be used as leverage. For example, someone 
who is pro-choice does not have to worry that the grocery store will withhold food 
until they change their position. The people of Florida do not have to worry that 
the people of Vermont will refuse to sell them maple syrup unless they vote the 
right way in the presidential election. Within nations, people do not have to be 
concerned about becoming dependent on one another. Nations, however, need 
to worry about the potential security consequences of economic dependence as 
well as about shifts in economic power resulting from growth in other countries. 
International economics cannot be divorced from considerations of international 
politics. As Mark Thirlwell explains, “some are now scared by the success of glo-
balization in creating powerful new competitors in global markets, while  others 
are spooked by the security implications of the consequent redistribution of 
 economic power.”15. Economists are happy if everyone becomes more prosperous; 
international strategists are not.

Thus, List argued that if a nation can produce commodities that it really needs, 
it should do so rather than become dependent on others, even if these commodi-
ties can be purchased more cheaply from abroad. Take, for example, something 
like steel or computer chips. These are commodities that a modern industrial 
and  technological economy needs to function. Let us assume that country A can 
 manufacture steel for $20 a ton and chips for $50 a piece. If country B can  produce 
steel for $18 and chips for $40, what should country A do? Ricardo’s advice would 
be clear: Country A should buy steel and chips from country B and get out of 
the steel and chips business. Country A should not impose a tariff or quota on 
steel and chip imports in order to protect its own industries. For List, however, 
this would be a ludicrous. If A becomes totally dependent on B for these vital 
commodities, B will have potential power or leverage over A. To avoid becoming 
dependent on others who might seek to convert economic dependence into politi-
cal power, it may be advisable for A to impose tariffs in order to stay in the steel 
and chip businesses even though these commodities could be purchased more 
cheaply from abroad.
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Sometimes nations have no option but to be dependent on foreign sources. Japan, 
for example, needs oil but produces none of its own. There is nothing Japan can do 
about the fact that it does not have any domestic oil reserves. Japanese oil indepen-
dence is not an option. Furthermore, for most things it really does not matter if a 
nation becomes dependent on others. Being dependent on another nation for honey 
or sneakers is not the same as being dependent on that nation for oil or steel. One 
nation’s threat to withhold or increase the price of sneakers is unlikely to give it much 
political leverage. List would simply argue that there are some vital commodities that 
nations should retain the ability to produce for themselves if they can. If it requires 
some deviation from the rules of free trade to do so, then so be it.

Even economists generally supportive of free trade concede that “Ricardo’s theory 
did not cover every circumstance.” As Clive Crook notes, “exceptions to its general rule 
(potential benefi ts from protecting ‘infant industries,’ for instance) were recognized 
long ago.”16 List was among those who argued for the need to protect infant  industries
from foreign competition. When a nation fi rst produces a commodity, it might be 
diffi cult to compete with established producers elsewhere in the world. If the logic 
of free trade were applied, these industries would “die in the cradle,” so to speak. List 
pointed out that many industries in the United States and Britain developed behind 
a wall of protection before the adoption of free trade. Foreshadowing some of List’s 

infant industries 
Industries at early stages 
of their development, 
particularly when the same 
industries are already well 
developed (i.e., mature) in 
other nations.

A traditional Japanese rice farm whose product cannot compete with cheaper rice from the United 
States. The Japanese government protects domestic rice producers from foreign competition. David 
Ricardo would not have approved.
Source: © Robert Essel NYC/Corbis
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themes, Alexander Hamilton made a very similar argument in the early years of the 
American republic: “to maintain, between recent establishments of one country, and 
the long-matured establishments of another, a competition upon equal terms . . . is in 
most cases, impracticable.”17 So there are times when some level of protection from 
more effi cient foreign competition is necessary to promote economic and industrial 
development.18

Some take List’s argument one step further, arguing that nations can, and 
 sometimes should, use trade policy not merely to protect their industries but also 
to undermine the industries of other countries. Assume, for example, that country 
A produces steel for $20 a ton and B for $18. Under free trade, country A would 
go out of the steel business and buy its steel from B. But country A could stay in 
the steel business by imposing a tariff of $2 or more to protect its domestic steel 
industry. Country A could go one step further by subsidizing its domestic steel 
industry and selling its steel on the world market at a loss (maybe $17 a ton) in 
order to drive country B out of the steel business and make it dependent on A. 
This turns the logic of free trade and comparative advantage on its head. This 
sort of predatory pricing policy is an example of what is sometimes referred to 
as strategic trade policy, or consciously using trade policy to enhance national 
power and leverage over others.

These types of policies and concerns derive from List’s conviction that trade and 
economic policy cannot and should not be separated from national security policy. In 
an anarchic world, nations must worry about their security in ways that people and 
groups within nations do not. This is why free trade might not make as much sense 
among nations as it does within. The economic logic may be the same, but the political 
context is very different. Nations have to consider the implications of trade policy in 
terms of their power over, and dependence upon, others. List criticizes “Adam Smith’s 
doctrine . . . . [because it] ignores the very nature of nationalities, seeks almost entirely 
to exclude politics and the State, presupposes the existence of a state of perpetual peace 
and of universal union, underrates the values of national manufacturing power, and 
the means of obtaining it, and demands absolute freedom of trade.”19

In the international realm, trade and economics cannot be divorced from issues 
of politics, confl ict, and the ever-present possibility of war. And in the fi nal analysis 
a nation’s power rests on its ability to produce, not consume. In this sense, List’s 
criticisms of, and reservations about, free trade refl ect a realist perspective. His 
emphasis on the different environments in which states operate, his focus on eco-
nomic power and production as the foundation of national power, and his concern 
about the consequences of dependence on other nations embodies and is consis-
tent with a realist view of the world. Whereas liberals tend to see international trade 
as a positive-sum game in which all can become better off at the same time, List and 
realists are more inclined to approach trade as a zero-sum affair in which the gains 
of one are the losses for others. Recall that List titled his treatise on international 
trade “The National System of Political Economy.” He chose his title carefully and 
purposefully. List thought that Smith and Ricardo provided a theory of private
 political economy that spoke to the interests and motivations of individuals. List 
thought it necessary to approach issues of trade in terms of the motivations and 
interests of nations as well.

predatory pricing Setting 
the price of a commodity 
with the intention of driving 
others out of business, even 
if this requires selling the 
commodity for less than it 
costs to produce.

strategic trade 
 policy Policies designed 
to enhance national power 
and encourage other nations 
to become dependent as a 
means of gaining leverage 
over them. 
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Consumers and the Nation
The consumer lies at the heart of the case for free trade. Consumers are better 

off when they can buy things for the lowest price regardless of where it is produced. 
This allows them to buy more of what they want and need. And since everyone is a 
consumer, everyone’s interests are advanced by free trade. Furthermore, if each indi-
vidual in a nation is better off, it follows that the nation as a whole is better off. For 
critics of free trade, this logic is deceptively attractive but wrong. When individuals 
do what is in their best interest, this does not “add up” to the best interests of that 
community of individuals. Understanding “why not” requires some explanation.

Every day consumers are faced with discrete purchasing decisions. Someone goes 
to the mall to buy a pair of jeans and fi nds two pairs to choose from: One made in the 
United States costing $40 and the other made in Malaysia for $20. The two pairs are 
pretty much identical. In this situation most consumers would buy the cheaper pair 
because it would leave them $20 to buy other things. In the world of Smith and Ricardo, 
this is as it should be. This one decision by the consumer is good for that  person and 
has no wider social or economic consequences. But if we take this one decision and 
multiply it by thousands and millions of identical decisions, there are larger social 
and economic consequences. Perhaps the plant making jeans in the United States will 
go out of business or the workers will have to accept lower wages. If the workers are 
fi red, they will be collecting unemployment insurance that has to be paid for through 
other people’s taxes. If enough factories go out of business, maybe the entire local 
community’s economy will collapse. As factories leave and unemployment goes up, 
tax revenues go down. Schools have less money. As schools decline, the community’s 
downward spiral accelerates. Crime may increase and the quality of life erodes. The 
problem is that we cannot reasonably expect consumers to calculate and take into 
account these larger consequences for every purchasing decision. Emphasizing this 
point, List asks, “Can the individual . . . take into  consideration in promoting his 
private economy, the defense of the country, public security, and the thousand other 
objects which can only be attained by the aid of the whole community?”20

Contrary to the liberal assumption that individual and collective interests are in 
harmony, List explicitly rejects the confl ation of individual interests and the broader 
national interest: “nor does the individual merely by understanding his own inter-
ests best, and by striving to further them, if left to his own devices, always further the 
 interests of the community.”21 It does not necessarily follow that whatever serves the best 
short-term interests of each consumer is consistent with the long-term interests of the 
community. In such situations it is reasonable for the government to step in and protect 
the interests of the larger national community. This is what governments do. As James 
Fallows points out, people live in nations and communities and “in the real world happi-
ness depends on more than how much money you take home. If the people around you 
are also  comfortable . . . you are happier and safer than if they are desperate.”22

How do we deal with this problem? One option is trade restrictions that  promote 
the broader interests of the national community. To continue with our jeans 
 example, the national government might impose a tariff to make the foreign jeans 
less  attractive. Again, Fallows explains that “the answer to this predicament is to pay 
explicit attention to the welfare of the nation. If a consumer has to pay 10 percent 
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more for a product made by his neighbors than for one from overseas, it will be 
worse for him in the short run. But in the long run, and in the broadest defi nitions of 
 well-being, he might be better off.”23

One can see these types of concerns manifest themselves when the European Union 
(EU) considers new nations for inclusion. The EU is an organization of European 
states that essentially practice free trade among themselves. They are wealthy and 
prosperous nations with high wages and generous welfare states. When poorer nations 
with lower wages seek admission, the current members experience some hesitancy. If 
poorer nations with much lower wages are allowed to compete on a free basis, the fear 
is that this will exert downward pressure on wages throughout the EU. Regulations 
that determine who may and may not join the EU are in part designed to protect 
European workers from the effects of competing with cheaper labor.

Although it is primarily realists who express concerns about the impact of free 
trade on the economic bases of national power and security, others worry about 
the effects on workers and the general standard of living. Those with a Marxist 
 perspective, for example, see free trade (which is part and parcel of global  capitalism) 
as potentially harmful to workers in developing as well as developed countries. 
Because capital (i.e., multinational corporations) is free to set up shop wherever 
wages are lowest, the net effect of free trade is to push and keep wages down. Part 
of the problem is that on a theoretical level completely free trade should allow labor 
to move as freely among nations as capital and commodities do. In the real world, 
however, this is not possible. Thus, businesses can go in search of the lowest wages 
anywhere in the world, but workers cannot go in search of the highest wages. This 
fundamental difference in the mobility of capital and commodities compared to 
labor places workers at a great disadvantage.

Feminists are also often critical of free trade and its consequences. They tend 
to agree with Marxists that workers in all parts of the world are harmed by free 
trade. But feminists also point out that women in particular usually bear the brunt. 
Because women often fi nd themselves as second-class economic citizens, occupying 
the lowest-paying and most “expendable” jobs, their interests are usually the fi rst to 
be sacrifi ced. Even many liberals, who are generally predisposed to free trade, worry 
about the potential consequences, especially unrestricted trade between nations at 
very different levels of development. There are also issues that go well beyond those 
mentioned already, such as the impact on the environment when factories are moved 
to low-wage countries with fewer environmental protections in place. But an  overall 
concern about the impact of free trade on workers and other vulnerable groups unites 
critics from a very broad range of viewpoints.

Conclusion
Confl icts over issues of international trade are likely to continue both among 

the world’s major trading partners and within them. One source of these  confl icts 
is the political ramifi cations of free trade. Even those who support free trade  concede 
that even if everyone benefi ts in the long run, in the short term there are winners 
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and losers. Free trade, when it works as it is supposed to, drives comparatively inef-
fi cient producers out of business. Industries go under, investors and stockholders lose 
money, and workers lose jobs. We cannot expect these groups to be happy about their 
losses. In democratic societies, where the success of politicians depends on keeping 
people happy, there will continue to be strong political pressures to protect domestic 
interests from the inevitable consequences of free trade and competition. Even if the 
long-term benefi ts of greater effi ciency work to the benefi t of all, these benefi ts are often 
dispersed. The costs of free trade, however, are very concentrated. People who lose 
their job feel the costs more than people who save a dollar on a pair of jeans notice 
the benefi ts. Economic logic and political imperatives sometimes point in opposite 
directions. This is a dilemma even when there is agreement on an intellectual level 
that free trade would be desirable.

The problem goes beyond this because there is not a consensus, either within 
or among nations, that free trade is in fact always desirable. Among the advanced 
industrialized nations the belief in free trade is probably greatest in the United States. 
The Japanese and Europeans do not always share this country’s enthusiasm. They 
see a greater scope for legitimate government intervention and are more inclined to 
recognize potential confl icts between the short-term interests of the consumer and 
the long-term well-being of the national community.

For many, it seems as though disagreements over trade issues are becoming more 
widespread and intense. Some cite declining American hegemony and the end of 
the Cold War as reasons for increasing confl icts over trade. The argument is that the 
decades immediately after World War II were characterized by American economic 
and military dominance over Japan and Western Europe. The United States was 
able to use its power to keep others in line with its policy preferences, and the com-
mon threat of the Soviet Union created a need for unity and desire to avoid confl ict. 
Today the unifying threat of the Soviet Union is gone and the recovery and growth 
of other economies has eroded American hegemony. As a result, we are witnessing 
 increasing confl ict and tension over trade issues between the United States and its 
allies in Europe and Asia. Whether the liberal international order can be sustained in 
the face of declining American hegemony is subject of intense debate.24 If the thesis 
about the importance of American hegemony is correct, we are likely to see more, not 
less, confl ict over trade issues.

When we look at disagreements at the level of governments, we are largely in 
the realm of differences of degree. The Europeans and Japanese do not reject free 
trade in principle, but their commitment and attachment to free trade are weaker 
and more conditional. The same cannot be said of many of the social movements and 
groups protesting the move toward economic globalization. Many of these groups 
are  animated by a much deeper and pervasive skepticism about the impact of free 
trade in the context of the contemporary global economy that approaches an  outright 
rejection of the principle of free trade. Whether these movements and groups prove 
to be a powerful enough force to erode the liberal trading order remains to be seen.
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Does Free Trade Hurt Americans?
In the early 1990s the debate over free trade revolved around the North American Free 
Trade Agreement (NAFTA), which dramatically reduced trade barriers among the 
nations of North American (i.e., the United States, Mexico and Canada). Opponents 
of NAFTA in the United States worried most about the consequences of free trade 
with Mexico, in large part because wages there were so much lower than the United 
States. Independent presidential candidate Ross Perot famously predicted that we 
would hear “a giant sucking sound” as American jobs headed south of the border. 
More recently, concerns about trade have focused on China, where again many see 
threats to American jobs from much lower paid workers. The essays below by con-
servative political commentator Patrick Buchanan and economist Russell Roberts 
provide excellent examples of the differing positions in the debate over free trade. 
Buchanan, an early opponent of NAFTA examines the legacy of the agreement, argu-
ing that the worst fears of the treaties opponents have come to past. Though he does 
not address more recent concerns about trade with China, there is no reason to think 
the same negative consequences would not result. Roberts, however, is not convinced 
that NAFTA has been the disaster Buchanan suggests. More generally, he thinks 
opponents have lost sight of the reasons for, and benefi ts of, free trade. In reading 
the essays, how do their positions mirror those of Ricardo and List? What evidence 
do they point to in support of their positions? Apart from the economic logic of their 
positions, whose argument is more likely to resonate on a political level, and what 
does this tell us about the fate of free trade?

The Fruits of NAFTA
March 10, 2006 12:08 AM EST

As I write these lines, the big black headline on Drudge reads, “Arizona Governor 
Orders Troops to Mexican Border.” Both Arizona Gov. Janet Napolitano and 
New Mexico’s Bill Richardson have now declared a “state of emergency” on their 
border.

Why? Because our border is descending into a state of anarchy, as 5,000 
 illegal aliens daily attempt to cross our Mexican frontier and drug traffi ckers, 
with  renegade Mexican army troops sometimes backing them up, attempt to run 
 narcotics into the United States.

It is now a dozen years since NAFTA passed. We can measure its success in 
the clamor for fences and troops on the border, and in Mexico’s having displaced 

Source: Pat Buchanan, “The Fruits of NAFTA,” posted on The Conservative Voice (March 10, 
2006). Accessed at http://www.theconservativevoice.com/article/12954.html.

6.1

Points of View

http://www.theconservativevoice.com/article/12954.html


158 Part II Controversies

Colombia as the primary source of the marijuana, meth and cocaine fl owing into 
the United States.

But it was the economic argument that our elites—Bush I and James Baker, 
Dole and Gingrich, Clinton and Carter—used to sell NAFTA.

In one of the big propaganda pieces of that great debate, “NAFTA: An 
Assessment,” an October 1993 paper published by the International Institute of 
Economics, Gary Hufbauer and Jeffrey Schott wrote: “Our job projections refl ect 
a judgment that, with NAFTA, U.S. exports to Mexico will continue to outstrip 
Mexican exports to the United States, leading to a U.S. trade surplus with Mexico 
of about $7 to $9 billion annually by 1995.”

The authors further predicted the U.S. trade surplus with Mexico would rise to 
$9 billion to $12 billion a year between 2000 and 2010.

And what happened? Charles McMillion of MGB Services, using Commerce 
Department data through 2005, has tallied the results.

A year after NAFTA passed, the U.S. trade surplus had vanished. From 1995 
through 1998, we ran $20 billion trade defi cits with Mexico. From 1999 through 
2005, the U.S. trade defi cit with Mexico grew every year, from $27 billion in 1999 
to last year’s $54 billion.

Where Hufbauer and Schott had predicted $100-plus billion in trade 
 surpluses with Mexico from 1994 to today, NAFTA delivered some $400 billion 
in cumulative U.S. trade defi cits. A $500 billion mistake by the crack Hufbauer-
Schott team.

Is there a silver lining? Are we not selling Mexico high-value items, while she 
exports to us the products of her less-skilled labor?

Again, the opposite has occurred. When NAFTA passed in 1993, we imported 
some 225,000 cars and trucks from Mexico, but exported about 500,000 vehicles to 
the world. In 2005, our exports to the world were still a shade under 500,000 vehicles, 
but our auto and truck imports from Mexico had tripled to 700,000 vehicles.

As McMillion writes, Mexico now exports more cars and trucks to the United 
States than the United States exports to the whole world. A fi ne end, is it not, to the 
United States as “Auto Capital of the World”?

What happened? Post-NAFTA, the Big Three just picked up a huge slice of our 
auto industry and moved it, and the jobs, to Mexico.

Consider the range of items the most advanced nation on earth now sells to 
Mexico, and Mexico sells to us.

Mexico’s leading exports to the United States in 2005 were autos, oil, electrical 
machinery, computers, furniture, textiles and apparel. The Made-in-the-USA goods 
that reaped us the greatest revenue in trade with Mexico were plastics, chemicals, 
cereals, cotton, meat, paper, oil seed, aluminum, copper and knitted or crocheted 
fabrics.

U.S.–Mexico trade calls to mind the trade relationship between Betsy Ross’ 
America and the England of the Industrial Revolution, with Mexico in the role of 
England. Our exports to Mexico read like a ship’s manifest from Bangladesh.

The American people were had. NAFTA was never a trade deal. NAFTA was 
always an enabling act—to enable U.S. corporations to dump their American 
 workers and move their factories to Mexico.
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For U.S. companies, it was one sweet deal. At zero cost, they were allowed 
to rid themselves of their American workers; get out from under contributing 
to Social Security and Medicare; and slough off the burden of environmental, 
 health-and-safety, wage-and-hour and civil-rights laws—and were liberated to go 
abroad and hire Mexicans who would work for one-fi fth to one-tenth of what their 
unwanted American workers cost.

What NAFTA, GATT, Davos and the WTO have always been about is freeing 
up transnationals to get rid of First World workers, while assuring them they could 
hold on, at no cost, to their First World customers.

When one considers who fi nances the Republican Party, funds its candidates, 
and hires its former congressmen, senators and Cabinet offi cers at six- and seven-
fi gure retainers to lobby, it is understandable that the GOP went into the tank.

But why did the liberals, who paid the price of mandating all those benefi ts 
for American workers and imposing all those regulations on U.S. corporations, 
go along? That’s the mystery. About NAFTA there is no mystery. There never 
really was.

Why We Trade
To hear most politicians talk, you’d think that exports are the key to a country’s 
prosperity and that imports are a threat to its way of life. Trade defi cits— importing 
more than we export—are portrayed as the road to ruin. U.S. presidential 
hopefuls Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama want to get tough with China because 
of “unfair” trading practices that help China sell products cheaply. Republican 
 candidate Mitt Romney argues that trade is good because exports benefi t the 
 average American. Politicians are always talking about the necessity of other 
 countries’ opening their markets to American products. They never mention the 
virtues of opening U.S. markets to foreign products.

This perspective on imports and exports is called mercantilism. It goes back 
to the 14th century and has about as much intellectual rigor as alchemy, another 
landmark of the pre-Enlightenment era.

The logic of “exports, good—imports, bad” seems straightforward at fi rst— 
after all, when a factory closes because of foreign competition, there seem to be 
fewer jobs than there otherwise would be. Don’t imports cause factories to close? 
Don’t exports build factories?

But is the logic really so clear? As a thought experiment, take what would seem 
to be the ideal situation for a mercantilist. Suppose we only export and import 
nothing. The ultimate trade surplus. So we work and use raw materials and effort 
and  creativity to produce stuff for others without getting anything in return. 
There’s another name for that. It’s called slavery. How can a country get rich 
 working for others?

Source: Russell Roberts, “Why We Trade,” Foreign Policy (online) (November 2007). 
Accessed at: http://www.foreignpolicy.com/story/cms.php?story_id=4044
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Then there’s the mercantilist nightmare: We import from abroad, but  foreigners 
buy nothing from us. What would the world be like if every morning you woke up 
and found a Japanese car in your driveway, Chinese clothing in your closet, and 
French wine in your cellar? All at no cost. Does that sound like heaven or hell? The 
only analogy I can think of is Santa Claus. How can a country get poor from free 
stuff? Or cheap stuff? How do imports hurt us?

We don’t export to create jobs. We export so we can have money to buy the 
stuff that’s hard for us to make—or at least hard for us to make as cheaply. We 
export because that’s the only way to get imports. If people would just give us stuff, 
then we wouldn’t have to export. But the world doesn’t work that way.

It’s the same in our daily lives. It’s great when people give us presents—a 
loaf of banana bread or a few tomatoes from the garden. But a new car would be 
 better. Or even just a cheaper car. But the people who bring us cars and clothes 
and watches and shoes expect something in return. That’s OK. That’s the way the 
world works. But let’s not fool ourselves into thinking the goal of life is to turn away 
bargains from outside our house or outside our country because we’d rather make 
everything ourselves. Self-suffi ciency is the road to poverty.

And imports don’t destroy jobs. They destroy jobs in certain industries. But 
because trade allows us to buy goods more cheaply than we otherwise could, 
resources are freed up to expand existing opportunities and to create new ones. 
That’s why we trade—to leverage the skills of others who can produce things 
more effectively than we can, freeing us to make things we otherwise wouldn’t be 
able to afford.

The United States has run a merchandise trade defi cit every year since 1976. 
It has also added more than 50 million jobs during that time. Per capita income, 
 corrected for infl ation, is up more than 50 percent since 1976. The scaremongers 
who worry about trade defi cits talk about stagnant wages, but they ignore fringe 
benefi ts (an increasingly important part of worker compensation) and fail to 
 measure infl ation properly.

In a recent Republican presidential debate, one of the moderators said that 
since 1989, the United States has lost 5 million jobs to foreign trade. He wanted to 
know what the candidates were going to do about it.

I have no idea how you measure that number, but the implication was that 
5 million lost jobs over 18 years is a big number. Five million is a large number if 
we’re talking about the number of pennies I have to carry in my pockets. It’s a big 
number if we’re talking about the number of people coming to my kid’s birthday 
party. But it’s a very small number when you’re talking about job destruction and 
the job creation that follows in a dynamic economy.

On the fi rst Friday of every month, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics produces an 
estimate of how many new jobs are added to the U.S. economy. That’s the net change, 
the gains minus the losses. The bureau also estimates quarterly gross job changes, the 
absolute number of jobs created and destroyed. In the fourth quarter of 2006, there 
were 7.7 million jobs created and 7.2 million jobs lost. That happens every quarter 
when there isn’t a recession—that’s how you add 50 million jobs over three decades.



Chapter 6 Free Trade 161

Five million jobs lost over 18 years? Every three months, the U.S. job market 
more than makes up for those losses.

Trade is just one economic force that creates and destroys jobs. Tastes change. 
Innovation makes workers more productive. Some industries shrink. Others 
expand. Some disappear. New industries get created. Joseph Schumpeter called 
it creative destruction. He understood that it is the underlying mechanism that 
transforms our standard of living for the better.

Let’s stop trying to scare people with the Chinese threat to our economy. 
The world would be a better and more peaceful place if we stopped measuring 
the trade defi cit. But if we’re going to measure it, the least we can do is talk about 
it sensibly.
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Debates over trade policy, both within the developed  ■

world as well as between the developed and develop-
ing worlds, have become increasingly intense in recent 
years. Occasional violent protests at global economic 
summits are among the more dramatic manifestations 
of this debate.

The Liberal International Economic Order (LIEO),  ■

which emphasizes the importance of free and open 
trade, was created in the aftermath of World War II 
under the auspices of the United States.

Free and open trade was deemed essential to the health  ■

of the U.S. economy, the preservation of democracy 
and peace, and the prospects for growth and prosperity 
around the world.

In terms of reducing barriers to trade, the General  ■

Agreement on Trade and Tariffs (GATT), created in 
1947, was the most important element on the LIEO. 
GATT was replaced by the World Trade Organization 
in 1995.

The intellectual case for free trade was fi rst made by  ■

liberal economists Adam Smith and, more important, 
David Ricardo, whose theory of comparative advantage 
remains the foundation of the case for free trade.

According to the theory of comparative advantage,  ■

nations should produce those commodities they produce 
more effi ciently and trade these for those commodities 
that others produce more effi ciently. Tariffs, quotas, and 
any other barriers to trade interfere with this process and 
promote economic ineffi ciency.

Supporters of free trade emphasize that consumers  ■

(and everyone is a consumer) are always better off 

when they can buy the things they want and need for 
the lowest possible price, no matter where in the world 
they are produced. And if every consumer in a nation 
is better off, the nation or community as a whole is 
better off.

One of the earliest critiques of Ricardo’s case for free  ■

trade was provided by German economist Friedrich 
List.

Opponents of free trade usually concede that free trade  ■

promotes economic effi ciency but argue that economic 
effi ciency is not the only consideration that needs to 
be taken into account. There may be social, political, 
and strategic priorities that might outweigh purely 
 economic considerations.

List argued that nations, unlike the individuals within  ■

them, need to be worried about becoming dependent on 
other nations for necessary commodities. He  suggested 
that in such cases nations should maintain their indus-
tries, even if the commodities could be purchased more 
cheaply from other nations.

List also claimed that nations sometimes need to pro- ■

tect “infant” industries from foreign competition in the 
early stages of their development.

The idea that the pursuit of individual interests necessar- ■

ily results in the common good, an essential element of 
the case for free trade, is, according to List, profoundly 
mistaken. Individual consumers cannot possibly know 
and evaluate the larger social consequences of their 
aggregated decisions. Thus, it is essential that the govern-
ment regulate trade to protect the long-term interests of 
the nation as a whole.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

 1. Explain how the political dynamics of free trade might 
confl ict with its economic logic?

 2. Are consumers always better off paying less for the 
goods they want and need regardless of where in the 
world they are produced?

 3. Tariffs and quotas are the most obvious ways govern-
ments can interfere with free trade. What are some 
other examples of barriers to free trade?

 4. What is the signifi cance of List’s distinction between 
private economy and political economy in terms of 
evaluating free trade?

 5. Why do some consider the distinction between domestic
trade and international trade to be critical for evaluating 
the wisdom of free trade?

CRITICAL QUESTIONS
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KEY TERMS

A good place to start with the debate over free trade 
is the original sources, since the main outlines of the 
debate have not really changed very much. The case for 
free trade was fi rst fully developed by David Ricardo in 
On Protection to Agriculture (London: J. Murray, 1822) 
and On the Principles of Political Economy and Taxation
(London: J. Murray, 1819). Ricardo’s most forceful 
critic was Friedrich List, whose ideas are best conveyed 
in his The National System of Political Economy (New 
York: August M. Kelley Publishers, 1966 [1885]). The 
best contemporary defenses of free trade are Jagdish 
Bhagwati’s Protectionism (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1988) and Free Trade Today (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 2003), and Douglas A. Irwin’s Free Trade 
Under Fire (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
2002) and Against the Tide: An Intellectual History of Free 
Trade (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996). 
A good summary of the major arguments against free 
trade is presented by James Fallows’s, “How the World 
Works,” The Atlantic (December 1993), pp. 61–87. An 
interesting, though certainly opinionated,  treatment 
of the debate over the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA) is John R. MacArthur’s, The Selling 
of “Free Trade”: NAFTA, Washington and the Subversion 
of American Democracy (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2001).

FURTHER READINGS

http://www.wto.org
Web site of the World Trade Organization, which has 
been at the center of attempts to promote and halt 
multilateral open trade.

http://www.freetrade.org
A pro–free trade Web site, sponsored by the libertar-
ian CATO Institute, which is intended to “increase 
public awareness of the benefi ts of free trade and the 
costs of protectionism.”

http://www.usft.org
Site of United Students for Fair Trade. The focus 
is on how college students can work for “fair 
trade.”

http://www.maketradefair.com
Another fair trade organization, focused on 
ensuring that the farmers and producers in Third 
World nations receive fair prices for the goods they 
produce.
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Through the lens of the controversy surrounding the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF), this chapter explores the debate about the nature of the global economy 

and the obstacles to development. The immediate issue is the consequences of 

reforms enacted in many developing countries as a condition for receiving IMF 

loans. The purpose of these reforms was to promote economic development and 

reduce poverty. But as is often the case with disagreements on specifi c policies, 

there is a much deeper and more fundamental clash of worldviews informing this 

debate. The IMF’s policies embody a liberal worldview in which pro-market  policies 

and integration into the global (capitalist) economy are considered prerequisites for 

economic growth and development. From this perspective, the misguided  policies of 

developing states have been the main obstacles to development. Critics of the IMF 

disagree. In their view, the primary obstacle to development is a global economic 

order that works systematically to the advantage of the wealthy and  powerful at the 

expense of the poor and weak. Heavily infl uenced by a radical/Marxist analysis of 

global capitalism, this perspective portrays the IMF as an integral part of a global 

economic system that perpetuates poverty and inequality.

In the previous chapter we noted that a central element of the case for free trade is 
that it benefi ts everyone in the long run—to reuse the cliché, a rising tide lifts all 
boats. This means that free trade is good not only for wealthy industrialized nations 

but also for developing nations. Although trade issues often appear in the news in 
the context of disputes between the United States and Japan or Western Europe, 
they are equally, if not more, important for understanding relations between the 

What Are the Obstacles to Development?

The IMF, Global Inequality, and 
Development

Chapter 7
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developed and developing nations. The issues of trade, inequality, and  development 
are  inextricably intertwined and are central to most debates about the dynamics 
and future of the global economy. And these issues collide most vividly in the politi-
cally and intellectually charged controversy over the IMF and its relationship with 
 developing nations.

At antiglobalization demonstrations the International Monetary Fund (IMF) is 
usually singled out for particularly harsh criticism, with a host of social and economic 
ills in the Third World laid at its doorstep. Indicative of prevailing sentiment, Conn 
Hallinan relates a riddle making the rounds among critics of the IMF: “What is the 
difference between Tony Soprano and the International Monetary Fund? Nothing, 
except that Tony and his Mafi a pals, who extort and impoverish a handful of people 
in New Jersey, are television creations. The IMF, on the other hand, does this to 
 hundreds of millions of people in the real world.”1 A harsh evaluation indeed.

Given the seemingly innocuous mission of the IMF, it might appear odd that 
it has become the object of such stinging criticism. Founded in 1947, the IMF’s man-
date was to help nations experiencing balance-of-payments problems and stabilize 
currency exchange rates, not exactly the sort of thing that leads people to protest 
in the streets. Criticism of the IMF today, however, has little to do with its original 
mission. The contemporary controversy can be traced to the mid-1970s, when the 
IMF became increasingly involved in providing loans to developing countries. At 
this point, the IMF and its policies became entwined debates about the causes of, and 
remedies for, global economic inequality. On one level the debate is about whether 
the IMF is a savior providing a recipe for growth and poverty reduction or an integral 
part of a global economic system serving the interests of the wealthy and powerful. 
For our purposes, however, it is important to realize that the debate over the IMF’s 
role and impact is rooted in a more fundamental disagreement about the causes of 
underdevelopment.

From Decolonization to Structural Adjustment
The wave of post–World War II decolonization transformed the political map 

of the world, but had relatively little impact on its economic landscape. The opti-
mistic expectation that economic development would follow rapidly on the heels 
of independence was quickly dashed. Independence and formal political equality 
proved perfectly compatible with dramatic economic inequality. Political indepen-
dence did nothing to alter the international division of labor that emerged over 
the  previous century of colonialism. Manufacturing was still concentrated in the 
industrialized economies of the North, whereas the newly independent countries of 
the South remained sources of primary products (e.g., unprocessed raw materials 
and agricultural goods). Not only were Third World economies still reliant on pri-
mary product exports, but most also depended on just one or two products for the 
bulk of their export earnings. They were highly specialized compared to diversifi ed 
economies such as the United States. It was (and still is) not unusual for a  developing 
country to receive more than half of its export income from the sale of a single 
 commodity. More than two decades after independence, for example, 96 percent of 

International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) One of the 
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post–World War II Liberal 
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Order. Initially intended 
to help nations deal with 
balance-of-payments defi -
cits, since the 1960s it has 
played an increasing and 
controversial role in assist-
ing developing nations.

international division 
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nations, which have diversi-
fi ed manufacturing based 
economies, and peripheral 
nations, which have special-
ized economies that rely on 
raw material exports.
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Uganda’s export earnings came from coffee, 89 percent of Zambia’s from copper, 
and 59  percent of Ghana’s from cocoa.2 A diversifi ed economy can survive a slump 
in any single  economic sector, but if the price of coffee falls by 50 percent in a given 
year, Uganda is in real trouble.

By the late 1950s, this division of labor and specialization came to be viewed as 
an obstacle to development for two reasons. First, prices of many primary  products 
often fl uctuated wildly from year to year. The resulting instability in income creates 
diffi culties for planning and development. Imagine, for example, individuals trying 
to borrow money or make investments if their incomes went up or down unpredict-
ably by 50 percent from year to year. Second, there was a general tendency for the 
price of primary products except oil to fall without any similar fall in the price of 
manufactured goods. Economists refer to this as declining terms of trade—that is, 
the prices for those commodities developing nations sell are going down, whereas 
the prices for the manufactured goods they buy are not. For example, when fi ber 
optic cable began replacing copper wire in the 1980s, the price of copper on the 
world  market fell by nearly 80 percent. Nations like Zambia were devastated. Left 
unchecked, these  declining terms of trade would inexorably lead to even greater 
 poverty and inequality.

The logical solution to this dilemma was for Third World nations to reduce their 
reliance on primary products and shift to manufacturing. This was easier said than 
done. The problem was that in the initial stages manufactured goods from Third 
World countries would not be very competitive with those of established industries 
in North America, Europe, and Japan. How could developing nations create a manu-
facturing base in the face of competition from the already industrialized economies? 
The solution adopted in Third World countries, particularly in Latin America and 
Africa, was known as import substitution. That is, domestically manufactured goods 
would be substituted for previously imported manufactured goods. There were two 
components to a strategy of import substitution. First, governments channeled invest-
ment into selected industries. Second, tariffs and quotas protected so-called infant 
industries from the international market until they could compete on their own.

Import substitution met with some initial success during the 1950s and 1960s, 
with many Latin American and African countries experiencing high rates of eco-
nomic growth. During this period the focus was largely on low-tech, labor-intensive 
industries such as nondurable consumer goods (shoes, clothes, etc.). These industries 
did not require huge investments and were labor intensive, allowing Third World 
nations to take advantage of their large pools of low-wage labor. Making the transi-
tion to high-tech, capital-intensive manufacturing such as electronics and appliances 
was more problematic. Poor countries lacked the domestic capital for investment 
because their poor populations had low rates of saving. Third World nations were 
forced to look abroad for investment capital. There were two potential sources—
multinational corporations and northern fi nancial institutions. Both options had 
drawbacks. Relying on corporations increased their power and infl uence, something 
viewed with great suspicion in recently decolonized nations. Borrowed money, on 
the other hand, would have to be paid back with interest. But since this investment 
was supposed to produce economic growth, paying back the loans a few years down 
the road was not expected to pose much of a problem.

declining terms of trade 
The tendency for the prices 
of raw material to decline 
relative to manufactured 
goods.

import substitution 
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By the 1970s, however, Third World economies began to stagnate. The situa-
tion was exacerbated when oil-producing nations, acting through the Organization
of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) raised prices substantially, beginning 
in 1973 and again in 1979. Although higher oil prices inconvenienced the wealthy 
industrial economies, they crippled many developing nations. Thus, by the mid- to 
late 1970s, many developing countries saw economic growth rates plummet and the 
costs of imported energy soar.

The cumulative result was the debt crisis. Several major developing  countries, 
especially in Latin America, found themselves unable to pay back the money 
 borrowed during the 1970s. The most signifi cant of the early crises involved Mexico. 
Throughout the 1970s, Mexico’s debt burden grew faster than its economy as a whole. 
By the early 1980s, it was clear that Mexico would be unable to pay back its loans 
on schedule. Fearing the consequences of a Mexican default, especially for major 
 international banks, the IMF loaned Mexico enough to prevent a default. The money 
did not come without strings, however. The IMF insisted that Mexico enact certain 
economic reforms. The IMF claimed that reforms were necessary for promoting the 
economic growth needed fort Mexico to repay its loans. This set the precedent for 
subsequent IMF bailouts throughout Latin America, Africa, and Asia over the next 
two decades. The practice of requiring reforms in exchange for IMF assistance came 
to be known as conditionality. Though details differed, the same basic conditions 
were imposed on all nations seeking IMF assistance. Taken together, this bundle of 
reforms came to be known as structural adjustment policies, and it is these policies 
that prompted the rising chorus of criticism directed against the IMF.

Structural Adjustment: Cure and Diagnosis
IMF structural adjustment programs were designed to solve a very real  problem. 

Mounting debts combined with low rates of economic growth left many Third World 
nations on the verge of bankruptcy. On this there is not much disagreement. But 
Jagdish Bhagwati reminds us that in economic policy as in medicine, “the cure is 
defi ned by the diagnosis.”3 To continue the medical metaphor, the debt crisis was 
the symptom and structural adjustment policies were the cure. But the nature of this 
cure depended upon the IMF’s diagnosis of the problem. From the IMF’s perspec-
tive, the immediate problem was the lack of economic growth, but this explanation 
begs the more basic question: What was the cause of poor growth? The IMF blamed 
the misguided economic policies of developing nations, which needed to be replaced 
with policies to spur economic growth.

In blaming misguided policies for poor growth, the IMF stepped into the  center 
of the most enduring debate in development studies: the relative importance of 
domestic versus international obstacles to development. For the last several decades, 
debates about the causes of underdevelopment have been defi ned by two basic posi-
tions. One perspective contends that the capitalist global economic system presents 
obstacles that make genuine development, if not impossible, at least extremely diffi -
cult. The dynamics of global capitalism ensure that the rich get richer and the poor get 
poorer. From this perspective, the international economic order as a whole needs to 
be reformed to achieve development. An alternative analysis locates the obstacles to 
development in the policies of developing states. The IMF sided with this position.

Organization of Petroleum 
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The IMF and Neoliberalism
The late 1970s and early 1980s were not only a period of emerging crisis in much 

of the developing world but also changing intellectual currents in the  industrialized 
world. Since the end of World War II, economic thought in the United States and 
Europe was dominated by the ideas of British economist John Maynard Keynes 
(1883–1946). While supporting the essential features of capitalism, Keynes  advocated 
a greater role for government in moderating the ups and downs of the capitalist  business 
cycle. During recessions, for example, when growth is low and  unemployment high, 
governments should spend at a defi cit to inject money into the economy to encour-
age growth and employment. By the mid-1970s, Keynesian ideas and policies came 
under attack by economists such as Milton Friedman (1912–2006), who favored a 
diminished role for government. The  election of Ronald Reagan in the United States 
and Margaret Thatcher in Great Britain was an  indication of these  shifting intellectual 
currents. Domestically, both Thatcher and Reagan  pursued  similar agendas: tax cuts, 
lower government spending, fewer regulations, scaled-back social welfare programs, 
and privatization (moving government-provided services into the private sector).

The growing infl uence of free market policies was bolstered by the total fail-
ure of state socialism and communism in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, 
where decades of state planning and government control produced economic 
stagnation, social malaise, and a host of other problems, including environmental 
 degradation. Even though the Soviet model of development appeared attractive to 
some  during the 1950s and 1960s, by the 1980s it had lost its luster. The political 
and  intellectual  triumph of liberal democratic capitalism appeared universal. This 
vision of smaller government and increased reliance on the market came to be 
known as neoliberalism.

The developing world’s debt crisis coincided with the emergence of  neoliberalism. 
Comparing the structural adjustment policies imposed by the IMF with those that 
Reagan and Thatcher tried to enact in their respective countries, it is obvious that 
they were cut from the same intellectual cloth. There were several key reforms in 
virtually every structural adjustment plan, including:

1. Fiscal austerity, or balancing government budgets. This usually entailed either 
increases in government revenues (usually new fees for government services) or, 
more commonly, reductions in government spending.

2. Reductions in government subsidies to domestic industries. These subsidies had 
often been part of import substitution strategies.

3. Reduction of tariffs, quotas, and other barriers to imports. This would subject 
domestic industries to international competition.

4. Capital market liberalization. This is a technical term for reducing restrictions 
on foreign investment.

5. Privatization, or selling off government-owned industries to the private sector.

Taken together, these policies refl ected the IMF’s worldview “hat market forces, 
liberalized trade and payments, and general freedom in economic matters are usually 
more effi cient and promote greater prosperity and a better allocation of resources 

John Maynard Keynes 
(1883–1946) Infl uential 
British economist who 
advocated a substantial role 
for government in regulating 
the ups and downs of the 
business cycle through fi scal 
and monetary policy.

Milton Friedman 
(1912–2006) Nobel 
Prize–winning economist 
infl uential in the resurgence 
of liberal/neoliberal (i.e., 
pro-market) economic 
policies and thought in the 
1970s and 1980s.

neoliberalism A contem-
porary version of economic 
liberalism, emphasizing 
the importance of limited 
government, reduced 
regulation, and the market 
economy.

Fiscal austerity Controlling 
government spending 
and taxation with a prefer-
ence for balanced budgets. 
Demands for fi scal austerity 
were central elements of the 
IMF’s structural adjustment 
programs.

Capital market 
liberalization Removing 
barriers to foreign invest-
ment, a key element of 
IMF structural adjustment 
programs.



170 Part II Controversies

than a system characterized by controls and restrictions.”4 This bundle of policies 
and the underlying liberal/neoliberal economic philosophy became known as the 
Washington consensus, a description refl ecting the United States’ signifi cant role in 
shaping these policies.

Growth Is Possible: The Market and Development
The IMF and its supporters reject the argument that a liberal international eco-

nomic order is an obstacle to development. If all the development efforts of the past 
fi fty years had met with failure, there might be good reason to believe that the global 
economic system was the main culprit. But this has not been the case. The past fi fty 
years have  produced some abject failures, some modest development, and even 
some truly  remarkable success stories. David Landes notes that “since  independence, 
the  heterogeneous nations that we know collectively as the South, or as the Third 
World . . . have achieved a wide diversity of results. These have ranged from the  spectacular 
successes of East Asia, to mixed results in Latin America to outright regression in such 
places as Burma and much of Africa.”5 This diversity of  outcomes can be illustrated 
with some striking comparisons between Africa and East Asia. In the early 1950s, for 
example, Egypt had roughly the same average income as most East Asian nations, but 
today incomes in East Asia are between fi ve and thirty times larger than Egypt’s. Landes 
is struck particularly by the different trajectories of Nigeria and Indonesia: “In 1965, 
Nigeria (oil exporter) had higher GDP per capita than Indonesia (another oil exporter); 
twenty-fi ve years later, Indonesia had three times the Nigerian level.”6 Even more 
 dramatic is a comparison of Ghana and South Korea: In 1957, Ghana had a larger 
gross national product (GNP) than South Korea, but by 1996 Ghana’s GNP stood at 
$7 billion whereas South Korea’s GNP had soared to $485 billion, almost  seventy times 
larger than Ghana’s.7 So any blanket assertion that development is  impossible within 
the existing liberal-capitalist economic order cannot be sustained.

But beyond the mere fact that development is possible, what does this diversity 
tell us about the causes of development and underdevelopment? Can we identify any 
answers to Keith Richburg’s pointed question, “Why is Africa eating Asia’s dust?”8

The variance is not easily explained by histories of colonialism because some of 
the most successful East Asian nations had also been colonies. To many observers, 
the fact that some nations have achieved genuine development and others have not 
indicates that “the basic obstacles to economic development [can be found] within 
the less developed countries themselves.” But what might these obstacles be? The 
list of possibilities is long indeed: war and frequent civil unrest, political instability, 
rampant government corruption, cultural and religious beliefs that inhibit initiative, 
and cumbersome bureaucracies, to identify just a few. One of the most commonly 
cited problems, however, is bad or misguided government policies. From the IMF’s 
perspective, one thing is clear: Excessive government control of the economy and 
attempts to cut off developing economies from foreign trade and investment are 
defi nitely not routes to development; instead, “market openness, fi scal discipline and 
noninterventionism constituted the route to economic development.”9

The poster children for successful economic development are the so-called East 
Asian “tigers” or newly industrializing countries (NICs). As Robert Gilpin notes, 
“The most successful economies among the less developed countries are precisely those 
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that have put their houses in order and that participate most aggressively in the world 
economy. They are the so-called Gang of Four: Hong Kong, Singapore, South Korea, 
and Taiwan.”10 Do these cases lend support to the neoliberal view that free  market 
 policies and integration into the global economy lead to development? Is this what 
Gilpin means by “putting their houses in order”? This is a hard question to answer. On 
one hand, there is no denying that East Asian governments were often heavily involved 
in directing investment into targeted industries. This was development with a heavy 
dose of government guidance. Nonetheless, their policies were more market and trade 
oriented than the import substitution policies of  Latin America and the socialist  policies 
pursued in many African nations. According to Stephen Haggard, “Intervention may 
have been extensive in the East Asian NICs . . . . but it has been less extensive than in 
Africa, South Asia and Latin America.”11 In Gilpin’s opinion, East Asian development 
policies “have worked with the market and not against it . . . . They have demonstrated 
that the liberals are quite correct in their emphasis on the benefi ts of the price mecha-
nism in the effi cient allocation of resources.”12 Most important, the East Asian nations 
clearly embraced international trade as the engine of the economic growth.

India provides a somewhat more clear-cut example of successful market-oriented 
policies. In the two decades following independence, India’s economic performance 
was disappointing. According to Jagdish Bhagwati, “The main elements of India’s 
policy framework stifl ed growth until the 1970s.” These elements included  “extensive 
bureaucratic controls over production, investment and trade” as well as “inward 

A tale of two cities: Poverty-stricken Lagos, Nigeria (this page), and prosperous Hong Kong 
(next page). How can we explain the difference?
Source: © William Campbell/Sygma/Corbis
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looking trade and investment policies” and “a substantial public sector, going well 
beyond the conventional confi nes of public utilities and infrastructure.”13 Beginning 
in the 1980s (and especially in 1991), India undertook reforms to reduce government 
control and increase foreign trade and investment. The result has been higher rates 
of economic growth and a substantial reduction in poverty. Though India’s reforms 
were not the result of IMF pressure, its experience is seen as confi rmation of the 
IMF’s underlying market-oriented philosophy.

Chile provides a more controversial case. In the late 1970s, under the infl uence of 
economists trained by University of Chicago economists such as Milton Friedman, 
the Chilean government adopted a radical free market agenda, opening Chile’s 
 economy to imports and foreign investment while reducing government spend-
ing, going so far as to privatize Chile’s version of social security. After some initial 
 hardship, Chile enjoyed more than a decade of sustained economic growth unrivaled 
in Latin America. Chile’s example remains controversial for two reasons. First, its 
market reforms were indeed radical, going well beyond anything the IMF demands 
under structural adjustment. Second, the reforms were enacted by a military dicta-
torship that did not have to worry about its unpopularity.14 The connection between 
military dictatorship and market reforms was not exactly a public relations success 
for advocates of similar reforms elsewhere in Latin America.

When these experiences from the Third World are combined with the  failure 
of state socialism in the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, the general les-
sons seemed clear. First, government interventions that work against the market are 

Source: Richard A. Brooks/AFP/Getty Images
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a recipe for economic ineffi ciency, stagnation, and underdevelopment. Second, those 
areas of the world that have prospered the most are those that have participated most 
extensively in the global economy. P. T. Bauer, who advocated neoliberal policies 
before they became fashionable, saw this correlation: “The materially more advanced 
societies and regions of the Third World are those with which the West established 
the most numerous, diversifi ed and extensive contacts.” Conversely, “the level of 
material achievement usually diminishes as one moves away from the foci of western 
impact . . . . The poorest areas of the Third World have no external trade. Their 
 condition shows that the causes of backwardness are domestic and that  commercial 
contacts are benefi cial.”15

Recent evidence seems to support this position. In December 2001, the World 
Bank released a study of developing economies during the 1990s, focusing on the 
importance of trade as a measure of globalization. The most important indicator was 
a nation’s ratio of international trade to overall national income (e.g., how  signifi cant 
is foreign trade in terms of the whole economy?). The two dozen developing nations 
for whom trade was most signifi cant saw their economies grow on average nearly 
5 percent a year. Life expectancy and schooling levels increased as well. This was better 
than the 2 percent increase registered by developed nations. It was also much better 
than the rest of the developing world, for whom trade was less signifi cant: Their GNP 
actually declined by 1 percent a year over the same period.16 The  conclusion: trade is 
good for the developing world and its people.

Despite the protests at global summits by the supposed friends of the world’s 
poor, the value of trade is understood by most in the Third World. Though it might 
be chic in intellectual and academic circles in the North to denounce the evils of trade 
and globalization, “Latin American governments are persevering with integration, as 
they cut tariffs and sign regional trade agreements.” They do so because “no Latin 
American politician would want to deny their constituents the imported goods they 
have become accustomed to . . . [so] they line up for a free trade agreement with the 
United States as they duck the stones thrown by U.S. and European college  students 
who claim to be acting on behalf of the world’s poor.”17 Whatever qualms they might 
have about the specifi cs of IMF policies, they understand that its basic vision is valid: 
The market and the integration into the global economy offer the best hope for 
 putting an end to the cycle of poverty.

A Moral Hazard?
Criticism of the IMF comes from every part of the theoretical and political 

 spectrum. Surprisingly, however, some of the strongest criticisms come from those 
who share the IMF’s commitment to economic growth, free trade, and limited 
 government intervention. According to this perspective, IMF actions violate the very 
principles the organization supposedly stands for. Remember that IMF assistance is 
needed when nations can no longer meet their loan payments. If this were to happen 
to you or me, we would default on our loans and declare bankruptcy and the bank 
would lose its money (or at least most of it). This is why banks are usually careful to 
check an applicant’s creditworthiness before lending. But even with these checks, 
banks still make mistakes. When a debtor goes bankrupt, the bank chalks it up as 
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a business loss, part of the inevitable costs of a business with some measure of risk. 
If we allowed the market to work at the international level, nations that could not pay 
would go bankrupt and banks would lose their money. Nations that default on loans 
would fi nd it very diffi cult to borrow money again until they got their act in order, 
and banks would be more careful about their loans. But this does not  happen. Instead, 
the IMF steps in and saves nations and banks from the consequences of their unwise 
borrowing and lending. IMF actions, therefore, constitute a form of interference in 
the operation of markets. This creates what critics refer to as a moral  hazard—a
policy that actually undermines efforts to enact needed reforms by relieving the par-
ties of the consequences of their failures. Thus, banks and nations know that they can 
continue to make bad decisions because the IMF will be there to rescue them. Even 
though critics from this perspective have problems with IMF policies, they still share 
the organization’s basic belief in capitalism, the market, and trade as the remedy for 
underdevelopment.

The (Neo)Liberal Vision 
It is important to understand how IMF and neoliberal policies are rooted in 

the fundamental assumptions of liberalism. The emphasis on the market in neo-
liberal prescriptions for development stems not only from a belief that it promotes 
economic effi ciency, but also from a deeper assumption of a harmony of interests. 
When everyone pursues his own economic self-interest in the market, we are all 
better off in the long run. People and businesses prosper when they provide others 
with goods and services they want at prices they are willing to pay. In advancing 
their own interests, they are satisfying the needs and wants of others. Applying this 
assumption of the harmony of interests to the global economy, liberals reject any 
zero-sum analysis in which the wealth of the North is seen as coming at the expense 
of the South. Developing nations are not poor because the industrialized nations are 
rich. Egyptians did not become poorer as South Koreans grew richer. There is no 
need to choose between Northern prosperity and Southern development. There is 
no need to choose between multinational profi ts and Southern development. The 
rising tide of global economic growth can lift all boats. Development and wealth are 
possible for all in a global capitalist economic system.

Neoliberalism as Neoimperialism
How can one argue with the apparent success of market policies and international 

trade in promoting development? Critics of the IMF, neoliberalism, and structural 
adjustment make three basic arguments. First, the neoliberal vision fails to  recognize 
the fundamentally unequal terms on which developing nations participate in the 
global economy. Second, after twenty years there is little evidence that structural 
adjustment policies promote economic growth or reduce poverty. Third, developed 
nations are hypocritical in imposing a model of development that virtually none of 
them followed themselves.

moral hazard Situation 
created when policies 
promote the very problems 
they were intended to solve. 
Many argue that IMF loans 
to debt-ridden developing 
nations serve to relieve 
them from the consequences 
of their mistakes and rescue 
banks that made bad loans. 
In doing so, these loans 
only encourage further 
irresponsibility
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The Political Economy of Dependence and Exploitation
Since IMF structural adjustment policies refl ect a neoliberal view of the global 

economy, it should come as no surprise that the IMF’s critics see the global 
 economy very differently. Though criticisms of the IMF and neoliberalism come 
from many perspectives, the dominant critique is rooted in dependency  theory,
which emerged in Latin America during the 1950s and 1960s to explain the region’s
lack of  development. Dependency theory sees international capitalism as the 
major obstacle to development. Unlike neoliberals, “all dependency theorists 
maintain that underdevelopment is due primarily to external forces of the world 
capitalist system and is not due to the policies of LDCs [less developed coun-
tries] themselves.”18 Dependency theorists portray a world divided between an 
industrial core and an underdeveloped periphery (a category of semiperiphery
has also been included to account for the very few nations that have managed 
to move out of the periphery, such as the East Asian economies). Though the 
troops and governors of formal colonialism left long ago, a new form of economic 
imperialism, which could be called neoimperialism or neocolonialism, has taken 
its place. The primary agent of this new imperialism is the multinational cor-
poration, which is “the embodiment of international capital.”19 Multinational 
corporations benefi t from an impoverished periphery because it  provides cheap 
commodities and inexpensive labor that allow them to reap windfall profi ts. 
This profi teering is done in conjunction with a domestic political-economic elite 
within Third World nations that has been bought off by, and serves the interests 
of, international capital. This comprador class collaborates with foreign capital 
in its  domination of peripheral nations and forms an “anti-nation” within the 
nation. Even when developing nations experience high rates of economic growth, 
the benefi ts are not distributed evenly. The new wealth goes disproportionately 
to economic elites “who are able to enjoy the lifestyle and consumption patterns 
of developed countries of the North . . . [while] large segments of the population 
experience no signifi cant improvement in their standard of living.”20 The benefi ts 
of growth do not “fi lter” or “trickle” down to the masses. So-called economic 
growth in many  developing nations has not always resulted in the reduction of 
poverty or improved  living  standards. Growth and development are not one and 
the same. Impressive  statistics about  economic growth are misleading and all too 
often obscure the  growing inequality within developing nations.

Increasing inequality within developing nations is accompanied by a growing gap 
between developed and developing nations in the global economy. The periphery is 
systematically impoverished or underdeveloped as multinationals earn substantial 
profi ts that are sent back to line the pockets of shareholders and corporate  executives. 
Profi ts are not reinvested in the Third World nations where they were made. This 
constitutes a massive transfer of wealth from the periphery to the core. The  contrast 
with the economic development of nations such as the United States is critical here. 
Although Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller raked in hundreds of  millions 
in profi ts during the late 1800s and early 1900s, at least they reinvested most of their 
profi ts back into the American economy, producing genuine development. This is 
why even Marx agreed that capitalism was a “progressive” force: It is very good at 

dependency theory 
A theory of global 
 economics infl uenced by 
a Marxist understanding 
of capitalism. The world is 
seen as divided between a 
wealthy and  powerful core 
and a poor and impover-
ished periphery that are 
locked in an unequal and 
fundamentally exploitative 
relationship. From this 
perspective, it is the global 
economic system, not just 
bad policies  pursued in 
developing nations, that 
perpetuate international 
inequality.

periphery The division of 
the world into classes some-
what analogous to Marx’s 
bourgeoisie and proletariat. 
The core is the small group 
of wealthy and powerful 
states exploiting the larger 
group of weak 
 and impoverished states 
(i.e., the periphery).

semiperiphery In 
dependency theory, the 
small number of developing 
nations that have developed 
to the point where they can 
no longer be considered part 
of the periphery.

neocolonialism A pattern 
and a policy of economic 
inequality, exploitation, 
and domination that have 
persisted despite the end of 
formal colonialism.

comprador class From the 
perspective of dependency 
theory, the ruling elite in 
developing nations that 
collaborates with foreign 
capital in the exploitation 
of peripheral nations.
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developing a society’s resources. But when corporations earn huge profi ts in the 
periphery today, these profi ts are not reinvested but rather siphoned away. This 
 constitutes an exploitative process of unequal exchange that produces underdevelop-
ment and exacerbates global inequality.

The fundamental difference between dependency theory and neoliberalism 
hinges on whether there is a harmony or a confl ict of interests between North and 
South. As we have already noted, neoliberalism argues that Northern wealth does 
not require Southern underdevelopment. Brazil and Nigeria are not poor because the 
United States and Great Britain are rich. Northern and Southern nations can prosper 
simultaneously. Dependency theory makes the opposite assumption: There is a basic 
confl ict of interest in which Northern prosperity depends on the exploitation of an 
underdeveloped South. As Paul Baran explains, “Economic development in under-
developed countries is  profoundly inimical to the dominant interests in advanced 
capitalist countries. Supplying many important raw materials to the industrialized 
countries, providing their corporations with vast profi ts and investment outlets, the 
backward world has always  represented the indispensable hinterland of the highly 
developed capitalist West.”21

Although not all dependency theorists are Marxists, there are clear parallels 
between them. The distinction between core and periphery is roughly analogous to 
Marx’s distinction between the bourgeoisie and proletariat. Just as the relationship 
between the bourgeoisie and proletariat was unequal and based on exploitation, so it 
is with the relationship between core and periphery.

For dependency theorists, the IMF is a vehicle for advancing the interests of the 
dominant capitalist states. As an almost physical manifestation of its role in the global 
economy, the IMF is headquartered just a few blocks from the White House and the 
World Bank in Washington, DC. This alone is a telling fact. Voting within the IMF 
is weighted according to a nation’s contributions to the fund. Because it contributes 
18 percent of total IMF funds, the United States has an equivalent share of voting 
power; as a result, it is almost impossible for the IMF to do anything over the objec-
tions of the United States. Belgium and the Netherlands combined have more voting 
power than China, the world’s most populous nation, and Canada has more voting 
power than India, the second most populous nation.22 In what some found to be a 
moment of rare candor, U.S. Trade Representative Mickey Kantor once characterized 
the IMF as a “battering ram” for U.S. interests.23

There are also less direct sources of bias. Most IMF economists were trained 
at American universities, where they were inculcated into the dominant economic 
 ideology of neoliberalism. They attend cocktail parties in Georgetown and dine in 
swanky Manhattan restaurants, discussing abstract economic theory without ever 
confronting the reality of global poverty. Many of the fund’s top offi cials have close 
ties to investment banks and multinational corporations. Even though they may 
 sincerely believe they have the best interests of the developing world at heart, they 
are deluding themselves. In the words of William Greider, the IMF and World 
Bank “serve as paternalistic agents of global capital—enforcing debt collection, 
supervising the fi nancial accounts of poor nations, promoting wage suppression 
and other policy nostrums,  preparing the poorer countries for eventual acceptance 
into the global trading system.”24



Chapter 7 The IMF, Global Inequality, and Development 177

The Failure of Structural Adjustment
The impact of structural adjustment programs is exhibit A in the brief against the 

IMF. No one has been able to argue that these programs have been a smashing  success. 
The IMF itself has been able to muster only cautious and lukewarm evaluations of 
its own programs. Withering critiques, on the other hand, are almost too  numerous 
to count. The list of negative effects attributed to structural adjustment programs 
is long. It is diffi cult to think of any problem in the developing world that has not 
 supposedly been exacerbated by IMF policies. Putting aside some of the more extreme 
critiques, the most common criticism is that structural adjustment policies have had a 
 devastating impact on the poor and most vulnerable in developing nations.

Take, for example, the demand for fi scal discipline and balanced budgets. There 
are only two ways to balance a budget—bring in more revenues or reduce expendi-
tures. In most instances the latter course is pursued, and reductions in government 
spending usually concentrate on social and welfare programs for political reasons 
(cutting military spending runs the risk of angering powerful military  establishments). 
As a result, “governments fi nd it easier to trim their budgets by charging fees at rural 
clinics and schools than by fi ring soldiers or well-connected cronies.”25 Cuts in social 
and welfare spending usually fall most heavily on those already living on the edge. 
Even minor increases in fees could be crushing for people who live on the equivalent 
of one or two dollars a day.

Feminists have drawn particular attention to the impact of such cuts on women: 
“A measure which has an immediate impact on women is the reduction of state 
expenditures on social services, with women expected to expand their domestic 
responsibilities to compensate for decreasing state investment in children’s educa-
tion or health.”26 Increases in fees for government services such as health care and 
education can also have a perverse impact on girls from poor families in societies that 
have gender bias in favor of male children. Faced with choosing which children get 
medical care or go to school, girls often lose out. And when government subsidies to 
industry are reduced, women workers are often the fi rst to be laid off.

Trade liberalization and opening economies to unrestricted foreign investment 
also have a deleterious impact on the poor. Without government subsidies or pro-
tections from foreign competition, domestic industries are forced to reduce costs by 
lowering wages or laying off workers. Forced to compete with cheap labor elsewhere 
in the developing world, the result is downward pressure on wages. Multinational 
corporations, when they are willing to invest at all, are attracted by the lure of cheap 
labor. It is, after all, a large and inexpensive work force that provides developing 
nations with their primary competitive advantage.

Some of the most signifi cant disagreements between the IMF and its critics 
concern foreign investment and its consequences. One of the goals of structural 
adjustment is to reduce barriers to foreign investment and create a stable economic 
environment that will attract investment. Building factories, hiring and training 
workers, and introducing new technologies all supposedly contribute to economic 
growth and development. Critics disagree. Foreign corporate investment tends to 
be limited to those things that contribute to the bottom line profi ts. In the long 
run,  genuine development requires a basic infrastructure—transportation systems, 
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hospitals, and schools—that facilitates commerce and creates a healthy, educated 
work force. Foreign corporations, however, do not build roads, schools, and hospi-
tals. Only  governments can undertake these basic public investments. But saddled 
with huge debts, and under IMF pressure to balance budgets and reduce spend-
ing, most developing nations are simply unable to make these sorts of investments. 
When such nations are denied the resources to provide the infrastructure that only 
governments can, escape from poverty and underdevelopment is unlikely. In this 
context, foreign investment will take advantage of underdevelopment, not reverse 
it. Foreign investment may contribute to economic growth in the sense that some 
people get richer, but this does not necessarily result in development or the allevia-
tion of poverty.

Structural adjustment has even failed on its own terms. According to the IMF, the 
primary goal of structural adjustment was economic growth. The problem is that it 
does not appear to have created much growth. The IMF’s own study concluded that 
growth rates in countries under structural adjustment increased from −1.5 percent 
in the 1980s to 0.3 percent in the early 1990s and 1 percent by the mid-1990s. This 
is  certainly improvement, but nothing to get terribly excited about.27 Other studies 
failed to fi nd any improvement. A 2001 World Bank found “no evidence for a direct 
effect of structural adjustment on growth.”28 And according to one independent 
analysis, “participation in IMF [structural adjustment] programs reduces growth 
while the country remains under [them] and has no salutary effect once a country 
leaves.”29

One can also make some fairly direct comparisons between those countries 
that implemented IMF policies versus those that refused. Faced with problems in 
 paying back loans in 1997, several Southeast Asian countries, most notably Thailand 
and South Korea, approached the IMF for short-term loans. The IMF insisted on 
conditional loan packages, requiring a whole series of liberalizing reforms to make 
the loans. Critics charged that the IMF unnecessarily turned a minor problem into 
an excuse to impose major restructuring. According to Harvard economist Jeffrey 
Sachs, IMF offi cials arrived in Thailand caught in the grips of their own ideology, 
“fi lled with ostentatious declarations that all was wrong and that fundamental and 
immediate surgery was needed.”30 The results proved disastrous (even the IMF 
admits its response “was not fl awless”)—gross domestic products actually declined 
and unemployment increased. Faced with a similar problem and IMF demands 
for  wide-ranging reforms, Malaysia simply refused the IMF’s offer, yet was able to 
resolve its loan-payment problem without the negative consequences experienced by 
Thailand and South Korea.31

The Hypocrisy of Neoliberalism: Do as We Say, Not as We Did
Developing nations also see a large measure of hypocrisy in demands for neo-

liberal reforms. Not only are these policies unlikely to lead to development in the 
future, they have never done so in the past. The United States and other developed 
nations are caught in the grips of a mythology about their own history and devel-
opment that bears little resemblance to reality. In his book Business Organization 
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and the Myth of the Market Economy, economic historian 
William Lazonink examined the policies today’s developed 
states followed during their development. The notion 
that markets and free trade propelled their development 
is, as his title suggests, a myth. Every nation (except the 
fi rst to develop, Great Britain) followed the same  pattern, 
protecting industries from foreign imports until they 
were able to compete. In the United States, for example, 
basic industries were protected from European, especially 
British, competition in the latter part of the 1800s and early 
1900s by substantial tariffs. Only after World War II, when 
it emerged as the world’s only unscathed industrial econ-
omy, did the United States become a convert to free trade. 
It is almost comical to hear U.S. offi cials pontifi cate about 
the evils of tariffs and quotas, given their nation’s history. 
Rick Rowden explains that “the conditions attached to 
IMF and World Bank loans are nothing like the policies of 
industrialized countries over the past 150 years.” In con-
trast to the mythical history of free market development, 
the growth of “Europe, the United States, Japan and the 
four tigers of Asia . . . involved several decades or more of 
government providing protective tariffs, large subsidies 
to domestic industry, . . . tax breaks and other  incentives.” 
The IMF, however, requires that developing nations elimi-
nate subsidies and leave their industries open to foreign 
competition. But “since no country in  history has ever 
industrialized under such a process, structural adjust-
ment programs are essentially a massive, radical experi-
ment foisted on the poorest two-third’s of the world’s 
population.”32 Harsher critics of the IMF fi nd it both curi-
ous and telling that the developed world imposes policies 
that have not led to development in the past. This suggests 
that the IMF is not really interested in promoting genuine 
development. Perhaps the real purpose of these policies is 
to advance the economic interests of the developed states, 
Northern banks, and multinational corporations.

Conclusion
In 2008, the World Bank reported that the number of people in the world living 

on less than $1.25 a day declined from 1.9 billion to 1.4 billion between 1981 and 
2005. This represents a decrease of 26% in 25 years.33 Virtually all this reduction 
occurred in just two nations, India and China, the two most populous nations of the 
developing world. For the rest of the developing world there was little good news. 

UN Reports “Grotesque” 
Income Gaps
Washington Post Service, July 14, 1999 
UNITED NATIONS, New York
The world’s 200 richest people have doubled 
their wealth in just four years, and the assets 
of the three richest families now exceed the 
combined gross national products of all the 
least-developed countries, according to a UN 
report released Tuesday.

“Global inequalities in income and living 
standards have reached grotesque propor-
tions,” according to the Human Development 
Report, an annual survey that focuses this 
year on the costs and benefi ts of globaliza-
tion, a vaguely defi ned term that includes 
developments as diverse as the liberalization 
of markets and the expansion of the Internet.

As of 1998, the three leading billionaires—
Bill Gates, head of the Microsoft Corp., the 
Sultan of Brunei, and the Walton family that 
owns the Wal-Mart grocery store chain—had 
amassed at least $135 billion in combined 
assets, more than the total GNP of all 43 
countries categorized by the United Nations as 
“least developed,” said a spokeswoman for the 
UN Development Program.

If the world’s 200 richest people each 
 donated 1 percent of their wealth per year, 
the report said, they could ensure access to 
primary education for every child in the world.
Source: Colum Lynch, “U.N. Cites Disparities in Wealth,” 
Washington Post (July 13, 1999). © 1999, The Washington 
Post, reprinted with permission.
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As is usually the case with these kinds of studies, the report set off a ferocious debate 
among economists that rapidly degenerated into a mind-numbing battle of com-
peting statistics, measures, methodologies, and interpretations. But any way you 
slice the data, the fact remains that a very large portion of the world’s population 
lives under conditions that most people in the United States and Europe can barely 
imagine, never mind tolerate. Even if the World Bank’s fi gures are reliable, well 
over 1 billion people in the world live for an entire year on what many in the North 
spend on a single outfi t. Even if the cost of living is lower, $1.25 a day is still very 
little money in any setting.

A United Nations study released a few years before the World Bank’s put a slightly 
less optimistic spin on the data, highlighting what it labeled “grotesque” inequalities 
in the global distribution of wealth (see the box on page 179). Though the fortunes 
of Bill Gates and the Walton family fl uctuate with the value of their stock, even in a 
bad year for Wall Street their relative wealth is still striking. One need not be a radical 
egalitarian socialist in order to think there is something not quite right about a world 
in which one or two families possess more wealth than entire nations.

Though the debate over the IMF touches on many of the critical issues facing 
developing economies, it barely scratches the surface in other respects. For large parts 
of the Third World in which the prospects for development are bleakest, the bad 
news just keeps coming. The obstacles to development appear so numerous, intrac-
table, and interrelated that it is hard to know where or how to begin addressing them. 
One feels trapped in an endless series of Catch-22s. The interrelated problems of 
poverty, political instability, and investment provide one example. Extreme poverty 
often contributes to political instability as various segments of society compete over 
meager resources. As long as the political situation remains volatile, foreign com-
panies are hesitant to risk investment (and because domestic savings are so low in 
poor countries, foreign investment is essential). But without this investment, it is 
hard to overcome the poverty that creates the political instability in the fi rst place. 
Societies end up caught on the horns of a dilemma: Without economic growth there 
will be no stability, but without stability there can be no economic growth. One can 
also look at the relationships among economic growth, education, and health care. 
Economic growth requires a decently educated and healthy work force, but without 
economic growth how do developing nations provide the education and health care 
their people need? The list goes on and on. Poverty and the lack of development seem 
overdetermined—that is, there are so many obstacles that the elimination of just one 
or two would barely make a dent in the larger scheme of things.

To make matters even worse, many of the most desperate nations in the 
 developing world, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, are being decimated by the 
AIDS crisis. As many as one in fi ve Zambians is HIV positive, and between 1993 
and 2003 the population of Botswana declined from approximately 1.4 million to 
under 1 million because of AIDS.34 Demographically, the disease tends to strike the 
most vital and economically productive segments of society—young urban profes-
sionals. Healthcare systems, which had a hard enough time dealing with relatively 
 easy-to-treat conditions, fi nd it nearly impossible to cope with this complicated and 
very expensive illness. As a result, AIDS taxes health and social welfare systems that 
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were already straining to meet people’s most basic needs. And this does not even 
begin to take into account the psychological toll on a society that witnesses its young 
people dying in large numbers.35

The 1980s and 1990s are sometimes referred to as Africa’s “lost decades,” during 
which economic stagnation left the continent further behind the rest of the world. 
If anything, the next decade is likely to be even worse, regardless of what the IMF 
does. Economic stagnation could easily be replaced by outright regression. Following 
the “right” economic policies might help bring development in some parts of the 
world, but in others the problems of poverty and underdevelopment resemble the 
 proverbial Gordian knot in that we have no idea which string to pull to loosen 
the knot without fear of making it even tighter.
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Does Foreign Aid Promote Development?
Whether or not foreign aid helps developing nations is one of those arguments that 
just never seem to go away. Whenever an international organization or NGO urges 
developed nations to increase their aid budgets, development economists renew their 
debate about the benefi ts and pitfalls of aid. As with most debates about which policies 
will promote development, debates about aid are often rooted in unstated assumptions 
about the causes of underdevelopment in the fi rst place. Opponents of such aid see no 
evidence that past efforts have helped much at all, sometimes going so far as to argue 
that aid inhibits development by promoting dependency and enriching powerful and 
corrupt elites who care little for their people’s well-being. Supporters acknowledge 
that previous efforts were often poorly administered but claim that well-conceived 
aid programs can help deal with some of the major obstacles to  development. Two 
of the more prominent fi gures in the contemporary debate are William Easterly, an 
economist who spent more than fi fteen years with the World Bank, and Jeffrey Sachs, 
an Economics professor at Columbia University. Why, according to Easterly, does 
foreign aid usually accomplish so little? In what way does Sachs think aid programs 
can make valuable contributions? To what extent does their disagreement about aid 
refl ect differing views about the causes of underdevelopment?

The Handouts That Feed Poverty (2006)
William Easterly

Foreign aid today perpetrates a cruel hoax on those who wish the world’s poor 
well. There is all the appearance of energetic action—a doubling of foreign aid to 
Africa promised at the G-8 summit . . . [in July 2005], grand United Nations and 
World Bank plans to cut world poverty in half by 2015 and visionary statements 
about prosperity and democracy by George W. Bush, Tony Blair and Bono. The 
economist Jeffrey Sachs even announced the “end of poverty” altogether by 2025, 
which he says will be “much easier than it appears.”

No doubt such promises satisfy the urgent desires of altruistic people in rich 
countries that something be done to alleviate the grinding misery of the billions 
who live in poverty around the world. Alas, upon closer inspection, it turns out 
to be one big Potemkin village [facade]. These grandiose but unreal visions sadly 
crowd out better alternatives to give real help to real poor people.

The new proposals to end world poverty are, for one thing, not new. They are 
recycled ideas from earlier decades that have already failed. There was, for instance, 

Source: William Easterly, “The Handouts That Feed Poverty,” World Hunger Notes 
(April 30, 2006). Reprinted by permission of the author.
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the idea of the 1950s and 1960s that aid is necessary to fi nance a “Big Push” to allow 
poor countries to escape a “poverty trap” and climb the ladder toward prosperity.

This push has been underway for four decades now—and has resulted in the 
movement of $568 billion in foreign aid from the rich countries to Africa. The 
result: zero growth in per capita income, leaving Africa in the same abysmal straits 
in which it began. Meanwhile, a number of poor countries that got next to no aid 
had no trouble escaping the “poverty trap.”

Hence, it is a little surprising to see Sachs, who is director of the Earth Institute 
at Columbia University and an infl uential advisor to U.N. Secretary-General Kofi
Annan, announcing once again that aid is necessary to fi nance a “Big Push” to allow 
poor countries to escape a “poverty trap” and climb the ladder toward prosperity.

Where did all the aid money go? The $2.3 trillion, that is, that has been sent to 
all the world’s poor countries over the last fi ve decades. Well, for one thing, it was 
stuck (and remains stuck) in a “bureaucracy-to-bureaucracy” aid model in which 
money gets lost all along the way.

The way it works is that a large aid bureaucracy such as the World Bank (with 
its 10,000 employees) or the United Nations designs a complicated bureaucratic 
plan to try to solve all the problems of the poor at once (for example, the U.N. 
Millennium Project announced . . . [in 2005] laid out 449 steps that had to be 
implemented to end world poverty). The aid money is then turned over to another 
bureaucracy in the poor country, which is asked to implement the complicated 
plan drawn up by out-of-country Westerners. (How complicated? Tanzania—and 
it’s not an unusual case—is required to issue 2,400 different reports annually to aid 
donors.)

In the best case, the bureaucracy in the poor country is desperately short of 
skilled administrators to implement complex top-down plans that are not feasible 
anyway—and report on their failure to do so. In the worst, but all too common, 
case—such as that of the corrupt dictator Paul Biya of Cameroon, who will get 55% 
of his government revenue from aid after the doubling of aid to Africa—the poor 
country’s bureaucrats are corrupt or unmotivated political appointees.

It shouldn’t be too surprising, then, that aid money doesn’t reach the poor 
and instead goes to such dubious projects as the $5-billion Ajaokuta steel mill in 
Nigeria, which was begun in 1979 and has yet to produce a bar of steel (thanks to 
the corruption and incompetence of local bureaucrats).

Nor is it surprising that the poor of Cambodia have trouble benefi ting from 
aid-fi nanced education when corrupt schoolteachers “supplement their income 
by soliciting bribes from students, including the sale of examination questions and 
answers.” (The quote comes from the U.N. Millennium Project, which nevertheless 
concluded that corruption was not a signifi cant hindrance to aid.)

A new initiative by Sachs calls for aid-fi nanced “Millennium Villages”  (moving 
the Potemkin village out of the realm of metaphor into reality). It envisions a whole 
package of quick fi xes, ranging widely from fertilizer, grain storage,  rainwater 
 harvesting and windmills to Internet connections—which would, supposedly, 
 alleviate poverty in a handful of specifi cally targeted rural villages around Africa.

This much-trumpeted idea once again shows the amazing recycling ability 
of the aid industry—because a similar package of fi xes called “Integrated Rural 
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Development” was already tried in the 1970s (minus the Internet connections). 
It failed.

Flying in foreign experts to create a miniature village utopia has little to do with 
the complex roots of poverty, such as corrupt, autocratic and ethnically polarized 
politics; absent institutions for effi cient markets, and dysfunctional bureaucracy. 
Millennium Villages are to world poverty what Disney World is to urban blight.

Bureaucrats have never achieved the end of poverty and never will; poverty ends 
(and is already ending, such as in East and South Asia) by the efforts of individuals 
operating in free markets, and by the efforts of homegrown political and economic 
reformers.

What are the better alternatives? If the aid agencies passed up the glitzy but 
unrealistic campaign to end world poverty, perhaps they would spend more time 
devising specifi c, defi nable tasks that could actually help people and for which the 
public could hold them accountable.

Such tasks include getting 12-cent doses of malaria medicines to malaria  victims; 
distributing 10-cent doses of oral rehydration therapy to reduce the 1.8 million 
infant deaths from dehydration due to diarrheal diseases last year; getting poor 
people clean water and bed nets to prevent diarrheal diseases and malaria; getting 
textbooks to schoolchildren, or encouraging gradual changes to business regulations 
to make it easier to start a business, enforce contracts and create jobs for the poor.

True, some of the grand plans include some of these tasks—but to say they 
have the same goals is like saying that Soviet central planning and American free 
markets both aimed to produce consumer goods. These tasks cannot be achieved as 
part of the bureaucratically unaccountable morass we have now, in which dozens 
of aid agencies are collectively responsible for trying to simultaneously implement 
449 separate “interventions” designed in New York and Washington to achieve the 
overall “end of poverty.” That’s just nuts.

The end of poverty will come as a result of homegrown political and economic 
reforms (which are already happening in many poor countries), not through 
outside aid. The biggest hope for the world’s poor nations is not Bono, it is the 
citizens of poor nations themselves.

Foreign Aid Is in Everyone’s Interest (2006)
Jeffrey D. Sachs

The developing world often seems like highway traffi c. Countries such as China, 
India, and Chile are in a slipstream of rapid economic growth, closing the techno-
logical gap with the industrialized countries, while nations such as Nepal, Niger, 
and Sudan are rushing in the reverse direction, with rising unrest, confrontation, 
drought, and disease.

Source: Jeffrey D. Sachs, “Foreign Aid Is in Everyone’s Interest,” Christian Science Monitor, 
May 10, 2006 Copyright 2006 by Christian Science Monitor. Reproduced with permission 
of Christian Science Monitor in the format Textbook via Copyright Clearance Center.

7.2
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The costs of the economic failures are enormous for the whole world because 
confl icts, terrorism, the drug trade, and refugees spill across national borders.

But drivers can change direction, and so can countries. India, China, and Chile 
were hardly success stories in the 1960s and 1970s. All were in turmoil, beset by 
poverty, hunger, and political instability. Their economic transformations show 
that today’s “basket cases” can be tomorrow’s emerging markets.

Those who contend that foreign aid does not work—and cannot work—are 
mistaken. These skeptics make a career of promoting pessimism by pointing to the 
many undoubted failures of past aid efforts. But the fact remains that we can help 
ensure the successful economic development of the poorest countries. We can help 
them escape from poverty. It’s in our national interest to do so.

The fi rst step out of rural poverty almost always involves a boost in food 
production to end cycles of famine. Asia’s ascent from poverty in the last 40 years 
began with a “green revolution.” Food yields doubled or tripled. The Rockefeller 
Foundation helped with the development and propagation of high-yield seeds, and 
US aid enabled India and other countries to provide subsidized fertilizer and seeds 
to impoverished farmers. Once farmers could earn an income, they could move on 
to small-business development.

A second step out of poverty is an improvement in health conditions, led by 
improved nutrition, cleaner drinking water, and more basic health services. In the Asian 
success stories, child mortality dropped sharply, which, in turn, led to smaller families 
because poor parents gained confi dence that their children would survive to adulthood.

The third step is the move from economic isolation to international trade. 
Chile, for instance, has become the chief source of off-season fruit in the US during 
the past 20 years by creating highly effi cient supply chains. China and India have 
boomed as exporters of manufacturing goods and services, respectively. In all three, 
trade linkages were a matter of improved connectivity—roads, power, telecommu-
nications, the Internet, and transport containerization.

Today, the skeptics like to claim that Africa is too far behind, too corrupt, to 
become a China or India. They are mistaken. An African green revolution, health 
revolution, and connectivity revolution are all within reach. Engineers and scientists 
have already developed the needed tools. The Millennium Villages project, which 
I and a group of colleagues developed, is now rapidly expanding in 10 countries 
in Africa and is showing that this triple transformation—in improved agriculture, 
health, and connectivity—is feasible.

Improved seed varieties, fertilizers, irrigation, and trucks have all helped convert 
famine into bumper crops in just one or two productive growing seasons.

Malaria is under control. Farmers have access to capital to make the change 
from subsistence to cash crops. Children are being treated for worms and receive a 
midday meal to help keep them healthy and in school.

Skeptics said that African peasants would not grow more food, that fertilizers 
would go missing, that bed nets would be cut up to make wedding veils, and that 
local offi cials would block progress.

The truth is the opposite. In any part of the world, the poorest of the poor want 
a chance for a better future, especially for their children. Give them the tools, and 
they will grasp the chance.
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Aid skeptics such as professor William Easterly, author of the recent book 
The White Man’s Burden, are legion. Instead of pointing to failures, we need to 
amplify the successes—including the green revolution, the global eradication of 
small-pox, the spread of literacy, and, now, the promise of the Millennium Villages.

The standards for successful aid are clear. They should be targeted, specifi c, 
measurable, accountable, and scalable. They should support the triple transforma-
tion in agriculture, health, and infrastructure. We should provide direct assistance 
to villages in ways that can be measured and monitored.

The Millennium Villages project relies on community participation and 
accountability to ensure that fertilizers, medicines, and the like are properly used.

Millennium Promise, an organization I cofounded, champions and furthers 
the development of the Millennium Villages project. It has partnered with the Red 
Cross, UNICEF, the UN Foundation, Centers for Disease Control, and the World 
Health Organization to get antimalaria bed nets to the children of Africa.

In this fragile and confl ict-laden world, we must value life everywhere by 
 stopping needless disease and deaths, promoting economic growth, and helping 
ensure that our children’s lives will be treasured in the years ahead.
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Originally founded to help nations deal with balance of  ■

payments problems, since the late 1970s the IMF has 
played an increasingly controversial role in  providing 
loans and policy advice to developing nations in 
response to the so-called debt crisis.

As a condition for granting these loans, the IMF re- ■

quired economic reforms refl ecting a neoliberal view 
of the global economy and development. Convinced 
that previous development strategies failed because 
of excessive government interference in the economy 
and misguided attempts to limit foreign trade and 
investment, the IMF’s structural adjustment  programs 
called for reducing the role of government and 
opening developing economies to greater trade and 
investment.

By requiring these reforms to spur economic growth  ■

and development, the IMF implicitly assumes that the 
major obstacle to development has been the policies of 
developing nations themselves.

Pointing to the success of several East Asian nations, the  ■

IMF and its supporters reject the notion that develop-
ment is impossible within the existing global economy. 
Only the differing policies of developing nations, not 
some fundamental feature of the global economy, can 
explain the diversity of outcomes.

From the IMF’s perspective, the evidence of the past  ■

fi fty years reveals one basic lesson: Market-oriented 
policies at home and integration into the global econ-
omy through trade and investment are the routes to 

growth and development, but socialism, state control, 
and isolation are a recipe for stagnation.

Though the IMF draws criticism from across the  ■

 ideological spectrum, the harshest and most sustained 
 critiques are informed by dependency theory, which 
sees poverty and inequality as inherent features of the 
global capitalist economic order.

From this perspective, IMF policies are designed to  ■

advance the interests of the wealthiest states and multi-
national corporations at the expense of the poorest and 
most vulnerable in developing countries.

As a result, critics are not surprised that structural  ■

adjustment policies have failed even on their own 
terms—they have not produced economic growth or 
reductions in poverty.

More important, critics reject the underlying assump- ■

tion that limited government interference and  opening 
the domestic economy to foreign competition and 
investment are the path to development. This is not 
the model successful nations have followed in the past, 
and it will not work in the future. Such a development 
 strategy is actually a recipe for inequality, poverty, 
dependence, and exploitation.

Concerns about the IMF and structural adjustment  ■

aside, it is important to recognize the magnitude of 
global inequality and the multitude of obstacles to 
development that many Third World nations confront. 
Even the “right” policies, whatever those are, might not 
be enough in some of the most problematic areas.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

1. What are the main elements and criticisms of the 
“Washington consensus”?

2. What are the major differences between dependency 
and neoliberal views of the global economy?

3. Why do the East Asian economies such as Taiwan, 
South Korea, and Singapore play such a controversial 
role in debates over the causes of underdevelopment?

4. What developments contributed to the debt crisis?

5. In what areas does the debate over structural adjustment 
policies refl ect deeper disagreements about the causes of 
underdevelopment?

CRITICAL QUESTIONS
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For those interested in the IMF and structural adjustment 
policies, the most recent and comprehensive account is 
James R. Vreeland’s The IMF and Economic Development
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003). In terms 
of the larger debate about the global economy and devel-
opment, it might be useful to begin with two infl uential 
statements of dependency theory: Fernando Enrique 
Cardoso and Enzo Faletto, Dependency and Development 
in Latin America (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1979) and Peter Evans, Dependent Development: The 
Alliance of Multinational, State, and Local Capital in Brazil
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1979). One of 
the few attempts to subject dependency theory to empiri-
cal testing is Vincent Mahler, Dependency Approaches to 
International Political Economy (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1980). Perhaps the most forceful (and 
quite harsh) critique of dependency theory is Robert 
Packenham, The Dependency Movement: Scholarship 
and Politics in Development Studies (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1992). Though not explicitly 

intended as critiques of dependency theory, two works 
that reject its underlying assumptions are David Landes, 
The Wealth and Poverty of Nations: Why Some Are So 
Rich and Some Are So Poor (New York: W. W. Norton, 
1998), and Nathan Rosenberg and L. E. Bridzell Jr., How
the West Grew Rich: The Economic Transformation of the 
Industrial World (New York: Basic Books, 1987). An effort 
to explain the success and failure of development in terms 
of cultural values is Lawrence E. Harrison and Samuel 
Huntington, Culture Matters: How Values Shape Human 
Progress (New York: Basic Books, 2001). And an excel-
lent overall survey of international economics is Robert 
Gilpin, Global Political Economy: Understanding the 
International Economic Order (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2001). Two recent works by the authors 
included in the POV section are Jeffrey Sachs, The End 
of Poverty: Economic Possibilities of Our Time (New York: 
Penguin, 2005) and William Easterly, The White Man’s 
Burden: Why the West’s Efforts to Aid the Rest Have Done 
So Much Ill and So Little Good (New York: Penguin, 2006).

FURTHER READINGS

www.imf.org
The offi cial Web site of the International Monetary 
Fund.

www.50years.org
The Web site highly critical of the IMF and dedicated 
to a radical change in the organization’s policies and 
priorities.

www.unicef.org
Web site of a United Nations organization that deals 
extensively with the developing world. Its yearly 
“Progress of Nations” reports can be found on this site.

www.cedpa.org
Web site of the Center for Development and 
Population Activities, an organization that 
 emphasizes the role and status of women in 
 developing countries.

www.jubileeusa.org
Organization dedicated to relieving developing 
nations of crippling foreign debts.

www.oxfam.org.uk
One of the oldest and most infl uential organizations 
interested in assistance to developing nations.
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This chapter explores a central aspect of the larger debate over what has become 

known as globalization—whether national societies and governments are becoming 

part of a single global society. The question is whether globalization is robbing 

nations of their ability to shape their own policies and destinies. Some believe 

that economic and technological trends are taking critical decisions out of the 

hands of national governments, placing them at the mercy of supranational forces, 

actors, and institutions. Economic actors such as multinational corporations are 

increasingly able to escape the power of national governments. Observers from a 

variety of perspectives—liberal, Marxist, and feminist—agree that globalization is 

occurring, though they disagree on whether this process is essentially benefi cial or 

harmful. Others, particularly realists, believe these arguments are wildly exagger-

ated: National boundaries, communities, and governments are still paramount and 

the world remains fundamentally a collection of national communities rather than 

a truly global society or economy.

In the fall of 2008, as the U.S. stock market declined, major Wall Street investment 
banks went under and the Congress struggled to devise a plan to save the econ-
omy from a meltdown; people were again reminded of how closely  connected the 

world’s economies had become. Problems in the U.S. fi nancial and banking  sector 
were global, not merely national, concerns. Exposure to risky subprime mortgages was 
not limited to U.S. fi nancial institutions. It was not only investors on Wall Street who 
were glued to televisions watching the roll call as the U.S. House of Representatives 
voted on a bailout/rescue plan for the American economy. These events were watched 
with equal interest in London, Moscow, and Hong Kong. Declines on Wall Street 

Is Globalization a Threat to National Sovereignty?

Globalization and Sovereignty
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were followed by similar, and sometimes larger, declines in the world’s other major 
stock markets. It is in moments such as these that we realize how intertwined the 
countries in the world really are.

While a fi nancial crisis might highlight the ties among the world’s economies, 
there are many other ways in which nations and societies are increasingly connected. 
This is obvious to anyone who travels to the world’s major cities.

A walk down the KurfÜstendam, Berlin’s major shopping street, would come 
as something of a disappointment to a fi rst-time visitor hoping to be overwhelmed 
by the sights and sounds of a different culture and society. Were it not for the fact 
that most people were speaking German, one might just as well be walking down 
Fifth Avenue in New York or Michigan Avenue in Chicago. The clothes would look 
familiar—Levi jeans and Nike sneakers abound. The food would taste familiar—it 
takes little effort to fi nd a McDonald’s, Pizza Hut, or Starbucks. The music would 
sound familiar, and larger-than-life posters of pop stars known to any American teen-
ager grace the windows of Virgin Records. Automatic teller machines make access to 
one’s checking account no more diffi cult than at home. After a long day buying items 
you could just as easily have purchased in the United States, you could duck into 
an Internet café to check the day’s e-mail messages. Back at the hotel, an episode of 
Lost is likely to be on television and you could catch the news on CNN before falling 
asleep. This would not have been the experience of someone making the same trans-
atlantic journey thirty years ago, when traveling to another country was, well, like 
traveling to another country.

The ripples of the recent fi nancial crisis and the sense that Berlin is no longer 
much different from Chicago are manifestations of something we call globalization,
a term more widely used than defi ned. When people refer to globalization, they gen-
erally mean that traditional divisions and boundaries that used to mark global society 
are no longer what they once were. In clichéd terms, the world is becoming a smaller 
place. Anthony Giddens sees globalization as “the intensifi cation of worldwide social 
relations which link distant localities in such a way that local happenings are shaped 
by events occurring many miles away and vice versa.” But Martin Albrow provides 
the most succinct and general defi nition of globalization as “all those processes by 
which the people of the world are incorporated into a single world society.”1

Globalization is, of course, a multifaceted phenomenon. Though many focus on 
its economic aspects, and perhaps rightly so, this is not the be-all and end-all of glo-
balization. There are important environmental, cultural, and even medical aspects of 
globalization. It is no understatement, for example, to note that “the globalization 
of trade is inextricably linked to the globalization of disease . . . . With globalization, 
widespread diseases are literally a plane ride away.”2 The worldwide spread of AIDS 
and fears of bird fl u are dramatic examples of the globalization of disease. And the 
same technologies that allow us to move consumer goods and legitimate investments 
around the world with ease can be utilized to traffi c in illegal narcotics and funnel 
money to terrorist organizations. The Internet might undermine totalitarian gov-
ernments by making it easier for people to access ideas and information, but it also 
helps hate groups develop and maintain international networks. Globalization has 
also facilitated the rise of international terrorism. As Audrey Kurth Cronin explains, 
“the Internet is emerging as the critical dimension of twenty-fi rst century global 

globalization The multi-
faceted process by which 
the nations and societies 
of the world are increas-
ingly being merged into a 
single global society and 
economy.
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terrorism, with websites and electronic bulletin boards spreading ideological mes-
sages, perpetuating terrorist networks, [and] providing links between operatives in 
cyberspace.”3 The technology and process of globalization are neutral and can be 
used for good or ill.

What Is at Stake
Beneath the very general observations about our shrinking world lie tremen-

dous debate and unease about the nature and consequences of globalization, rang-
ing from seemingly petty concerns that English is corrupting the French language to 
worries about increasing global economic inequality. The debates are both empirical 
and normative. Empirically, the disagreement is about the extent of globalization—
are nations, economies, and cultures really as interconnected as some believe, or is 
such talk exaggerated “globaloney”? Normatively, the issue is whether globalization 
is a progressive force to be welcomed and encouraged or a malignant process to be 

Starbucks in Beijing’s Forbidden City. Many Chinese objected when the Seattle based coffee 
 company began peddling lattes in this place where only their emperors used to walk. The spread 
of such  international brands is only the most vivid symbol of globalization.
Source: © Macduff Everton/Corbis
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condemned and resisted. For those who reject globalization as faddish exaggeration, 
the normative debate is largely beside the point. After all, it makes no sense to waste 
time debating the consequences of something that is not really happening. The nor-
mative issues arise only if the empirical question is answered affi rmatively.

Obviously, it is not possible to do justice to all aspects of the globalization debate 
in a single chapter. Fortunately, many of the issues associated with globalization 
are dealt with in other chapters. We have already looked at the debates over free 
trade and development, both central elements of the larger globalization contro-
versy. Later we will examine global environmental issues. This chapter focuses on 
another issue that lies at the heart of debates about globalization—whether or not 
there are forces at work undermining what many believe has been the defi ning fea-
ture of international politics for several centuries—national sovereignty. As Ian Clark 
explains, “According to conventional wisdom it is sovereignty which is most at risk 
from  globalization . . . . [Thus] if we wish to trace the impact of globalization, then it is 
within the realm of sovereignty that the search must properly begin.”4 The fear is that 
nations are gradually losing the ability to determine their own fate as the forces of glo-
balization shift the locus of meaningful decision making to other entities. According 
to this constrained state thesis, “changes in the international political economy have 
radically restricted policy choice and forced policy shifts that play to the preferences 
of global investors and mobile corporations, rather than to the needs of the domestic 
political economy and its citizenry.”5 The fundamental question is whether national 
political communities can still shape the policies and tame the forces that affect the 
lives of their citizens.

The Vision of a Borderless World
Interdependence was the buzzword of the 1970s. Middle East crises, oil embar-

goes, and long gas lines brought home how interdependent the economies of the 
world had become. Although it is always diffi cult to locate the fi rst usage of new 
 terminology, globalization appears to have entered the lexicon of international 
 relations in the early 1980s and refl ected a sense that interdependence no longer 
 captured the full magnitude of how much our world was changing. Interdependence 
 suggested that increasing levels of international trade and investment were creating 
mutual dependencies among different national economies. Globalization conveys 
something more—not merely that national economies are increasingly dependent on 
each other, but that for all intents and purposes they are becoming a single economic 
 system. To use an analogy, we usually do not describe the economy of Minneapolis as 
being dependent on the economy of St. Paul. These are not two separate economies 
dependent on each other but rather part of a single economy. This is what global-
ization implies—not just greater interdependence, but something well beyond that. 
No one has been more articulate in presenting a vision of globalization as eroding 
national sovereignty than Kenichi Ohmae. In his boldly titled books The Borderless 
World and The End of the Nation State, Ohmae argues that economic and techno-
logical trends are rendering the nation-state increasingly irrelevant and impotent. 
This effect can be seen most vividly in the global economy: “On the political map, 
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the boundaries between countries are as clear as ever. But on the competitive map, 
a map showing the real fl ows of fi nancial and industrial activity, those  boundaries 
have largely disappeared.”6 If we remove the political borders from a map and look 
only at the patterns of economic activity, we would no longer be able to redraw the 
world’s political boundaries.

This disconnect between economic and political realities, however, cannot 
last forever. Ohmae thinks a readjustment is already well under way: “the modern 
nation-state itself—the artifact of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries—has 
begun to crumble.”7 Nicholas Negroponte outdoes even Ohmae in consigning the 
nation-state to the dustbin of history: “Like a mothball, which goes from solid to gas 
directly, I expect the nation-state to evaporate.”8 And Anthony Giddens has joined 
the funeral chorus: “Nations have lost the sovereignty they once had, and politicians 
have lost their capability to infl uence events . . . . The era of the nation-state is over.”9

But why? Why might globalization be eroding the sovereignty of the nation-state, or 
even threatening its extinction? The answer is to be found in technological and politi-
cal changes that have made it easier to move, communicate, and trade without regard 
to location and national borders.

Ending the Tyranny of Location
Throughout most of human history people lived in local economies. They either 

grew their own food or bought it from local producers, and most of their possessions 
were made nearby. Today, hardly anything on our supermarket shelves is grown 
locally—the tomatoes are from New Jersey, the pineapples from the Philippines, and 
the broccoli from Chile. Virtually nothing in our homes was produced within even a 
hundred miles of where we live. We no longer live in localized economies. Certainly 
global trade is nothing new—the Dutch East India Company was global in scope 
back in the 1500s and 1600s and people in Europe enjoyed spices from Asia. But in 
the larger scheme of things, the volume of such trade was miniscule and unimportant 
in the lives of most people.

The process of moving from local to national economies and from national econ-
omies to an international economy has taken several centuries and involves devel-
opments that have allowed people to overcome previous obstacles to long-distance 
commerce. Before the industrial revolution, transporting goods across great  distances 
was either extremely expensive or impossible (e.g., one could hardly transport fresh 
produce from Brazil to France without artifi cial refrigeration). The advent of the 
internal combustion engine, the railroad, the steamship, and the telegraph helped 
overcome many of these obstacles. Advances in transportation drove the fi rst wave 
of globalization in the 1800s and early 1900s. The current wave of globalization rests 
more on revolutions in communications (though easy and cheap air transportation 
is part of contemporary globalization). As Thomas Friedman explains, “Today’s era 
of globalization is built around falling telecommunications costs—thanks to micro-
chips, satellites, fi ber optics and the Internet. . . . technologies now allow companies to 
locate different parts of their production, research and marketing in different coun-
tries, but still tie them together . . . as though they were in one place.”10 The head of 
Levi-Strauss provides an illustration: “Our company buys denim in North Carolina, 
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ships it to France where it is sewn into jeans, launders these jeans in Belgium, and 
markets them in Germany using TV commercials developed in England.”11

Limited technology, however, was not the only obstacle to the emergence of a 
genuinely international economy. Except for relatively rare periods of free trade, 
 tariffs, quotas, and other barriers made international commerce diffi cult. In order 
for a truly global economy to emerge, the technological and political obstacles had 
to be overcome. The creation of a liberal trading order after World War II provided 
the political foundation for the emergence of a global economy. As Martin Wolf 
explains, “before markets, modems and manufacturers could do their work, political 
changes had to take place . . . the foundations of the globalized business world are 
political.”12

Thus, until the industrial revolution economic production and exchange suffered 
from the tyranny of location—that is, a business’s prospects depended to a signifi cant 
degree on where it was located. In the contemporary world, location does not matter 
nearly as much as it used to. A company producing cars ten miles from my home 
enjoys no signifi cant competitive advantage over one on the other side of the globe. 
Given dramatic increases in the price of oil in 2007–2008, some suggest that rising 
transportation costs might reverse this trend. Jeff Rubin and Benjamin Taj warn that 
“Globalization is reversible. Higher energy prices are impacting transport costs at an 
unprecedented rate. So much so, that the cost of moving goods, not the cost of tariffs, 
is the largest barrier to global trade today.”13 Until recently, however, the conjuncture 
of free trade policies and technological advances that liberate  commerce from the 
shackles of geography permitted the emergence of national and, now, international 
economies. Once we come to grips with this basic economic transformation, we are 
in a position to understand the threat globalization poses to national sovereignty.

The Mobility of Capital
When location mattered a great deal, businesses often had no alternative but to 

locate in certain places. Take the hypothetical example of a tire company. If it wants 
to sell tires to the people of Cleveland and the U.S. government imposes a tax on 
imported tires, the company might be better off with factories in the United States. 
If it costs a lot of money to ship tires 1,000 miles, then the company should prob-
ably locate its factory close to Cleveland. But if transporting products is cheap, the 
company can locate anywhere within the United States. And if there are no import 
barriers, it can locate anywhere in the world. Diminishing technological and political 
obstacles to trade increases what we call the mobility of capital. Thus, today our tire 
company can open its factory in Cleveland, Georgia, or Indonesia.

When corporations enjoy such freedom, the relative power between governments 
and business shifts. This is the critical point. If a business needs to locate in a certain 
place, the government that controls that territory has leverage that allows it to tax and 
regulate. The stronger the shackles of location, the stronger are the powers of gov-
ernments to control and regulate business. But as businesses enjoy greater mobility, 
they are free to move elsewhere if governments enact policies they do not like. So if 
you want to sell tires to the people of Cleveland, but the city wants to tax or regulate 
you in ways you do not like, move to Georgia. If the U.S. government wants to do the 
same, move to Indonesia.
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We can see this on a small scale when companies shop around for places to 
build plants. The scenario is familiar. Company X announces that it has narrowed 
its choice for a new factory down to three cities and city leaders engage in a feverish 
competition to see who can offer the best deal, usually involving exemptions from 
local taxes. In such cases, it is easy to wonder who is really in charge: Are govern-
ments regulating businesses, or are businesses regulating governments? Martin and 
Schumann frame the problem in stark terms: “It is no longer democratically elected 
governments which decide the level of taxes; rather, the people who direct the fl ow of 
capital and goods themselves establish what contribution they wish to make to state 
expenditure.”14 The fear of “capital fl ight” allows businesses to dictate what policies, 
regulations, and tax levels governments can impose: Give us what we want, or we 
(and our jobs) move elsewhere. This shifting of power from governments to mobile 
capital is one of the developments threatening the sovereignty of states.

The Race to the Bottom
The ability of capital to dictate policies is most clearly seen in what critics of 

globalization refer to as the race to the bottom. If corporations are no longer tied 
to any particular location, what determines where they will set up shop? There are, 
of course, a host of considerations that businesses take into account. But surely the 
costs of doing business are a paramount concern. All other things being equal, busi-
nesses prefer to locate where the costs of production are lowest, since this maximizes 
profi ts. The story of Nike, the familiar American sports apparel company, provides 
an illustration:

All but 1 percent of the 90 million shoes Nike makes each year are manufac-
tured in Asia. If the costs in a particular country or factory move too far out of 
line, productivity will have to rise to compensate, or Nike will take its business 
elsewhere . . . . Until recently, almost all of Nike’s shoes were made in South 
Korea and Taiwan, but as labor costs there have soared, the fi rm’s contractors 
in these two countries have moved much of their production to cheaper sites 
in China, Indonesia, and Thailand. Now, Vietnam looks like the next country 
on the list.15

But there is no need to look to Asia for examples. Immediately south of the U.S.–
Mexican border a host of U.S. companies manufacture everything from auto parts to 
kitchen appliances. Why not locate in Texas instead? A large part of the answer has 
to be the lower costs of production—lower wages, fewer benefi ts, and less regulation. 
Because they can import the fi nal product into the United States without barriers 
thanks to free trade agreements, it would make little economic sense to locate in the 
United States, where the costs of production are higher.

This ability to move around in search of lower costs is what propels the race to the 
bottom. In a globalized free market economy, workers everywhere have to compete 
as companies like Nike go shopping for the best deal. If the workers in Taiwan ask for 
too much, Vietnam awaits. The problem is exacerbated by the fact that labor does not 
share the same level of mobility. Because restrictions on immigration remain in force 
throughout the world, workers are not free to move around in search of the highest 
wages. This imbalance of mobility puts workers at a tremendous disadvantage.
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Declining wages are only part of the story of the race to the bottom. Complying 
with government regulations is also part of the cost of doing business. In a globalized 
economy, states imposing the fewest regulations will be most attractive to corpora-
tions. This puts pressure on states to reduce regulations to attract business. In terms 
of environmental regulations, John Gray explains the result: “The countries that 
require businesses to be environmentally accountable will be at a systematic disad-
vantage . . . . Over time, either enterprises operating in environmentally account able 
regimes will be driven out of business, or the regulatory frameworks of such regimes 
will drift down to a common denominator in which their competitive advantage is 
reduced.”16

The problems continue. Globalization also poses a danger to social welfare 
programs that protect the poor. Businesses, like individuals, generally prefer lower 
taxes to higher taxes. Though celebrities and sports stars can escape to tax havens 
such as Monaco, the average person is stuck paying whatever taxes the government 
imposes. In a globalized economy, corporations can move to places where taxes are 
minimal. This freedom of corporations places national governments with generous 
 welfare programs in a bind. If governments impose high taxes on business to fi nance 
social welfare spending, they run the risk that the businesses will pick up and move. 
This leaves two unpalatable options—raising taxes on the people and businesses 
that  cannot move or reducing social welfare expenditures, neither of which is very 
popular.

Thus, the mobility of capital creates a race to the bottom on many levels—wages, 
environmental and safety regulations, and social welfare benefi ts. Jeremy Brecher and 
Tim Costello summarize the problem in their vividly titled Global Village or Global 
Pillage: “Corporations can now outfl ank the controls governments and organized 
citizens once placed on them by relocating. . . . So each [government] tries to reduce 
labor, social, and environmental costs below the others. The result is a ‘downward 
leveling’—a disastrous ‘race to the bottom’ in which conditions for all tend to fall 
toward those of the poorest and most desperate.”17 And to the extent that individual 
states must respond to these pressures or risk the fl ight of capital, they have been 
robbed of their effective sovereignty. Corporations tell governments what they can 
and cannot do rather than the other way around. Governments that do not toe the 
line are “disciplined” by the global market and capital. National governments either 
conform to the dictates of the global market or suffer the consequences.

It is not only business and the global market that threaten national sover-
eignty. Nations also have to deal with powerful international organizations, such as 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. As we discussed in 
Chapter 7, many Third World nations borrowed money from First World govern-
ments and banks during the 1970s but found themselves unable to pay back these 
loans in the 1980s, when the hoped-for economic development failed to materialize. 
The IMF and the World Bank stepped in to deal with the debt crisis in the 1980s. As 
a condition for rescheduling debt payments or granting new loans, the IMF required 
nations to adopt structural adjustment programs, which included reductions in social 
spending, the elimination of defi cit spending, privatization, and opening markets 
to international competition. The IMF deemed these policies essential for attracting 
foreign investment and thus for promoting economic growth. Not coincidentally, 
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critics are quick to point out, these policies also “neatly coincide with the agenda of 
mobile capital.”18 Such is the power of the IMF over many Third World nations that 
noted economist Jeffrey Sachs describes it as “an all-too constant presence, almost 
a surrogate government in fi nancial matters . . . . These governments rarely move 
without consulting the IMF staff, and when they do they risk their lifelines to capital 
markets, foreign aid and international respectability.”19 The characterization of the 
IMF as a surrogate government highlights the issue of lost sovereignty.

Taken as a whole, the thesis of a race to the bottom embodies three of the key 
worries about the consequences of globalization. First, there is concern about the 
erosion of national sovereignty and the ability of governments to pursue indepen-
dently determined policies. Second, there is the prediction that globalization will 
work to the disadvantage of poor, working class, and marginalized people around 
the world, who will see their wages depressed further, their environments degraded, 
and their social welfare benefi ts slashed. Third, the power of international markets, 
transnational corporations, and international organizations to shape, infl uence, or 
even dictate policies to national governments is viewed as a threat to fundamental 
values of democratic governance. When the corporations and the unelected leaders 
of the IMF and World Bank are able to tell elected leaders what to do, both sover-
eignty and democracy are compromised. As a result of globalization, national poli-
cies are increasingly determined by forces, people, and institutions that no one ever 
voted for. This results in a democratic defi cit. “The fear is that the global economy 
is undermining democracy by shifting power from elected national governments to 
faceless global bureaucracies . . . . Power is going global but democracy, like politics, 
still stops at frontiers.”20

The Myth(s) of Globalization
In our overview of international history (Chapter 1), we noted that one of the 

recurring diffi culties in analyzing world politics is trying to look simultaneously at 
changes and continuities while evaluating the signifi cance of that which is new relative 
to what is enduring. This is problematic because there is always a tendency to focus on 
those things that are changing, if only because the novel is more interesting than the 
familiar. The problem can be seen in debates about globalization. When it comes to 
whether globalization is taking place, the question is not whether international trade, 
investment, and cultural diffusion are increasing. It would be silly to contend other-
wise. The issue is whether patterns of international interactions are changing in ways 
and to a degree so that it makes sense to even begin talking about a borderless world 
or the end of the nation-state. For globalization skeptics, such talk is wildly premature 
at best and rests on a persistent pattern of exaggeration and selective use of evidence.

Location Still Matters
No one can deny that advances in transportation and communications have 

helped overcome the obstacles of distance. Skeptics caution, however, that this should 
not be confused with an “end” of geography. Is location less important for commerce 
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today than two hundred years ago? Certainly. Is geography even close to becoming 
irrelevant? Certainly not. Most accounts of globalization focus on companies and 
plants that relocate production from one country to another in order to illustrate the 
irrelevance of location. But do these examples tell the full story? Skeptics charge that 
there is a tendency to focus on examples (often derided as “anecdotes”) that conform 
to the thesis of globalization. The technical term for this problem is selection bias.
That is, focusing on those fi rms that relocate while ignoring those that stay inevita-
bly biases the analysis in favor of the declining signifi cance of location. Local papers 
tend not to report on the factories that are not moving. But a full and fair evaluation 
requires that we look also at those fi rms and plants that choose to remain. Only then 
will we have an accurate picture of how much location matters.

Somewhat tongue in cheek, Micklethwait and Wooldridge wonder what Bill 
Gates and Microsoft’s legal troubles tell us about the mobility of business. Even 
though his company has been the object of extremely expensive antitrust lawsuits 
by the U.S. Department of Justice, Gates has not moved from the comfortable con-
fi nes of Seattle in order to escape the long arm of the law. Why not? If compa-
nies can move for cheaper labor and/or discipline governments by threatening to 
relocate, why hasn’t Bill Gates moved and why has the U.S. government not been 
disciplined? The answer is that “Bill Gates could not have threatened to move his 
operation to the Bahamas, even though Microsoft has relatively few fi xed assets. 
Microsoft depends not just on a supply of educated workers (who would have 
refused to move) but also on its close relationship with American universities.”21

Focusing on the same case, Thomas Friedman reminds us “even when a U.S. fi rm 
becomes a much-envied world-class gem, like Microsoft, it still has to answer to 
a Justice Department antitrust lawyer making $75,000 a year.”22 The news that 
national governments are impotent would come as something of a surprise to 
Microsoft’s lawyers.

Microsoft, however, is a high-tech fi rm. Would the same apply to a company 
 making t-shirts or notepads? There are also plenty of examples of low-tech fi rms 
 staying put. “Wander around Los Angeles, America’s main manufacturing  center, 
and you will fi nd squadrons of low-tech factories turning out toys, furniture, and 
clothes, all of which could probably be made cheaper elsewhere.” Why do they 
remain in Los Angeles? Micklethwait and Wooldridge explain that “they stay partly 
for personal reasons (many are family owned), partly because they can compensate 
for high labor costs by using more machines, but mostly because Los Angeles is a hub 
of all three industries—a place where designers, suppliers and distributors are just 
around the corner.”23 That is, in many respects it does still matter where businesses 
are located. These examples are also just anecdotes. But for skeptics, they at least 
indicate that proclamations of the end of the tyranny of location and the consequent 
erosion of government power are at best premature.

The Myth of a Borderless World
Kenichi Ohmae claims that if we look at a map of the world indicating fl ows of 

trade, investment, and production, we would not be able to redraw the political map. 
In a nutshell, he is saying that economic fl ows no longer conform to political bound-
aries. Interestingly, Ohmae does not actually provide a map that allows us to test his 
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neat idea. For globalization skeptics there is a very good reason he does not—instead 
of supporting his position, such a map would actually prove him wrong.

In his book How Much Do National Borders Matter? John Helliwell takes up 
Ohmae’s challenge focusing on the United States and Canada—two of the world’s 
closest trading partners who share one of the most porous borders in the world. If 
Ohmae is correct, the political border separating these two countries should be nearly 
unnoticeable if we look at trade statistics. Given the specifi cs of the U.S.–Canada case, 
this should be a relatively easy test of the borderless-world thesis. Helliwell’s fi ndings 
are not good news for Ohmae. Even though the importance of trade between the 
United States and Canada has been increasing, the signifi cance of trade within both 
nations still dwarfs trade between them. He provides the example of trade between 
Ontario and British Columbia, both Canadian provinces, compared to trade between 
Ontario and Washington State, which is the same distance from Ontario as British 
Columbia. If Ohmae is correct about the borderless world, there should be little dif-
ference in the patterns of intra-national trade compared to international trade. In 
fact, there is a marked difference: “Ontario’s exports to British Columbia were more 
than twelve times larger than those to Washington.”24 On a map showing trade fl ows 
there would be twelve arrows pointing from Ontario to British Columbia for every 
one connecting Ontario and Washington. On this basis, most people would prob-
ably assume that British Columbia and Ontario were part of the same political unit 
but Washington and Ontario were not. And, of course, they would be correct. The 
same pattern is found elsewhere too. Despite the creation of a single market under 
the auspices of the European Union, people in Europe are still six times more likely 
to trade within their own national boundaries than across them. Again, there is no 
denying that the relative importance of trade across national borders is on the rise, 
but skeptics see this as a far cry from a borderless world.

The continuing signifi cance of national borders is even more evident in areas other 
than trade. Timothy Taylor points out that investors still behave as if national borders 
mattered. Within the confi nes of the United States, investors do not let location shape 
their decisions. Investors residing in Los Angeles exhibit no greater preference for 
companies located in their city as opposed to New York or Chicago. In a truly border-
less world economy, we would see the same pattern internationally: Investors in the 
United States or Japan would display a similar lack of concern about the nationality 
of companies they invest in. But the evidence reveals a striking correlation between 
an investor’s nationality and his or her investments: “U.S. investors [hold] 88 percent 
of their stock portfolios in U.S. stocks. Canadian investors [hold] 90 percent of their 
equity in Canadian stocks. Ninety-four percent of stock owned by Japanese investors 
is in Japanese stocks.”25 Thus, if we had a map of the world showing where investors 
send their money, national borders would stand out like sore thumbs. Thus, even 
though “international fl ows of goods, services and fi nancial capital have increased 
dramatically, . . . we are still a long way from a single global market.”26

The Myth of a Race to the Bottom
The race to the bottom is usually presented as an integral part of the processes 

of globalization, particularly (but not exclusively) by radical and Marxist analysts 
who see globalization as resulting in greater inequality. The ability of capital to move 
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around the globe, which is what drives the race to the bottom, is also a major force 
behind the supposed erosion of national sovereignty. The argument makes intui-
tive sense. According to Daniel Drezner, however, although “the race-to-the-bottom 
hypothesis appears logical, . . . it is wrong. Indeed, the lack of supporting evidence 
is startling.”27 No doubt there are examples of companies moving plants to reduce 
costs. But the race-to-the-bottom hypothesis suggests more than that. This move-
ment of capital is portrayed as a signifi cant, if not dominant, feature of the global 
economy, occurring on a scale suffi cient to depress wages and reduce regulations 
worldwide. It is not just a matter of a handful of companies or even a few economic 
sectors; it is a fundamental feature of the new global economy.

What sort of evidence beyond specifi c examples of plant relocation would we 
need to validate the race-to-the-bottom hypothesis? If there is a race to the bottom, 
we should see an inverse relationship between overseas investment and wage and 
regulation levels. That is, countries with relatively high wages or more regulations 
should attract a declining share of investment, whereas countries with low wages and 
few regulations should attract an increasing share of investment. As a general rule, 
wages and regulations are highest in North America, Europe, and Japan and lowest 
throughout the developing world. Thus, according to the race-to-the-bottom thesis, 
investment should be pouring into the developing world as corporations shop the 
world and relocate to lower their production costs.

The evidence on this front is less than compelling. As an example, Figure 8.1 
presents World Bank data on the share of overall foreign investment going to devel-
oping nations. We see that between 1900 and 2004 the least developed countries 
attracted between 2 percent and slightly more than 4 percent of foreign investment. 

FIGURE 8.1
Share of net FDI infl ows to low-income and least developed countries, 1990–2004
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For low-income countries the fl uctuation is between 8 percent and slightly more than 
10 percent. There certainly does not appear any clear trend in favor of developing 
nations. As of 2004 they attracted roughly the same percent of overseas investment as 
in 1990. The vast majority of foreign investment (more than 80 percent) continues to 
go to developed and higher-income countries. Hirst and Thompson reach the same 
conclusion: “Capital mobility is not producing a massive shift of investment and 
employment to the developing countries. Rather, foreign direct investment (FDI) is 
highly concentrated among the advanced industrial economies.”28

There are also many specifi c examples that illustrate this trend. In the spring 
of 2002, for example, the company that produces LifeSavers candies in Michigan 
announced it was relocating its factory from the United States. Interestingly, the 
factory was moved to Canada, another high-wage, high-regulation economy, not 
Mexico. The company was not looking for lower wages or fewer regulations but 
cheaper sugar. Because tariffs on sugar imported into the United States are nearly 
double its price, a number of candy manufacturers have made similar moves. The 
critical point is that it did not relocate to a developing country where sugar and wages 
were cheaper. Recall also the description provided by the head of Levi-Strauss. Where 
were the jeans assembled? France. Where were they laundered? Belgium. France and 
Belgium can hardly be considered low-wage, low-regulation economies. Because 
assembling and washing jeans require low-skilled labor, these are precisely the types 
of jobs that should be moving to low-wage areas. Although plant relocations to other 
high-wage, high-regulation economies rarely receive the same attention as those that 
fl ee to Mexico, the aggregate data suggest that the former are more representative 
than the latter.

But why aren’t companies fl ocking to places where they can take advantage of 
lower wages and regulatory costs? According to Micklethwait and Wooldridge, fears 
of a race to the bottom rest on a simplistic misconception that reducing wages verges 
on an obsession for businesses seeking to improve their bottom line. This miscon-
ception is because of the failure to distinguish the cost of labor, which is not terribly 
important, from the value of labor, which is critical: “What really matters to [busi-
nesses] is the value of labor.” Although “some companies will undoubtedly move 
routine tasks to parts of the world where hourly wages are lower, . . . what employers 
want is not cheap workers but productive ones. And the most productive workers 
are usually those with the best education, access to the best machinery, and a support 
system that includes things like a good infrastructure.”29 All other things being equal, 
businesses prefer to pay their workers less rather than more. But in the real world all 
other things are rarely equal. In addition to lower wages, businesses also prefer politi-
cal stability, the absence of government corruption, and the rule of law, all of which 
are in much greater supply in countries with high wages and more regulations. This is 
why most transnational corporations continue to invest overwhelmingly in Europe, 
the United States, and Japan despite having the option of places where wages and 
regulations are much lower.

The counterargument, of course, is that it is not necessary for businesses to 
actually move in order to reap the advantages of mobility. According to Hoogvelt, 
“The point about the ‘discipline’ of the market is that such companies do not have 
to move. It is suffi cient for them to threaten to move.” Though many, even most, 
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fi rms remain in higher-wage nations, the option of relocation “has imposed a social 
 discipline on workers all over Europe, indeed all over the world, that unless they 
conform, companies have the power to move plant [sic] to another country.”30 As 
a result, governments and workers have preemptively given corporations what they 
want in order to prevent them from fl eeing. This is a plausible argument, but not one 
that is easy to evaluate.

Conclusion
Are we seeing the emergence of a single global society in which traditional divi-

sions are increasingly meaningless? Is the sovereign state on its way to the dustbin of 
history? Is this process benefi cial or detrimental? These are the questions that lie at 
the heart of the debate over globalization. This chapter has tried to focus on the fi rst 
two questions, but it is extremely diffi cult to deal with the empirical and normative 
issues in isolation. In the most general sense, answers to these questions combine to 
provide three general perspectives on globalization. The skeptics, who tend to be real-
ists, answer “no” to the fi rst two questions, believing that the case for globalization 
relies on selective trends and statistics at the expense of more substantial  evidence 
that points to the continuing centrality of nations and national communities. Since 
the fi rst two questions are answered in the negative, the third becomes moot. Liberals 
and Marxists generally answer the fi rst two questions in the affi rmative but part 
 company on the third. Liberals, despite some reservations, are essentially optimistic 
in their assessment of globalization, whereas Marxists, who see globalization in the 
context of their analysis of capitalism, offer a more pessimistic analysis.

Realist Skepticism
Realists are predisposed to focus on the enduring features of world politics; 

as a result, they are always skeptical of claims that the world is in the midst of some 
 fundamental transformation. Realists see globalization, which Kenneth Waltz 
refers to as “the fad of the 1990s,” as either wildly exaggerated or a complete myth. 
Realists remind us that many of the same arguments associated with contemporary 
 globalization were made a hundred years ago, another period in which national 
boundaries appeared to be giving way to transborder interactions. International 
trade exploded in the second half of the nineteenth century and by the eve of World 
War I reached levels comparable to what we see today. In 1999, for example, U.S. 
exports were 20.5 percent of GDP, which was more than double the 9.5 percent of 
1960. Advocates of globalization frequently point to such statistics while failing to 
add that the 20.5 percent fi gure is roughly the same as it was in 1900. So even though 
trade as a percentage of GDP has doubled since, it is unchanged since 1900. Kal 
Raustiala points out that “for many historians this early wave of globalization differs 
not that greatly in magnitude from the current wave; some even think we have just 
begun to surpass the achievements of the late 19th century.”31 On the issue of overseas 
investment, Robert Wade notes that “today the stock of U.S. capital invested abroad 
 represents less than 7 percent of the U.S. GNP. That fi gure is, if anything, a little 
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less than the fi gure for in 1900.”32 Robert Gilpin summarizes the basic argument: 
“Trade, investment, and fi nancial fl ows were actually greater in the late 1800s, at least 
 relative to the size of national economies and the international economy, than they 
are today.”33 Furthermore, in some respects the world was even more globalized in 
1990 than it is today: People moved with greater ease, with large-scale immigration 
to the United States being the most prominent example. In addition to the economic 
aspects of globalization in 1990, the telegraph (the so-called Victorian Internet) made 
communication to distant parts of the world cheap and instantaneous.34 At the time 
there were also optimists who saw an emerging world of trade, prosperity, and peace, 
at least until World War I and the Great Depression put a damper on things.

In terms of contemporary globalization, realists do not reject the evidence usually 
provided to demonstrate globalization. Most of the facts are not in dispute. But facts 
do not speak for themselves; they need to be selected and interpreted. Between 1950 
and 1970, for example, U.S. exports rose from 5 percent to 13 percent of GNP. There 
is no disagreement about this. Those who see a process of globalization under way 
fi nd it remarkable that the importance of exports more than doubled in just twenty 
years. But even after this large increase, 87 percent of all goods and services produced 
in the United States were consumed in the United States. Which fi gure tells us more 
about the extent of globalization, 13 percent or 87 percent?

Realists also reject the view of globalization as an irreversible process that threatens 
states. On the contrary, realists see globalization as a process promoted and enabled 
by the policies of states. Whether it be free trade policies, rules and regulations con-
ducive to foreign investment, or the adoption of a common currency in Europe, 
states have advanced globalization as a political project. Globalization will come to 
a screeching halt if the major states reverse the policies that sustain it. Martin Wolf, 
for example, worries what will happen if globalization comes to be viewed in nega-
tive terms. “Political elites in the U.S., Asia and Europe are struggling to  convince 
citizens that globalization is not just a game that benefi ts the rich.” He fears that “if 
the argument is lost in any of the major world economies, the political consensus 
that underpins globalization could unravel.”35 But there would be nothing to fear if 
governments lacked the power to halt or reverse globalization. A century ago, many 
argued that the economic and technological forces bringing the world together were 
irreversible. They proved to be woefully wrong. Realists argue that those enamored of 
contemporary globalization (both pro and con) are equally wrong.

Liberal Optimism
Whenever asked what he thinks about globalization, Thomas Friedman answers 

that he “feel[s] about globalization a lot like I feel about the dawn. Generally speak-
ing, I think it’s a good thing that the sun comes up every morning. It does more good 
than harm. But even if I didn’t much care for the dawn there isn’t much I could do 
about it.”36 This observation embodies two of the typical liberal reactions to global-
ization—that it is largely an irreversible process driven by technology and economics 
and that on balance it is a benefi cial process. The growth of trade and the elimination 
of barriers are embraced for the same reasons liberals have always favored free trade. 
The belief that globalization works to the advantage of all refl ects the underlying 
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liberal assumption of the harmony of interests. But there is more to the liberal vision 
of globalization than economics. Globalization is as much about the spread of ideas 
as commerce, particularly notions of human rights and political democracy. As we 
have observed elsewhere, the world has witnessed a dramatic expansion of democracy 
over the past two or three decades, and this is just as much a part of globalization as 
the spread of McDonald’s and Starbucks. Globalization, trade, and democratization 
are all part of the same process. When all the various elements are brought together, 
liberals view globalization “as the latest in a series of Enlightenment grand narratives 
purporting to outline a universal civilization and a common destiny for mankind: in 
this sense it simply incorporates and resurrects the belief in progress and becomes its 
current embodiment.”37

Even though Thomas Friedman thinks that globalization does more good than 
harm, this still implies that it does some harm. There are forces in the world that 
have reacted negatively to the modernizing dynamics of globalization, such as fun-
damentalist religious movements that feel threatened by what they see as the secular 
and amoral values that are part of the emerging global culture. For these movements, 
opposition to globalization is easily converted into hostility toward the United States 
because for many in the globalization is tantamount to Americanization.

Perhaps the most troubling aspect of globalization, however, is the widening gap 
between the haves and have-nots of the world. Whereas some critics see this wid-
ening gap as an integral and unavoidable consequence of globalization, liberals are 
more inclined to see insuffi cient globalization as the primary culprit. The problem is 
not that people and nations are being impoverished by globalization, but rather that 
some are being left behind, excluded from the process of globalization. The poorest 
of the poor among and within nations lack the basic resources—technology, infra-
structure, and education—to take advantage of the opportunities that globalization 
presents. This holds for large sections of the Third World, particularly Africa, and the 
former Soviet Union, as well as some groups within wealthy nations. For liberals, 
the solution is to fi nd ways to include these people and nations in the process of 
 globalization: We need more, not less, globalization.

Marxist Resistance
For Marxists, globalization is inseparable from global capitalism. According to 

Bertell Ollman, “ ‘Globalization’ is but another name for capitalism, but it’s capital-
ism with the gloves off and on a world scale. It is capitalism at a time when all the old 
restrictions and inhibitions have been or are in the process of being put aside.”38 And 
since the current global(izing) order is at its core a capitalist system, it suffers from 
all the shortcomings of capitalism that Marx identifi ed more than a century and a 
half ago: the concentration of capital, the increasing misery of the working class, the 
widening of economic inequalities, and the sacrifi ce of all values to the imperatives 
of the market. Although Marx might not have foreseen globalization in all its details, 
he would not be surprised by it, either. William Greider believes that “the ghost of 
Marx hovers over [today’s] global landscape, perhaps with a knowing smile” because 
“the gross conditions that inspired Karl Marx’s original critique of capitalism in the 
nineteenth century are present and fl ourish again.” In Greider’s view, “the world has 
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reached . . . the next great confl ict over the nature of capitalism. The fundamental 
struggle, then as now, is between capital and labor . . . and capital is winning big 
again . . . and the inequalities of wealth and power that Marx decried are marching 
wider almost everywhere in the world.”39

Hopes and Fears
For critics, the notion of globalization conjures up images of tacky fast-food joints, 

escapist Hollywood entertainment, rampaging multinational corporations, the loss of 
cultural identities, and faceless, unelected international bureaucrats telling national 
governments what they can and cannot do. For its supporters, globalization means 
increased trade, prosperity, the spread of liberal values of democracy and human 
rights, the sharing of cultures and traditions, and the erosion of the artifi cial bound-
aries that have divided human societies. Following the debate over globalization, one 
is reminded of the famous inkblot (Rorschach) tests psychologists use to gain insight 
into their patients’ mental state. Because the images are so nebulous, they are open 
to many possible interpretations. The assumption is that the patients’ interpretation 

A television factory in China. The relocation of such manufacturing to low wage countries is one of 
the prominent manifestations of globalization.
Source: Yang Haitao/Imaginechina/AP Images
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will reveal more about them than it does about the image. It is  tempting to see the 
Rorschach test as an especially good metaphor for the globalization debate. Because 
globalization is such a multifaceted phenomenon encompassing social, cultural, 
economic, and political trends, there are many places we might look for evidence, 
much of which remains vague, preliminary, and contradictory. It is not surprising 
that observers from different perspectives can fi nd evidence that allows them to see 
wildly divergent realities.

Though in this sense no different from other debates we examine, the controversy 
over globalization appears more intellectually and politically charged. What accounts 
for this intensity? Perhaps it is because very few debates touch upon so many of the 
basic issues that divide competing perspectives—for example, the nature of the state 
system, the dynamics of international confl ict, and the nature of international capi-
talism. But there is more to it than that. If globalization is occurring, it portends a 
fundamental transformation of international relations and global society on a scale 
we might not have witnessed since the rise of the modern state system. Because the 
ambiguities of globalization combine with the possibility of a historic transforma-
tion, it engages not only divergent beliefs about how the world works today, but also 
our hopes and fears about the future of global society.
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Points of View

Are Governments Losing Control?
Discussions about globalization, the loss of national sovereignty, and the power 
of global capital can often seem very abstract and theoretical. Making the connec-
tion between these ideas and more concrete issues that people can get a handle on 
is challenging. The following news articles try to illustrate these larger issues by 
using a few very specifi c examples of diminished sovereignty. The story on offshore 
tax shelters deals with one facet of the loss of sovereignty—the ability of corpora-
tions to escape state regulations by moving to places where laws are more to their 
liking. The story about local business regulations in Canada focuses on another 
aspect of eroding sovereignty—whether international treaties and/or organizations 
are undermining the authority of local governments to regulate activities that have 
traditionally been within their purview.

Do these examples convince you that loss of sovereignty is something local 
and that national governments should be worried about it? How might those who 
question the loss of sovereignty thesis respond to the fears raised in these cases? 
The articles also make it clear that local and national governments are trying to 
fi nd ways to preserve and reassert their power and authority, particularly in the 
case of tax shelters. What tools are available to governments faced with an erosion 
of power? Is there any reason to think these attempts to protect and regain power 
might or might not prove successful in the long run?

Offshore Tax Shelters Under Fire (2002)1

William M. Welch

With a new law cracking down on corporate cheaters in place, Congress is turning 
its focus to companies that have moved offshore to escape paying U.S. taxes.

Democrats and Republicans are looking at ways to halt corporate fl ight to tax 
havens such as Bermuda, where Connecticut-based Stanley Works has proposed to 
follow a number of other companies that have set up corporate addresses but kept 
most operations in the USA. Some in Congress also propose a sanction that could 
hit those companies where it hurts—banning them from lucrative contracts for 
business with the federal government.

Ten of the biggest companies that have already relocated to Bermuda or have 
proposed it did more than $1 billion in business with the federal government in 
the 2001 fi scal year. Three-fourths of the value of those contracts, or $763 million, 
was for defense or homeland-security related work. The contracts ranged from 

Source: “Offshore Tax Shelters Under Fire,” by William M. Welch, USA Today, July 31, 2002, 
p. 3B. USA TODAY. Copyright July 31, 2002. Reprinted with permission.
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security and technology consulting to underwear for the U.S. military, made by 
 Bermuda-based Fruit of the Loom.

“For these folks to escape in the dark of night and subsequently bid on defense 
and security work strikes me as unfair,” says Rep. Richard Neal, D-Mass., who is 
leading the fi ght for one of several bills aimed at stopping the exodus.

After seeing opposition to fi nancial reform collapse in the face of public outrage 
over accounting deceptions by big companies, some in Congress think similar sup-
port will lift legislation to punish or at least block corporate tax fl ight. The compa-
nies that moved their addresses offshore to avoid federal corporate income taxes 
may fi nd themselves whipsawed by twin forces—post-Sept. 11 patriotism and a 
crisis of confi dence in corporate management.

Tax avoidance by corporations in offshore tax havens could cost the U.S. 
Treasury $4 billion in lost taxes over the next 10 years if Congress does not act, 
according to an estimate by the Congress’ Joint Committee on Taxation.

Last week, California state Treasurer Phil Angelides announced that the state’s 
two big pension funds, Calpers and TIAA-CREF, would stop investing in U.S. 
 corporations that relocate offshore to avoid taxes.

The House last week overwhelmingly approved a move by Democrats to 
prevent a proposed new homeland security department from doing business with 
companies incorporated in tax havens. Republican leaders opposed the measure, 
but when it appeared likely to pass, 100 GOP lawmakers switched their votes to 
approve it.

Democrats who see corporate misdeeds as a political problem for President 
Bush and the Republicans have begun branding offshore companies “corporate 
traitors.” Neal’s bill would eliminate tax benefi ts for companies that moved offshore 
since Sept. 11.

The issue has touched off vigorous lobbying by big-spending corporations on 
both sides of the issue.

Accenture, a consulting company spun off from the accounting fi rm Arthur 
Andersen, is one of several corporations that has been quietly but intensely lobbying 
to preserve its status. But competitors of some offshore companies are fi ghting for 
legislation that would crack down on the tax fl ight. They argue that the zero tax rate 
on profi ts claimed in Bermuda and other tax breaks provide an unfair advantage.

Spokesmen for Accenture declined to comment. But the company issued 
a statement calling itself “a global organization with 75,000 people working in 
47 countries” that was justifi ed in incorporating in Bermuda.

House Ways and Means Committee Chairman Bill Thomas, R-Calif., has 
 proposed a three-year moratorium on corporate relocations offshore. His plan is 
part of a larger corporate tax bill that he hopes Congress will act on this year.

The Bush administration also backs a moratorium. On Tuesday, David 
Aufhauser, general counsel for the Treasury, told a Bermuda audience that the 
 federal tax code is to blame for chasing companies offshore.

House Majority Leader Dick Armey, R-Texas, in a letter to House members, 
said penalizing businesses for minimizing their tax burden by legally moving 
 offshore “is akin to punishing a taxpayer for choosing to itemize instead of taking 
the standard deduction.”
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In the Senate, Finance Committee Chairman Max Baucus, D-Mont., and 
Republican Charles Grassley of lowa are pushing a different bill. It would recapture 
taxes from corporations that move offshore if most of their shareholders remained 
the same as under the U.S. company. The outlook there is uncertain, but lawmakers 
say growing political pressure could prompt action.

The issue has become a focus of one of the hottest congressional elections this 
year in Connecticut, where Republican Rep. Nancy Johnson and Democratic Rep. 
James Maloney are each competing to show how much they are doing on the issue. 
The district is home to workers of Stanley, which voted in May to reincorporate 
in Bermuda. Stanley’s decision touched off a storm of protest, and its board of 
directors has authorized a second vote.

Globalization: Coming to Your Town? (2002)2

Sherry Peters

The power of Canadian municipalities to pass zoning regulations and control such 
things as retail store hours may run afoul of an international trade agreement.

World Trade Organization negotiators have listed local bylaws that could favour 
smaller businesses over larger ones as potential violations of the General Agreement 
on Trade in Services (GATS). The details of GATS are being worked out during the 
current round of WTO negotiations in Geneva.

Signed by the federal government, GATS is binding on all levels of government 
in Canada, including municipalities. If municipal powers become subject to GATS, 
large retailers that claim local bylaws covering store density and hours of operation 
give smaller retailers an advantage could challenge those bylaws at the WTO as unfair 
trade barriers. “This is what globalization is all about,” says Toronto Councillor Jack 
Layton, who is also president of the Federation of Canadian Municipalities. “It starts 
with the nation-state, then it hits at the provincial and local level.”

“This should send a chill down the spine of every local councilor and mayor in 
Canada.”

GATS “potentially strips away municipal power,” adds West Vancouver 
Councillor Victor Durman. “I believe that any local community represented by 
their municipal representatives should be able to set regulations that refl ect local 
concerns and desires and not have it overruled by an international tribunal.”

Representatives of the WTO’s 144 member nations, including Canada, are 
preparing a list of grounds for challenging domestic regulations they believe create 
barriers to trade.

Trade rules permit one country to challenge another member country’s domes-
tic policies if they are seen to be trade-restrictive. Insiders say some countries have 
been under signifi cant pressure from large retailers to target regulations they believe 
favour smaller businesses.

Source: “Globalization: Coming to Your Town” by Sherry Peters, Toronto Star, March 3, 
2002, Sunday Ontario Edition. Reprinted by permission of the author.
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According to leaked minutes of a meeting last fall, at least two delegations to the 
trade talks argued that regulations governing zoning and hours of operation should 
be subject to GATS. And a second internal document indicates that WTO staff 
agree that such local regulations be included as possible trade restrictions.

Under these circumstances, municipalities would have to ensure that any 
regulations they placed on development, such as prohibiting the construction of a 
24-hour, big-box store in a residential neighbourhood, met the GATS test of being 
“no more burdensome than necessary.”. . .

If things such as zoning are included in the new international agreement, “any 
regulations local councils pass in order to restrict the building of big-box stores, 
limit housing developments that are out of character with the neighbourhood or 
restrict how long stores can stay open could be challenged,” she said.

Ellen Gould, and independent trade researcher from Georgetown University, 
explained the burdensome test could be a diffi cult one for municipalities to meet: 
“If there are neighbourhood concerns about excess noise from traffi c to Wal-Mart, 
(municipalities) may not be able to simply zone to prohibit a big-box retail store. 
They might have to accept Wal-Mart’s proposal to buffer the noise through land-
scaping, changes to access roads, etc.”

Some observers suggest that the push to curb regulations that may favour small 
stores is coming from fi rms such as Wal-Mart and large European retailers, includ-
ing IKEA and Boots. Wal-Mart was to have opened 11 so-called Supercenters in the 
United States last month. The 24-hour stores range in size from about 110,000 to 
230,000 square feet.

The fact that zoning and hours of operation are being put forward for discus-
sion in Geneva has added to the concerns of Canadian municipalities about interna-
tional trade deals.

“This confi rms our worst fears—that an unelected panel of offi cials meeting in 
secret would be able to decide local matters like zoning and hours of operation,” 
Layton says.

“We know that the Wal-Marts of the world are out there putting signifi cant 
resources to try to stop the kind of techniques that local government use to try to 
protect the character and local businesses of their area.”

But federal trade representatives say municipalities have nothing to worry about.
Vince Sacchetti, senior policy analyst with Industry Canada, suggests matters 

like municipal zoning and restrictions on hours of operation are simply “a garbage 
list of examples” that might be covered under GATS.

“I can’t believe it would go to the WTO,” he says, “We have not yet had a full 
discussion. It’s ongoing . . . . We’re just compiling a list. So far, only three out of the 
144 members have submitted their lists.”

Gould, however, says a member of the European Union’s trade negotiation 
team has approved the inclusion of zoning and hours of operation in GATS.

“If the federal government doesn’t want it on there, they better speak up now,” 
she says. “There is a critical meeting to defi ne what’s up for grabs on domestic 
 regulations in March.”

Andre Lemay, a spokesperson for Foreign Affairs in Ottawa, also says municipal 
concerns are not warranted.
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“GATS was basically made to measure for Canada. In 95 per cent or more of 
the cases, we are already playing by the rule of the WTO. What GATS wants to do is 
provide market access,” Lemay says. “But no municipality will lose its right to create 
regulations. This is protected right in the preamble.”

Gould says the right to regulate is not guaranteed in the preamble, but has to be 
balanced with the commitment to expand trade . . . .

Lemay says that if municipalities want issues of zoning and hours of operation 
off the negotiating table, “then we will promote that position at the WTO.”

But if, after federal-municipal consultations, “51 or 55 per cent of municipalities 
say they want it on (the list), then who are we to say no?”

The Federation of Canadian Municipalities has prepared a list of written 
 questions it would like answered by the federal government.

“It will be very clear from those answers the extent to which they are prepared 
to get into the truth of the matter,” says federation lawyer Donald Lidstone.

Municipalities believe “that land use planning and land use control historically, 
traditionally and constitutionally are a matter of local jurisdiction.” Lidstone also 
says Ottawa should already be well aware that municipalities do not want zoning or 
hours of operation on the trade list.

According to the June 11, 2000, issue of World Trade Agenda, a newsletter 
published by a former communications director with the WTO, large retailers and 
wholesale fi rms expect to see the distribution services sectors a priority in GATS.

“Despite accounting for between 25 and 30 per cent of all enterprises in most 
economies, distribution services have largely been ignored in past WTO services 
negotiations,” the newsletter said.

But big-name chains like Wal-Mart and Marks & Spencer “have global strate-
gies for which market access conditions and domestic regulatory restraints in new 
markets are crucial.”
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Over the past twenty years, the concept of globalization  ■

has gradually made its way from academic to popular 
thinking about international relations. In general terms, 
globalization refers to the multifaceted social, cultural, 
technological, economic, and political processes that 
are gradually merging the world’s nations and societies 
into a single larger global society.

Although references to globalization are common, there  ■

is an intense debate about the reality and consequences 
of this process. One of the major points of disagreement 
is the effect of globalization on the ability of national 
governments and communities to shape their own des-
tinies in the face of multi- and supranational actors, 
forces, and institutions.

Those convinced that globalization is real claim that  ■

technological trends and economic policies are reduc-
ing the importance of geographic location, particularly 
in terms of economic production and commerce. The 
economic map of the world is increasingly becoming 
“borderless.”

The declining signifi cance of location is seen as shift- ■

ing power away from nations and governments to 
forces and actors that are able to transcend national 
boundaries, including multinational corporations, 
mobile capital, and more amorphous global “market 
forces.”

This shift in power is most vividly demonstrated in  ■

the notion of a “race to the bottom” in which wages, 
regulations, and social welfare programs are reduced 
as corporations and mobile capital move freely about 
the world in search of low wages, few regulations, and 
low taxes.

Skeptics question the evidence supporting dramatic  ■

claims of a “borderless” global economy and society. 
The data on economic production, trade, and invest-
ment demonstrate the continued relevance, not disap-
pearance, of national boundaries.

Globalization skeptics also point out that contrary to  ■

the predictions of those who see a race to the bottom, 
the overwhelming majority of corporate investment 
occurs in those nations with high wages, numerous 
regulations, and high taxes.

The debate over globalization involves at least two basic  ■

questions. First, are we seeing the emergence of a single 
global society? Second, if so, is this development benefi cial 
or harmful? Realists tend to answer the fi rst question in 
the negative, which makes the second irrelevant. Others, 
including liberals and Marxists, answer the fi rst question 
in the affi rmative but disagree on the second. On balance, 
liberals are inclined to see globalization as a positive force. 
But largely because globalization is synonymous with 
global capitalism, Marxists view it as a harmful process.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

1. This chapter has focused largely on the economic 
aspects and political consequences of globalization. 
What are some of the other manifestations of globaliza-
tion? Do you consider these good or bad?

2. To some extent the debate over globalization and sov-
ereignty is also a debate about globalization’s “inevita-
bility.” Explain.

3. Do you think globalization is a force for greater 
peace and cooperation or discord and confl ict in the 
world?

4. What do we mean by a “borderless world” in the  context 
of debates over globalization?

5. How might globalization look different for people in 
other societies than it does for Americans?

CRITICAL QUESTIONS

constrained state thesis, 193
democratic defi cit, 198

globalization, 191
mobility of capital, 195

race to the bottom, 196
tyranny of location, 195

KEY TERMS
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For those interested in globalization, there are few better 
places to start than Thomas Friedman’s popular The
Lexus and the Olive Tree (New York: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, 1999), an enjoyable yet informative analysis of 
globalization in terms that laypersons can easily under-
stand. The borderless world thesis is advanced most 
forcefully in Kenichi Ohmae’s two works, The End of 
the Nation-State (New York: Free Press, 1995) and The
Borderless World (New York: Harper Business, 1999). 
One of the more favorable and enthusiastic analy-
ses of globalization is John Micklethwait and Adrian 
Wooldridge, A Future Perfect: The Challenge and Promise 
of Globalization (New York: Random House, 2002). 
A very critical and infl uential critique of globaliza-
tion is Naomi Klein, No Logo: No Space, No Choice, No 
Jobs (New York: Picador, 2002). Another interesting 
and more eclectic critique is John Gray, False Dawn: 
The Delusions of Global Capitalism (London: Granta 

Books, 1998). Paul Hirst and Grahame Thompson’s 
Globalization in Question (Cambridge: Polity, 1999) 
casts doubt on the extent of globalization. A recent 
work skeptical of claims of the constrained state thesis is 
Linda Weiss, ed., States in the Global Economy: Bringing 
Domestic Institutions Back In (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003). For a spirited defenses of global-
ization, particularly in terms of its benefi ts for the world’s 
poor, see Jagdish Bhagwati, In Defense of Globalization
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2004) and Martin 
Wolf, Why Globalization Works (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 2004). A much more critical perspective 
is provided by William K. Tabb, Economic Governance 
in the Age of Globalization (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2004). For an even-handed evaluation 
of globalization’s impact on the poor, see Jay R. Mandle, 
Globalization and the Poor (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002).

FURTHER READINGS

http://yaleglobal.yale.edu/globalization/index.jsp
An interesting and constantly updated collection of 
articles and studies on all aspects of globalization, 
with a tendency to challenge simplistic and widely 
held assumptions (e.g., “cultural globalization” is 
synonymous with “Americanization”).

www.globalpolicy.org/nations/soverindex.htm and 
www.globalpolicy.org/globaliz/index.htm

Both examine the threat to national sovereignty from 
the forces of globalization.

http://globalization.about.com
Covers all issues and sides of the globalization debate.

www.fantasyworldorder.com
Contains a questionnaire that allows people to deter-
mine their stand on globalization debates.

www.globalization101.org
A self-described “student’s guide to globalization.”
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Discussions of international law have often been framed by the extremes—those 

who dismiss international law as a meaningless sham and others who see it as a 

tool for dramatically improving international order. Those who question the value 

of international law argue that because it is so diverse, vague, and contradictory, 

nations can fi nd a legal basis or justifi cation for just about anything they do. 

And given the absence of an effective international legal system, it is easy for 

states to ignore international law when it serves their interests to do so. Although 

 realists usually do not dismiss international law completely, they are inclined to 

see its role as extremely limited, especially when international law confl icts with 

the interests of powerful states. Liberals have historically offered a more favorable 

assessment of international law. Although few contemporary liberals suggest that 

we can eradicate war or other problems simply by making them illegal, they believe 

that international law embodies norms widely shared in international society. The 

existence of these laws does infl uence the behavior of states in the same ways 

that domestic laws infl uence the behavior of individuals. Despite the weaknesses 

s keptics dwell on, nations usually abide by international law. Constructivists share 

this more robust view of international law: International law may not prevent 

states from pursuing their national interests, but it does infl uence how states 

defi ne their national interests and what behaviors are considered acceptable in 

pursuit of national interests.

Does International Law Matter?

International Law

Chapter 9
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States are always eager to claim they are acting in accordance with international 
law. Teams of lawyers in foreign ministries the world over provide detailed 
legal justifi cations for almost everything their nations do. Supposed violations 

of  international law are even cited as grounds for using force against other states. 
But at some levels the whole concept of international law might appear puzzling. 
International society is anarchic, lacking a central political authority. Unlike  domestic 
politics, there is no higher authority that states feel obligated to obey. This raises the 
obvious question: How can there be international laws without any international 
government to make and enforce them? The absence of government would seem to 
imply the absence of law. In the famous passage from his Leviathan, Thomas Hobbes 
expressed this point of view: “Where there is no common power, there is no law.”1

This skepticism is never far from the surface in debates about international law: As 
Goldsmith and Posner note, “international law has long been burdened with the 
charge that is it not really law.”2

Despite the “no law without government” argument, most agree that  international 
law does exist. Modern international law is usually traced to the early seventeenth 
century when the modern sovereign state emerged from the maelstrom of the Thirty 
Years War and the Peace of Westphalia (1648). Reacting in part to the horrors of 
that confl ict, Hugo Grotius (1583–1645), sometimes referred to as the father of 
international law, devised a system of rules specifying acceptable and unacceptable 
behavior in the conduct of war. Though there was no overarching government, he 
argued that sovereign states still formed a society or community in which regular 
interactions took place within the framework of rules and norms of behavior. Some 
of these rules could be found in formal agreements while others were revealed by 
the customary behavior. More ambitiously, Grotius argued that states were bound 
to obey a higher moral code. But where did this code come from? One possible 
source was God (or religious texts). Perhaps because he lived through the Thirty 
Years War and witnessed the devastation religious confl icts could bring, Grotius 
preferred a more secular foundation. He argued that human reason allows us to 
devise a code of moral conduct necessary for the preservation of a civilized commu-
nity of states. Though he accepted the existence and legitimacy of sovereign states, 
Grotius provided a vision of a more humane international order in which shared 
moral values and norms could tame the excesses witnessed during the Thirty Years 
War. For Grotius there was no necessary contradiction between state sovereignty 
and international law.3

The debate over international law focuses on its impact and signifi cance, not on 
its existence. Some remain skeptical that international law offers much of a con-
straint on state behavior. At the margins and on some relatively insignifi cant issues 
international law may infl uence states, but power and interests usually trump law 
and justice in international politics on the big issues. Others have a more favorable 
view, claiming that international law provides not only direct constraints on state 
behavior, but shapes and embodies the norms that infl uence how states think about 
the world and their role in it.

Hugo Grotius 
 (1583–1645)
Dutch  philosopher often 
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international law. Even with-
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What Is International Law and Where Does It Come From?
Though defi nitions of international law vary, most characterize it as “the customs, 

norms, principles, rules and other legal relations among states and other interna-
tional personalities that establish binding obligations”4 or the “body of rules which 
binds states and other agents in world politics with one another.”5 This is, admittedly, 
a messy way of thinking about law. Domestic (or municipal) law has the virtue of 
 centralization—it usually originates from easily identifi able government institutions 
and is enforced by agents of the state. International law is decentralized both in its 
origins and enforcement.

Historically, international law has focused on states—that is, how states were 
 supposed to behave vis-à-vis other states. The preceding defi nitions of international 
law make some allowance for “other” agents, largely because international law over 
the past few decades has gradually moved beyond a sole focus on states. Human rights, 
for example, are increasingly part of international law. This area of international law 
involves rules about how states should behave vis-à-vis their own citizens. Though 
we will have more to say about this new role for individual rights in international 
law in a later chapter, at this point it is enough to note that the general strengths and 
 weaknesses of international law are relevant in this area as well.

If there is no international government to pass and enact laws, where do they 
come from? Article 38 of the Statute of the International Court of Justice identifi es 
four (or fi ve, depending on how one counts) sources of international law. In order of 
declining signifi cance these are:

1. International conventions, whether general or particular, establishing rules 
expressly recognized by consenting parties

2. International custom, as evidence of a general practice accepted as law

3. The general principles of law recognized by civilized nations

4. Judicial decisions and the teachings of the most highly qualifi ed publicists of the 
various nations6

Treaties and conventions are formal documents specifying behaviors that 
states agree to engage in or refrain from. Some treaties, such as nuclear arms  control 
agreements signed by the United States and Soviet Union during the Cold War, 
are bilateral (i.e., involving only two nations), whereas others, such as the Nuclear 
 Non-Proliferation Treaty (1968) involve virtually all nations. But whether a treaty 
involves two or two hundred nations, it obligates signatories to abide by its terms. 
The difference is in the scope of the treaty, not its nature. Treaties in international 
law are the equivalent of contracts in domestic law. Thus, when we say that a state has 
violated international law, this assertion is usually accompanied by a reference to the 
specifi c treaty or convention whose terms have been violated.

The fact that most international legal obligations derive from treaties and 
 conventions automatically indicates one of the major differences between  domestic 
and international law. Domestic laws are usually binding on everyone. If a state 
 legislature decides to impose a 55 mph speed limit, the law applies to all regardless 
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of any individual’s approval. Laws are not circulated among citizens for signatures. 
We do not get to choose which laws apply to us. In international law, nations are 
only obligated to abide by those treaties and conventions they consent to. E. H. Carr 
explains that “a treaty, whatever its scope and content, lacks the essential quality of 
law: it is not automatically and unconditionally applicable to all members of the com-
munity whether they assent to it or not.”7 Thus, international law relies on  voluntary 
consent to a much greater degree than domestic law.

Not all international law is codifi ed in written documents. Practices and norms 
that states have come to adopt over time and that are routinely observed form 
an unwritten body of law referred to as customary law. Customary law does not 
require explicit consent like treaties: Consent is inferred from behavior. Sometimes 
 customary rules eventually fi nd their way into actual agreements, but not always. 
Many laws regarding the conduct of diplomacy, such as diplomatic immunity (about 
which there will be more to say later), began as customs that evolved gradually over 
time. It was only with the Vienna Conventions on Diplomatic (1961) and Consular 
Relations (1963) that these norms acquired the status of written law. The prohibi-
tion on slavery and the slave trade was part of international customary law before 
the formal Slavery Convention of 1926. Until recently, the issue of how far off shore 
a nation’s sovereignty extended was also a matter of customary law. The limit used 
to be three miles because this was about as far as a cannon could reach, though it 
was eventually extended to twelve miles and was codifi ed in the UN Convention on 
the Law of the Sea (1982). The same convention contained another example of the 
codifying of custom. In the early 1950s, several South American countries claimed 
exclusive fi shing rights out to 200 miles, which was viewed at the time as violating 
freedom of the seas beyond the 12-mile limit. In subsequent years, other nations, 
including the United States, followed suit. The 1982 convention recognized this new 
norm by specifying a 200-mile exclusive economic zone (EEC).

Interestingly, though customary international law is often more diffi cult to 
 identify than treaty-based law, it can in exceptional cases be more powerful because 
it may apply universally, irrespective of state consent. David Bederman provides the 
example of genocide. Though there is an international convention against genocide, 
it is possible to argue that genocide is also a violation of customary law. As a result, 
“two states may not conclude a treaty reciprocally granting themselves the right to 
commit genocide against a selected group.” The rule against genocide may be one of 
those “rules of custom that are so signifi cant . . . that the international community 
will not suffer States to ‘contract’ out of them by treaty.”8 Similarly, failure to sign the 
Slavery Convention (1926) would not permit a state to practice slavery.

Though custom should not be overlooked as a source of international law, it 
remains very diffi cult to know when a norm has entered the realm of customary 
international law. How many states, one might wonder, must abide by the norm 
and for how long before it can confi dently be classifi ed as a binding law? It is even 
harder to gauge when an international custom has reached a level where it becomes 
binding on all states even if they claim not to accept it, as would be the case with 
genocide and slavery. Even experts in international law have no clear answer: “How 
these  particular rules of ‘super-custom’ are designated and achieve the exceptionally 
high level of international consensus they require is a bit of mystery.”9
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The Weakness of International Law
As we have already noted, the harshest rejections of international law simply 

 dismiss it by defi nition: since there is no international government, international 
law does not exist. This argument might be a clever debating strategy, but it does not 
really help us understand how most people, critics and supporters alike, think about 
international law. Most critics concede that international law exists. What remains 
uncertain is its infl uence in actually shaping the behavior of states. Those who doubt 
the value of international law make several basic arguments. First, international law 
is a contradictory and vague mass of agreements and norms that offers few clear 
 guidelines. Second, even if we could specify the contents of international law, the 
absence of an effective legal system severely limits its impact. Third, to the extent 
that international law does infl uence state behavior, it is on issues of relatively minor 
importance. When it comes to the most pressing issues of international  politics 
involving the great powers, security and war and peace, international law gives way 
to power and national interests.

Vague and Conflicting Obligations
What exactly is the content of international law? Which behaviors are condoned 

and which are condemned under existing international law? Even when we rely on 
written agreements, answers to these questions are not always easy. The fi rst  problem 
is that most nations are parties to literally thousands of treaties, conventions, and 
other international agreements entered into over decades, if not centuries. Since 1945 
more than 40,000 international treaties, agreements, and conventions have been 
signed throughout the world. It would be unrealistic to expect all of these  agreements 
to be perfectly consistent with one another (indeed, it is not unheard of for the 
same treaty to contain seemingly contradictory provisions). This lack of consistency 
 sometimes makes it very diffi cult to even know what a nation’s treaty obligations are. 
Of course, this is also a problem domestically—legislatures pass laws that contradict 
other laws already on the books and states might pass laws that are inconsistent with 
federal law. But on the domestic level there are mechanisms for dealing with confl icts 
of laws, such as courts that decide which laws take precedence. The problem is much 
greater at the international level for two reasons: fi rst, the decentralized nature of 
laws (not only treaties but also nebulous customary law) increases the likelihood of 
confl icts; and second, the lack of an authoritative legal system makes the resolution 
of these confl icts problematic.

Treaties create not only problems of confl icts of laws but also vagueness. This 
is particularly the case when it comes to treaties and conventions signed by many 
nations. Hans Morgenthau explains what frequently happens when negotiating 
 international agreements: “In order to fi nd a common basis on which all those 
 different national interests can meet in harmony, rules of international law embodied 
in general treaties must often be vague and ambiguous, allowing all the signatories to 
read the recognition of their own national interests into the legal text agreed upon.”10

As with confl icts of laws, vagueness and ambiguity are not unknown in domestic 
laws. Lawmakers often adopt vague wording in order to get the votes needed to pass 
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legislation. This is one of the reasons that courts frequently have to interpret laws—if 
the laws were crystal clear in the fi rst place, interpretation would not be necessary. 
And to repeat a point that should not need repeating, there is no judiciary to do the 
same at the international level.

Contradictory and vague laws create dilemmas for even the disinterested observer. 
For those with a vested interest in a confl ict, there is much room for self-serving uses 
(or abuses) of international law. With references to the right treaties and a gener-
ous interpretation of ambiguous wording, critics charge, almost any action can be 
 supported with a plausible legal justifi cation. Foreign ministries in all countries, 
including the U.S. State Department, employ staffs of very smart lawyers whose job 
it is to provide a legal rationale for the policies of their government. The number of 
times when they have been unable to do so can be counted on a few fi ngers. Nations 
rarely alter their behavior to conform to international law. It is more likely that nations 
will twist international law so that it conforms to their behavior.

No Effective Legal System
To be meaningful and effective, the laws must be implemented. It is not enough 

that laws exist; there must be a legal system with the necessary tools and powers 
to enforce them. And in order for a legal system to work properly, it must enjoy 
compulsory jurisdiction. Carr explains that domestic legal systems are effective 
because “the jurisdiction of national courts is compulsory. Any person cited before 
a court must enter an appearance or lose his case by default; and the decision of 
the court is binding on all concerned.”11 Individuals charged with crimes do not 
have the option of failing to appear in court or rejecting its decision. Imagine the 
state of domestic law if people were free not to appear in court and ignore verdicts 
they disliked. But this is precisely the state of the international legal system. Among 
 existing international courts, the International Court of Justice (ICJ), also known as 
the World Court, headquartered in The Hague, Netherlands, is the most important. 
This court is the judicial branch of the United Nations. Any state (not individuals) 
can bring a case when it feels its rights under international law have been violated. 
The ICJ, however, is not a terribly busy court—between 1946 through the end of 
the 1980s, the court heard fewer than ten cases in each decade. The U.S. Supreme 
Court hears more cases in just two or three years than the ICJ has heard in almost 
fi fty. Nonetheless, it provides something that at least gives the appearance of an 
 international legal system.

The problem is that nothing compels states to attend trials or abide by the 
court’s fi nal decision. The Statute of the International Court of Justice (the treaty 
creating the ICJ) contains an optional clause allowing states to choose whether to be 
 subject to the compulsory jurisdiction of the ICJ. Less than one-third of states have 
accepted the compulsory jurisdiction of the ICJ by signing the optional clause. Even 
nations that sign the optional clause can specify conditions under which they will 
not  automatically recognize the court’s jurisdiction. When the United States signed 
the optional clause in 1946, it stipulated reservations so broad as to totally negate the 
principle of compulsory jurisdiction.

This lack of compulsory jurisdiction can be illustrated with a case involving the 
United States. During the 1980s, the Reagan administration pursued a controversial 

compulsory jurisdiction 
When legal bodies can force 
parties to appear before 
them and be bound by their 
fi nal decisions. Domestic 
legal systems usually enjoy 
compulsory jurisdiction, 
whereas international legal 
bodies do not.

International Court of 
Justice (ICJ) Also known 
as the World Court, the legal 
judicial branch of the United 
Nations. Any state that feels 
its rights under international 
law have been violated is 
free to bring suit in the 
ICJ against the offending 
parties.

optional clause 
A critical component of 
the treaty that created 
the International Court 
of Justice, this clause 
gives states the option of 
agreeing or not agreeing 
in advance to be bound by 
the decisions of the ICJ.



222 Part II Controversies

policy of aiding anticommunist rebels fi ghting to overthrow the Marxist Sandinista 
government of Nicaragua. In addition to providing money and arms to the  “contra” 
rebels, the United States also mined harbors within Nicaragua’s legally recognized 
territorial waters. In 1984, Nicaragua asked the ICJ to determine whether U.S. 
actions violated international law. The United States responded that the ICJ did 
not have jurisdiction over the matter. The ICJ ruled that it did and would hear the 
case, issuing a preliminary opinion ordering the United States to cease its mining of 
Nicaraguan harbors. The United States ignored the order and removed itself from 
the entire  process in January 1985. In 1986, the ICJ ruled in support of Nicaragua, 
declaring the United States in violation of international law. The United States 
ignored the court’s ruling. When Nicaragua brought the matter before the United 
Nations Security Council to have sanctions imposed, the United States exercised its 
veto. That was pretty much the end of the matter.12 The United States is not unique 
in this respect. In September 2008 Georgia requested an emergency ruling from the 
World Court against Russia and its military actions in disputed Georgian territory. 
In the event of a ruling in Georgia’s favor, however, any sanctions would need to 
be imposed by the UN Security Council. Since Russia enjoys a veto, the likelihood 
of such  sanctions is, to say the least, minimal. To those skeptical of the value of 
 international law, this is  perhaps its most critical weakness, because “no legal system 
can be effective in limiting the activities of its subjects without compulsory jurisdic-
tion over their disputes.”13

The International Court of Justice (ICJ) prepares to hear a case. Though it remains the preeminent 
international legal body, the ICJ’s powers are severely restricted by the decentralized nature of the 
international system.
Source: Serge Ligtenberg/AP Images
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The ability of the United States to ignore international law and the decisions of the 
ICJ in the Nicaraguan case reveals another weakness. Although in principle all states 
might be equal in the eyes of international law, in practice the application of interna-
tional law cannot be divorced from considerations of power. Great powers always have 
the capacity to escape the restrictions imposed by the international law. Of course, even 
in domestic society the wealthy and powerful can manipulate legal systems to their 
advantage in ways that the poor cannot. The ideal of equality before the law is rarely 
achieved in any context. But at the international level this problem is magnifi ed because 
of the absence of a central authority to coerce great powers into obedience.

In addition to compulsory jurisdiction, a clear judicial hierarchy is another 
 essential element of an effective legal system. Such a hierarchy requires the existence of 
lower and higher courts with a defi nite line of command or authority. Higher courts 
fulfi ll several functions. First, parties who are unsatisfi ed with lower court decisions 
can sometimes appeal to higher courts. Second, when lower courts issue rulings that 
are contradictory, higher courts decide which ruling has to prevail. Third, the highest 
courts, such as the Supreme Court in the United States, establish precedents, or inter-
pretations of laws that lower courts are bound to obey. The international legal system 
does not have an effective legal hierarchy. The ICJ does not stand over national courts 
in the same way that the U.S. Supreme Court does over lower district or state courts. 
Although treaties signed and ratifi ed by the United States become the law of the land 
and acquire the status of domestic law, the U.S. Supreme Court does not have to 
abide by the decisions of the ICJ. Indeed, in confl icts between the U.S. Constitution 
and international law, the Constitution prevails: “It is now a well-established prin-
ciple that neither a rule of customary international law nor a provision of a treaty 
can abrogate a right granted by the Constitution.”14 This demonstrates the absence 
of legal hierarchy in which international law and courts could take precedence over 
national laws and courts. The U.S. Supreme Court might take the ICJ’s decisions and 
interpretations into account in its own deliberations, but it does not recognize the 
ICJ as a superior authority.

Law and Power
Historically, realists have been the most skeptical about the value of international 

law. It is easy to understand why. Realists typically emphasize the fundamental dif-
ference between domestic and international politics, namely the absence of a central 
political authority on the global level. This is the “fi rst fact” of international politics 
for realists. To the extent that criticisms of international law stress the absence of 
institutions to create and enforce laws, they refl ect this basic realist tendency to see 
the international realm as distinct from the domestic realm. Realists would also agree 
with James Brierly’s conclusion that “the fundamental diffi culty of subjecting states 
to the rule of law is the fact that states possess power.”15

On the rather mundane day-to-day issues that nations deal with, they may indeed 
abide by thousands of international laws. But this is not the point. The real test of 
 international law is not whether it constrains relatively weak states on issues of lesser 
importance. The test is whether it has any impact on the actions of great powers on 
the pivotal issues of international politics, war and peace, and the use of force. When 
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national power and interests come into confl ict with international law, which prevails? 
Is there any chance that law trumps power and interests in such cases? For realists, the 
answer is “no.” And some realists take the argument even further. It is not just that inter-
national law will be pushed aside when critical national interests are at stake, but that 
international law should be ignored if it confl icts with fundamental national interests.

At an even deeper level, realists (and, interestingly, Marxists) sometimes argue that 
international laws and norms are themselves refl ections of power. International law does 
not just appear out of nowhere. It originates in concrete social-political settings in which 
power and resources are not equally distributed. The norms and rules that prevail in any 
society are likely to be consistent with the interests of those with the power to create and 
enforce them. Most contemporary international law originated in Europe  beginning 
in the 1600s and developed over the course of the last four hundred years. As Peter 
Malanczuk points out, “most developing countries were under alien rule during the for-
mative period of international law, and therefore played no part in shaping that law.”16

As a result, it would be naïve to assume that international law has not been infl uenced by 
the particular values and interests of European societies: “Law has the inclination to serve 
primarily the interests of the powerful. ‘European’ international law, the traditional law 
of nations, is no exception to this rule.”17 Such principles as freedom of the seas and the 
protection of private property no doubt serve the interests of those with the power to use 
the seas and possess the property. According to Lenin, law (domestic and international) 
is but the “formulation, the registration of power relations . . . and expression of the will 
of the ruling class.”18 On this issue at least, realists would agree with Lenin.

The Enduring Value of International Law
Defenders of international law appear to have a fairly steep uphill battle to make 

their case. Most of its weaknesses need to be conceded at the outset: “International 
law has no legislature . . . there is no system of courts . . . and there is no executive 
governing authority . . . there is no identifi able institution either to establish rules, 
or clarify them or see that those who break them are punished.”19 How does one 
make a case for international law in the face of this void? There are essentially three 
arguments advanced by those who see international law as a powerful constraint 
on state behavior despite the admitted weaknesses. First, critics of international law 
tend to exaggerate its shortcomings by focusing on a handful of spectacular failures 
and attacking an unrealistic, almost straw-man, vision of what international law can 
accomplish. Second, nations almost always abide by international law for many of 
the same reasons people abide by domestic laws even in the absence of a government. 
Third, critics tend to underestimate how powerful international laws and norms can 
be in altering and shaping state behavior.

The False Lessons of Spectacular Failures
Extreme criticisms of international law as a worthless sham often highlight some 

of its more spectacular failures, and there are plenty to choose from. A favorite 
 example from the 1920s is the Kellogg-Briand Pact (1928), or the “General Treaty 
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for the Renunciation of War,” which was signed by sixty-fi ve states, including Italy 
and Japan. The pact obliged signatories to renounce war as an instrument of policy 
and to settle their disputes peacefully. Though many at the time realized the treaty 
for what it was—an unenforceable statement of moral aspirations—others  actually 
believed that it could transform international politics. Although the attempt to 
 abolish war by treaty appears silly in retrospect, the failure of the Kellogg-Briand Pact 
provides a good basis to begin understanding what international law realistically can 
and cannot accomplish. Even those who think international law is generally effective 
and worthwhile recognize that it does have limits, as does domestic law (after all, laws 
prohibiting the production, sale, and consumption of alcohol in the United States 
during the 1920s and 1930s fared about as well as the attempt to outlaw war).

In thinking about the promise and limits of international law, we need to under-
stand two very different approaches to go about deciding what actions should and 
should not be illegal. Over the past several centuries, the natural law tradition and the 
positive law tradition have shaped thinking about the sources and functions of law, 
domestic and international.20 A natural law approach is driven by a moral analysis, 
whereas a positivist approach rests on a behavioral analysis. A natural law approach 
begins by identifying an abstract standard of moral absolutes—the delineation of 
what behaviors are morally right or wrong—and attempts to translate these absolutes 
into laws and regulations. “Natural lawyers,” according to Lea Brilmayer, “suggested 
that international law followed from the basic universal principles of morality.”21

These moral principles are derived without reference to the actual  behavior of 
 people. Morality, after all, is not a popularity contest. If people are already  behaving 
in accordance with these absolutes, so much the better. But what if they are not? In 
this case, the law becomes a tool for changing the way people behave, sometimes 
dramatically.

Positivist legal theory adopts a very different approach: “Applied to international 
law, positivism . . . regard[s] the actual behavior of states as the basis of international 
law.”22 Positivists try to identify those norms of behavior that are generally adhered 
to in the real world. These norms then become the basis for law. In many cases, 
these behavioral norms are also consistent with moral absolutes. We are fortunate, 
for example, that laws against murder are consistent with both moral absolutes and 
actual behavior. But there are also many instances in which behavior and abstract 
principles diverge. In these cases, the law needs to be reconciled to prevailing behav-
ior. Laws that dictate behaviors at great variance with actual behavior are doomed 
to failure. Brierly explains that “the real contribution of positivist theory to inter-
national law has been its insistence that the rules of the system are to be ascertained 
from observation of the practice of states and not from a priori deductions.”23 One 
of the earliest positivists, Niccolo Machiavelli (1469–1527) warned of the dangers of 
excessive moralism: “The gulf between how one should live and one does live is so 
wide that a man who neglects what is actually done for what should be done learns 
the hard way to self-destruction.”24 From a positivist perspective, the purpose of law 
is not to radically alter most people’s behavior, but rather to punish and alter the 
behavior of the handful of people who are inclined not to follow these norms.

The problem with treaties such as the Kellogg-Briand Pact is that they attempted 
to apply a moral standard to states that bore little resemblance to the way statesmen 
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actually thought and behaved. Although the signatories of the treaty certainly con-
sented to its terms, there was an almost surreal disconnection between the treaty’s 
lofty sentiments and the depressing realities of world politics. The logic of Kellogg-
Briand was simple: if war was wrong, it should be illegal, case closed. Its goal was 
to transform the basic dynamics of international politics. It tried to alter  political 
reality rather than work within it. The pact was the international equivalent of 
domestic laws against alcohol consumption. It should come as no surprise that these 
laws failed. But it is easy to overlearn the lessons of such failures. It would be a wild 
exaggeration to use these examples such as Kellogg-Briand to support any sweeping 
denunciation of international law as a worthless collection of rules, just as the failure 
of Prohibition cannot be used to support a blanket condemnation of domestic law in 
general. The point here is simple: We need to have a reasonable expectation of what 
international law can accomplish. Criticizing international law for failing to achieve 
the unattainable is a decidedly pointless endeavor.

States Usually Abide by International Law
It is easy to produce a long list of violations of international law. But this proves 

little. It would be just as easy to create a similarly long list of violations of domestic 
laws. If laws were never violated, there would not be much of a need for them in the 
fi rst place. The value of international law does not depend on universal compliance. 
Occasional violations of law should not be allowed to obscure the frequency with 
which it is obeyed. Unfortunately, compliance never draws much attention: There are 
never headlines announcing the millions of people who are not robbed or  murdered 
every day. But an accurate evaluation of international law requires an assessment of 
both compliance and violation. And virtually everyone agrees with Stanley Michalak’s 
assessment that “most of the time states do obey international law; most of the time 
they do get along with their neighbors; and most of the time, they do cooperate on 
countless issues and problems.”25 And even Hans Morgenthau, a realist who spends 
a lot of time discussing the weaknesses of international law, concedes “that during 
the four hundred years of its existence international law has in most instances been 
scrupulously observed.”26

Why Do States Abide by International Law?
If there is no central enforcement mechanism, why do states abide by interna-

tional law, even when they might derive some immediate benefi ts from ignoring 
it? As with individuals and domestic law, states typically have a variety of motives 
for abiding by international law. The fi rst set of reasons fall under the rubric of 
identitive compliance. When we think about why we usually abide by our domestic 
laws, the most prominent reason is that they embody norms of behavior we agree 
(i.e.,  identify) with. How many of us would engage in rape, murder, or theft even 
if we were certain that we would never be caught or punished? Fortunately, not 
many. For the vast majority of laws, especially those that seek to protect people from 
direct harm, the threat of punishment is not the primary reason people comply. 
Undoubtedly, “some people do in fact obey laws because law-breaking will bring 
them into unwelcome contact with the police and courts . . . but no community 
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could survive only through an ever-present fear of punishment.”27 The threat 
of punishment deters the  relatively small number of people who would not be 
restrained by their own  conscience. Similarly, most nations refrain from attacking 
their weaker neighbors and  committing genocide or kidnapping foreign diplomats 
simply because they think these things are wrong. Though we sometimes say that 
the strong take what they can and the weak grant what they must, this is simply not 
the case. The strong could probably take much more than they do. The importance 
of good conscience should not be underestimated, even in the supposedly cutthroat 
world of international politics.

States also abide by international law because it is in their interests to do so, 
which we refer to as utilitarian compliance. Even when some benefi t may be gained 
by violating a law in specifi c instances, nations recognize that in the long run they 
 benefi t from upholding the law. Take an example that sometimes infuriates people—
international laws that prohibit nations from trying and punishing foreign diplomats 
who commit crimes, or diplomatic immunity. Typically, these are relatively harm-
less but nonetheless annoying violations, such as UN diplomats who rack up tens 
of thousands of dollars in unpaid parking tickets. But occasionally there are more 
egregious examples: Foreign diplomats have abused children and killed people in 
drunk driving accidents without being prosecuted or even arrested. In these cases, 
the host government has two options: First, it can ask the diplomat’s government to 
waive their diplomatic immunity; or second, the diplomat can be declared a persona
non-grata and expelled. Despite these (admittedly rare) horror stories, it remains 
in the interest of the United States, and of other countries, to respect the norm of 
diplomatic immunity. But why? Because U.S. diplomats are stationed all over the 
world in nations whose laws and legal systems might not be to our liking. Without 
diplomatic immunity, a U.S. diplomat caught with alcohol or a Playboy magazine in 
some  countries might be subject to draconian punishments and might be tried in a 
corrupt legal system. Thus, the overall benefi ts of abiding by diplomatic immunity 
vastly outweigh the occasional costs.

A related motivation for state compliance with international law is a fear of 
chaos. There is a value to international law as a whole that transcends such narrow 
 calculations regarding individual laws. States also benefi t from the preservation of a 
certain measure of international order and stability. Even if immediate benefi t might 
be gained by violating a given law, states recognize that they have a more  fundamental, 
long-term interest in upholding the general system of international law. “The ultimate 
explanation of the binding force of all law,” explains Brierly, “is that man, whether 
he is a single individual or whether he is associated with other men in a state, is con-
strained, in so far as he is a reasonable being, to believe that order and not chaos is the 
governing principle of the world in which he has to live.”28 The preservation of order 
depends on reciprocity—if you expect others to abide by the rules, you need to abide 
by them yourself. If states begin violating some laws in order to gain an advantage, this 
encourages other states to do likewise. If the entire system begins to unravel, the costs 
are almost certain to outweigh the gains from the initial violation.

States also abide by international law because they fear punishment. This might 
seem odd given the absence of a central political authority to enforce laws and carry 
out the punishment. The mere fact that there is no centrally imposed punishment does 
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not mean there is no punishment; it simply requires that punishment be imposed in a 
decentralized fashion by other states. International law recognizes a right of reprisal or 
retaliation—that is, the right of states to take actions that would otherwise be imper-
missible in response to another state’s violation of international law. For example, when 
Iranian radicals took U.S. diplomats hostage in 1979 with the approval and support of 
the Iranian government, this was universally recognized as a violation of the longstand-
ing international law. As a result, the United States had the right to take actions that 
would normally not be allowed in reprisal, such as seizing Iranian assets in the United 
States. Furthermore, international law recognizes a right of collective reprisal. Even 
though it was U.S. diplomats who were taken hostage, all nations had a right to punish 
Iran. The right to punish is not restricted to the state whose rights were violated because 
it is the obligation of all states to uphold  international law.

The Iranian hostage case provides an example of yet another reason states usually 
abide by international law: In the event that a state’s rights are violated in the future, 
other nations are less likely to come to its aid if that state has violated international 
law in the past. States need to care about their reputations, something Iran would 
soon fi nd out. Several years after the hostage crisis, Iran found itself embroiled in a 
bitter war with Iraq during which Iraq used chemical weapons against Iranian targets 
in clear violation of international law. When Iran protested that its rights were being 
violated, there was not much sympathy to be found. Nations cannot violate the rights 
of others and then expect others to care about them when their rights are violated. 
Thus, nations are usually unwilling to be saddled with the reputation of violating 
international law for fear that their ability to call on the international community for 
help in the future will be diminished.

Liberalism and the Promise of International Law
Liberals have traditionally seen a greater scope for common interests in interna-

tional relations than realists. But like realists, liberals recognize that the uncertainties 
and insecurities of anarchy make it diffi cult for states to cooperate to achieve their 
common interests. This is one of the valuable functions of international law. Because 
nations usually do comply, international law gives states some reasonable assurance, 
if not a guarantee, about how other states will behave. International law lessens some 
of the uncertainties of anarchy by promoting predictability, reliability, and  regularity. 
As Hedley Bull explains, “international law provides a means by which states can 
advertise their intentions with regard to the matter in question [and] provide one 
another with a reassurance about their future policies in relation to it.”29 Thus, it is 
not that states abide by international law only when it is in their interests to do so, but 
rather that a system of law makes it possible for states to achieve common interests 
that would be unattainable without international law.

Though they agree that self-interest is a powerful motive for state compliance 
with international law, liberals are more likely to interpret state behavior as result-
ing from mixed motives, including ethical and moral considerations. When we look 
at the reasons that people generally abide by law in domestic society, motives other 
than self-interest are probably even more important. Is it self-interest that stops 
 people from assaulting, killing, and robbing each other? No. People refrain from such 
 activities because they believe that such acts are wrong. Similarly, is it  self-interest 
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that stops nations from attacking each other more often? Probably not. For liberals, 
the emphasis on self-interest and/or fear of punishment is an unduly pessimistic 
assessment of state motivations. Remember that liberals view people as essentially 
rational, reasonable, ethical, and moral beings. Because states are  collections of 
 people, state behavior refl ects many of the same traits. This perspective  provides a 
much more optimistic vision of the potential of international law.

There are limits to liberal optimism, however. Most liberals have long since 
 abandoned the utopian view of international law that informed the Kellogg-Briand Pact 
and other attempts to transform international politics through legalistic fi ats. There is a 
realization that international law cannot completely ignore the realities of power poli-
tics. Nonetheless, liberals fi nd the realist view of international law too  limiting. Utopian 

The United States’ Representative to the United Nations casts a veto in the Security Council. A no vote 
from a permanent member can kill any motion, making it diffi cult for the United Nations to act their 
interests and wishes.
Source: Mary Altaffer/AP Images
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idealism does not have to be replaced by dismissive cynicism. Even if international 
law cannot bring world peace, it can signifi cantly ameliorate the imperatives of power 
politics. The realist inclination to reduce all aspects of  international politics to relations 
of power provides a caricature of how the world works. There has always been more to 
international politics than narrow national interests—there is also restraint, common 
interests, enlightened self-interest, and, yes, even morality and altruism.

Constructivism, Law, Norms, and the National Interest
For constructivists, the relationship between international law and national interests 

is a bit more complicated than realists (or liberals) suggest. To say that states abide by 
international law primarily (and perhaps only) when it is in their national interest to 
do so ignores what constructivists consider the most important issue: How and why 
nations arrive at their defi nitions of the national interest. National interest is not some-
thing which nations discover like scientists discovering the laws of physics. It is not an 
objective fact; national interest is a subjective and variable social construction. Nations 
think about their national interests today very differently than they did in centuries past. 
They also reject as unacceptable, even unthinkable, practices that used to be routine for 
advancing national interests. David Lumsdaine cites a few examples: “Two centuries 
ago it was acceptable to wage war with hired foreign mercenaries; now it is not. Killing 
and enslaving the inhabitants of conquered countries, a common if brutal practice in 
Thucydides’ day, would make a state a total outlaw today. Wars to acquire territory, 
normal enough in the seventeenth century, are increasingly regarded as unacceptable.”30

Most states today would not dream of doing certain things that were once perfectly legit-
imate. Why not? Because we adhere to very different notions about what states should be 
allowed to do; state behavior has changed along with our evolving moral standards.

Realists ask whether international law constrains nations in the pursuit of their 
national interests, and generally they conclude that it does not. For constructivists, 
this is not only the wrong answer but also a very simple-minded way of thinking 
about the relationship between international law and national interests. Once we 
accept the idea that defi nitions of the national interest change and evolve over time, 
a whole new set of possibilities opens up. Is it possible, for example, that prevailing 
conceptions of morality and rules of law help shape the way nations defi ne their 
 interests? Not only is it possible, but it also seems self-evidently to be the case. Thus, 
the relationship among national interests, state behavior, and international law is 
more complicated than is often believed. “Norms are not simply an ethical alterna-
tive to or constraint on self-interest,” Audie Klotz tells us, “rather, in the construc-
tivist view . . . norms play an explanatory role . . . . Thus international actors—even 
great powers such as the United States—inherently are socially constructed; that 
is, prevailing global norms . . . partially defi ne their interests.”31 We noted earlier 
that laws, domestic and international, are typically obeyed because people identify 
with the norms of behavior they embody (the identitive basis of compliance). This 
is consistent with the constructivist view that states behave on the basis of shared 
understandings (i.e., norms) of what is appropriate behavior. So merely looking for 
instances where international legal norms constrained state behavior underestimates 
their importance; we also need to appreciate how legal norms infl uence defi nitions of 
national interest in the fi rst place.
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Conclusion
Discussions of international law used to be defined by the extreme positions: 

at one end of the spectrum, international law was dismissed as a nonexistent or 
worthless sham; at the other, international law was presented as an alternative to 
power politics and the use of force. Contemporary thinking about international 
law generally rejects both positions in favor of a more nuanced view. There is, 
in fact, a substantial amount of agreement in the debate over the value of inter-
national law. At a general level, Peter Malanczuk comes closest to summarizing 
 prevailing opinion: “The role of international law in international relations has 
always been limited, but it is rarely insignificant.”32 There is also a consensus 
that the vast majority of states abide by international law the vast majority of 
the time. But there are still differences, particularly concerning the motives for 
compliance, that reflect underlying disagreements about the forces that shape 
state behavior.

Realists argue that states are primarily motivated by concerns about power 
and national interest. International anarchy requires that states prioritize power 
and interests because those that do not will suffer at the hands of those who do. 
The scope for moral behavior is severely limited in the competitive arena of inter-
national politics. The fact that states usually comply with international law is 
seen as perfectly consistent with this view. For realists, this compliance is driven 
largely by considerations of national interest, and when there is a confl ict between 
international law and national interests, the latter will certainly prevail. States do 
not obey international law out of moral commitment. Sometimes the moral and 
legal course of action is also in the national interest, but this is merely a happy 
coincidence.

Liberals and constructivists are united in rejecting realist attempts to explain 
everything in terms of power and national interest. Although morality may or may 
not be the predominant reason for compliance with international law, it is certainly 
not the insignifi cant factor that realists would have us believe. The realist argu-
ment, however, is very diffi cult to counter, largely because the concept of national 
interest is so vague and elastic that it can account for almost anything states do. 
Those who are convinced that calculations of national interest dictate how states 
behave will always be able to explain their actions in these terms. The “national 
interest” is like those inkblot tests psychologists show patients and ask them to tell 
what they see. You can usually see pretty much anything you want—if you want to 
see a tiger, there it is; if you want to see your mother, there she is. If a state abides 
by international law, you can show that it was in its national interest to do so; if 
it violated the same law, you could show how that, too, was in its national inter-
est. The realist position is almost impossible to disprove. But even if we accept the 
realist position that national interests determine state behavior, this only leads to 
the more fundamental question of how states arrive at their defi nitions of national 
interests. Conceptions of national interest do not exist independent of interna-
tional laws and norms. Certainly, defi nitions of national interest are refl ected in 
laws and norms, but these laws and norms also infl uence how states think about 
their national interests.
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Should the United States Accept the International Criminal Court?
Since the end of World War II, several treaties and conventions have outlawed par-
ticularly egregious violations of human rights—crimes against humanity, genocide, 
and other war crimes. Until recently, however, there was no international judicial body 
designed to prosecute individuals suspected of engaging in these proscribed behaviors. 
The International Court of Justice hears cases against states, not  individuals. Typically, 
the ICJ has created ad hoc courts to hear cases against individuals, such as the one  trying 
those suspected of mass killings in the former Yugoslavia. During the 1990s, there was 
a movement to establish a permanent court to deal with such cases. These efforts were 
successful, and on July 17, 1998, 120 nations voted in favor of the Rome Statute of the 
International Criminal Court (ICC). Only seven nations voted against the establish-
ment of this court, including China, Israel, Iraq, and the United States. As of September 
2002, eighty-one countries had ratifi ed the statute; the United States was not among 
them. The Clinton administration claimed to support the idea of the ICC but opposed 
some provisions of the actual treaty. In 2002, the Bush administration announced its 
opposition and its decision not to seek ratifi cation of the Rome Statute.

The following documents deal with the controversy over the Bush administra-
tion’s decision. The remarks by John Bolton, then Undersecretary of State for Arms 
Control and International Security (and more recently United States Ambassador 
to the United Nations), lay out the administration’s concerns about the ICC and its 
reasons for opposing the treaty. Law professor Joanne Mariner fi nds fault with the 
administration’s analysis of the treaty and its decision on several levels. What are the 
main points of disagreement in terms of the specifi cs of the ICC? More important, 
how does their disagreement on the ICC refl ect a more fundamental difference on the 
role and value of international law versus the importance of national sovereignty?

The United States and the International Criminal Court 
(2002)
John R. Bolton, Under Secretary for Arms Control and International 
Security

The topic I have been asked to speak on is the United States’ view of the role of 
 treaties. I thought I would use the International Criminal Court (ICC) as a case study.

For a number of reasons, the United States decided that the ICC had 
 unacceptable consequences for our national sovereignty. Specifi cally, the ICC 
is an organization whose precepts go against fundamental American notions of 

Source: Bureau of Public Affairs, U.S. Department of State. Accessed at www.state.gov/t/ 
us/rm/13538.htm.
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sovereignty, checks and balances, and national independence. It is an agreement 
that is harmful to the national interests of the United States, and harmful to our 
presence abroad.

U.S. military forces and civilian personnel and private citizens are currently 
active in peacekeeping and humanitarian missions in almost 100 countries at any 
given time. It is essential that we remain steadfast in preserving the independence 
and fl exibility that America needs to defend our national interests around the 
world. As President Bush said,

The United States cooperates with many other nations to keep the peace, but we 
will not submit American troops to prosecutors and judges whose jurisdiction 
we do not accept . . .. Every person who serves under the American fl ag will 
answer to his or her own superiors and to military law, not to the rulings of an 
unaccountable International Criminal Court.

In the eyes of its supporters, the ICC is simply an overdue addition to the family of 
international organizations, an evolutionary step ahead of the Nuremberg tribunal, 
and the next logical institutional development over the ad hoc war crimes courts 
for the Former Yugoslavia and Rwanda. The Statute of Rome establishes both sub-
stantive principles of international law and creates new institutions and procedures 
to adjudicate these principles. The Statute confers jurisdiction on the ICC over four 
crimes: genocide, crimes against humanity, war crimes, and the crime of aggression. 
The Court’s jurisdiction is “automatic,” applicable to covered individuals accused of 
crimes under the Statute regardless of whether their governments have ratifi ed it or 
consent to such jurisdiction. Particularly important is the independent Prosecutor, 
who is responsible for conducting investigations and prosecutions before the Court. 
The Prosecutor may initiate investigations based on referrals by States Parties, or on 
the basis of information that he or she otherwise obtains.

So described, one might assume that the ICC is simply a further step in the 
orderly march toward the peaceful settlement of international disputes, sought since 
time immemorial. But in several respects, the court is poised to assert  authority over 
nation states, and to promote its prosecution over alternative methods for dealing 
with the worst criminal offenses.

The United States will regard as illegitimate any attempts to bring American 
citizens under its jurisdiction. The ICC does not fi t into a coherent international 
“constitutional” design that delineates clearly how laws are made, adjudicated 
or enforced, subject to popular accountability and structured to protect liberty. 
There is no such design. Instead, the Court and the Prosecutor are simply “out 
there” in the international system. Requiring the United States to be bound by this 
treaty, with its unaccountable Prosecutor, is clearly inconsistent with American 
standards of constitutionalism and the standards for imposing international 
requirements . . . .

Numerous prospective “crimes” were suggested at Rome and commanded 
wide support from participating nations. This includes the crime of “aggression,” 
which was included in the Statute, but not defi ned. Although frequently easy to 
identify, “aggression” can at times be something in the eye of the beholder. For 
example, Israel justifi ably feared in Rome that certain actions, such as its initial use 
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of force in the Six Day War, would be perceived as illegitimate preemptive strikes 
that almost certainly would have provoked proceedings against top Israeli offi cials. 
Moreover, there seems little doubt that Israel will be the target of a complaint in the 
ICC concerning conditions and practices by the Israeli military in the West Bank 
and Gaza. Israel recently decided to declare its intention not to become a party to 
the ICC or to be bound by the Statute’s obligations.

A fair reading of the treaty leaves one unable to answer with confi dence 
whether the United States would now be accused of war crimes for legitimate but 
controversial uses of force to protect world peace. No U.S. President or his  advisers 
could be assured that he or she would be unequivocally safe from the charges of 
criminal liability.

. . . My concern goes beyond the possibility that the Prosecutor will target 
for indictment the isolated U.S. soldier who violates our own laws and values by 
 allegedly committing a war crime. My concern is for our country’s top civilian 
and military leaders, those responsible for our defense and foreign policy. They 
are the ones potentially at risk at the hands of the ICC’s politically unaccountable 
Prosecutor . . . .

[An] alternative, of course, is for the parties themselves to try their own alleged 
war criminals. Indeed, there are substantial arguments that the fullest cathartic 
impact of the prosecutorial approach to war crimes occurs when the responsible 
population itself comes to grips with its past and administers appropriate  justice. 
The Rome Statute pays lip service to the doctrine of “complementarity,” or 
 deference to national judicial systems, but this is simply an assertion, unproven and 
untested. It is within national judicial systems where the international effort should 
be to encourage the warring parties to resolve questions of criminality as part of 
a comprehensive solution to their disagreements. Removing key elements of the 
dispute to a distant forum, especially the emotional and contentious issues of war 
crimes and crimes against humanity, undercuts the very progress that these peoples, 
victims and perpetrators alike, must make if they are ever to live peacefully together.

Take Cambodia. Although the Khmer Rouge genocide is frequently offered as 
an example of why the ICC is needed, its proponents offer inadequate explanations 
why the Cambodians themselves should not try and adjudicate alleged war crimes 
committed by the Khmer Rouge regime. To exempt Cambodia from responsibility 
for this task implies the incurable immaturity of Cambodians and paternalism by 
the international community. Repeated interventions, even benign ones, by global 
powers are no substitute for the Cambodians coming to terms with themselves. 
That said, we could see a role for the UN to cooperate with Cambodia in a Khmer 
Rouge tribunal to provide technical assistance and to ensure that credible justice is 
achieved.

In the absence of the means or political will to address grave violations, the 
United States has supported the establishment and operation of ad hoc tribunals 
such as those in Yugoslavia and Rwanda. Unlike the ICC, these are created and 
overseen by the UN Security Council, under a UN Charter to which virtually all 
nations have agreed.

As the ICC comes into being, we will address our concerns about the ICC’s 
jurisdictional claims using the remedy laid out for us by the Rome Statute itself 
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and the UN Security Council in the case of the peacekeeping force in the former 
Yugoslavia. Using Article 98 of the Rome Statute as a basis, we are negotiating 
agreements with individual States Parties to protect our citizens from being handed 
over to the Court. Without undermining the Court’s basic mission, these agree-
ments will allow us the necessary protections in a manner that is legally permissible 
and consistent with the letter and spirit of the Rome Statute.

In order to promote justice worldwide, the United States has many foreign 
 policy instruments to utilize that are fully consistent with our values and interests. 
We will continue to play a worldwide leadership role in strengthening domestic 
judicial systems and promoting freedom, transparency and the rule of law. As 
Secretary Powell has said: “We are the leader in the world with respect to  bringing 
people to justice. We have supported a tribunal for Yugoslavia, the tribunal for 
Rwanda, trying to get the tribunal for Sierra Leone set up. We have the highest 
 standards of accountability of any nation on the face of the earth.”

We respect the decision of States Parties to join the ICC, but they in turn must 
respect our decision not to be bound by jurisdictional claims to which we have not 
consented. Signatories of the Statute of Rome have created an ICC to their liking, 
and they should live with it. The United States did not agree to be bound, and must 
not be held to its terms.

The Case for the International Criminal Court (2002)
Joanne Mariner

In stepping up its campaign against the International Criminal Court, the United 
States is now threatening an array of drastic measures. Endangering the international 
presence in Bosnia, warning of a possible boycott of United Nations peacekeeping 
missions, and pledging a policy of total noncooperation with the court’s prosecu-
tions, Washington’s stubborn enmity toward the court has led it to take actions 
that anger even its closest allies.

So what is the nature of this “threat” to American interests, as Secretary of 
Defense Donald Rumsfeld recently described it? Does the ICC undermine American 
sovereignty and jeopardize our national security? Is the United States justifi ed in 
seeking full immunity from the court’s activities because of the serious dangers 
inherent in any assertion of the court’s jurisdiction, even over U.N. peacekeepers?

Washington’s actions presuppose that the answers to these questions is yes. It 
would be foolish and ill-advised to alienate so many of our allies, particularly at a 
time when our national security depends on international cooperation, if the stakes 
were not extremely high.

But a review of the ICC’s history, rules, and structure presents a very different pic-
ture than that understood by Washington. Rather than a court that wrongly threatens 
U.S. interests, the evidence suggests that the United States is wrongly damaging an 

Source: “The Case for the International Criminal Court,” by Joanne Mariner, Find Law’s, 
July 8, 2002. Copyright © 2002. Reprinted by permission of the author.
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international tribunal, thoughtlessly undermining international legal standards, and 
unwisely subverting the development of international justice.

A Court for the World’s Worst Criminals
The International Criminal Court, whose underlying treaty came into force this past 
July 1, has jurisdiction over the world’s worst criminals: those who have  committed 
genocide, crimes against humanity and war crimes. It will also have jurisdiction 
over the crime of aggression, if and when a defi nition is decided upon in the future.

Most of the defi nitions of crimes in the court’s treaty were already well 
 established in international law when the treaty was drafted. In addition, there is 
now a substantial body of case law from existing international war crimes tribunals 
to fl esh out their meanings. Finally, the Elements of Crimes, drafted subsequent 
to the court’s underlying treaty, further specifi es the breadth of the ICC’s subject 
 matter jurisdiction.

In terms of the temporal limitations, the court will only have jurisdiction over 
crimes committed after the treaty’s entry into force. In other words, there is no 
 possibility that the court will be used to right all the wrongs of the past. It is not a 
court for Idi Amin, but instead for the Idi Amins of the future.

Developments in the U.S. Position
There is nothing preordained about the current U.S. hostility toward the ICC. 
Indeed, it was not always so: the U.S. was an early and enthusiastic supporter of 
the idea of an international criminal court. In the early 1990s, the U.S. Congress 
passed resolutions in favor of the court’s establishment, and high-level Clinton 
Administration offi cials were active participants in the process of drafting the 
court’s treaty.

What fi nally turned the United States against the court was other countries’ 
refusal to allow the U.N. Security Council to be the court’s gatekeeper. Under the 
rules proposed by the United States, the Security Council was to have a veto over 
the court’s docket. Because of the U.S. power on the Security Council, Washington 
was assured that a Security Council–controlled court would pose no threat to its 
interests.

Although such a court would, in principle, target those responsible for human 
rights crimes the world over, in practice, it could never prosecute an American 
 citizen in the face of U.S. opposition, or, indeed, prosecute the citizen of any 
 member of the Security Council in the face of the member’s opposition. In this 
way, a handful of countries would have been exempted from norms applicable to 
all the rest.

Although this proposal was rejected at the 1998 Rome Conference where the 
ICC treaty was negotiated, the treaty did include the “Singapore compromise,” by 
which the Security Council may delay a prosecution for twelve months if it believes 
the ICC would interfere with the Council’s efforts to further international peace 
and security. Under this compromise provision, the Security Council must pass a 
resolution requesting the court not to proceed; an individual permanent member 
cannot block an investigation by exercising its veto.
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In refusing to sign the ICC treaty at the Rome Conference, the U.S. found 
itself quite isolated. Only China, Iraq, Libya, Qatar, Yemen and Israel joined in 
boycotting the court, while 120 nations voted in its favor. Although the outgoing 
Clinton Administration did fi nally sign the ICC treaty in late December 2001, it 
continued to insist that the court was fl awed. By signing the treaty, however, the 
U.S. would be able to remain engaged in shaping the new institution.

In other countries, ratifi cation efforts have proceeded at a rapid pace, beyond 
the hopes of the court’s most optimistic supporters. To date, seventy-four  countries, 
including every country in the European Union, have ratifi ed the ICC treaty.

U.S. Unilateralism
The U.S. may have failed to undermine the court’s universality at the Rome 
Conference, but it has not given up in its quest to be totally exempt from the 
court’s jurisdiction. Moreover, the U.S. position with regard to the court is 
 symptomatic of a broader unwillingness to be subject to the same international 
legal norms that bind other countries.

Although in the wake of the September 11 atrocities U.S. offi cials called for 
global coalition-building and multilateral cooperation, Washington’s actions belie 
this approach. Now, perhaps more than ever in the past, the United States seems 
to be willing to force its agenda on the rest of the world—to substitute unilateral 
power for global consensus.

Those who portray the ICC as a rogue court should wonder instead whether, in 
persisting in its efforts to sabotage the court, the U.S. is acting more and more like a 
rogue state.
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Despite the absence of a world government, most agree  ■

that there is a body of rules and norms of behavior that 
make up international law.

International law has often been viewed from two dif- ■

ferent (and extreme) positions. Skeptics see interna-
tional law either as nonexistent or as a worthless sham 
that can be easily ignored when it clashes with power 
and interests. Its more enthusiastic supporters have 
sometimes seen international law as a powerful tool to 
shape and change the behavior of states for the better.

There are several major sources of international law,  ■

the most important being customs and treaties or con-
ventions. Decisions of international legal bodies and 
writings of widely recognized legal authorities are sec-
ondary sources of international law.

The major weakness or limitation of international law  ■

is the confl icting and often vague provisions in inter-
national treaties and conventions as well as a legal sys-
tem that lacks compulsory jurisdiction and an accepted 
hierarchy.

The ability of nations, particularly the most powerful,  ■

to ignore and escape the restrictions of international 

law provides the most vivid illustration of the weakness 
of international law.

Supporters point out that in the vast majority of  ■

instances, nations scrupulously abide by international 
law for a variety of reasons (e.g., they agree with the 
laws, it is in their self-interest, and they fear punishment 
by other states). This fact is often obscured by some of 
the more dramatic failures of international law, such as 
the attempt to “outlaw war” in the 1920s.

Even supporters realize that international law has its  ■

limits, as does domestic law. An effective legal code 
needs to reconcile itself to actual behavior of individu-
als and/or states and not try to radically remake them 
according to abstract moral principles.

International law also has profound impact on how  ■

states defi ne their national interest and what types of 
actions they consider acceptable in pursuit of these 
national interests.

In general, realists are most skeptical of the value of  ■

international law, whereas liberals and constructivists 
believe it is, and can be, an important force shaping the 
behavior of states.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

 1. Why is there some disagreement on whether interna-
tional law even exists?

 2. How do liberal, constructivist, and realist perspectives 
on international law differ?

 3. Why do states usually abide by international law even in 
the absence of an effective legal system at the global level?

 4. Critics are able to point to frequent violations of 
 international law to illustrate its impotence, especially 
when it comes to limiting the actions of great powers. 
How might supporters of international law respond to 
this line of criticism?

 5. How is international law enforced?
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The essential reference work in international law that 
provides the texts of most important treaties is Burns 
H. Weston, Richard A. Falk, and Hilary Charlesworth 
(eds.), Supplement of Basic Documents to International 
Law and World Order (St. Paul, MN: West, 1997). 
Excellent  overviews of the sources, content, strengths, 
and weaknesses of international law are J. R. Brierly, 
The Law of Nations: An Introduction to the International 
Law of Peace (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1963), 
and Peter Malanczuk, Akehurst’s Modern Introduction 
to International Law (New York: Routledge, 1997). 
For  confl icting views on the role of international 

law, see Lewis Henkin, Stanley Hoff man, and Jeanne 
Kirkpatrick, Right vs. Might: International Law and the 
Use of Force (New York: Council on Foreign Relations, 
1991). A  theoretically challenging discussion of inter-
national law from a constructivist perspective is 
Friedrich V. Kratochwil, Rules, Norms and Decisions: 
On the Conditions of Practical and Legal Reasoning in 
International Relations and Domestic Affairs (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989). A more recent 
discussion on the merits of international law is Jack L. 
Goldsmith and Eric A. Posner, The Limits of International 
Law (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).

FURTHER READINGS

www.icj-cij.org
The Web site of the International Court of Justice 
provides information on current and past cases before 
the court as well as international law more generally.

www.un.org/law
The United Nation’s international law Web site offers 
a wealth of information on international legal bodies 
as well as treaties.

www.asil.org
The Web site of the American Society of International 
Law provides information on all aspects of interna-
tional law, including how it relates to current events.

www.yale.edu/lawweb/avalon/avalon.htm
Maintained by the Yale Law School, this 
Web site posts texts of almost every  signifi cant 
treaty and legal document of the last fi ve 
hundred years.

www.law.nyu.edu/library/foreign_intl/
A Web site containing links to a wide variety 
of sources on all aspects of international law.

www.public-international-law.net
A Web site that deals with international law 
generally but focuses on international treaty law.
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This chapter explores the complex moral and political issues raised by the debate 

over humanitarian intervention. Advocates of humanitarian intervention come 

mainly from a liberal perspective, arguing that states forfeit their sovereignty 

rights when they violate or fail to protect the basic rights of their citizens. Though 

willing to make rare exceptions, they strongly prefer that interventions take place 

under the auspices of international organizations such as the United Nations 

because this framework increases legitimacy and reduces opportunities for abuse. 

Opponents of humanitarian intervention, often refl ecting a realist perspective, 

believe that sovereignty should remain a principle of international order. The 

 primary obligation of states is to the interests and well-being of their own citizens, 

not that of the citizens of other states. Furthermore, no matter how noble the ideal 

of humanitarian intervention is in theory, in practice it will become another tool 

for the powerful to impose their will and values. Because the United Nations is 

merely another arena, rather than an alternative, for power politics, its participa-

tion will not solve the problem of abuse.

How effective can international organizations be in an anarchic world of indepen-
dent states? When, if at all, is it acceptable to interfere in the domestic affairs of 
another state? What role should moral considerations, as opposed to calculations 

of national interest, play in international affairs? These are some of the most endur-
ing questions in international relations. Stated in such general terms, however, these 
issues often become unwieldy and abstract. It is sometimes more useful to approach 
these questions through the lens of more concrete policy debates. Perhaps no debate 

Are Humanitarian Interventions Justifi ed?

The United Nations and Humanitarian 
Intervention

Chapter 10
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is better suited for these than the one that has raged since the end of the Cold War 
over humanitarian intervention. Because most advocates of humanitarian interven-
tion favor a critical role for the United Nations, it addresses the capabilities and limits 
of international organizations. Intervention of any sort involves outside interference 
in the domestic affairs of states. And the suggestion that states should intervene in 
defense of human rights brings questions of morality and international politics into 
focus. Thus, the problems of international organizations, sovereignty, and morality 
are all thrown into sharp relief by the debate over humanitarian intervention.

When the United Nations was founded in the immediate aftermath of World 
War II, memories of two devastating total wars and the failure of the League of 
Nations were still fresh. An effective international organization was considered 
essential to avoiding another global war. Unfortunately, the United Nations fell vic-
tim to the superpower Cold War rivalry. Nowhere was the impact of the Cold War 
more  evident than on the UN Security Council, whose fi ve permanent members—
the United States, the Soviet Union, China, France, and Britain—each possessed a 
veto that could block any action. The ten nonpermanent members of the Council, 
elected for two-year terms by the UN General Assembly, were provided one vote 
each but no veto. During the Cold War, geopolitics combined with the veto power 
to produce paralysis. With the end of the Cold War, many hoped that the United 
Nations, freed of the geopolitical shackles that had restrained it, would fi nally fulfi ll 
its promise. As Michael Barnett notes, “the atmosphere at the UN during the early 
1990s was  positively triumphant.”1

Perhaps no event did more to shatter this optimism than the Rwandan genocide 
in 1994. Like many African states, Rwanda is characterized by a division between 
ethnic groups—the majority Hutus and minority Tutsis. The animosity and suspi-
cion between them is largely a legacy of colonialism. The Germans and Belgians had 
imposed this ethnic classifi cation while fueling the notion that the Tutsis were some-
how superior to the Hutus. Dividing the native population this way facilitated exter-
nal domination. After independence, the Hutu-controlled government treated Tutsis 
as second-class citizens. This simmering confl ict eventually erupted into a civil war 
that lasted from 1990 until the signing of a ceasefi re in February 1993. At this point 
the United Nations became involved, sending a small force of 2,500 peacekeepers. 
Things began to unravel on April 6, 1994, when a plane carrying the Hutu president 
was shot down as it approached Kigali airport. Hutu extremists used this as an excuse 
to incite violence against the minority Tutsis. Within days, it was clear to UN offi cials 
in Rwanda that a systematic campaign, not merely spasmodic violence, was under 
way. The head of UN peacekeeping forces “understood that Hutu extremists were 
carrying out ethnic cleansing . . . [and] emphasized to headquarters the magnitude 
and scale of the crimes.”2 Over the course of the next few weeks, between 500,000 and 
1,000,000 Tutsis were slaughtered in a horrifi c orgy of violence.

The tale of how offi cials in New York, Washington, and elsewhere failed to 
 recognize and/or admit what was going on in Rwanda is both complicated and 
depressing. Suffi ce it to say that no signifi cant action was taken to halt the genocide in 
Rwanda. The post–Cold War optimism concerning the United Nations’ ability and 
willingness to defend basic human rights was replaced by doubt and soul searching. 
If humanitarian action was not forthcoming in one of the most egregious violations 
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of human rights since the Holocaust, it was hard to hold out much hope for an effec-
tive response to the next such catastrophe. But before we debate the wisdom and 
prospects for humanitarian intervention, it is useful to understand the origins of the 
notion that nations should intervene to protect the rights of people in other nations. 
Not so long ago, this would have been considered a very odd notion indeed.

Sovereignty and Human Rights
The idea of national sovereignty was codifi ed in the Peace of Westphalia (1648) 

as the only feasible solution to the religious confl ict that gave rise to the bloody 
Thirty Years War (1618–1648). By making each ruler the sole authority on ques-
tions of religion over the territory they controlled, the monarchs of Europe devised 
a formula they could live with. But sovereignty did not entail religious tolerance. 
Monarchs frequently repressed subjects who did not share their faith, and this was 
deemed to be nobody else’s business. Because rulers did not recognize the rights of 
their own subjects, they could hardly be expected to care about the rights of another 
monarch’s subjects. Sovereignty was intended to restore international order, not 

Decaying corpses of Tutsi victims of ethnic violence provide a grisly reminder that genocide is not just 
a thing of the past. Despite the scale of the barbarity, the United Nations did nothing to halt it.
Source: © Stephen Dupont/Corbis
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protect individual rights. All of this began to change with the Enlightenment and the 
emergence of liberalism, which introduced notions of individual rights into political 
 discourse. Liberalism established the principle that governments needed to respect 
the rights of their own subjects. The result was the gradual erosion of absolutist 
monarchism. But even though individuals increasingly gained rights in the domestic 
realm, they still lacked rights under international law. If a government refused to 
respect the rights of its people, this still did not provide a justifi cation for violating 
the norm of sovereignty.

It took the horrors of the Holocaust and World War II to fi nally shake the 
 bedrock principle of national sovereignty. As advancing allied armies liberated the 
concentration camps, it became clear that the Nazi atrocities were beyond anyone’s 
wildest imagination. When those responsible were prosecuted at the Nuremberg war 
crimes trials, their defenses were predictable. Some claimed the charges were all lies, 
whereas others said they were just following orders. Those at the top who issued 
the orders needed a different defense. Confronted with the evidence, one of Hitler’s 
deputies, Hermann Goering, shouted, “But that was our right! We were a sovereign 
state and that was strictly our business.”3 There were two problems with this defense. 
First, many of these crimes took place on non-German territory acquired through 
aggression. Second, even claims of sovereignty proved unacceptable in the face of 
such barbarism. The limits of sovereignty had fi nally been exceeded. The Nuremberg 
trials (and similar trials in Tokyo for Japanese leaders) represented the fi rst time that 
“a legal proceeding attempted to make government leaders internationally respon-
sible as individuals for crimes against humanity covering so much time, so many 
nations, or so many people, including their own citizens [emphasis added].”4 Goering 
was convicted of crimes against humanity but cheated the executioner by taking his 
own life.

After Nuremberg, sovereignty could no longer be considered absolute. Some 
actions were now beyond legitimate claims of sovereignty. The exact limits of sov-
ereignty were less clear. Since World War II, the tension between individual rights 
and national sovereignty has remained unresolved. This can be seen in the United 
Nations Charter (1945), which obliges “all members [to] refrain in their international 
relations from the threat or use of force against the territorial integrity or political 
independence of any state.” The organization as a whole faces the same restriction 
as member states: “Nothing contained in the present Charter shall authorize the 
United Nations to intervene in matters which are essentially within the domestic 
jurisdiction of any state.”5 Prohibitions against intervention are even more explicit 
in the Charter of the Organization of American States (OAS): “No state or group of 
states has the right to intervene, directly or indirectly, for any reason whatever, in the 
internal or external affairs of any other state [emphasis added].”6 The only instance 
in which the United Nations, acting through the Security Council, can authorize 
forceful intervention in a state’s domestic affairs is when “international peace and 
security” are threatened. The real dilemma, however, concerns large-scale human 
rights abuses that do not pose any wider threat to peace and security.

While seeming to strengthen norms of national sovereignty, the UN Charter 
also “reaffi rm[s] faith in fundamental human rights, in the dignity and worth of 
the human person, in the equal rights of men and women.” In addition to the 

United Nations Charter 
(1945) The founding docu-
ment of the United Nations 
that appears to enshrine the 
principle of state sover-
eignty by prohibiting force-
ful external intervention 
unless the Security Council 
fi nds a threat to interna-
tional peace suffi cient to 
authorize intervention.

Nuremberg war crimes 
trials Post–World war II 
trials in wich top offi cials of 
Nazi Germany were tried for 
violations of international 
law,  including  massive viola-
tions of human rights.
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UN Charter, the “non-binding” Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) 
 specifi es an almost comically long and detailed list of rights, including the right to 
“rest and leisure.” But this raises the obvious question: What good are treaties guar-
anteeing human rights if outside forces are prohibited from intervening to protect 
those rights?

The Growth of Human Rights Activism
Treaties and past human rights abuses alone cannot account for the increased 

recognition of human rights and acceptance of humanitarian intervention. For ideas 
to have consequences there must usually be a political movement working on their 
behalf. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights may date to 1948, but as Margaret 
Keck and Kathryn Sikkink note, “as recently as 1970, the idea that the human rights 
of citizens of any country are legitimately the concern of people and governments 
everywhere was considered radical.”7 What changed this was the emergence of inter-
national activists and organizations dedicated to the promotion and protection of 
human rights. The growth of these human rights organizations is part of a much 
larger explosion of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)—private and volun-
tary advocacy groups and networks that seek to infl uence the policies of states, inter-
national organizations, and even nonstate actors such as multinational corporations 
across a whole range of economic, political, environmental, cultural, and humani-
tarian issues. Although NGOs have been around for some time (the International 
Committee of the Red Cross was founded in 1863), the last few decades have seen a 
sharp rise in their numbers. As of 2000 there were almost 40,000 such organizations, 
and they continue to proliferate at a rapid pace (Table 10.1). By one count there are 
well over 300 NGOs focused on the issue of human rights alone.8

Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (1948) 
A nonbonding United 
Nations declaration that 
 recognizes a long list 
of basic human rights. 
Combined with the United 
Nations Charter, it revealed 
an emerging tension 
between the principles 
of state sovereignty and 
human rights.

non governmental 
 organizations (NGOs) 
Voluntary and private 
advocacy organizations that 
try to infl uence the behavior 
and policies of states, inter-
governmental organization 
and nonstate actors.

Purpose  1990  2000 Growth (%)

Culture and recreation  1,169  2,733  26

Education  1,485  1,839  23.8

Research  7,675  8,467  10.3

Health  1,357  2,036  50

Social services  2,361  4,215  78.5

Environment       979  1,170  19.5

Economic development, infrastructure  9,582  9,614  0.3

Law, policy advocacy  2,712  3,864  42.5

Religion  1,407  1,869  32.8

Defense      244  234  −4.1

Politics  1,275  1,240  −2.7

Total  31,246  37,281  19.3

Source: From Global Civil Society Yearbook, 2001 by London School of Economics, appearing in UNDP Report 2002. 
By permission of Oxford University Press.

TABLE 10.1
Growth of international NGOs between 1990 and 2000
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The most well-known international human rights NGO is probably Amnesty
International. Founded in 1961 as a neutral, impartial organization proclaiming 
to defend to the rights of all as embodied in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, Amnesty has been involved in numerous high-profi le campaigns on behalf 
of prisoners of conscience in countries of all political persuasions. Though these 
campaigns may be the most visible of its activities, Amnesty has employed a wide 
array of tactics on a host of human rights issues, including abolition of the death 
penalty and torture, the humane treatment of prisoners of war, the end of extra-
judicial executions and disappearances, and the provision of fair and prompt trials. 
Widely praised for most of its actions, Amnesty was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize 
in 1977. Nonetheless, Amnesty has not been without its critics. Governments that 
routinely fi nd themselves the object of Amnesty’s attention, such as China, bristle at 
what they see as interference in their domestic affairs. Even in the United States many 
are unhappy with Amnesty’s blanket opposition to the death penalty and criticism 
of some post–September 11 policies (e.g., the treatment of prisoners at Guantanamo 
Bay  detainment camp).

Amnesty International 
Infl uential human rights 
NGO founded in 1961. 
Has been very effective in 
highlighting human rights 
abuses around the world and 
raising the profi le of human 
rights in international 
politics.

Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) such as Amnesty International have played a critical role in 
raising public awareness of human rights abuses around the world. These 2006 protests in Paris drew 
attention to the humanitarian crisis in the Darfur region of Sudan.
Source: Bertrand Guay/Getty Images
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NGOs often have diffi culty advancing their agendas in the international arena, if 
for no other reason than they usually lack the resources available to states and inter-
governmental organizations. Despite this shortcoming, NGOs such as Amnesty have 
sometimes been quite successful in advancing their objectives through a combination 
of lobbying, persuasion, and direct action. In the area of human rights, Amnesty and 
other groups have been particularly effective in raising public awareness of human 
rights abuses. As Ann Marie Clark explains, “marshalling public opinion is correctly 
seen as a major role of NGOs, and Amnesty International has been uniquely able 
to do so over time.”9 Amnesty’s well-organized letter-writing campaigns on behalf 
of prominent political prisoners, for example, were aimed at bringing the pressure 
of international opinion to bear on target states. Even states that routinely violated 
human rights often exercised restraint when they became the object of interna-
tional attention. But it is important to realize that these direct actions to infl uence 
governments in particular cases were part of a larger long-term strategy of altering 
public discourse and the terms of debate over human rights issues. This may be the 
most important legacy of human rights NGOs. In publicizing human rights viola-
tions and holding governments to account for deeds that violated their promises in 
international agreements, Amnesty contributed to the emergence and acceptance of 
norms of behavior that simply did not exist a few decades ago. This helps explain the 
increased attention to human rights in contemporary international politics and the 
willingness of many to consider humanitarian intervention.

The Case for Humanitarian Intervention
To its supporters, the case for humanitarian intervention is clear. When Pol Pot’s 

Khmer Rouge kill 2 million of their fellow Cambodians and 800,000 Rwandans are 
slaughtered in a span of few weeks, what possible logic can excuse or condone the 
inaction of those who had the power to prevent and/or end these tragedies, yet sat on 
the sidelines? By some estimates, as few as 5,000 troops deployed to Rwanda in 1994 
could have saved a few hundred thousand lives.10 In retrospect, what cold calculus 
could possibly justify nonintervention?

Humanitarian intervention is defi ned as the uninvited interference by a state, 
states, or international organization in the domestic affairs of another state in order 
to prevent and/or end abuses of human rights. The humanitarian part of the equa-
tion speaks to the primary motivation, and intervention implies that action was taken 
without the target state’s consent. This is not to be confused with peacekeeping 
operations, which generally occur with the consent of the relevant parties in order 
to preserve a peace that has already been achieved. It is also different from interven-
tions that happen to produce collateral humanitarian benefi ts. U.S. intervention in 
Afghanistan in the wake of the 2001 terrorist attacks, for example, may have “liber-
ated the Afghan people from the Taliban and impending starvation, but that was just 
frosting on the cake. They were never what this war was about.”11

Three questions are central to the debate over humanitarian intervention. First, 
should states forfeit their right to sovereignty if they engage in massive human rights 
violations? Second, if intervention is justifi ed, who has the right to intervene? Can 

Humanitarian 
 intervention Uninvited 
intervention by external 
actors into the domestic 
affairs of a state with the 
primary motive of ending 
or preventing violations of 
human rights.
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states act on their own (unilateral intervention), or must intervention be sanc-
tioned by some international organization, namely the United Nations (multilateral
intervention)? Finally, if such interventions need to be endorsed by the UN, and the 
Security Council in particular, is the organization equipped to carry out this mission 
effectively?

The Limits of Sovereignty
Like most controversial issues, humanitarian intervention requires a choice 

between competing values: If there is a confl ict between the rights of individuals and 
the sovereignty of states, which takes precedence? Advocates of humanitarian inter-
vention realize the existence of a trade-off. Former UN Secretary-General Kofi  Annan 
implicitly recognizes as much in asking, “If humanitarian intervention is, indeed, an 
unacceptable assault on sovereignty . . . how should we respond to a Rwanda . . . to 
gross and systematic violations of human rights that off end every precept of our 
common humanity?”12 Note Annan’s formulation: He concedes that humanitar-
ian intervention is an “assault on sovereignty”; the only question is whether it is an 
acceptable or unacceptable assault on sovereignty.

Advocates of humanitarian intervention see no reason why sovereignty should be 
absolute. In the fi rst place, the idea that states have consistently respected each other’s 
sovereignty since the Peace of Westphalia is a fantasy. Over the past four hundred 
years, states have routinely meddled in each other’s domestic affairs. Some of these 
interventions were even “humanitarian” in nature, such as those to protect Christian 
minorities from mistreatment in the Ottoman Empire during the 1800s.13 Most 
interventions were motivated by less admirable concerns, such as undermining stra-
tegic rivals, exacerbating ethnic confl icts, or crushing revolutionary governments.14

Given this huge gap between rhetoric and practice, the newfound reverence for the 
principle of sovereignty when it comes to saving people from outrageous assaults on 
their basic human rights seems like little more than a convenient and hypocritical 
evasion of moral responsibility.

But even if the principle of sovereignty had been scrupulously adhered to, the 
mere fact that we have done something for four hundred years is a fairly lame reason 
to continue to do so. Sovereignty is not a law of physics; it is a social custom or prac-
tice that can (and perhaps should) be changed if it is inconsistent with contemporary 
mores and norms. As David Forsythe explains, “State sovereignty is not some immu-
table principle decreed in fi xed form once and for all time . . . . It is an idea devised by 
social beings. It can change along with changing circumstances.”15

In fact, we long ago discarded the idea that states possessed some automatic 
right to have their sovereignty respected. Sovereignty is no longer seen as a divine 
gift as it was in the age of Louis XIV. Monarchical absolutism has been replaced by  
popular sovereignty, the principle that governments must derive their legitimacy 
from their citizens. Because it is the people who grant legitimacy, any state that denies 
basic rights to its citizens can hardly claim to be legitimate. And if a state becomes 
illegitimate in the eyes of its own citizens, why should other states be obligated to 
respect its  sovereignty? As David Rieff argues, “a state that engages in criminal behav-
ior toward its own people had forfeited not just its moral but also its legal right to 
sovereignty.”16

unilateral  intervention 
Uninvited intervention by 
a state or small group of 
states into the affairs of 
another state without the 
approval or sanction of 
some larger international 
organization such as the 
United Nations.

multilateral  intervention 
Uninvited interference in 
the domestic affairs of 
another state carried out 
by many nations with the 
approval or sanction of a 
legitimate international 
organization such as the 
United Nations.

popular sovereignty The 
principle that governments 
must derive their legitimacy 
from the people over whom 
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the divine right of kings.
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A Right or Obligation to Intervene?
Does one state’s forfeiture of its right to sovereignty necessarily give other states 

a right to intervene? Not directly. The right of intervention derives not from the tar-
get state’s loss of sovereignty but from the rights of those who are being abused. Lea 
Brilmayer is certainly correct when she notes, “the victims themselves have a right 
of resistance to crimes perpetrated against them . . . [and] other groups in the same 
society have a good claim (if not in fact an obligation) to come to the aid of the vic-
tims.” Who could disagree with this? But if we accept the proposition that “victims 
within states, and locals who would assist them, have a right of resistance, then it is 
hard to imagine why they should not be able to summon outside help.”17 And if the 
victims of abuse have a right to ask outsiders for help, it would be downright perverse 
if outsiders lacked the right to come to their assistance. Thus, the right of outsiders 
to intervene is a natural extension of a principle that virtually no one rejects—that 
people and groups within nations are entitled to resist when their rights are violated, 
even when the perpetrator is their own government.

The trickier question is whether outsiders have any positive obligation to come to 
the aid of citizens of other countries whose rights are being violated. To use Brilmayer’s 
terminology, if intervention is only a right, it becomes tantamount to an act of charity,
but if intervention is obligatory, it is a duty. Nicholas Wheeler is among those who see 
a moral obligation to intervene: “Once it is accepted that there is nothing natural or 
given about sovereignty as the outer limits of our moral responsibilities, it becomes 
possible to argue for a change in moral horizons . . . [in which case] governments are 
responsible not only for protecting the human rights at home but also for defending 
them abroad.”18 In recent years this sentiment has been refl ected in calls to move 
beyond a right of humanitarian intervention to a so-called responsibility to protect,
or “a duty to react to situations in which there is a compelling need for humani-
tarian protection.”19 The desire was to change “the discretionary ‘right to intervene’ 
into a more muscular ‘responsibility to protect’.”20 This doctrine was endorsed at the 
2005 World Summit whose fi nal document declared that “the international com-
munity, through the United Nations, also has the responsibility to use the appropri-
ate  diplomatic, humanitarian and other peaceful means . . . . to protect populations 
from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity.” The same 
language was adopted by the Security Council in 2006.21 Two aspects of these state-
ments stand out: fi rst, the requirement for UN involvement, and second, the absence 
of any endorsement of forceful or military intervention. It is not altogether clear, 
however, why if there is sometimes a moral right to intervene forcefully, there is not 
also sometimes a moral obligation or responsibility to intervene forcefully. Outside 
the context of such formal documents advocates of a responsibility to protect have 
not been hesitant to add military intervention to their list of tools.

Who Should Intervene?
If outsiders have a right and/or obligation to intervene in defense of human 

rights, the next issue is to determine who has the right to intervene. Does any exter-
nal actor have the right to intervene whenever it thinks a state is violating its citizens’ 
rights, or does intervention need to be directed by the international community as a 

responsibility to 
protect the emerging 
doctrine that  humanitarian 
intervention should be 
viewed as a responsibility 
or obligation as opposed to 
merely a right.
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whole (or at least with its sanction)? Among those who favor humanitarian interven-
tion, the weight of opinion leans toward opposing a right of unilateral intervention. 
And even those who concede that in some very rare instances (which we will discuss 
shortly) unilateral intervention may be acceptable, it is always seen as preferable that 
intervention be multilateral.

The reasons for requiring multilateral intervention are not immediately obvious. 
If violations of rights are occurring, why should it matter whether one nation, fi ve 
nations, one hundred nations, or Microsoft, for that matter, intervene to stop them? 
The moral imperative would seem to dictate that human rights be defended, with the 
issue of exactly who defends them being of little moral consequence. Why the almost 
refl exive preference for multilateral action? The commitment to multilateralism has 
more to do with practical and political, not moral, considerations. Those who agree 
that human rights are a legitimate international concern but nonetheless worry about 
recognizing a right of intervention harbor several fears. They worry that individual 
nations will only intervene in defense of human rights when abuses occur in areas of 
strategic interest (e.g., in Yugoslavia but not Rwanda), that humanitarian rationales 
will be little more than cynical fi g leafs offered by great powers for interventions 
motivated by more narrow and selfi sh concerns, and that selective and opportunistic 
intervention will breed skepticism and erode international legitimacy.

If decisions about humanitarian intervention are left in the hands of individual 
states, there is likely to be tremendous variation (that is to say, inconsistency) in the 
standards and criteria guiding these interventions. Placing the decisions in the hands 
of a single, centralized international body increases the likelihood that a consistent 
standard can be developed and applied. The requirement for some authorization 
from an international body would also act as a check on those states inclined to abuse 
a right of intervention. This requirement is particularly critical for reassuring the 
weaker, more vulnerable states that a right of intervention will not become license 
for great power meddling. This is why Bernard Kouchner, a co-founder of the Nobel 
Peace Prize–winning humanitarian organization Doctors Without Borders and who 
currently serves as France’s Foreign Minister, insists that “humanitarian intervention 
will never be the action of a single country or national army playing policeman to the 
world . . . . Humanitarian intervention will be carried out by an impartial, multina-
tional force acting under the authority of international organizations and controlled 
by them.”22 Gareth Evans and Mohamed Sahnoun make it clear the requirement 
for multilateral sanction is political, not moral: “As a matter of political reality . . . it 
would be impossible to build a consensus around any set of proposals for military 
intervention that acknowledged the validity of any intervention not authorized by 
the Security Council or General Assembly [emphasis added].”23

The desire here is to establish an international equivalent of the domestic rule
of law, or the principle that rules need to be applied even-handedly. Consistency is 
important because in the realm of moral principles “selectivity is prima facie  morally 
suspect.”24 Principles applied inconsistently are not really principles at all. And laws 
that are selectively enforced only against certain people are not only morally sus-
pect, but can become politically suspect as well. As George Kennan notes, “a lack of 
consistency implies a lack of principle in the eyes of much of the world.”25 Thus, in 
order to provide consistent implementation, minimize opportunities for abuse, and 

rule of law The principle 
that laws need to be applied 
to all in an equal fashion.
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sustain international legitimacy, humanitarian interventions need to be  conducted 
by, or at least with the sanction of, the world’s most inclusive organization, the 
United Nations.

Even its defenders realize, however, that the United Nations is not perfect, as its 
failure in Rwanda made clear. There is no way to guarantee consistent UN action in 
defense of human rights. It would seem odd if the requirement for organizational 
sanction became so absolute that it trumped the defense of human rights. After all, if 
it is impermissible to sacrifi ce people because of a commitment to an abstract prin-
ciple of sovereignty, it would appear equally impermissible to sacrifi ce them because 
of a commitment to multilateralism. Faced with the choice between human rights 
and a requirement for multilateral action or sanction, which should prevail? Given 
the moral case for humanitarian intervention, the answer seems clear: Human rights 
win every time. But does this mean we should explicitly recognize the legitimacy 
of unilateral intervention? Jim Whitman expresses typical hesitance in taking the 
argument that far: “It is a reasonable expectation that the international legal sys-
tem should be suffi ciently fl exible to accommodate specifi c instances of law-breaking 
which clearly serve the interests of justice, particularly those which address serious 
and large-scale humanitarian emergencies.”26 That is, unilateral intervention could 
be morally justifi able even if it remained a violation of international law. Former 
UN Secretary-General Kofi  Annan himself confessed that he would have been hard 
pressed to object to a unilateral intervention that stopped the Rwandan genocide, 
even without any endorsement from the United Nations. This position appears to 
concede a right to unilateral humanitarian intervention but also an unwillingness to 
formally recognize or codify such a right. Unilateral intervention should generally 
remain prohibited, but in rare cases it may need to be met with a “wink and a nod.”

Liberalism and Humanitarian Intervention
Calls for recognizing a right of humanitarian intervention resonate mostly with 

a liberal perspective on international politics. As with individual rights and popular 
sovereignty at the domestic level, “the international law of human rights is based on 
liberalism.”27 The move for a more humane and moral international politics is in 
many respects a continuation of the liberal revolutions that have remade domestic 
political orders over the past few centuries. The primacy of individual rights and 
the view that governments receive their legitimacy from their citizens both strike 
deep cords with liberal social and political philosophy. Without liberal assump-
tions of individual rights and popular sovereignty, it is diffi cult to see how a case 
for humanitarian intervention could be constructed. At an even more fundamental 
level, arguments for humanitarian intervention rest on a profoundly liberal vision of 
a common humanity, a world in which the moral obligations and people and states 
are not limited by artifi cial and transitory lines on a map.

The growing salience of human rights and proposals for humanitarian interven-
tion not only give hope to liberals, but also provide constructivists with some con-
fi rmation that international politics is shaped, and can be changed, by prevailing 
and evolving norms. As long as citizens and leaders believed that sovereignty was an 
absolute that should not be violated, the possibility of humanitarian intervention 
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was precluded. The acceptance of norms of human rights and popular sovereignty 
provides a foundation for changing state practices. One sees elements of this convic-
tion in Forsythe’s observation that sovereignty is a social construction, an idea that 
sets limits to the actions states are willing to consider. Social constructions, how-
ever, can be replaced with other constructions. We may be in the middle of a process 
in which some fundamental ideas or norms about international politics are being 
transformed, and the increasing willingness to consider humanitarian intervention 
may be part of this evolution. As Daniel Thomas argues, “International human rights 
norms affect the behavior, the interests, and the identity of states by specifying which 
practices are (or are not) considered appropriate by international society.”28 Altered 
norms can change how nations defi ne themselves, their identities, and their interests, 
from exclusive national communities to a universal human community.

The Case Against Humanitarian Intervention
Negatives can usually be rephrased as positives; thus, the case against humani-

tarian intervention is also an argument in favor of the principle of sovereignty. In 
many respects, the case for sovereignty remains much the same as it was in 1648. 
At that time, religious diversity Europe necessitated acceptance of sovereignty and 
 nonintervention to preserve international order. Today, with respect to humanitar-
ian intervention versus sovereignty, the problem is diverse conceptions of human 
rights. But even if it were possible to reach nearly universal agreement on some 
minimal defi nition of basic rights, there are reasons to doubt whether the United 
Nations or any other organization can possibly implement a consistent and impartial 
doctrine of humanitarian intervention. The critique of humanitarian intervention is 
both moral and political.

The Problem of Moral Diversity
Even though he supports a limited right of intervention, Bhikhu Parekh is honest 

enough to concede that “since views about [human rights] are culturally conditioned, 
no defi nition of humanitarian intervention can be culturally neutral.”29 As a result, any 
doctrine of humanitarian intervention will necessarily be based on a certain vision 
of human rights which might not be shared by those upon whom it is imposed. This 
harsh reality is often avoided because it smacks of an extreme moral relativism in 
which there is no such thing as right and wrong. Actually, it is just a realization that 
people and cultures do not always agree on what is right and wrong. Though there 
may be a natural tendency to assume that others do (or should) adhere to our moral 
standards, in fact “there is no universal morality . . . rules about morality vary from 
place to place.”30 As long as this is the case, the norm of sovereignty serves the same 
purpose today that it did for the authors of the Peace of Westphalia: It provides a 
basis for order in a diverse world.

One test of the legitimacy and practicality of humanitarian intervention is 
whether its advocates are willing to accept restrictions on their nation’s sovereignty. 
This is a touchy point because nations have always been more protective of their 
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own sovereignty than that of others. But if a consensus actually exists on the moral 
principles guiding intervention, there should be little concern about intervention in 
your own nation’s affairs. Frank Ching touches on this issue when he asks, “If the 
same doctrine [of humanitarian intervention] had been enunciated in an earlier era, 
would today’s proponents have been in favor? Would the U.S. agree that other coun-
tries had the right to punish it for practicing slavery? Would Britain, France, Italy, 
Belgium, and other European countries agree that others had the right to bomb them 
to protect the human rights of their colonial subjects?”31

Ching’s rhetorical questions highlight several problems that inevitably arise with 
the practice of humanitarian intervention. One is the issue of double standards—the 
strongest advocates of intervention are often unwilling to concede that others have a 
right to intervene in their nation’s affairs. Second, in raising the issue of how moral 
norms change over time, Ching touches on the problem of cultural relativism. If 
notions of morality vary from one era to another, they can also be expected to vary 
from one culture to another. The magnitude of this problem becomes evident once 
we move beyond the easy but fortunately rare example of outright genocide. Apart 
from this exception, it becomes very diffi cult to delineate a list of basic human rights 
that merit intervention. Bernard Kouchner adopts an extreme form of moral univer-
salism: “everywhere, human rights are human rights . . . if a Muslim woman in Sudan 
opposes painful clitoral excision, or if a Chinese woman opposes the binding of her 
feet, her rights are being violated.” In the face of such abuses, he proposes that we 
“establish a forward-looking right of the world community to actively interfere in the 
affairs of sovereign states to prevent the explosion of human rights violations.”32 This 
sort of universalism denies the culturally specifi c nature of rights and gives critics of 
humanitarian intervention the chills. The application of a single moral code in which 
“human rights are human rights everywhere,” leading to a norm of “active interfer-
ence” in the domestic affairs of states, could provide a license for endless intervention 
and meddling.

Frank Ching’s questions also refl ect a sentiment shared by many non-Western 
governments that “there is something not quite right when the same countries that 
perpetrated unspeakable offences against human rights should now set themselves 
up as the arbiters of human rights, in some cases condemning countries that they had 
previously oppressed.”33 Many in the Third World detect an element of ethnocen-
trism and fear that humanitarian intervention will be nothing more than imperialism 
with a happy face. Notice the examples Kouchner cites—clitoral excision in Somalia 
and foot binding in China. Virtually all the cases where humanitarian intervention 
has been suggested lie outside the confi nes of Western Europe and North America 
and are directed against weaker powers. Are there never any violations of human 
rights in Paris, Connecticut, Russia, or China that the world needs to worry about? 
Many nations and societies have long been on the receiving end of outside interven-
tion, which was often accompanied by noble rhetoric of spreading the virtues of 
 civilization and Christianity. These nations had to fi ght long and hard to achieve 
their independence. Having fi nally achieved the sovereignty they were denied for so 
long, they are now told that the time has come to give it up. It is easy to understand 
why they are hesitant to surrender their hard-won sovereignty to nations whose 
motives they have good reason to doubt.



254 Part II Controversies

To be fair, supporters of humanitarian intervention have a fairly good response 
to these concerns about moral diversity and imperialism. Lea Brilmayer admits that 
“the cultural relativity argument is hard to rebut directly . . . . There is no denying 
that some moral norms vary from one culture to another.” Nonetheless, she thinks 
that “the philosophical power of the argument is vastly overrated.” A doctrine of 
humanitarian intervention does not require that all societies have precisely the same 
conception of morality on every issue. Merely because cultures differ in their evalu-
ations of some behaviors does not mean that they differ in their evaluation of all
behaviors. It is on those points of moral agreement that a doctrine of humanitarian 
intervention can be formed. The fact that two cultures might disagree about foot 
binding is irrelevant if they agree that genocide is indeed a crime.

Brilmayer uses the confl ict in the former Yugoslavia to illustrate her point: “If the 
United States [or anyone else] were to intervene, its actions could hardly be criticized 
on cultural relativism grounds. For it would be hard to argue that the murder of 
civilians, gang rape, and deliberate starvation are considered innocent activities in the 
Balkans.” Those charged with crimes against humanity in the former Yugoslavia have 
not defended themselves by claiming that their culture accepts the actions they are 
charged with. Their defense is that they did not commit the acts attributed to them: 
The disagreement is about the facts, not the morality of the alleged acts. Under close 
scrutiny, the cultural relativism objection is revealed to be a disingenuous debating 
trick in which moral consensus is ignored by references to trivial and meaningless 
moral differences. Thus Brilmayer is able to dispose of the problem quite easily: “For 
relativism to be an objection, it is not enough that morality may in theory differ from 
culture to culture; morality must in fact differ . . . . Most human rights abuses involve 
the perpetration of harms that are undeniably wrong in the eyes of all parties to the 
dispute.”34

If outside forces intervened to stop mass gang rapes in the former Yugoslavia, 
the interveners could hardly be charged with imposing their morality on a culture 
that accepts systematic rape. And if the United Nations had intervened in Rwanda, 
it would be almost insulting to charge that it was imposing its moral code against 
genocide on a culture that accepted genocide.

From Abstraction to Action
The dilemmas, however, become somewhat more severe when we move to imple-

menting a policy of humanitarian intervention. We may agree that it is a violation of 
basic rights for a government to kill its political opponents, but does this mean that 
ten assassinations should trigger intervention? Exactly how great must the  violation 
of rights be? Some draw the line at genocide, which is precisely defi ned in several 
international treaties and conventions. But few are willing to restrict the right of 
intervention to the handful of cases that meet the strict defi nition of genocide. The 
right of intervention is most usually restricted to such cases that involve “gross,” 
“egregious,” and “massive” violations of human rights or, to use Michael Walzer’s 
famous formulation, acts that “shock the conscience of humanity.” The devil, as 
usual, is in the details. Stephen Solarz and Michael O’Hanlon provide a commend-
able attempt to confront this thorny issue, arguing that humanitarian intervention 
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should be considered “only to stop extreme violence when the death rate reaches or 
threatens to reach at least tens of thousands a year.” They cite the usual examples of 
Rwanda and Cambodia but eliminate virtually every other case because they “were 
simply not bloody enough to justify outside military intervention.”35 Critics pounce 
on such apparently crass head counting. What moral calculus requires us to protect 
someone being killed with 100,000 of his fellow citizens but not someone being killed 
with only 5,000 others? There are answers to this uncomfortable question, but they 
are messy ones that dull the moral luster of humanitarian intervention. But there is 
no avoiding the problems of moving beyond the tidy moral plane in which words 
such as “gross” and “massive” need not be defi ned with any precision. Thus, even 
with agreement in principle, there is still a lot of leeway for inconsistency and selec-
tivity in practice.

The Problem of Power
The more fundamental dilemma is a familiar one in the history of international 

relations, which provides many examples of noble moral projects (such as trea-
ties outlawing war in the 1920s) that proved to be miserable failures. The general 
problem is “the antagonistic relationship between an ideal system of norms and the 
reality of power politics.”36 The dilemmas pile up as we move beyond the purely 
normative analysis and “take into consideration the unequal constellation of power 
under which humanitarian intervention [will be] practiced.”37 The fact is that nations 
with the power to conduct and resist interventions will surrender much less of their 
sovereignty than nations lacking equivalent power. As a result, “any right of state 
intervention, however clearly delineated, would in fact and perception empower the 
already powerful.”38 In theory, accepting the principle of humanitarian intervention 
erodes every nation’s sovereignty. In practice, however, there is no danger that foreign 
troops will land in the United States to stop the death penalty or in China to save the 
Tibetans.

On one level, advocates of humanitarian intervention are aware of the diffi cul-
ties resulting from the “reality of power politics.” Taking decisions about interven-
tion away from individual states and placing them under the authority of the United 
Nations is designed to deal with this problem. Recall Bernard Kouchner’s assurance 
that humanitarian intervention would be “impartial.” What will ensure this impar-
tiality? The fact that intervention would not be unilateral and that it would only 
occur under the auspices of the United Nations. The unstated assumption is that 
individual states are “partial” and the United Nations is “impartial,” which means 
untainted by national interests and differences in power. Skeptics fi nd this an unten-
able leap of faith. They view the United Nations as merely another arena for, rather 
than an escape from, power politics. Because it is merely an organization of indepen-
dent states, it cannot help but be infl uenced by the relative power of its members. 
Hans Kochler gets to the heart of the matter: “We have to admit that the step from 
idealistic vision to the realization of an international policy of intervention cannot be 
responsibly made . . . . An implementation of the doctrine outside the realm of power 
politics . . . is impossible. Any act of humanitarian intervention, whether exercised on 
a unilateral, regional or multilateral level, will be determined by the interests of the 
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power(s) initiating it.”39 It is with good reason that the president of Algeria asks, “Is 
interference valid for only weak states or for all states without distinction?”40 Can 
anyone but the hopelessly naïve believe that all states will be equally liable to inter-
vention, regardless of their power?

We need not even look very deeply to see the impact of power politics because 
it is built into the basic structure of the Security Council in which any of the fi ve 
permanent members can scuttle an intervention with a simple “no” vote. As Stanley 
Michalak explains, “The United Nations was explicitly designed so that it would be 
unable to act against any of the permanent members or even against their pleasure.”41

This is one reason that NATO intervention in the former Yugoslavia was conducted 
without the authorization of the Security Council. Everyone knew that Russia or 
China would have vetoed any intervention because “each has ethnic minorities whose 
treatment might be used by other countries as an excuse for military intervention.”42

Power can be abused for political reasons not only by conducting interventions but 
also by preventing them. Stanley Hoff man states the problem bluntly: “Too many 
states among UN members have bloody domestic records, and they can be expected 
to block any proposal for collective intervention.”43 Many see this as an argument 
for reforming the United Nations and the Security Council. The obstacle, of course, 
is that the United States, Russia, and China are not likely to look kindly on reforms 
that erode their power. The diffi culty of altering rules and procedures that give some 
nations greater infl uence is itself a refl ection of the United Nations’ lack of immunity 
from the very power politics that advocates of humanitarian intervention hope it will 
transcend.

In the fi nal analysis, the United Nations is an organization of imperfect indepen-
dent states. It is not a world government; it does not have its own armed forces; and 
it relies on voluntary contributions from members to fund and implement its opera-
tions. Nations can refuse to provide troops for humanitarian intervention and they 
can withhold their fi nancial support. The United Nations is a political organization, 
not a council of moral philosophers. The United Nations can act consistently and 
impartially only if its members, particularly those with the wealth and resources to 
conduct interventions, are willing to act consistently and impartially.

The Limits of Moral Action
Debates about humanitarian intervention focus on two basic issues. First, do 

states have the right or obligation to intervene in the affairs of other states in order to 
defend human rights? Second, can we devise mechanisms for implementing a policy 
of humanitarian intervention that lives up to its moral impulses? Though realists will 
disagree on some specifi c issues, they have generally been skeptical of humanitarian 
intervention on both these counts.

George Kennan provides a typical realist response to the suggestion that states 
should risk their citizens’ interests and even lives to defend the rights of others. 
He draws a distinction between how we should think about individual versus state 
morality. If individuals chose to barge into homes to defend people being attacked, 
that is their right because the only life they are putting at risk is their own. But if 
the president of the United States decides to send troops into Rwanda, this is more 
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problematic because he is risking the lives of people whose interests he is supposed 
to protect. As a result, Kennan argues that the “commitments and moral obligations 
of governments are not the same as those of the individual. Government is an agent, 
not a principal. Its primary obligation is to the interests of the national society it 
represents.” He draws an analogy between governments and lawyers: “No more than 
the attorney vis-à-vis the client, nor the doctor vis-à-vis the patient, can government 
attempt to insert itself into the consciences of those whose interests it represents.”44

Samuel Huntington refl ected this view when he argued that “it is morally unjustifi -
able and politically indefensible that members of the [U.S.] armed forces should be 
killed to prevent Somalis from killing each other.”45

Rather than relying on the proposition that states should not act for moral rea-
sons, most realists (and many Marxists and feminists interestingly) prefer to empha-
size that they will not. Though it may be regrettable, states are simply unwilling to 
incur substantial costs to defend the rights of others when their own national interest 
is not involved. John Mearsheimer notes that “despite claims that American foreign 
policy is infused with moralism, Somalia (1992–93) is the only instance during the 
past one hundred years in which U.S. soldiers were killed in action on a humanitarian 
mission.” And in this case the public’s reaction to a small number of American casu-
alties was so great “that they immediately pulled all U.S. troops out of Somalia and 
then refused to intervene in Rwanda in the spring of 1994, when ethnic Hutu went on 
a genocidal rampage against their Tutsi neighbors.”46 Making a similar point about 
the former Yugoslavia, Henry Kissinger observes a “vast gap between the rhetoric and 
the means with which to back it up. Allies’ pronouncements have ritually compared 
Milosevic to Hitler. But the transparent reluctance to accept casualties signaled that 
the Alliance would not make the commitment necessary to overthrow the accused 
tyrants.”47 Realists see in calls for humanitarian intervention something we have 
witnessed before: Moral pronouncements and empty slogans readily abandoned the 
moment they clash with national interests or threaten to actually cost anything.

Though liberals are generally predisposed to support a right of humanitarian 
intervention and realists are inclined to be skeptical or opposed, other perspectives 
display less unity. Feminists certainly welcome an international discourse that ele-
vates human rights to a central place, though they frequently argue that prevailing 
notions of rights tend to ignore the deprivations that women are routinely  subjected 
to around the world. Why, feminists wonder, did the plight of women under 
Afghanistan’s Taliban regime become a matter of tremendous concern and justifi -
cation for intervention only after September 11, 2001? And now that the women in 
Afghanistan may have been liberated to some degree, what about the women in Saudi 
Arabia, a U.S. ally, whose status is only slightly better? Indeed, feminists were deeply 
divided on the question of whether the use of force in Afghanistan was justifi able.48

Many feminists are also uncomfortable with using military intervention or force to 
protect human rights, since militarism is seen as an integral part of domestic and 
international systems of oppression. This is not to say that feminists would never see 
military force as justifi ed (except for those who combine feminism with pacifi sm), 
but there is a strong presumption against it in most feminist analysis.

A defi nitive Marxist position is also diffi cult to identify. In general, however, 
Marxists fi nd it hard to imagine that a doctrine of humanitarian intervention can 
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be applied consistently and impartially in the current international system. Such a 
policy is almost certainly going to be used by the dominant powers to pursue their 
interests vis-à-vis the poor, weak, and vulnerable of the world. According to John 
Pilger, “humanitarian intervention is the latest brand name for imperialism as it 
begins its return to respectability.”49 And Walden Bello urges people to “forcefully 
delegitimize this dangerous doctrine of humanitarian intervention to prevent its 
being employed again in the future against candidates for great power intervention 
like Iran and Venezuela. Like its counterpart concept of ‘liberal imperialism,’ there is 
only one thing to do with the concept of humanitarian intervention: dump it.”50

Conclusion
Though we cannot turn back the clock and bring to life the victims of genocide 

in Rwanda and the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia, we are almost certainly going to 
be faced with similar human catastrophes in the future. Evans and Sahnoun offer a 
 prediction and ask a question: “It is only a matter of time before reports emerge again 
from somewhere of massacres, mass starvation, rape and ethnic cleansing. And the 
question will arise again in the Security Council: What do we do? This time the inter-
national community must have answers.” Refl ecting the sober soul-searching that 
followed the Rwandan genocide, they claim that “few things have done more harm 
to its shared ideal that people are all equal in worth and dignity than the inability of 
the community of states to prevent these horrors. In the new century, there must 
be no more Rwandas.”51 Unfortunately, it did not take long in this new century for 
another Rwanda to emerge. The world may now be witnessing its next Rwanda in 
the Darfur region of the Sudan in Africa, where government-supported militias are 
widely believed to have killed tens if not hundreds of thousands and displaced many 
more. There are, of course, some differences with Rwanda. Whereas that genocide 
took place in just a few weeks, the crisis in Darfur has dragged on for years, lead-
ing some to describe it as slow-motion genocide. Most of the international commu-
nity, including the U.S. government, has classifi ed the Darfur crisis as “genocide,” a 
term most governments scrupulously avoided during the Rwanda crisis. Rallies and 
concerts designed to highlight the crisis are commonplace. Nonetheless, “the stub-
born fact is that despite this extraordinary mobilization, no effective intervention has 
actually been mounted to prevent the genocide in Darfur.”52 Cases such as Darfur 
and Rwanda test the limits of human compassion. But it is not only in our time that 
people have wondered whether there are limits. More than two centuries ago, in 
The Theory of Moral Sentiments, Adam Smith pondered the same question that still 
haunts us today. He wondered how a perfectly decent and moral European would 
react to two hypothetical events: fi rst, tragedy in China that resulted in the deaths 
of millions; and second, an accident that cut off his own fi nger. With regard to the 
death of millions on the other side of the world, Smith speculated that the average 
person would feel sorry and utter all the appropriate sympathies about the tragic 
loss of life. Nonetheless, he would soon go on with his life “as if no such accident 
happened.” Upon losing a fi nger, however, this same person would obsess endlessly 
about his comparatively “paltry misfortune.” This juxtaposition led Smith to ask a 



Chapter 10 The United Nations and Humanitarian Intervention 259

pointed question: “To prevent, therefore, this paltry misfortune to himself, would a 
man of humanity be willing to sacrifi ce the lives of millions of his brethren, provided 
he had never to see them?”53 Merely to ask the question suggests a harsh judgment. 
Perhaps it is a sign of how little has changed that this same question comes to mind 
as we witness contemporary human tragedies that the world does nothing to stop. 
But maybe the growing acceptance of humanitarian intervention suggests how far 
we have come. Either way, the fundamental question today remains what it was for 
Adam Smith: Are there limits to human compassion? The answer is still in doubt.
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Humanitarian Intervention in Myanmar/Burma?
Ruled by a repressive military dictatorship, Myanmar (or Burma) has been the tar-
get of international human rights activists for more than a decade. In 2008, it also 
became the focus of debates about the emerging doctrine of the responsibility to 
protect. When the country was struck by Cyclone Nargis in the spring of 2008 many 
on the outside feared for the worst. Not only might tens of thousands have perished 
in the storm itself, but casualties could easily escalate with disease and  famine if aid 
was not forthcoming immediately. The reclusive regime proved extremely hesitant to 
accept outside help and appeared to be doing too little on its own. While in the past, 
calls for humanitarian intervention were usually restricted to cases where govern-
ments engaged in massive violations of human rights, this case raised the question of 
what to do if a government allowed thousands of its people to die through inaction. 
Relying on old and new arguments for humanitarian intervention, some called for 
forceful intervention if Burma’s military rulers would not welcome assistance. The 
essays below articulate confl icting opinions on such an intervention. Gareth Evans, 
one of the leading fi gures in the emergence of the new doctrine of responsibility to 
protect, lays out the case for intervention. In doing so, he clearly expands the doctrine 
of humanitarian intervention into new legal and moral territory. David Rieff sees 
such an extension as unwise. To what extent do their positions refl ect and/or move 
beyond familiar arguments for and against humanitarian intervention? In thinking 
about humanitarian intervention, should it matter whether people are harmed by 
the actions or inactions of their governments? Should nations have forced aid on the 
Burmese government?

Facing Up to Our Responsibilities1 
If the intransigence of the Burmese generals continues, we will have to face the 
question of whether in the name of humanity some international action should 
be taken against their will—like military air drops, or supplies being landed from 
ships—to get aid to the huge numbers who desperately need it, right now, in the 
inaccessible coastal area in particular.

Last Thursday, Bernard Kouchner, the French foreign minister, argued, as 
others are now doing, that this is a proper case for coercive intervention under the 
“responsibility to protect” principle unanimously endorsed by 150 heads of state 
and government at the 2005 UN world summit. His proposal that the security 
council pass a resolution which “authorises the delivery and imposes this on the 
Burmese government” met with immediate rejection not only from China and 

Source: Gareth Evans, “Facing up to our responsibilities,” Guardian, May 12, 2008. Accessed 
at: http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2008/may/12/facinguptoourresponsbilities.
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Chapter 10 The United Nations and Humanitarian Intervention 261

Russia, who are always sensitive about intervention in internal affairs, but from 
many other quarters as well.

It generated concern from the UK and others, including senior UN offi cials, that 
such an “incendiary” approach would be wholly counterproductive in winning any 
still-possible cooperation from the generals. It also provoked the argument from 
humanitarian relief agencies—who know what they are talking about—that simply 
as a practical matter any effort to drop supplies without an effective supporting 
relief on the ground would be hopelessly ineffi cient, and maybe even dangerous, 
with the prospect of misuse of medical supplies.

These are strong arguments, and they weigh heavily in the policy balance. 
But as the days go by, with relief efforts impossibly hindered, only a trickle of the 
 government’s own aid getting through, and the prospect of an enormously greater 
death toll looming acutely within just a few more days, they are sounding less 
 compelling, and at the very least, need revisiting.

My own initial concern, and it remains a serious one, with Kouchner’s 
i nvocation of the “responsibility to protect” was that, while wholly  understandable 
as a political rallying cry—and God knows the world needs them in these 
 situations—it had the potential to dramatically undercut international support for 
another great cause, to which he among others is also passionately committed, that 
of ending mass atrocity crimes once and for all.

The point about “the responsibility to protect” as it was originally conceived, 
and eventually embraced at the world summit—as I well know, as one of the 
original architects of the doctrine, having co-chaired the international commission 
that gave birth to it—is that it is not about human security generally, or protecting 
people from the impact of natural disasters, or the ravages of HIV-Aids or anything 
of that kind.

Rather, “R2P” is about protecting vulnerable populations from “genocide, war 
crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity” in ways that we have all 
too miserably often failed to do in the past. That is the language of the 2005 UN 
general assembly resolution, and security council resolutions that have followed 
it, and it is only in that context that the question should even arise of coercively 
 intervening in a country against the express will of its government. And even then, 
the  responsibility to protect norm allows the use of military force only with security 
council endorsement, and only as a last resort, after prevention has failed, when it is 
clear that no less extreme form of reaction could possibly halt or avert the harm in 
question, that the response is proportional to that harm, and that on balance more 
good than damage will be done by the intervention.

If it comes to be thought that R2P, and in particular the sharp military end of 
the doctrine, is capable of being invoked in anything other than a context of mass 
atrocity crimes, then such consensus as there is in favour of the new norm will 
simply evaporate in the global south. And that means that when the next case of 
genocide or ethnic cleansing comes along we will be back to the same old depressing 
arguments about the primacy of sovereignty that led us into the horrors of inaction 
in Rwanda and Srebrenica in the 1990s.

But here’s the rub. If what the generals are now doing, in effectively deny-
ing relief to hundreds of thousands of people at real and immediate risk of death, 
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can itself be characterised as a crime against humanity, then the responsibility to 
protect principle does indeed kick in. The Canadian-sponsored commission report 
that initiated the R2P concept in fact anticipated just this situation, in identifying 
one possible case for the application of military force as “overwhelming natural or 
 environmental catastrophes, where the state concerned is either unwilling or unable 
to cope, or call for assistance, and signifi cant loss of life is occurring or threatened”.

The UN resolution does not pick up this specifi c language, but it does refer 
to “crimes against humanity”. The defi nition of such crimes (in the Rome statute 
establishing the international criminal court, as well as in customary international 
law) embraces, along with widespread or systematic murder, torture, persecution 
and the like, “other inhumane acts of a similar character intentionally causing great 
suffering, or serious injury to body or to mental or physical health”.

There is, as always, lots for the lawyers to argue about in all of this, not least 
on the question of intent. And there will be lots for the security council to  quarrel 
about as to whether air drops and the like are justifi ed, legally, morally and 
 practically. But when a government default is as grave as the course on which the 
Burmese generals now seem to be set, there is at least a prima facie case to answer 
for their intransigence being a crime against humanity—of a kind which would 
attract the responsibility to protect principle. And that bears thinking about, fast, 
both by the security council, and the generals.

Save Us from Our Rescuers
The decision by the government of Myanmar not to admit foreign  humanitarian 
relief workers to help the victims of Cyclone Nargis has been met with fury, 
 consternation and disbelief in much of the world. With tens of thousands of people 
dead, up to 100,000 missing and more than a million displaced and without shelter, 
livelihood or possibly even suffi cient food, the refusal of the military rulers of the 
country to let in foreign aid organizations or to open airports and waterways in 
more than a token way to shipments of aid supplies seems to be an act of sheer 
barbarism.

In response, Gareth Evans, the former Australian foreign minister who heads the 
International Crisis Group, made the case last week that the decision by Myanmar’s 
authorities to default on their responsibilities to their own citizens might well 
constitute “a crime against humanity,” and suggested that the United Nations might 
need to consider bringing aid to Myanmar non-consensually,  justifi ed on the basis of 
the “Responsibility to Protect Resolution” adopted at the 2005 U.N. World Summit 
by 150 member states. To be sure, R2P (as the resolution is colloquially known) 
was not envisaged by the commission that framed it (and that Evans co-chaired) 
as a response to natural disasters, but rather as a way of  confronting “genocide, 
war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity.” To extend its jurisdic-
tion to natural disasters is as unprecedented as it is radical. But as Evans put it last 

10.2

Source: David Rieff, “Save us from our rescuers,” LA Times, May 18, 2008. Accessed at: 
http://www.latimes.com/news/opinion/sunday/commentary/
la-op-rieff18-2008may18,0,5635138.story.
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week, “when a government default is as grave as the course on which [Myanmar’s] 
generals now seem to be set, there is at least a prima facie case to answer for their 
intransigence being a crime against humanity—of a kind that would attract the 
responsibility-to-protect principle.” Evans’ warning was clear. Myanmar’s generals 
should not delude themselves into thinking that the  international community would 
allow them to act in any way they wished—not if it meant turning a blind eye to the 
dangers the cyclone’s survivors faced. These  dangers, according to the British charity 
Oxfam, threatened an additional 1.5  million lives.

And a number of European governments took the same line. British Foreign 
Secretary David Miliband stated that military action to ensure that the aid got to 
where it needed to go might be legal and necessary. And French Foreign Minister 
Bernard Kouchner echoed this argument, saying that France was considering 
 bringing a resolution to the U.N. Security Council allowing for such steps to be taken.

For Kouchner, a co-founder of the French relief group Doctors Without 
Borders, this was familiar ground. He was a leading, and controversial, fi gure 
in the relief world long before joining Nicolas Sarkozy’s government last year, 
and he is one of the originators of the so-called right of interference—a hawkish 
 interpretation of humanitarianism’s moral imperative and an operational license 
that basically held that outside aid groups and governments had a presumptive right 
to intervene when governments abused their own people.

At fi rst glance, the arguments of Evans, Miliband, Kouchner and the leaders of 
many mainstream relief organizations may seem like common-sense humanism. 
How could it be morally acceptable to subordinate the rights of people in need to 
the prerogatives of national sovereignty? In a globalized world in which people, 
goods and money all move increasingly freely, why should a national border—that 
relic of the increasingly unimportant state system—stand in the way of people dedi-
cated to doing good for their fellow human beings? Why should the world stand by 
and allow an abusive government to continue to be derelict in its duties toward its 
own people? Surely, to oppose this sort of humanitarian entitlement is a failure of 
empathy and perhaps even an act of moral cowardice.

This has been the master narrative of the aftermath of Cyclone Nargis. It has 
dominated the speeches of offi cials and most of the media coverage, which has 
been imbued with an almost pornographic catastrophism in which aid agencies 
and journalists seem to be trying to outdo each other in the apocalyptic quality of 
their predictions. First, the U.S. charge d’affaires in Yangon, Myanmar’s capital, 
without having left the city, told reporters that though only 22,000 people had 
been confi rmed dead, she thought the toll could rise as high as 100,000. A few 
days later, Oxfam was out with its estimate of 1.5 million people being at risk 
from  water-borne diseases—without ever explaining how it arrived at such an 
 extraordinarily alarming estimate.

In reality, no one yet knows what the death toll from the cyclone is, let alone how 
resilient the survivors will be. One thing is known, however, and that is that in crisis 
after crisis, from the refugee emergency in eastern Zaire after the Rwandan genocide, 
through the Kosovo crisis, to the U.S. wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, to the 2004 South 
Asian tsunami, many of the leading aid agencies, Oxfam prominent among them, 
have predicted far more casualties than there would later turn out to have been.
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In part, this is because relief work is, in a sense, a business, and  humanitarian 
charities are competing with every other sort of philanthropic cause for the 
 charitable dollar and euro, and thus have to exaggerate to be noticed. It is also 
because coping with disasters for a living simply makes the worst-case scenario 
always seem the most credible one, and, honorably enough, relief workers feel they 
must always be prepared for the worst. But whatever the motivations, it is really no 
longer  possible to take the relief community’s apocalyptic claims seriously. It has 
wrongly cried wolf too many times.

We should be skeptical of the aid agencies’ claims that, without their 
 intervention, an earthquake or cyclone will be followed by an additional disaster of 
equal scope because of disease and hunger. The fact is that populations in disaster 
zones tend to be much more resilient than foreign aid groups often make them 
out to be. And though the claim that only they can prevent a second catastrophe is 
unprovable, it serves the agencies’ institutional interests—such interventions are, 
after all, the reason they exist in the fi rst place.

Unwelcome as the thought may be, reasonable-sounding suggestions made 
in the name of global solidarity and humanitarian compassion can sometimes be 
nothing of the sort. Aid is one thing. But aid at the point of a gun is taking the 
humanitarian enterprise to a place it should never go. And the fact that the calls for 
humanitarian war were ringing out within days of Cyclone Nargis is  emblematic 
of how the interventionist impulse, no matter how well-intended, is extremely 
dangerous.

The ease with which the rhetoric of rescue slips into the rhetoric of war is why 
invoking R2P should never be accepted simply as an effort to inject some  humanity 
into an inhumane situation (the possibility of getting the facts wrong is another 
reason; that too has happened in the past). Yes, the impulse of the interveners 
may be entirely based on humanitarian and human rights concerns. But lest we 
forget, the motivations of 19th century European colonialism were also presented 
by  supporters as being grounded in humanitarian concern. And this was not just 
hypocrisy. We must not be so politically correct as to deny the humanitarian 
dimension of imperialism. But we must also not be so historically deaf, dumb and 
blind as to convince ourselves that it was its principal dimension.

Lastly, it is critically important to pay attention to just who is talking about 
military intervention on humanitarian grounds. Well, among others, it’s the foreign 
ministers of the two great 19th century colonial empires. And where exactly do they 
want to intervene—sorry, where do they want to live up to their responsibility to 
protect? Mostly in the very countries they used to rule.

When a British or French minister proposes a U.N. resolution calling for a 
 military intervention to make sure aid is properly delivered in the Lower 9th Ward 
of New Orleans, then, and only then, can we be sure we have put the specter of 
imperialism dressed up as humanitarianism behind us. In the meantime, buyer 
beware.
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The current debate over the wisdom of humanitarian  ■

intervention touches three of the most enduring issues 
in international politics: (1) the importance of state 
sovereignty, (2) the utility of international organiza-
tions, and (3) the relative importance of morality versus 
power and national interest in foreign policy.

Though state sovereignty has been a central element  ■

of international order since the Peace of Westphalia 
(1648), the horrors of World War II led many to argue 
that massive human rights violations could not be 
ignored or excused by assertions of sovereignty.

Since the end of World War II, a series of international  ■

agreements has established the principle that there are 
limits to sovereignty, though the line between accept-
able and unacceptable violations of sovereignty has 
remained unclear.

Building on liberal principles of popular sovereignty  ■

and human rights, supporters of humanitarian inter-
vention argue that states that violate or fail to protect 
their citizens’ basic rights forfeit their right to sover-
eignty. In these cases, outside actors have a legitimate 
right to intervene in defense of basic human rights. 
The right of outsiders to intervene is a logical exten-
sion of the right of domestic actors to defend their own 
rights.

Those who favor humanitarian interventions generally  ■

prefer that they be undertaken within the framework of 
the United Nations. This is preferable for two reasons. 

First, it reduces the chances that individual nations will 
use or abuse a reasoned humanitarian intervention as a 
cover for more selfi sh objectives. Second, it will assure 
the weak nations of the world that the strong will not be 
allowed to intervene at will.

Drawing on realist assumptions about the inevitabil- ■

ity of power politics, critics argue that any doctrine of 
humanitarian intervention will necessarily refl ect the 
power and values of the strong. Implementing a policy 
of humanitarian intervention untainted by power and 
national interest is impossible.

The requirement for United Nations action is often  ■

based on the naïve assumption that the organization is 
an alternative to power politics when it is actually just 
another venue for power politics.

Opponents of humanitarian intervention reject the  ■

idea that the governments of some states are required 
to intervene to protect the rights of citizens of other 
states. The primary obligation of a government is to 
protect the interests of its citizens, not the citizens of 
other states. States are not justifi ed in risking the lives 
of their citizens to defend the rights of citizens of other 
states.

The legal, political, and moral issues raised by the  ■

debate over humanitarian intervention have been with 
us for centuries. The end of the Cold War and recent 
tragedies such as the ethnic genocide in Rwanda have 
merely increased their salience.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

1. Should U.S. soldiers be placed in danger to prevent 
massive abuses of human rights, even when there is no 
clear “national interest” at stake?

2. Is a consistent policy of nonintervention preferable to 
one of selective intervention?

3. Is humanitarian intervention inevitably a form of cul-
tural and moral imperialism?

4. Would other nations ever be justifi ed intervening in 
U.S. domestic affairs to prevent what they perceive as 
violations of human rights?

5. How does the doctrine of a “responsibility to protect” 
refl ect and extend traditional arguments for humani-
tarian intervention?

CRITICAL QUESTIONS
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A good place to begin considering the role of  morality 
in international politics is Stanley Hoff man’s, Duties 
Beyond Borders: On the Limits and Possibilities of 
Ethical International Politics (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse 
University Press, 1981), and Lea Brilmayer’s Justifying 
International Acts (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 1989). Brilmayer’s American Hegemony: Political 
Morality in a One-Superpower World (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 1994) is particularly useful 
for thinking about humanitarian intervention in the 
post—Cold War world. An excellent introduction to the 
topic of human rights in international politics is David 
P. Forsythe’s Human Rights in International Relations
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). A more 
detailed historical treatment is Paul Lauren Gordon, The 
Evolution of International Human Rights (Philadelphia: 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 1998). On the more 
specifi c question of humanitarian intervention, Nicholas 
Wheeler provides the best discussion in Saving Strangers: 
Humanitarian Intervention in International Society
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001). An  excellent, 
if somewhat depressing, account of the failure to 
 intervene is Michael Barnett’s Eyewitness to a Genocide: 
The United Nations and Rwanda (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 2002). Margaret Keck and Kathryn 
Sikkink’s Activists Beyond Borders (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1998) provides a very useful treatment 
of the role on NGOs, and Ann Clark’s Diplomacy of 
Conscience: Amnesty International and Changing Human 
Rights Norms (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
2001) focuses on the origins and infl uence of Amnesty 
International.

FURTHER READINGS

www.hrw.org.
Web site of Human Rights Watch, which monitors 
and publicizes human rights abuses worldwide.

www.amnesty.org.
Web site of Amnesty International, perhaps the most 
famous and infl uential international human rights 
organization.

www.dfait-maeci.gc.ca/iciss-ciise/menu-en.asp
Web site of the International Commission on 
Intervention and State Sovereignty, maintained by the 
Canadian Department of Foreign Affairs.

http://www.responsibilitytoprotect.org
Web site with resources on the emerging doctrine of 
the responsibility to protect, including the history 

of the doctrine, and documents and information on 
current humanitarian crises.

www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/evil
Based on Frontline’s documentary about the Rwandan 
genocide, this site discusses its historical background 
as well as the international response.

www.ictr.org.
Details the proceedings of the International Criminal 
Tribunal for Rwanda, which is trying to bring those 
responsible for the genocide to justice.
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This chapter focuses on the debate over the consequences and the  desirability 

of nuclear proliferation. In its simplest form, the essential issue is whether 

nuclear weapons have been, and will be, a force for peace and stability. Those 

who favor (or at least do not fear) nuclear proliferation claim that because nuclear 

 weapons substantially increase the potential costs of war, they also tend to reduce 

the likelihood of war. Realists in particular are attracted to this logic of peace 

through nuclear deterrence. But there is disagreement on how much  proliferation 

is desirable. Advocates of limited proliferation argue that nuclear deterrence 

contributes to stability only under certain conditions. More extreme proliferation 

proponents see nuclear weapons as stabilizing in almost any setting. These two 

versions of the pro-proliferation position remain minority stances. More common 

is opposition to any further spread of nuclear weapons. Nuclear weapons cannot 

eliminate the chances for war (purposeful or accidental) even if they do reduce 

them. Because the consequences of nuclear war would be so devastating, it is not 

a gamble worth taking. But even in the face of these disagreements, there is one 

point of consensus: The spread of nuclear weapons to nonstate actors would be 

a disaster because deterrence ceases to be an option in facing an enemy lacking 

any identifi able territory or assets that can be targeted or destroyed.

The Cold War was marked by continual fear of nuclear catastrophe. From silly 
grade school drills in which children were taught to hide under their desks to 
 popular movies, such as The Day After, that portrayed the consequences of a 

nuclear war in graphic terms, the Cold War was almost synonymous with the nuclear 
arms race. Given the near equation of the Cold War with the threat of nuclear war, 

How Dangerous Is Nuclear Proliferation?

Nuclear Proliferation

Chapter 11
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it is easy to understand why concern about nuclear weapons waned when the Cold 
War came to an end. The reprieve proved short-lived. Eventually, people realized that 
the  passing of the Cold War did not eliminate the nuclear danger. Almost two decades 
after the collapse of the Soviet Union, there are still thousands of nuclear weapons 
in the world—more than enough to end life as we know it. Popular  entertainment 
 provides images of terrorist organizations destroying U.S. cities, a scenario that 
took on added credibility after the attacks of September 11, 2001. Even though the 
 likelihood of a nuclear exchange between the major powers has diminished, there are 
new, and  perhaps more real, dangers.

The current fear of nuclear proliferation has become great enough to produce a 
fundamental shift in U.S. strategic doctrine. In the months leading up to the 2003 
invasion of Iraq, the Bush administration claimed that the consequences of nuclear 
and other weapons of mass destruction falling into the hands of rogue nations were 
so dire that the United States reserved the right to use military force to prevent that 
possibility. The idea of preemptive military action to prevent nations from acquir-
ing nuclear weapons has been controversial. When Israel destroyed an Iraqi nuclear 
reactor in 1981 on the grounds that Iraqi nuclear weapons posed an immediate threat 
to its security, the United States and most other nations condemned the attack. 
Although there were several rationales for the 2003 invasion of Iraq, the possibility 
that Saddam Hussein’s regime might acquire nuclear weapons was high on the list. 
The new U.S. doctrine represents one of the more stunning strategic turnarounds in 
recent memory. If anything, it appears more expansive than the one used to justify 
the Israeli attack. Israel, after all, only destroyed the reactor in a surgical strike (killing 
one person); it did not attempt to alter the Iraqi regime.1

The Reality of Proliferation and Nonproliferation
Although many worry about nuclear proliferation, it is important to remind our-

selves that there is good news, too: The problem could be much worse than it is. As 
of 2008, only eight countries defi nitely possessed nuclear weapons: the United States, 
Russia, Britain, France, China, Israel, Pakistan, and India (see Map 11.1). North Korea 
claims to have tested a nuclear device in October, 2006, but data regarding the test 
remain a subject of intense debate among experts. South Africa, which had a small 
nuclear arsenal in the 1980s, remains the only nation to develop nuclear weapons 
only to abandon them later, though a few former Soviet republics inherited nuclear 
weapons upon the Soviet Union’s breakup and later returned the weapons to Russia. 
In many respects, it is remarkable that only nine or ten nations have demonstrated 
the ability and desire to build nuclear weapons. As James Carroll notes, “We could 
just as easily be living in a world with nuclear weapons as common, say, as high-tech 
fi ghter aircraft—with countries like Egypt, Indonesia, Australia and numerous others 
armed with nukes.”2 This is what many expected in the early days of the nuclear era, 
and it is interesting to consider why such predictions were wrong.

“Nuclear proliferation,” explains Mitchell Riess, “is a function of two variables: 
technological capability and political motivation . . . capability without motivation is 
innocuous . . . [and] motivation without capability is futile [emphasis added].”3
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MAP 11.1
Nuclear weapon status, 2005

 NPT Nuclear Weapon States Suspected Nuclear Weapon
State

          Non-NPT Nuclear Weapon States

1. India is thought to have produced enough 
weapons-grade plutonium to produce between 75 
and 110 nuclear weapons. The number of actual 
weapons assembled or capable of being assembled 
is unknown. No weapons are known to be deployed 
among active military units or on missiles.

2. Israel is thought to possess enough nuclear 
material for between 100 and 170 nuclear weapons. 
The number of weapons assembled or capable of 
being assembled is unknown, but likely to be on the 
lower end of this range.

3. Pakistan may have produced enough weapons-
grade uranium to produce up to 110 nuclear 
weapons. The number of actual weapons 
assembled or capable of being assembled is 
unknown. Pakistan’s nuclear weapons are 
reportedly stored in component form, with the 
fissile core separated from the non-nuclear 
explosives.

Suspected Clandestine 
Program

           Recent Renunciations

South Africa produced six complete 
nuclear bombs during the 1980s, 
but renounced such activities and 
joined the NPT in 1991. Belarus, 
Kazakhstan, and Ukraine acceded 
to the NPT as non-nuclear weapon 
states and returned all remaining 
nuclear weapons to Russia in the 
early 1990s.

Egypt and Sweden both had active 
nuclear weapon programs but 
terminated them prior to the 
founding of the NPT in 1970. After 
1970, Argentina, Brazil, Libya, Iraq, 
Romania, South Korea, Spain, 
Taiwan, and Yugoslavia all had 
active programs researching 
nuclear weapons options. All of 
these programs were terminated by 
the early 1990s, except for Libya, 
which was renounced in December 
2003.

          Abstaining Countries

These countries have the potential 
ability to develop nuclear weapons, 
but have chosen not to do so. Some 
have installations under interna-
tional inspection that could produce 
weapons-grade nuclear material.
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Source: Map reprinted courtesy of Carnegie Endowment for International Peace.
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Pakistanis celebrate their nation’s successful test of nuclear weapons. Because of the long-standing 
confl ict between nuclear armed India and Pakistan, the Indian subcontinent remains a focus of 
 concern for those worried about nuclear proliferation.
Source: © Zahid Hussain/Reuters/Corbis

Early predictions that perhaps two or three dozen nations would acquire nuclear 
weapons were based on the assumption that any nation with the scientifi c and eco-
nomic wherewithal to build nuclear weapons would do so. It was diffi cult to imagine 
nations able to build nuclear weapons exercising voluntary restraint. As one observer 
asks, “When in history . . . [have] so many nations had the capability to produce a 
powerful weapon, and chosen not to exercise it?”4

Fortunately, dire predictions of proliferation proved wrong. The list of nuclear
abstainers—that is, nations that have the ability to build nuclear weapons but have 
chosen not to—is a long one. A 2002 Carnegie Foundation report pointed to forty such 
abstainers.5 What accounts for this restraint? For many abstainers, such as Germany 
and Japan, the American nuclear umbrella might provide an explanation. As allies 
of the United States, it is understood that any attack on them would be treated as an 
attack on the United States, requiring the appropriate response. Thanks to the United 
States, most Western European nations and some Asian nations,  particularly Japan 
and South Korea, have had no reason to build their own weapons. But this cannot 

nuclear abstainers 
Nations with the economic 
and technological ability to 
build and maintain nuclear 
weapons who have chosen 
not to acquire them.

nuclear umbrella When 
one nation promises to 
employ its nuclear arsenal 
in order to defend another 
nation from attack.
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account for all the abstainers, since others (e.g., Sweden and Switzerland) do not 
enjoy the benefi ts of U.S. protection.

Perhaps part of the explanation can be found in the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty (NPT).6 Signed in 1968 by forty-eight nations, including the United States and 
the Soviet Union, the agreement was designed to prevent what many feared most—a 
world with dozens of nuclear powers (technically the treaty did not come into effect 
until 1970). Since 1968, the list of signatories of NPT has grown to 187 nations. Parties 
to the treaty agree not to provide technological or material assistance that would 
allow other nations to build nuclear weapons. Nations not already possessing nuclear 
weapons agreed to forgo them in the future. Nations possessing nuclear weapons 
made promises to work toward reducing their levels, with the ultimate objective of 
eliminating nuclear weapons entirely. However, in its specifi c provisions, the NPT 
essentially tried to preserve the nuclear status quo as it existed in 1968.

How successful has the NPT been? The answer depends on how we measure 
 “success.” On one level, it can be seen as a great success: Only a handful of nations 

Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty (NPT) Agreement 
designed to prevent the 
spread of nuclear weapons. 
Existing nuclear  powers 
promised not to aid  others 
in acquiring nuclear 
weapons, and those without 
nuclear weapons agreed not 
to build them. Only three 
nations have not signed 
the NPT—Israel, India, and 
Pakistan.

The nuclear age began in August of 1945 with the dropping of a nuclear bomb on Hiroshima, Japan, 
followed by a second bomb dropped days later on Nagasaki (pictured). It was now possible to destroy 
an entire city and its people in a matter of seconds.
Source: © Bettmann/Corbis
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have joined the nuclear club since 1968. And if we judged international treaties by 
the number of nations that sign on, the NPT would have to be considered a  smashing 
success. Only three nations have refused to sign—Israel, India, and Pakistan. But it 
is unclear whether the treaty prevented any nation from getting nuclear  weapons. 
Though “Egypt, Sweden, Italy and Switzerland gave up serious nuclear weapons 
program upon signing,”7 the most comprehensive study of nuclear nonprolifera-
tion concludes that all potential nuclear powers “had chosen to give up their nuclear 
options prior to joining the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty.”8 It is possible that the 
treaty merely formalized decisions that had already been made.

Evaluating the success of the NPT also raises the question of enforcement—what 
happens if a nation violates the agreement? The International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA) is charged with monitoring compliance. It was the IAEA that conducted 
inspections for evidence of a nuclear weapons program in Iraq during the winter of 
2002–2003 (the inspections for chemical and biological weapons were carried out by 
a separate team assembled by the United Nations). The IAEA has more recently also 
been active in assessing Iran’s compliance with the NPT. However, it has no powers 
to enforce the treaty and must approach the UN Security Council to impose  sanctions 
for violations. This diffi culty of enforcement is compounded by a provision allowing 
any signatory to withdraw from the treaty with only three months’ notice “if it decides 
that extraordinary events . . . have jeopardized the supreme interests of its country.” 
Who decides what constitutes an extraordinary event or supreme  interest? Each state 
decides for itself. In January 2003 North Korea exercised its right to withdraw from 
the NPT, citing this provision. Subsequently, in October 2006 North Korea claimed 
to have tested its fi rst nuclear weapon. In response, the UN Security Council imposed 
sanctions, citing the threat posed to international peace and security. In 2007, North 
Korea agreed to suspend its nuclear program in exchange for fi nancial aid and the 
removal of sanctions. In the summer of 2008, North Korea even destroyed one of 
its nuclear reactors before a Western audience (video of which can be found on 
youtube.com), yet suspicions about North Korean intentions linger. More recently, 
 attention has focused on Iran, with some predicting the possibility of U.S. and/or 
Israeli  military action to destroy (or at least damage) its nuclear facilities.

In the fi nal analysis, however, the problem of nuclear proliferation is not really 
how many nations possess nuclear weapons, but rather which nations. Headlines 
announcing that Norway had gone nuclear would not exactly leave the world in a 
state of fear. The spread of nuclear weapons into the hands of certain nations  provokes 
more anxiety than the spread of weapons to others. But before we get into details of 
why some nations might provide cause for greater concern, we might ask an even 
more basic question: Do we need to be worried about nuclear proliferation at all? 
Some might think the answer is so obvious that the question need not even be asked. 
After all, are there people who actually view nuclear proliferation as desirable? Many 
would be surprised to fi nd that in fact there are serious analysts who consider nuclear 
weapons a good thing, a powerful force for peace and stability. For proliferation
optimists, more nuclear powers may indeed be a desirable goal, though there is dis-
agreement about how much proliferation is desirable. This  perspective contrasts with 
the more common argument of proliferation pessimists that the consequences of 
using nuclear weapons are potentially so disastrous that their proliferation should 

International Atomic 
Energy Agency (IAEA) 
Organization charged with 
monitoring compliance 
with the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty.

proliferation optimists 
Those who believe that the 
spread of nuclear weapons 
can contribute to interna-
tional peace and stability.

proliferation pessimists 
Those who believe that any 
spread of nuclear weapons 
is undesirable and should be 
prevented.
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be prevented if at all possible. This is the basic debate addressed in this chapter: 
Whether, and under what circumstances, nuclear weapons might be a force for peace 
and stability. Three basic positions are presented: the case for limited proliferation, 
the argument for nearly unlimited proliferation, and the case against any further 
proliferation.

The Case for Limited Proliferation
Debates about the consequences of nuclear proliferation derive in part from 

disagreements about the impact of nuclear weapons during the Cold War. John 
Mearsheimer has been particularly infl uential in setting the terms of the debate. 
In 1990, just as the Cold War was coming to an end, he claimed that the United 
States would soon miss the good old days of Cold War stability.9 As the United States 
basked in the glory of victory, it seemed odd that it would grow nostalgic for the Cold 
War. But Mearsheimer’s position was quite simple. In retrospect, he argued that the 
Cold War was a period of almost unprecedented great power peace, particularly in 
Europe, where two total wars had been waged in the three decades preceding 1945. 
Tens of millions of battlefi eld and civilian deaths were a testament to the instability of 
the pre–Cold War world. Despite the intensity of the Cold War superpower rivalry, 
there was never any direct military engagement between the United States and the 
Soviet Union. What accounted for this enduring peace in the face of intense rivalry? 
Mearsheimer thought nuclear weapons had a lot to do with it.

How did nuclear weapons help keep the peace? Mearsheimer based his analysis 
on the plausible assumption that nations start wars because they expect to win them. 
Only in rare instances do nations start wars they anticipate losing. Winning means 
that the expected benefi ts of war exceed the costs. Historically, however, nations have 
frequently miscalculated, often losing wars they initiated and expected to win. Before 
the nuclear era, decision makers confronted two major problems that contributed to 
the “fog” of war (mis)calculations. First, it was easy to misjudge the likely effects of 
using conventional weapons. Second, it was also easy to imagine that conventional 
weapons might be used in ways that would allow a nation to “win.” This is where 
the benefi ts of nuclear weapons come into play. With weapons of such incredibly 
destructive potential, there is simply no doubt that their use would result in such 
tremendous destruction that it would be impossible to reach the conclusion that 
war would bring greater benefi ts than costs. Nuclear weapons impose a clarity on 
strategic calculations that conventional weapons do not. By so obviously raising the 
potential costs of war relative to any conceivable benefi ts, nuclear weapons dramati-
cally reduced the chances that either the United States or the Soviet Union would risk 
their use. As Charles Krauthammer concludes, “Deterrence has a track record. For 
the entire postwar period it has maintained the peace between the two superpowers, 
preventing not only nuclear but conventional war as well.”10

Mearsheimer worried that the post–Cold War world would resemble Europe 
on the eve of World War I. No longer would there be only two major powers—a new, 
multipolar order would emerge. There was no assurance that a balance of power would 
be achieved among the major powers. Perhaps worst of all, many of these powers 
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would not have nuclear weapons. That is, the post–Cold War world was reverting to 
a world like the one that produced World War I and World War II. Though he did 
not predict a repetition of the world wars, Mearsheimer saw trouble coming.

In order to deal with this situation, Mearsheimer advocated a “managed prolif-
eration” of nuclear weapons, especially to Germany. When he was writing in 1990, 
the Soviet Union still existed as a unifi ed nation. It seemed clear to Mearsheimer that 
Germany and the Soviet Union would emerge as the dominant powers in Europe. Like 
all great powers, Germany and the Soviet Union would eventually fi nd themselves in 
confl ict. Because Germany could not rely forever on the American nuclear deterrent, 
stability in Europe required a German nuclear deterrent. Mearsheimer believed this 
was desirable and inevitable. And if it was going to happen, it should preferably occur 
in a “managed” and orderly fashion during a period of relative  international calm.

The Soviet Union’s demise in 1991 did not alter Mearsheimer’s opinion about 
the wisdom of a German nuclear arsenal, but it did create a new dilemma. The Soviet 
Union’s collapse left a sizable number of its nuclear weapons on the territory of some 
newly independent states, most notably Ukraine. What should be done with weapons 
Ukraine inherited from the Soviet Union? Consistently applying his logic, Mearsheimer 
advised Ukraine to keep its nuclear weapons. Russia, after all, would continue to 
 maintain a nuclear arsenal well into the future. Ukraine and Russia were bound to 
come into confl ict at some point. If both had nuclear weapons, the chances they would 
go to war would be greatly diminished. Mearsheimer was nothing if not consistent.11

Mearsheimer’s immediate focus was on the future of Europe, and he did not 
address fully the question of nuclear proliferation elsewhere. But how far can this logic 
extend? As Jonathan Schell (an opponent of proliferation) asks, “If, as many analysts 
say, [nuclear] deterrence was a successful solution to the dangers of the Cold War, 
then why should it not be accepted by all nations prone to confl ict?”12 Mearsheimer 
was unwilling to carry his argument to this logical extreme. His concern that German 
nuclear weapons be acquired in a managed fashion in tranquil times hinted that 
other times and settings may be too volatile. While advocating a Ukrainian nuclear 
 deterrent, he warned that “nuclear proliferation does not axiomatically promote 
peace and can in some cases even cause war.” He worried that “smaller European 
powers might lack the resources to make their nuclear force survivable, and vulner-
able nuclear forces would invite a fi rst strike in the event of a crisis.”13 If there are 
reasons to fear that some smaller European powers may be ill prepared to build and 
maintain the necessary nuclear forces, one might conclude that few countries outside 
of Europe possess the requisite resources. And certainly, North Korea and Iran would 
not be among them.

The Case for Widespread Proliferation
Mearsheimer was not the fi rst to see virtues in nuclear proliferation. Long before 

the end of the Cold War, Kenneth Waltz had made a very similar argument. Waltz, 
however, did not see the benefi ts of nuclear proliferation as limited to the handful of 
states. In arguing that more nuclear weapons may be better even in the most danger-
ous of places, Waltz provides an extreme case in favor of nuclear proliferation.14
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Waltz, like Mearsheimer, views nuclear weapons as good because they increase 
the potential costs of war, thereby decreasing the chances for war. Waltz is as succinct 
as possible: “War becomes less likely as the costs of war rise in relation to the possible 
gains.”15 As long as each side knows that any use of nuclear weapons would result in 
its own destruction, such weapons will not be used, and situations that might entail 
their use will be mostly avoided. This is the situation that existed between the United 
States and the Soviet Union and became known as mutual assured  destruction 
(MAD). In order for MAD to exist, both powers need to have the ability to absorb 
an attack by the other side and have enough nuclear weapons left over to infl ict 
 unacceptable destruction in retaliation. This requires an invulnerable second-strike
capability—that is, nuclear weapons that the other side cannot eliminate in the fi rst 
strike. The United States and the Soviet Union accomplished this by putting a lot 
of nuclear weapons in places where the other side could not effectively attack them 
(e.g., underground in missile silos and underwater in submarines). Mearsheimer’s 
concern that lesser powers may not be able to build and maintain invulnerable forces 
focuses on this issue.

Waltz agrees that invulnerable nuclear forces are the key to stable nuclear 
 deterrence. But, in his view, it is relatively easy to build and maintain an invulnerable 
second-strike capability. Take the case of Pakistan and India. Waltz claims that they 
do not need hundreds or thousands of very expensive nuclear weapons in subma-
rines and fortifi ed silos in order to maintain deterrence. A handful of weapons will 
do the job because “once a country has a small number of deliverable warheads of 
uncertain location, it has a second strike force.”16 Pakistan needs only ten or twenty 
nuclear weapons to infl ict incredible damage and casualties on India. Nuclear weap-
ons landing in Delhi and Calcutta alone could kill millions. This would certainly 
raise the potential costs of war to an unacceptable level. So in order for stable nuclear 
deterrence (MAD) to exist, all each country needs is a few nuclear weapons the other 
side cannot locate and target. A few well-concealed or mobile missiles would do 
the trick. This is where Mearsheimer and Waltz part company: Mearsheimer views 
nuclear deterrence as a good thing, but he thinks it is expensive and diffi cult. Waltz 
agrees that nuclear deterrence is a good thing, but unlike Mearsheimer he thinks it 
is relatively cheap and easy. For Waltz, any nation with the resources to get nuclear 
weapons in the fi rst place is almost certainly capable of acquiring enough invulner-
able weapons to create stable deterrence.

Fears that countries like Iran or North Korea might get nuclear weapons, 
 however, are not always based solely on assessments of their ability to build stable 
deterrents. Even with the necessary weapons, some measure of rationality is essen-
tial for deterrence to hold. Decision makers must understand the futility of using 
nuclear weapons. This is where the specter of irrational rogue states enters the 
equation. Andrew Sullivan expresses the fear that lurks in many discussions of 
proliferation: “The problem with deterrence and Iran’s current regime, I think, lies 
in its religious orientation. . . . We are dealing with a religious movement in which 
suicide bombing is a virtue. How do we deter suicide bombers? We cannot.”17

Waltz sees no reason to assume that today’s so-called rogue leaders will prove 
less rational or prudent than predecessors like Joseph Stalin or Mao Zedong. In 
fact, one of the best things about nuclear deterrence is that it does not require an 

mutual assured 
 destruction (MAD) 
A strategic reality and 
doctrine in which any use 
of nuclear weapons would 
inevitably entail one’s own 
destruction. Achieved when 
each party possesses an 
invulnerable second-strike 
(retaliatory) capability.

invulnerable  second-strike 
Nuclear weapons that cannot 
be destroyed in a preemptive 
attack, providing the ability 
to respond to any attack 
with a second (retaliatory) 
strike.
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incredible level of rationality to understand the harsh realities. It is useful to recall 
the  reaction to China going nuclear in 1964. At the time Mao Zedong was viewed as 
a rogue leader: bellicose, unpredictable, brutal, ideological, and fanatical. Certainly 
this was someone to trust with nuclear weapons. There was even consideration of 
a  preemptive attack on China’s small arsenal. We tend to forget this today because 
Mao and his successors proved perfectly responsive to the dynamics and threats of 
deterrence. Comparing some supposedly “crazy” leaders to recent U.S. presidents, 
Waltz wondered why “we continually worry about the leaders of ‘rogue’ states—the 
likes of Qaddafi , Saddam and Kim Il Sung.” Though supposedly irrational, “they 
have  survived for many years, despite great internal and external dangers.” Somewhat 
tongue in cheek, Waltz goes on to suggest that “their cognitive skills. . . . are more 
impressive than those of, say, Jimmy Carter or George Bush [the fi rst one]. Given 
all the advantages of presidential incumbency, Carter and Bush managed to stay in 
offi ce for only four years.” As a result, he doubts that “hardy political survivors in 
the Third World [are] likely to run the greatest of all risks by drawing the wrath of 
the world down on them by accidentally or in anger exploding nuclear weapons they 
may have.”18 In response to Sullivan’s worries about suicide bombers, Waltz would 
observe that there is a world of difference between sending a few poor souls off to 
their deaths and courting national annihilation. Nothing promotes sober refl ection 
like a few hundred or thousand nuclear weapons staring you in the face.

Exactly What Are We Worried About?
There is sometimes a lack of clarity about what exactly worries opponents of 

 proliferation. Is the danger that new nuclear powers will use these weapons against 
the United States or that they will use them against each other? These are two distinct 
 problems. Waltz is least worried about the prospect of an attack on the United States. 
The reason is simple: the overwhelming power of its nuclear deterrent. Any nation using 
nuclear weapons against the United States could be rest assured that it would be on the 
receiving end of a devastating response, because nuclear  missiles come with a “return 
address.” Whatever one thinks about some of the world’s more unsavory leaders, it is 
probably safe to assume they have no desire to rule over a  radioactive parking lot. This, 
presumably, is why the United States keeps several thousand nuclear weapons: to deter 
those who need to be deterred. They are not there to deter France and Great Britain.

But even if nuclear weapons are not used against the United States, might new 
nuclear powers use them against each other? Again, Waltz thinks it will  generally be 
easy for stable deterrence to emerge as nuclear weapons proliferate. There is some 
 evidence supporting this position. Examining the India–Pakistan crisis of 1990, 
Devin Haggerty concludes that “New Delhi and Islamabad were deterred from war 
by their recognition of each other’s nuclear capabilities . . . [which] lends further 
 support to the already impressive evidence that the chief impact of nuclear weapons 
is to deter war between their possessors.”19 Nonetheless, even Waltz concedes that in 
the fi nal analysis “no one can say that nuclear weapons will never be used.” Though 
 confi dent that new powers are extremely unlikely to use their weapons against the 
major nuclear powers, Waltz grants a somewhat greater possibility that they might 
use them against each other. What then? In what some might consider a callous 
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and/or cavalier response, Waltz answers that “if such states use nuclear weapons, the 
world will not end. The use of nuclear weapons by lesser powers would hardly  trigger 
them elsewhere.”20 For opponents of proliferation, the mere fact that the world would 
not end offers little comfort.

The Case Against Nuclear Proliferation
Much of the case in favor of nuclear proliferation relies on the argument that 

nuclear weapons served to stabilize U.S.–Soviet relations during the Cold War. Those 
who have a less benign view of nuclear proliferation usually reject this analysis of the 
Cold War peace. The problem is a familiar one: We cannot assume that because we 
had nuclear weapons and peace that we had peace because of nuclear weapons. To use 
the familiar cliché, correlation does not prove causation.

Alternative interpretations of the Cold War peace relegate nuclear weapons to a 
much less important, and perhaps completely irrelevant, role. Historian John Lewis 
Gaddis, who coined the description of the Cold War as the “long peace,” lists nuclear 
weapons as only one of many factors that helped the superpowers avoid war. He accords 
much greater weight to the simplicity of bipolarity, the  essentially  conservative nature 
of political leadership in both societies, the emergence of norms of peaceful compe-
tition between the two countries, and their geographical  distance from each other.21

Others go one step further, arguing that nuclear weapons were completely irrelevant. 
For John Mueller, the two world wars were enough to convince U.S. and Soviet leaders 
that even a conventional war would have imposed costs exceeding any potential gains. 
Using a colorful metaphor to illustrate the  comparative destructiveness of conventional 
and nuclear war, Mueller observes that “a jump from the fi ftieth fl oor is probably quite 
a bit more horrible to think about than a jump from the fi fth fl oor, but anyone who 
fi nds life even minimally satisfying is extremely unlikely to do either.”22

Of course, as Robert Malcolmson explains, it is impossible to offer any fi nal, 
defi nitive answer to the question of whether nuclear weapons kept the Cold War 
peace: “perhaps the nuclear threat played a major role in deterring war, perhaps it 
did not: the fact is, we do not know and never will.” Though Malcolmson believes 
it likely that “the fear of nuclear catastrophe probably did impose some restraint on 
the actions of the superpowers,” he wonders whether “it is possible to establish the 
 relative importance of this restraining fear.” Because we cannot provide fi rm answers 
to these questions, the supposedly pacifying impact of nuclear weapons is a rather 
shaky basis for increasing the number of nations with their fi ngers on the nuclear 
trigger. No matter how compelling the argument might seem, “the proposition that 
nuclear deterrence kept the peace is not a matter of knowledge, it is a matter of belief 
and often rather dogmatic belief.”23

The Gamble of Proliferation
One of the most effective strategies in any debate is to take your opponent’s best 

argument and turn it against them. Proliferation optimists rest much of their case on the 
seemingly commonsensical notion that because nuclear weapons increase the potential 
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costs of war, their possession reduces the chances for war. Even if this  fundamental 
point is granted, opponents of proliferation see a weakness. Mearsheimer and Waltz 
do not, and really cannot, argue that nuclear weapons eliminate the chances for war. As 
Waltz is honest enough to admit, “No one can say that nuclear weapons will never be 
used.”24 At best, nuclear weapons only reduce the chances for war. But by how much? 
Do nuclear weapons lower the odds of another India–Pakistan war by 10 percent, 
50 percent, or 90 percent? No one can claim to know. This uncertainty is important 
because it highlights that advocates of proliferation are willing to make a trade-off. 
They admit that an India–Pakistan war with nuclear weapons would be much more 
destructive than one without them—indeed, this is the very crux of their argument—
but in their view the reduced chances of war are worth taking the risk of a much more 
destructive war. Proliferation proponents, to put it crudely, are  willing to “play the 
odds,” though without knowing exactly what these odds are. But, critics  wonder, do 
nuclear weapons reduce the chances for war enough, given the potentially horrifi c con-
sequences of their use? As Steven Miller concludes, “Even a small risk of war despite 
nuclear weapons makes nuclear proliferation too dangerous to contemplate. . . . When 
one considers the stakes and risks involved, the gamble is too great.”25

Why Worry About Iran But Not Germany?
Why would proliferation of nuclear weapons to some states elicit greater anxiety 

than proliferation to others? Many within the Third World see a mildly racist double 
standard: As long as nuclear weapons remain in the hands of Northern (i.e., white) 
nations, there is no problem; it is only when all those different-looking people in 
Asia and the Middle East get them that Westerners need to worry. Ahmed Hashim 
 suggests that such fears are based on “hoary cliché about the irrationality and cal-
lousness of leaders and peoples in the Middle East.”26 From this perspective, the 
insistence on preventing any further proliferation reinforces a nuclear apartheid
that gives current nuclear powers an enduring strategic advantage. Most opponents 
of proliferation, of course, would reject such charges, insisting that there are good 
reasons to be concerned.

From the perspective of the United States at least, Germany or Israel with nuclear 
weapons is less troubling than Iran or North Korea because Germany and Israel 
are our allies. Nuclear weapons in the hands of friends are less worrisome than in 
the hands of enemies. But concerns about proliferation to developing countries go 
beyond considerations of their political allegiances. The fact that all nations  currently 
pursuing nuclear weapons are relatively poor causes the most concern. This is because 
their relative poverty will infl uence how many nuclear weapons they are likely to 
build as well as what kind. The fear is that poor nations will be able to afford only a 
small number of the most basic and worst types of nuclear weapons. This will bring 
all the drawbacks and risks of nuclear weapons but none of the benefi ts, introducing 
weapons of mass destruction into volatile situations where nations lack the techno-
logical and fi nancial resources to maintain adequate deterrents.

Mutual assured destruction in the U.S.–Soviet context came about because each 
nation had thousands of nuclear weapons located in places that the other could not 
get to, such as underground silos and underwater submarines. This meant that any 

nuclear apartheid A term 
used by critics of attempts 
to create two classes of 
nations—those allowed to 
possess nuclear weapons 
and those who cannot be 
trusted with them. The term 
apartheid has unavoidable 
racial connotations because 
of its association with 
the white supremacist 
regime that used to exist in 
South Africa.
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attack would be met with a devastating counterattack. Consequently, there was never 
any incentive to use nuclear weapons fi rst. The two powers spent billions and billions 
of dollars and rubles building these arsenals. Proliferation pessimists worry that new 
nuclear powers will never be able to do likewise. Iran, North Korea, Pakistan, and 
India are likely to have arsenals measured in the dozens or hundreds, not thousands. 
These weapons will be based above ground rather than in invulnerable silos or sub-
marines because this is easier and cheaper. This being the case, the argument goes, 
we cannot assume that the pacifying effects of nuclear weapons during the Cold War 
will be replicated in new contexts.

So what if two opponents have only a few nuclear weapons? Wouldn’t just fi ve 
or six nuclear explosions create enough damage to increase costs of war beyond any 
possible gains? On an objective level, the answer is probably yes. But what matters is 
whether those making decisions about war and peace believe it. In the fi nal  analysis, 
deterrence is a psychological dynamic that relies on decision makers’ beliefs and 
expectations about the likely consequences of certain actions. One nation’s fi fty or a 
hundred nuclear weapons will deter only if potential aggressors are convinced those 
weapons will be used and the damage infl icted will be unacceptable. When a nation 
has 25,000 nuclear weapons, it is almost impossible to reach any other conclusion. 
Things may be very different with only a few dozen weapons. Proliferation  opponents 
worry that with only a handful of weapons, nuclear powers might come to believe, 
however incorrectly, that a limited nuclear war might be winnable.

History is replete with examples of leaders who were unable to recognize what in 
hindsight appears obvious. The leaders of Europe on the eve of World War I failed 
to grasp the potential horrors of the war that awaited them, even though they were 
aware of each other’s huge armies with massive quantities of weapons. In 1914, deter-
rence failed miserably. During the crisis between India and Pakistan in the spring 
and summer of 2002, some observers were disturbed by what they saw as widespread 
“nuclear denial.” Among the general population there was little awareness of what 
nuclear weapons could actually do. Even among some in the military there was a 
disturbingly cavalier attitude toward the possible consequences of nuclear war. One 
Pakistani general, when asked about fears of nuclear war, responded, “I don’t know 
what you’re worried about. You can die crossing the street, hit by a car, or you could 
die in a nuclear war. You’ve got to die someday anyway.”27 Though we should not 
draw too large an inference from the off-the-cuff remarks of a single general, such 
comments certainly do not reveal an appreciation of the devastation nuclear  weapons 
could bring. Kenneth Waltz may be correct about the futility of using even a few 
weapons, but unfortunately he will not be making the decisions. We need not assume 
rampant irrationality in order to worry that miscalculations, misperceptions, and 
wishful thinking might lead to the failure of deterrence in a crisis or war between 
 bitter rivals. It has happened before.

A Very Delicate Balance of Terror28

Even for basically rational decision makers, nuclear arsenals consisting of a few 
weapons in vulnerable positions create several basic problems. In addition to the 
 possibility that a nuclear war with only a few weapons might be viewed as winnable, 
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there are serious dilemmas relating to what strategists call crisis  stability, or the 
 likelihood that a crisis will escalate to (nuclear) war. One fear is that in a crisis between 
nations with relatively small nuclear arsenals there will be a strong temptation for 
both sides to launch a preemptive strike—that is, an initial attack to  eliminate the 
nuclear forces of the other side before it has a chance to use them. If two enemies 
have  thousands of weapons in many different places, as was the case with the United 
States and the Soviet Union, a preemptive attack would be futile. There would be 
no possibility of actually eliminating all the other side’s weapons, and whatever 
 weapons remained would surely be launched in retaliation. With only a small num-
ber of weapons in vulnerable places, a preemptive attack becomes a feasible, even 
attractive, option.

To make matters even worse, there will also be strong pressures to adopt a policy 
of launch on warning—that is, to fi re one’s weapons the moment one suspects an 
attack is under way. The danger is that if one side waits for an attack to be completed 
before responding, they may fi nd themselves with few or no weapons for retaliation. 
They could be placed in a “use them or lose them” situation. And because there 
may be only four or fi ve minutes’ warning time of an attack from Pakistan on India 
or vice versa, the time pressures on decision makers will be intense. And when the 
warning time is so short that decisions need to be almost instantaneous, the danger of 
inadvertent nuclear war increases dramatically. During the Cold War the superpow-
ers would have had thirty to forty minutes to determine if an attack was real. Even 
though thirty minutes might not be a lot of time to make a decision on which the 
future of humanity rests, it was suffi cient to allow mistaken indications that an attack 
was under way (and there were several such incidents during the Cold War) to be 
detected before any rash decisions were made regarding retaliation.29

As a result of these crucial differences, critics of nuclear proliferation believe that 
we cannot extrapolate the U.S.–Soviet experience into the most likely scenarios for 
future nuclear proliferation. Even if nuclear weapons did produce, or at least con-
tribute to, the superpower peace, it was only because the United States and the Soviet 
Union had the money and technology to build a lot of the right kinds of weapons. 
They also had the technology and time that allowed them to avoid rash, impulsive 
decisions that might have led to war by mistake. It was a balance of terror, to be sure, 
but it was a stable balance of terror. Nuclear proliferation will produce more balances 
of terror in the world, but these are likely to be delicate, fragile, and unstable.

Terrorists, Black Markets, and Nuclear Handoffs
There is one aspect of nuclear proliferation that everyone agrees on: the acquisi-

tion of nuclear weapons by nonstate actors (a euphemism for terrorist groups in 
this context) would be an unmitigated disaster. Even those who do not worry much 
about so-called rogue states armed with nuclear weapons concede that this would be 
a problem of a different order. It is not hard to understand why. When  dealing with 
states, there is always at least the possibility of deterrence. Even leaders we despise 
and whose rationality might be questioned have assets that can be targeted and whose 
destruction can be threatened in order to prevent them from using their weapons. The 
threat of utter annihilation is plausible and easily understood. With nonstate actors 

crisis stability 
The  presence or absence 
of incentives to initiate 
military action in the event 
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weapons.
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 indications that it is under 
attack (as opposed to 
waiting for the attack to be 
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the problem, as Carl Builder explains, is that “an opponent cannot be deterred by the 
threat of nuclear weapons if that opponent has no defi nable society to threaten.”30

Presumably, these groups would not go to the trouble of getting nuclear weapons 
unless they are willing to use them, and since the option of deterrence would not 
exist, nothing would prevent them from doing so.

Opponents of proliferation argue that we cannot treat proliferation to states and 
nonstate actors as if they were separate, unrelated problems. The proliferation of 
nuclear weapons to other states increases the likelihood of proliferation to nonstate 
actors. How so? We need to remember that building nuclear weapons is no easy feat. 
States with a lot of resources at their disposal often require decades before they are 
fi nally successful. The problem is not the knowledge of how to build a bomb—a few 
hours on the Internet will yield the necessary plans. The big obstacle is getting one’s 
hands on the fi ssile material—that is, the fuel that feeds the explosion, plutonium 
or highly enriched uranium (HEU). These are not naturally occurring substances 
and are very diffi cult and expensive to produce. It is extremely unlikely that a non-
state actor could manufacture either plutonium or HEU on its own. If a terrorist 
group does get nuclear weapons, there are two likely routes—acquiring either the 
fi ssile material or a completed weapon from state actors. This could occur either 
 voluntarily, as a so-called handoff from a sympathetic regime or some faction within 
it, or through a black market. Thus, there is a potential link between nuclear pro-
liferation to states and the likelihood that terrorist organizations might get them. It 
only stands to reason that more nuclear powers, more nuclear weapons, and more 
nuclear fuel in the world will only increase the chances that weapons will wind up in 
the wrong hands. And since the dangers of nuclear weapons in the hands of nonde-
terrable actors are so immense, the argument goes, we need to prevent anything that 
increases this risk, including proliferation to other states.

Other Weapons of Mass Destruction
Concern about nuclear weapons proliferation is often expressed in the context 

of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) more generally, a category that includes 
chemical and biological weapons as well as radiological weapons or “dirty bombs.” 
Chemical weapons include such things as nerve gas or other substances that  disable or 
kill people who are exposed to such weapons. Biological weapons involve the release 
of bacteria or viruses that cause disease. Radiological weapons are conventional 
bombs that would spread radioactive material. In the lead up to the 2003 Iraq War, 
for example, the Bush administration emphasized the possible presence of chemical 
and biological weapons, not nuclear weapons, in Iraq. Though Iraq was suspected of 
having a nuclear weapons program, most thought it would be some time before that 
the country could have any nuclear weapons.

On one level there are good reasons to be more worried about these other WMDs. 
One good thing about nuclear weapons is that they are both diffi cult and expensive to 
build. But because chemical and biological weapons are easier and cheaper to build, 
other states and organizations are more likely to acquire them. This is why biological 
weapons are often referred to as the “poor man’s nuke.” This is not to say that it is 
easy to make usable biological weapons—there are still many obstacles to growing 
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and weaponizing biological agents. Chemical weapons, the easiest to manufacture, 
were used almost a century ago when soldiers in World War I confronted a variety 
of gasses on the battlefi eld. Though certainly frightening, it would be diffi cult for 
chemical weapons to achieve nuclear-like destructiveness. For this reason, it might 
be a mistake to classify them as genuine weapons of mass destruction. On the other 
hand, a successful biological attack with a highly infectious and lethal agent could 
produce casualties of nuclear proportions.

Unlike nuclear weapons, however, there is no real debate about the merits of 
chemical and biological weapons proliferation. No one seriously argues that the 
world would be a better and more stable place with more biological weapons. One 
reason is that although a nuclear bomb would produce great damage, its effects can 
be contained and calculated. But once an infectious biological agent is released into 
the human population, its eventual course cannot be controlled. It is almost impos-
sible to know where the agent will travel, whom it will kill, or how many. Because 
these weapons are so inherently unpredictable, it is diffi cult to imagine how they 
would fi t into any rational policy of deterrence.

Conclusion
The debate over whether the spread of nuclear weapons contributes to peace 

and stability is largely an in-house discussion among realists. Kenneth Waltz, who 
advocates widespread proliferation, and John Mearsheimer, who favors more 
 limited proliferation, are both self-described realists. Other realists oppose any 
 further proliferation. This divergence among realists illustrates something we have 
seen already: Debates exist not only between and among different perspectives, 
but also within them. Despite shared assumptions, people can arrive at different 
conclusions.

Both Mearsheimer and Waltz agree that nuclear deterrence can be a powerful 
force for peace. They also agree that nuclear deterrence works because it increases 
the costs of war, thus making it less likely that war will be initiated. The connections 
between this argument for nuclear deterrence and the realist worldview are easy to 
discern. Realists have always emphasized the inevitability of confl ict among nations. 
International confl ict, like social confl ict in general, can never be entirely eliminated. 
Politics is about the management of confl ict, not its elimination. In the absence of a 
central government to deal with disputes among nations, the distribution of power 
becomes a critical factor infl uencing whether confl icts lead to war. Realists have 
 generally seen a balance of power between antagonists as the most stable situation. 
When a balance of power exists, neither side can be confi dent of prevailing in a war, 
which decreases the likelihood that war would be initiated. States are deterred from 
going to war because of the fear that they might lose. The argument that nuclear 
weapons are a stabilizing force is an understandable extension of this basic logic. 
Confl icts are prevented from escalating to war not by eliminating the underlying 
cause of the dispute but by convincing both sides they have much more to lose than 
to gain. Thus, nuclear weapons deter war in much the same way as the balance of 
power. The logic is quintessentially realist.
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Acceptance of the general argument, however, does not always lead to agree-
ment on specifi c issues. This is because additional questions need to be answered 
before general principles can be translated into policy: What constitutes an adequate 
deterrent? Which nations have the capacity to build a suffi cient deterrent? The basic 
assumptions of realism do not provide answers to these questions. Because realists 
make different judgments on these issues, they do not agree on whether nuclear weap-
ons decrease or increase the danger of war between Ukraine and Russia or between 
India and Pakistan. An essentially realist argument can be made either way. The basic 
principles of realism (or any other perspective) provide a general framework, not a 
detailed road map, for thinking about international problems.

Even though realists have dominated discussions about the consequences of 
nuclear proliferation, they have not monopolized it. Liberals have also weighed in 
on the question, generally opposing proliferation in favor of strengthening the NPT 
and other international efforts to control the spread of nuclear weapons. But liberal 
opposition to proliferation usually does not focus on the ability or inability of nations 
to build an adequate deterrent. Liberal opposition to proliferation derives from a 
deeper unease with nuclear deterrence itself. Stripped to its barest essentials, the case 
for nuclear deterrence is an argument for peace based on fear. Peace is not brought 
about by accommodation, reconciliation, or resolving of the issues that produced 
confl ict in the fi rst place. Peace prevails because nuclear weapons make war too hor-
rible to contemplate. For realists, who view some measure of international confl ict as 
inevitable, the logic of peace through deterrence or fear makes sense. But liberals have 
always been uncomfortable with the notion that peace is preserved by making the 
costs of war ever more horrifi c. Liberals would rather bring about peace by fi nding a 
way to resolve the issue(s) that create hostility. A peace based on the mutual threat of 
total destruction is not a long-term solution to anything and merely perpetuates and 
exacerbates confl ict. For liberals, the debate over proliferation raises issues that go 
well beyond worries about crisis stability. As Jonathan Schell explains, “The principle 
strategic question is whether the doctrine of deterrence, having been framed during 
the cold war, will now be discredited as logically absurd and morally bankrupt or, on 
the contrary, recommended to nations all over the world.”31 For Schell, the narrow 
focus on the consequences of proliferation obscures the more important question. 
The most pressing issue is not whether any more nations should get nuclear weapons, 
but whether any nation should have them in the fi rst place.
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Can a Nuclear Iran Be Deterred?
For the last half century nuclear deterrence has worked, or at least it has not failed. 
Nuclear weapons have never been used (other than in tests) since the United States 
dropped the atomic bomb. Whether this was the result of the compelling logic of 
nuclear deterrence or sheer luck is a matter of debate, as we saw in this chapter. This 
debate gets renewed whenever a new nation appears ready to join the nuclear club. 
In the summer of 2006, attention in this regard focused on Iran. Despite protesta-
tions that Iran’s nuclear program was peaceful and designed to produce energy, most 
observers believed that the country’s goal was to develop nuclear weapons. Diplomats 
from Europe, the United States, Russia, and China spent much of the summer trying 
to fi nd a way to stop Iran from going nuclear. But beyond the debate over how to 
prevent a nuclear Iran is the more fundamental question of why a nuclear Iran would 
be so dangerous. The basic issue is whether a nuclear Iran could be dealt with using 
the normal dynamics of nuclear deterrence. Many assume that it could not be. But 
why? In his essay below, Graham Allison expresses the commonly held view that Iran 
differs from past nuclear powers and might not be deterrable. Christopher Layne, 
however, sees no reason why deterrence would not be effective. With whom do you 
agree and why?

The Nightmare This Time: A Nuclear Showdown Could 
Be This Generation’s Cuban Missile Crisis; Here Are the 
Reasons We Must Not Let It Come to That (2006)

Graham Allison

According to a recent Gallup poll, most Americans now view Iran as our country’s 
greatest national enemy. Indeed, a Washington Post–ABC News survey reports that 
42 percent of Americans support a military strike to prevent Iran from developing 
nuclear technology. Online betting sites make the odds of a US or Israeli airstrike 
against Iran . . . as 1 in 3.

As Senator John McCain has summed up the hard-line position. “There is only 
one thing worse than the US exercising a military option, and that is a nuclear 
armed Iran.”

On the other hand, some commentators, even in the administration, now 
 suggest that a nuclear-armed Iran is inevitable. “Look, the Pakistanis and the North 

Source: Graham Allison, “The Nightmare This Time: A Nuclear Showdown with Iran Could 
Be This Generation’s Cuban Missile Crisis; Here Are the Reasons We Must Not Let It Come to 
That,” Boston Globe, March 12, 2006. Reprinted by permission of the author.
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Koreans got the bomb,” a “senior offi cial” told the New York Times, “and they 
didn’t have Iran’s money or engineering expertise.”

As citizens, we are watching a slow-mo Cuban missile crisis in which events are 
moving, seemingly inexorably, toward a crossroads at which President Bush will 
have to decide between McCain’s options. Before we get there, however, Americans 
should vigorously debate the bottom-line question: Can we live with a nuclear Iran?

Barry Posen, professor of political science at MIT, has presented the most 
cogent argument for the proposition that “we could readily manage a nuclear 
Iran.” Writing recently on the New York Times op-ed page, he identifi ed and 
refuted the two most commonly cited reasons for opposing a nuclear Iran: that 
it would attempt to destroy Israel or strike the United States. Such an action, he 
rightly argues, would be suicidal for the Iranian regime. In either case, a nuclear 
attack would trigger overwhelming retaliation that could end life in Persia for a 
century to come.

Yet Posen’s attempt to deal with a third concern—namely, Iran’s transfer of 
nuclear weapons to terrorists who might use them—is less satisfactory. Relying 
on the Cold War logic of deterrence, he asserts that “Iran would have to worry 
that the victim would discover the weapon’s origin and visit a terrible revenge on 
Iran.” Worry, yes. But Israel and the US have to worry even more about an Iranian 
president who denies the Holocaust and asserts that “Israel must be wiped off the 
map.” Might he not also believe that he could sneak a weapon to Al-Qaeda, Hamas, 
or Hezbollah with no fi ngerprints?

Tehran might not be overly concerned about getting caught—and with good 
reason. If a terrorist exploded a nuclear bomb in Tel Aviv or Boston, Iran would 
not be the only suspected source. The bomb could have come from Pakistan, 
Russia, or elsewhere in the former Soviet Union, where thousands of potential 
nuclear weapons are vulnerable to theft.

The US government is actively pursuing improvements in its nuclear forensic 
capability to increase the likelihood that it could identify the fi ssile material that 
powered a terrorist’s bomb. But it’s worth noting that more than two years after 
Libya’s Khadafy disclosed his nuclear activities, the US has yet to conclude which 
nation provided him with enough uranium hexafl uoride to make a nuclear bomb.

Before accepting the answer that the US can deal with an Iranian nuclear bomb, 
four further risks must be weighed: the threat of proliferation, the danger of an 
accidental or unauthorized nuclear launch, the risk of theft of an Iranian weapon or 
materials, and the prospect of a preemptive Israeli attack.

“A Cascade of Proliferation”
The current nonproliferation regime is a set of agreements between the nuclear 
“haves” and “have-nots,” including the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty, in which 
184 nations agreed to eschew nuclear weapons and existing nuclear weapons states 
pledged to sharply diminish the role of such weapons in international politics. 
Since 1970, the treaty has stopped the spread of nuclear weapons with only two 
exceptions (India and Pakistan).

UN Secretary General Kofi  Annan’s High Level Panel on Threats, Challenges, 
and Change warned in December 2004 that current developments in Iran and 
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North Korea threatened to erode the entire nonproliferation regime to a point of 
“irreversibility” that could trigger a “cascade of proliferation.” If Iran crosses its 
nuclear fi nish line, a Middle Eastern cascade of new nuclear weapons states could 
produce the fi rst multiparty nuclear arms race, far more volatile than the Cold War 
competition between the US and USSR.

Given Egypt’s historic role as the leader of the Arab Middle East, the prospects 
of it living unarmed alongside a nuclear Persia are very low. The International 
Atomic Energy Agency’s reports of clandestine nuclear experiments hint that Cairo 
may have considered this possibility. Were Saudi Arabia to buy a dozen nuclear 
warheads that could be mated to the Chinese medium-range ballistic missiles it 
purchased secretly in the 1980s, few in the American intelligence community would 
be surprised. Given its role as the major fi nancier of Pakistan’s clandestine nuclear 
program in the 1980s, it is not out of the question that Riyadh and Islamabad have 
made secret arrangements for this contingency.

In 1962, bilateral competition between the US and the Soviet Union led to 
the Cuban missile crisis, which historians now call “the most dangerous moment 
in human history.” After the crisis, President Kennedy estimated the likelihood of 
nuclear war as “between 1 in 3 and even.” A multiparty nuclear arms race in the 
Middle East would be like playing Russian roulette with fi ve bullets in a  six-chamber 
revolver—dramatically increasing the likelihood of a regional nuclear war.

Accidental or Unauthorized Nuclear Launch
A new nuclear state goes through a period of “nuclear adolescence” that poses 
special dangers of accidental or unauthorized use—and Iran would be no  different. 
When a state fi rst acquires a small number of nuclear weapons, those weapons 
become a tempting target: Successful attack would disarm any capacity to retaliate 
with nuclear weapons. Fearing preemption, new nuclear weapons states rationally 
adopt loose command and control arrangements. But control arrangements loose 
enough to guard against decapitation inherently mean more fi ngers on more trig-
gers and consequently more prospects of a nuclear weapons launch.

Theft from an Uncertain Iranian Regime
For outsiders, Iran appears to be a black box. Beneath this exterior, however, there 
are multiple centers of power and competing security structures. The supreme 
leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, who commands the armed forces, appears to have 
the last word on nuclear policy. But three other groups share constitutional  authority 
over foreign policy with the leader: President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad; former 
president Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani as head of the Expediency Council, which 
resolves confl icts among government branches; and the Foreign Ministry. Sharp 
 differences among these groups reveal themselves in contradictory statements.

Could rogue elements within Iran’s nuclear or security establishment divert 
nuclear weapons or nuclear materials to other nations or to terrorists? Stop and 
think about what we have learned recently about the father of Pakistan’s nuclear 
bomb, A. Q. Khan. Over the decade of the 1990s, he became the fi rst global nuclear 
black marketer, running what Mohamed ElBaradei, the director of the International 
Atomic Energy Agency, has called a “Wal-Mart of private-sector proliferation.” 
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His network sold to Libya, North Korea, Iran, and others nuclear warhead designs, 
technologies for producing nuclear weapons, and even the uranium hexafl uoride 
precursor of nuclear bomb fuel.

An Israeli Attack on Iran’s Nuclear Facilities
Lieutenant General Dan Halutz, the Israeli military’s chief of staff, has called an 
Iranian nuclear bomb “Israel’s sole existential threat.” . . . Prime Minister Ehud 
Olmert has warned unambiguously: “Under no circumstances, and at no point, can 
Israel allow anyone with these kinds of malicious designs against us to have control 
of weapons of destruction that can threaten our existence.”

The Israeli national security establishment has focused anxiously on a red line 
that Iran will cross when it achieves “technical independence”—suffi cient knowl-
edge about how to construct and operate a limited cascade of centrifuges that could 
produce enough highly enriched uranium for its own nuclear bombs. The head of 
Mossad, Israel’s secret service, states publicly that Iran could cross that red line by 
July [2006]. In contrast, Washington talks about a different, and much later, red 
line: when Iran achieves industrial-level production of enriched uranium, or even 
operates an industrial-level production facility long enough to produce suffi cient 
material for a bomb. Although US estimates differ, none predict this will occur 
sooner than fi ve years from now. The danger, therefore, is that Israel will make up 
its mind to strike Iran before the US has had time to fully consider its options.

Israel will not ask for American permission before attacking Iranian nuclear 
facilities at Isfahan and Natanz. But the US will be blamed throughout the Middle 
East as a hidden coconspirator. Retaliation by the Iranian government and by 
those who sympathize with Osama bin Laden will target not only Israelis, but also 
Americans and American interests, including oil-tanker traffi c in the Persian Gulf.

As Henry A. Kissinger has noted, a defi ning challenge for statesmen is to 
 recognize “a change in the international environment so likely to undermine 
national security that it must be resisted no matter what form the threat takes or 
how ostensibly legitimate it appears.” Iran’s emergence as a nuclear armed state 
would constitute just such a catastrophic transformation for the United States. 
But just as JFK refused to choose between accepting nuclear weapons in Cuba or 
 attacking the Soviet Union during the Cuban missile crisis, the challenge today is to 
fi nd additional options, short of war, to stop Iran’s acquisition of nuclear arms.

Iran: The Logic of Deterrence (2006)

Christopher Layne

At this writing it is not known if the United Nations, when it receives the report of 
the International Atomic Energy Agency on the status of Iran’s compliance with 
the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, will impose sanctions on Tehran or whether 

Source: Christopher Layne, “Iran: The Logic of Deterrence,” The American Conservative, April 
10, 2006. Reprinted by permission of The American Conservative.
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a last-minute diplomatic compromise will avert—at least for the time being—the 
need for punitive measures. Neither outcome, however, will bring about a defi ni-
tive resolution of the deepening crisis between the U.S. and Iran. Washington and 
Tehran will remain on a collision course that could eventuate in military confl ict.

The main source of confl ict—or at least the one that has grabbed the lion’s 
share of the headlines—is Tehran’s evident determination to develop a nuclear 
weapons program. Washington’s policy, as President George W. Bush has stated 
on several occasions in language that recalls his pre-war stance on Iraq, is that a 
nuclear-armed Iran is “intolerable.” . . .

The administration’s stance with respect to so-called rogue states was . . . detailed 
in its September 2002 National Security Strategy. Here, the offending  characteristics 
of such regimes were defi ned with specifi city. These states “brutalize their own 
people”; fl out international law and violate the treaties they have signed; are engaged 
in the acquisition of WMD, which are “to be used as threats or offensively to achieve 
the aggressive designs of these regimes”; support terrorism; and “hate the United 
States and everything it stands for.” Given the nature of the threat, the National 
Security Strategy concluded that the Cold War doctrine of deterrence through the 
threat of retaliation is inadequate to deal with rogue states because the rulers of 
these regimes are “more willing to take risks, gambling with the lives of their people 
and the wealth of their nations.” Moreover, in contrast to the doctrines of the two 
 superpowers during the Cold War, rogue states consider WMD to be the “weapons 
of choice” rather than weapons of last resort. Consequently, the administration 
argued, rogue states represent a qualitatively different kind of strategic threat, and 
the United States “cannot remain idle while threats gather.”

. . . The very notion that undeterrable rogue states exist is [a] . . .  questionable 
assumption on which the administration’s strategy is based. In an important 
 article in the Winter 2004/2005 issue of International Security, Francis Gavin points 
out that the post-9/11 era is not the only time that American  policymakers have 
believed that the U.S. faced a lethal threat from a rogue state. During the 1950s 
and early 1960s, for example, the People’s Republic of China was  perceived by 
Washington in very much the same way as the U.S. perceived Saddam Hussein’s 
Iraq or, currently, Iran. Under the leadership of Chairman Mao Zedong, the 
Chinese Communist Party imposed harsh repression and killed millions of Chinese 
citizens, and Beijing—which had entered the Korean War in 1950, menaced 
Taiwan, gone to war with India in 1962, and seemingly was poised to intervene 
in Vietnam—was viewed as an aggressor. For Washington, Mao’s China was the 
epitome of a rogue state, and during the Johnson administration, the United States 
seriously considered launching a preventive war to destroy China’s embryonic 
nuclear program.

In many ways, Mao was seen by U.S. policymakers as the Saddam Hussein of 
his time. Like Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, who has made  outrageous 
comments denying the Holocaust and threatening Israel’s destruction, Mao also 
indulged in irresponsible rhetoric, even cavalierly embracing the possibility of 
nuclear war. “If the worse came to worst and half of mankind died,” Mao said, 
“the other half would remain while imperialism would be razed to the ground 
and the whole world would become socialist.” Once China became a nuclear 
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power, however, where nuclear weapons were concerned both its rhetoric and its 
policy quickly became circumspect. In fact, a mere fi ve years after the Johnson 
 administration pondered the possibility of striking China preventively, the U.S. and 
China were engaged in secret negotiations that, in 1972, culminated in President 
Richard Nixon’s trip to Beijing and Sino-American co-operation to contain the 
Soviet Union.

The U.S. experience with China illustrates an important point: the reasons states 
acquire nuclear weapons are primarily to gain security and, secondarily, to enhance 
their prestige. This certainly was true of China, which believed its security was 
threatened by the United States and by the Soviet Union. It was also true of Saddam 
Hussein’s Iraq and is true of Iran. As Gavin writes, “In some ways, the Kennedy and 
Johnson administrations’ early analysis of China mirrors the Bush administration’s 
public portrayal of Iraq in the lead-up to the war. Insofar as Iraq was surrounded 
by potential nuclear adversaries (Iran and Israel) and threatened by regime change 
by the most powerful country in the world, Saddam Hussein’s desire to develop 
nuclear weapons may be seen as understandable.” The same can be said for Iran, 
which is ringed by U.S. conventional forces in neighboring Afghanistan and Iraq 
and in the Persian Gulf, and which is a stated target of the Bush administration’s 
policy of regime change and democratization. Tehran may be paranoid, but in 
the United States and Israel, it has real enemies. It is Iran’s fear for its security that 
drives its quest to obtain nuclear weapons.

The same architects of illusion who fulminated for war with Iraq say that if Iran 
gets nuclear weapons, three bad things could happen: it could trigger a nuclear arms 
race in the Middle East; it might supply nuclear weapons to terrorists; and Tehran 
could use its nuclear weapons to blackmail other states in the region or to engage in 
aggression. Each of these scenarios, however, is improbable in the extreme. During 
the early 1960s, American policymakers had similar fears that China’s acquisition 
of nuclear weapons would trigger a proliferation stampede, but these fears did not 
materialize, and a nuclear Iran is no more likely to start a proliferation snowball in 
the Middle East. Israel, of course, already is a nuclear power. The other three states 
that might be tempted to seek nuclear weapons capability are Egypt, Saudi Arabia, 
and Turkey. But as MIT professor Barry Posen points out, each of these three states 
would be under strong pressure not do to so. Egypt is particularly vulnerable to 
 outside pressure to refrain from going nuclear because its shaky economy depends 
on foreign—especially U.S.—economic assistance. Saudi Arabia would fi nd it hard 
to purchase nuclear weapons or material on the black market, which is closely 
watched by the United States, and, Posen notes, it would take the Saudis years to 
develop the industrial and engineering capabilities to develop nuclear weapons 
indigenously.

Notwithstanding the near-hysterical rhetoric of the Bush administration and 
the neoconservatives, Iran is not going to give nuclear weapons to terrorists. This is 
not to say that Tehran has not abetted groups like Hezbollah in Lebanon or Hamas 
in the Palestinian Authority. However, there are good reasons that states—even 
those that have ties to terrorists—draw the line at giving them nuclear weapons or 
other WMD: if the terrorists were to use these weapons against the United States or 
its allies, the weapons could be traced back to the donor state, which would be at 
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risk of annihilation by an American retaliatory strike. Iran’s leaders have too much 
at stake to run this risk. Even if one believed the administration’s hype about the 
 indifference of rogue-state leaders to the fate of their populations, they care very 
much about the survival of their regimes, which is why deterrence works.

For the same reason, Iran’s possession of nuclear weapons will not invest 
Tehran with options to attack or intimidate its neighbors. Just as it did during the 
Cold War, the U.S. can extend its own deterrence umbrella to protect its clients 
in the region like Saudi Arabia, the Gulf states, and Turkey. American security 
guarantees will not only dissuade Iran from acting recklessly but also restrain 
proliferation by negating the incentives for states like Saudi Arabia and Turkey to 
build their own nuclear weapons. Given the overwhelming U.S. advantage in both 
nuclear and conventional military capabilities, Iran is not going to risk national 
suicide by challenging America’s security commitments in the region. In this sense, 
dealing with the Iranian “nuclear threat” is actually one of the easier strategic 
challenges the United States faces. It is a threat that can be handled by an offshore 
balancing strategy that relies on missile, air, and naval power well away from the 
volatile Persian Gulf, thus reducing the American poltico-military footprint in 
the region. In short, while a nuclear-armed Iran is hardly desirable, neither is 
it  “intolerable,” because it could be contained and deterred successfully by the 
United States. . . .
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Despite current fears about nuclear proliferation, the past  ■

few decades are remarkable for the  number of nations 
that have refrained from developing nuclear weapons, 
even when they have the fi nancial and  technological 
 ability to do so. The reasons for this restraint are 
many—the U.S. “nuclear umbrella,” the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty, and the absence of any compelling 
strategic rationale being important factors.

The fact that relatively few nations have pursued nuclear  ■

weapons is of little comfort if these are the ones we need 
to worry most about. The debate over the consequences 
of nuclear proliferation raises the question of whether 
we really need to be that fearful. Some even argue that 
a world with more nuclear weapons might be more 
peaceful and stable.

There are essentially three major positions in the debate  ■

over nuclear proliferation: the case for limited spread 
of nuclear weapons, a more extreme argument for vir-
tually unlimited proliferation, and the more common 
opposition to any further proliferation.

Those who favor proliferation claim that nuclear weap- ■

ons were a force for stability during the Cold War and 
can be in other settings. By increasing the  potential costs 
of war, nuclear weapons have the effect of  reducing 
the chances for war. In this sense, nuclear deterrence 
“works.”

Those who favor only limited proliferation argue that  ■

although nuclear deterrence works, it is diffi cult and 
expensive. Very few nations have the ability to build and 
maintain an adequate nuclear deterrent. The case for 
more widespread proliferation rests on the assumption 
that only a few nuclear weapons would be suffi cient, 
making nuclear deterrence relatively easy and cheap.

The debate about how much proliferation is desir- ■

able usually pits realists against other realists. Though 
attracted to the logic of deterrence, realists disagree 
among themselves about exactly what is needed for 
deterrence to work.

Opponents of proliferation point out that even if  ■

nuclear weapons reduce the chances for war, they do 
not eliminate them. And because war with nuclear 
weapons would be so horrible, this is not a risk worth 
taking. Proliferation pessimists also worry more about 
the “rationality” of the leaders of rogue states and the 
danger of accidental launches from countries with 
primitive command and control systems.

Whatever the disagreements concerning the spread of  ■

nuclear weapons to other states, there is consensus that 
it would be a disaster if nonstate actors acquired nuclear 
weapons. When an actor lacks any territory or assets 
that can be easily targeted and destroyed,  deterrence is 
not an option.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

 1. Why do/should we worry more about some nations 
with nuclear weapons than others?

 2. Are there legitimate reasons to worry about a handful of 
Indian and Pakistani nuclear weapons but not thousands 
of American nuclear weapons?

 3. Why do states and nonstate actors pose fundamentally 
different problems in terms of nuclear proliferation?

 4. Has the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty been a success?

 5. Can the arguments in favor of nuclear proliferation be 
applied to other weapons of mass destruction?
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Since much of the debate about nuclear proliferation 
relies on assessments about the impact of nuclear  weapons 
during the Cold War, it is useful to begin by looking 
at the U.S.–Soviet experience. Two excellent surveys 
are Richard Smoke, National Security and the Nuclear 
Dilemma, 1945–1991 (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1992), 
and Ronald Powaski, Return to Armageddon: The United 
States and the Nuclear Arms Race, 1981–1999 (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2000). In terms of the debate 
over  proliferation, Kenneth Waltz’s essay, “The Spread 
of Nuclear Weapons: More May Be Better,” Adelphi
Papers, vol. 17 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), 
is the best place to begin because this seminal article set 
the terms for the entire debate. Differing views of the 

impact of nuclear weapons on the “peace” of the Cold 
War are presented by John Mearsheimer, “Back to the 
Future: Political Instability in Europe After the Cold 
War,” International Security 15 (Summer 1990): 5–56, 
and John Mueller, “The Essential Irrelevance of Nuclear 
Weapons,” International Security 13 (Fall 1988): 55–79. 
The best overall presentation of the debate is Scott D. 
Sagan and Kenneth N. Waltz, The Spread of Nuclear 
Weapons: A Debate Renewed (New York: W. W. Norton, 
2003). An excellent collection of essays dealing with 
individual  countries is Peter R. Lavoy, Scott D. Sagan, and 
James Wirtz, eds., Planning the Unthinkable: How New 
Powers Will Use Nuclear, Chemical and Biological Weapons
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2001).

FURTHER READINGS

www.armscontrol.org
Web site of the Arms Control Association provides 
information and news on all aspects of nuclear 
 weapons, including nuclear proliferation.

www.nuclearfi les.org
Provides the test of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty as well as other information about nuclear 
 weapons, including the history of the nuclear arms race.

www.ceip.org/fi les/nonprolif
Web site maintained by the Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace provides the latest news on nuclear, 
chemical, and biological weapons proliferation.

www.lib.berkeley.edu/SSEAL/SouthAsia/nuclear.html
Provides information and news focusing on the 
nuclear situation between India and Pakistan.

www.nci.org
Perhaps the best source for up-to-date information 
on nuclear proliferation, this is the Web site of the 
Nuclear Control Institute.

www.iaea.org
Web site of the International Atomic Energy 
Agency. Provides up-to-date information, for 
example, regarding its inspections and activities 
in Iran.
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Given the events of September 11, 2001, it is understandable that terrorism would 

become one of the critical problems of international relations in the eyes of most 

Americans. Even though the magnitude of these attacks was unprecedented,  terrorism 

has been around for a long time. So, too, have debates about almost every aspect of 

terrorism—the meaning and defi nition of terrorism, its causes, consequences, and 

morality. This chapter focuses primarily on policy responses to terrorism. It identifi es 

two different strategies of response that emerged in the post–September 11 debate. 

A cosmopolitan approach treats terrorist attacks as criminal acts against humanity 

as a whole, requiring a legal and international response accompanied by a long-term 

strategy addressing the root causes of terrorism, such as global  poverty and discon-

tent. The cosmopolitan strategy resonates with important strands of liberal, Marxist/

radical, and feminist thought. A statist approach treats terrorist attacks as acts of 

war that might require a forceful response not only against terrorist organizations 

but also against states that actively support or passively tolerate them. Advocates 

of a statist response are more inclined to see terrorism as rooted in a fundamental 

 confl ict of values, not social and economic conditions that can be eliminated by 

reform. This approach obviously has much in common with a realist worldview.

What is terrorism? What motivates individuals and groups to engage in  terrorism? 
Can terrorism ever be morally justifi ed? Does terrorism work? What policies 
and strategies should nations pursue to deal with the problem of terrorism? 

These are some of the enduring conceptual, empirical, theoretical, moral, and politi-
cal issues that come to mind as we try to understand and respond to terrorism. And, 

How Should We Respond to International Terrorism?

International Terrorism
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as is usually the case, the problems become more complex as we realize how these 
questions are interrelated—for example, assumptions about terrorist motivations are 
tied to policy recommendations; and defi nitions of terrorism infl uence moral evalua-
tions. Though many societies have wrestled with these matters for decades, they have 
taken on added signifi cance, especially for the United States, as a result of the events 
of September 11, 2001.

Though the term terrorism is of relatively recent origin (it was used for the fi rst 
time during the French Revolution), the phenomenon is probably as old as political 
violence itself. It is possible to fi nd acts in the ancient world that would meet con-
temporary defi nitions of terrorism. In this sense, the attacks of September 11, 2001, 
are merely the latest in the very long history of terrorism. Though it is important to 
place contemporary events in their larger, historical context, it would be a mistake to 
view the September 11 attacks as “only” the most recent manifestation of an age-old 
phenomenon. For the United States, of course, September 11 had a special signifi -
cance because it was the target. The larger signifi cance of the attacks derives from 
their magnitude. As Martha Crenshaw notes, “the September 11 assaults . . . [were] 
unprecedented in the history of terrorism.”1 The attacks represented more than a 
minor escalation in the scale of violence; this was violence of another order entirely.

Terrorism: The Defi nitional Angst
What is terrorism? Though this seems like a simple enough question, things are 

rarely as simple as they fi rst appear. Like so many of the critical concepts in inter-
national relations, terrorism has no universally accepted defi nition. Paul Pillar sees 
a “collective defi nitional angst” among policymakers and scholars dealing with ter-
rorism.2 It is no surprise that defi nitional issues are so contentious. It is hard to think 
of a more emotionally laden term in the current political environment. Nations and 
groups are understandably eager to defi ne terrorism so as to exclude their own actions 
but include those of their opponents. If you can make the terrorist label stick to your 
enemies, you have already won a political victory. One harsh critic charges that in the 
case of U.S. antiterrorist policy, “the condemnatory label [is] being deployed to the 
enemies of U.S. interests while being withheld from U.S. friends and clients, no  matter 
how opprobrious their conduct might otherwise be.”3 Even those more detached 
from contemporary political confl icts have diffi culty settling on a defi nition. One 
study required more than a hundred pages to survey and compare the various defi -
nitions.4 Walter Laqueur, exasperated by the proliferation of defi nitions, concludes 
that “any defi nition of political terrorism venturing beyond noting the systematic use 
of murder, injury and destruction or threats of such acts toward achieving political 
ends is bound to lead to endless controversy.” As a result, “it can be predicted with 
confi dence that the disputes about a comprehensive, detailed defi nition of terrorism 
will continue for a long time, that they will not result in a consensus and that they will 
make no notable contribution toward the understanding of terrorism.”5

In some respects, Laquer exaggerates the diffi culty of defi ning terrorism. 
Although some acts may fall within certain defi nitions of terrorism but not others, 
most of them fall unambiguously into virtually all defi nitions. Minor differences in 

terrorism The 
 indiscriminate use or threat 
of violence to advance 
social, political, economic, 
or religious objectives by 
creating a climate of fear.
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defi nitions should not be allowed to obscure the widespread agreement, perhaps 
even consensus, on the basic components of terrorism. What are those components? 
First, terrorism involves the threat or use of violence. Though people sometimes talk 
about cyberterrorism, in which a society is targeted by having its communications and 
information systems disrupted, most still see physical violence as a  defi ning  feature 
of terrorism. Second, this violence must be in pursuit of some broader political or 
social objective. A mugger might use deadly force, but this is usually done for per-
sonal gain, not to advance a political or social agenda. Third, it usually does not mat-
ter who is harmed by terrorist violence because “terrorism is specifi cally designed 
to have far-reaching psychological effects beyond the immediate victims or objects 
of the terrorist attack.”6 A suicide bomber who blows up a bus and kills dozens is 
not trying to kill those people specifi cally. In this sense the targets are random, and 
the randomness is what creates fear (or terror): It leads everyone to worry about 
whether they might be the next target. Cindy Combs refl ects the consensus, defi ning 
terrorism as “involve[ing] an act of violence, an audience, the creation of a mood 
of fear, innocent victims, and political goals or motives.”7 Moving beyond these 
essential elements, the controversy heats up. Bruce Hoffman, for example, defi nes 
terrorism as something conducted by “a subnational group or nonstate entity.”8 If 
Hoffman’s defi nitional amendment is accepted, it inoculates states from charges of 
terrorism. Given that the term terrorism fi rst appeared in the aftermath of the French 
Revolution to describe the policies of the revolutionary government during the 
so-called “reign of terror,” it would seem odd to argue that states, by defi nition, can-
not commit acts of terrorism. But Louis Rene Beres agrees with Hoffman: “Defi nitions 
that do not refer specifi cally and exclusively to insurgent organizations [nonstate 
actors] broaden the meaning of terrorism to unmanageable and useless levels.”9 This 
is the defi nitional issue on which there is the greatest divergence of opinion.

Terrorism or Terrorisms?
After reaching some measure of agreement on what constitutes terrorism, we need 

to consider whether it is useful to view terrorism as an undifferentiated  phenomenon. 
The problem is familiar. Sometimes it makes sense to group together similar things, 
whereas other times it is better to draw some distinctions. For some purposes we 
might want to lump all felons together, and for other purposes grouping robbers with 
mass murderers might obscure more than it illuminates. These sorts of distinctions 
and classifi cations are neither right nor wrong; they are simply more or less useful. 
Similarly, sometimes it might be helpful to speak in general about terrorist groups, 
whereas at other times it is important to recognize signifi cant differences because 
they can be critical for shaping policy responses.

In the sense that they have all engaged in acts that meet most defi nitions of 
 terrorism, the Irish Republican Army (IRA), Al-Qaeda, and Aum Shinrikyo can be 
considered terrorist organizations. But do these disparate groups really represent the 
same phenomenon? No, they are different in terms of motives, goals, and objectives 
as well as the type of terrorist attacks committed. The IRA was/is a very traditional 
terrorist group with relatively modest political objectives, fi ghting against what it sees 
as outside domination. Its tactics were also very traditional, involving  small-scale 
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bombings that caused several dozen casualties at most. Nationalist or separatist 
groups like the IRA “have tended to calibrate their use of violence, using enough to 
rivet world attention but not so much as to alienate supporters abroad or members 
of their base community.”10

Al-Qaeda (“the base”), on the other hand, has much more expansive politi-
cal and social goals deeply infused with, and motivated by, a particular form of 
religious fundamentalism. Not only are its objectives broader and more ambitious 
than that of IRA, but its tactics and the scale of its attacks are also on a very  different 
level. The IRA had no desire to destroy Great Britain; it merely wanted to get the 
British out of Northern Ireland. The IRA would never have contemplated crash-
ing airliners into buildings or using chemical, biological, or nuclear weapons. This 
is what made the attacks of September 11, 2001, so signifi cant. They were not the 
fi rst terrorist attacks against the United States, even on its own territory. What was 
new was the scale of the attack. Thus, even though the phenomenon of terrorism 
may be as old as human history, September 11 suggests that we may be dealing 
with something very different from what we are used to. This is particularly signifi -
cant because religiously motivated terrorist activities have been increasing since the 
1990s. According to Hoffman, “only two of the sixty-four [terrorist] groups active in 
1980 could be classifi ed as  predominantly religious in character.” The majority were 
ethnic or nationalist in nature. By 1995, however, religious groups “account[ed] for 
nearly half (twenty-six, or 46 percent) of the fi fty-six known, active international 
terrorist groups.”11 Thus, the mix of international terrorist groups may be changing 
in favor of those inclined to use greater levels of violence and more unconventional 
modes of attack.

In addition to organizations that fuse fundamentalist religious doctrine with 
political objectives, there are also groups such as Aum Shinrikyo (the “Supreme 
Truth”), the bizarre Japanese doomsday cult that conducted a sarin nerve gas attack 
on the Tokyo subway in March 1995, killing twelve and sending almost 5,000 peo-
ple to the hospital. Before this attack, Aum Shinrikyo had also released botulinum 
toxin and anthrax from building tops and trucks in Japanese cities. Fortunately, the 
biological attacks failed (and since many of the cult’s members were well-trained 
scientists, this says something about the diffi culty of carrying out biological attacks). 
These attacks were intended to spark what the cult’s leader predicted would be an 
apocalypse and nuclear war that would usher in heaven on earth. The cult’s mem-
bers believed they would somehow escape destruction.12 These organizations may 
prove particularly dangerous because they possess few, if any, internal constraints 
on their use of violence. Most terrorist organizations use violence in pursuit of an 
identifi able end or objective, and as a result there usually comes a point at which 
the level of violence would be counterproductive. For doomsday cults, violence 
may effectively become an end in itself and there might never be such a thing as 
too much.

This diversity of terrorist groups simultaneously complicates and simplifi es the 
problem. It complicates things because it means that generalizations about terror-
ism are diffi cult to come by. As Walter Laqueur tells us, “what can be said without 
fear of contradiction about a terrorist group in one country is by no means true for 
other groups at other times in other countries.”13 There is unlikely to be a single 
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explanation that accounts for the IRA, Al-Qaeda, and Aum Shinrikyo. Although this 
fact makes any grandiose theories about terrorism problematic, it might be good 
news in terms of policy responses because it allows us to cut the problem up into 
more manageable pieces. The so-called war on terrorism can then be transformed 
into a war on terrorisms, particularly those that pose the greatest threat. The goal of 
eliminating all terrorism might be morally laudable, but it is also so expansive as to 
be practically daunting, if not impossible; dealing with just a part of the problem is 
likely to be diffi cult enough.

Madrid, 2004. The aftermath of the terrorist bombings of passenger trains 
that left 191 dead and more than 1,700 wounded, the worst terrorist attack 
since September, 11, 2001.
Source: Paul White/AP Images



Chapter 12 International Terrorism 301

Frameworks for Understanding
What do different perspectives on international politics contribute to our under-

standing of terrorism? The prevailing wisdom is not very much. John Mearsheimer, 
when asked what realism says about terrorism, answers, “Not a whole heck of a 
lot. Realism . . . is really about relations among states, especially among the great 
powers. . . . Al-Qaeda is not a state, it’s a non-state actor, which is sometimes called 
a transnational actor. . . . Realism does not have much to say about the causes of 
 terrorism.” But merely because terrorist organizations are nonstate actors, it does 
not follow that theories of international relations have nothing to offer. Terrorist 
organizations must still operate within states, their targets are often states, their 
objectives usually involve changing the behavior of states, and their activities 
take place within the same international system in which states operate. Though 
 international relations focuses on the behavior of states, everyone has always been 
aware that nonstate actors can affect international politics. It was, for example, the 
assassination of the Austro-Hungarian archduke in July 1914 by a member of a 
radical Serbian nationalist (terrorist) group that set in motion the chain of events 
leading to World War I. Thus, while he concedes the limited relevance of realism 
for explaining the causes of terrorism, Mearsheimer points out that “terrorism is a 
phenomenon that will play itself out in the context of the international system. So it 
will be played out in the state arena, and, therefore, all of the realist logic about state 
behavior will have a signifi cant effect on how the war on terrorism is fought.”14

We also need to remember that most theories of international relations are built 
upon a deeper vision of the nature and causes of social confl ict. International confl ict 
is simply a specifi c manifestation of social confl ict. Because terrorism is also a form of 
social confl ict, each theory’s basic understanding of the causes and dynamics of social 
confl ict will infl uence its understanding of terrorism. The different perspectives may 
not offer well-developed theories of the causes of terrorism. Nonetheless, when real-
ists, liberals, Marxists, and feminists approach the issue of terrorism, their underlying 
beliefs and assumptions provide the intellectual foundation for their analysis. And 
just as Mearsheimer expected “realist logic [to] have a signifi cant impact on how 
the war on terrorism is fought,” we can expect other perspectives to yield different 
strategies. Focusing on post–September 11 debates about the most appropriate policy 
responses, Daniele Archibugi and Iris Young draw a useful distinction between what 
they label statist and cosmopolitan responses and “frames of interpretation”: “The 
attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon in September 2001 can appear 
within two different frames of interpretation. The fi rst [statist] sees them as attacks 
on the United States as a state and its people. The second [cosmopolitan] views them 
as crimes against humanity. The difference in interpretation is not merely techni-
cal, but political, and each implies different strategies of reaction.”15 The observation 
that different interpretive frameworks lead to different policy responses is merely 
another way of making the point that peoples’ underlying beliefs and assumptions 
are inevitably refl ected in their preferred policy responses. But in terms of interna-
tional  terrorism, what exactly are the different strategies of reaction, and how do they 
refl ect alternative frames of interpretation?

transnational actor 
Nonstate actors engaged in 
activities across national 
boundaries.

statist Views terrorist 
attacks as acts of war and 
assumes that the most 
effective strategy for 
combating terrorism requires 
putting pressure on those 
states that actively support 
or passively tolerate terror-
ist organizations.

cosmopolitan 
Conceptualizes terrorist 
attacks as criminal acts 
requiring an international, 
multilateral response within 
the context of international 
law and organizations. As 
a long-term strategy, it 
involves addressing the 
root causes of terrorism, 
which are usually identifi ed 
as poverty, inequality, and 
discontent.
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The Cosmopolitan Response
One of the fi rst questions in the wake of September 11 was how the attacks should 

be viewed. The initial response, quickly embraced by the Bush administration, was to 
characterize them as acts of war. Even those willing to accept the terminology of war, 
however, concede that it is somewhat problematic. As Nicholas Lehman explains, 
“Traditional wars are fought by military means and have defi nite endings . . . .[but] 
terror . . . will never sit at a desk and sign an unconditional surrender.”16 If this was a 
war, it was not a war like World War II because “war” usually describes armed con-
fl ict between or among states. Whatever Al-Qaeda is, it is not a state. Though clearly 
not a traditional war, this is also not a purely metaphorical war such as the war on 
poverty or cancer. Al-Qaeda and other groups are willing and able to use deadly force 
against the United States and others. Terrorist groups may not be states, but they are 
capable of infl icting damage like states at war.

Regardless of the merits, the rhetoric of war stuck, but there are those who remain 
critical and prefer to deal with terrorism from a different perspective. The criticism 
does not arise from the failure of this war to meet the defi nition found in dictionar-
ies but rather from a concern that the terminology of war brings with it policies that 
might not be appropriate. But if the attacks of September 11 were not acts of war, 
how should they be seen? What is the alternative? Archibugi and Young propose that 
“the events [of September 11] be conceptualized as crimes, not as acts of war.”17 They 
suggest that we pursue a law enforcement model in response, not a military model. 
A parallel is drawn to the 1995 bombing of the Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma 
City. The U.S. government did not declare itself at war with Timothy McVeigh or the 
organizations he associated with. Though widely described as an act of terrorism, it 
was viewed as a criminal act, not an act of war. Conceptualizing the September 11 
attacks as crimes against humanity, not merely against the United States, provides a 
framework for interpretation that leads to a cosmopolitan policy response, which has 
two essential elements.

The fi rst task relates to the culprits and organizations responsible for the 
September 11 attacks. Consistent with a criminal/law enforcement model, the United 
States and the international community should have sought “the establishment of 
an international tribunal with the authority to seek out, extradite, or arrest and try 
those responsible for the September 11 attack and those who commit or are con-
spiring to commit future attacks.”18 In this vein, Samina Ahmed urged the United 
States to “refrain from any unilateral and precipitous military action. It must  create 
a unifi ed international coalition, with strong Islamic representation, to bring Bin 
Laden and other terrorists within the Taliban-controlled territory of Afghanistan 
to justice.”19 The proposed tribunal would be similar to the one dealing with those 
accused of human rights violations during the war in the former Yugoslavia. From 
this  perspective, Al-Qaeda and similar groups would be classifi ed as international 
criminal organizations, and the full range of international law enforcement bodies 
would be mobilized against them. Though most favoring this strategy admit that 
international legal and law enforcement institutions are not as strong and well devel-
oped as domestic ones, they are seen as strong enough to be effective, and the threat 
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of international terrorism might also help strengthen these institutions. International 
legal responses directed at people and organizations involved in specifi c terrorist acts, 
however, are something of a bandage approach dealing of terrorism only after harm 
has already been done. This is not to suggest that this should not be done—sometimes 
bandages are needed. But advocates of a cosmopolitan response urge that we address 
the deeper causes of  terrorism, the root causes. According to Andrew Johnston, “You 
can write off the terrorist attacks of Sept[ember] 11 as the crazed act of a fanatical gang 
hell-bent on causing mayhem at any cost. Or you can try to understand the attack’s 
root causes by taking a closer look at the world whose fragile ecology of power they 
upset.”20 The implication, of course, is that the root causes need to be identifi ed in the 
hope that they can be eliminated or, at the very least, ameliorated. We need a bandage 
to stop the bleeding, but more is needed to heal the underlying wound.

The general proposition that we should eliminate the root causes of terrorism 
appears so commonsensical that it is hard to imagine any disagreement. The prob-
lem is in identifying what the root causes are. This brings us back to the diversity of 
terrorism: There are many terrorist groups around the world with many different 
agendas. Different manifestations of terrorism may have very different root causes. 
As a result, it should come as no surprise that the list of potential root causes is quite 
long, some applying to terrorism in general and others specifi cally to terrorism moti-
vated by Islamic fundamentalism. With regard to the latter, many cite a long history 
of Western, especially U.S., support for repressive and authoritarian regimes in the 
Arab world, often placing this pattern in the context of a long history of Western 
and Christian hostility to Islam reaching back to the Crusades. Israeli treatment of 
the Palestinians, U.S. support for Israel, and the stationing of U.S. troops in Saudi 
Arabia are presented as the most recent manifestations of this historical pattern. This 
combination of historical and contemporary events helps explain a widespread sense 
of frustration throughout much of the Islamic world as well as the focusing of these 
sentiments on the United States.

At a more general level, terrorism is commonly seen as a response to poverty 
and economic inequality. This is why Jared Diamond argues that “we must feed the 
hands that could bite us” to reduce terrorism. “When people cannot solve their own 
problems,” Diamond argues, “they strike out irrationally, seeking foreign scapegoats, 
or collapsing into civil war over limited resources. By bettering conditions overseas, 
we can reduce chronic future threats to ourselves.” To cope with these underlying 
causes, he proposes that the United States “single out three strategies—providing 
basic health care, supporting family planning and addressing such widespread envi-
ronmental problems as deforestation.”21 Similarly, Robert Hinde is convinced that 
“overpopulation, poverty and political dislocation are no doubt important back-
ground factors in the genesis of terrorism,” and warns that “as disparities of wealth 
and opportunity on our planet widen, the problem is certain to get worse.”22 No less 
a fi gure than James Wolfensohn, former president of the World Bank, essentially 
equates the war on terrorism with a war on global poverty, arguing that “the war [on 
terrorism] will not be won until we have come to grips with the problem of poverty 
and sources of discontent.” Even though “this war is viewed in terms of the face of 
Bin Laden . . . . [and] the terrorism of Al Qaeda . . . . these are just symptoms” whose 
underlying cause “is the discontent seething in Islam and, more generally, in the 
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world of the poor. Winning the war means tackling the roots of protest.”23 Archibugi 
and Young agree. After outlining the steps necessary to strengthen international legal 
institutions, they settle on just one recommendation as the core of their long-term 
cosmopolitan strategy: “narrow global inequalities.” Despite noting that “there are 
many poor places that appear not to nurture people who join international terrorist 
organizations,” they believe “there is no doubt that such indifference amid affl uence 
fosters resentment in many corners of the world and endangers peace and prosperity 
for many outside the shanty towns.”24 In the fi nal analysis, the failure to address the 
problem of global poverty will come back to haunt the wealthy and powerful: “No 
justice, no peace.”25

Others agree with the need to address the root causes of terrorism but identify 
different root causes. Even Archibugi and Young admit that there is more to it than 
poverty: “ultimately . . . the creation of a more peaceful and just world order implies 
changes in political, economic and social institutions [emphasis added].”26 In a world 
where political and economic forces are inevitably intertwined, the economic causes 
of terrorism are not easily divorced from political institutions and dynamics. Some 
emphasize the economic roots, others the political roots. It is not merely poverty 
that fuels terrorism, but a more profound sense of exclusion and domination at the 
domestic and international levels. Domestically, the absence of democracy and lack of 
respect to human rights contribute to a sense of resentment while foreclosing nonvio-
lent means of dissent. Tony Karon argues that “in the long term, eliminating the root 
cause of terror will involve, if not complete democracy, at least  allowing the  citizens 
of Middle Eastern countries some voice [in] their governance.”27 Internationally, 
the dominance of a handful of nations possessing tremendous economic, politi-
cal, and military power only exacerbates the problem because “the willingness of 
the United States to wield [its power] asymmetrically and with only the thinnest 
veneer of  multilateralism elicits hostile reactions from all over the world.”28 Again, 
the only long-term strategy to deal with the root causes of terrorism is a wholesale 
reform of those international and domestic institutions, political and economic, that 
 perpetuate the inequities and injustices that sustain terrorist organizations by provid-
ing fertile breeding grounds of anger and discontent. Attempts to combat  terrorism 
with the sort of forceful response entailed by the statist model will only make the 
problem worse. As Betty Williams, a Nobel Peace Prize winner, maintains, “From 
my long experience with terror and violence in Northern Ireland, I know that a war 
on terrorism and violence cannot bring anything, but breed and increase terror and 
violence.”29

The Intellectual Roots of a Cosmopolitan Strategy
What are the underlying assumptions of a cosmopolitan strategy? A statist 

 strategy, about which we will have more to say shortly, is obviously informed by 
realism. Consequently, the cosmopolitan strategy fi nds its intellectual roots among 
the alternatives to realism. The suggestion that a law enforcement model, relying 
on international law and organizations, should form the basis of a response to the 
attacks of September 11 provides one indication of the strategy’s underlying assump-
tions. Those skeptical of the effectiveness of international law, after all, are unlikely 
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to place it at the center of their response to terrorism. Liberals (and constructivists) 
have historically been more inclined to see international law and organizations as 
effective embodiments of shared values and interests. Thus, it makes sense to view 
this component of a cosmopolitan strategy as being derived from an essentially  liberal 
logic of international politics.

The proposal that we deal with terrorism by addressing its root causes is a little 
ambiguous in terms of its intellectual foundations, potentially refl ecting elements 
of liberalism, Marxism, and feminism. There are several aspects of this approach 
that resonate with a liberal view. The basic assumption that we can identify and 
reform the social, economic, and political institutions and conditions that give rise 
to terrorism is consistent with the liberal approach to social confl ict more gener-
ally. This contains an element of optimism and faith in the ability of rational people 
to solve social problems, which is one of the hallmarks of liberalism. The guiding 
vision is that greater material prosperity, respect for human rights, and democratic 
government (all liberal values) will provide the antidote to terrorism. If the denial 
of justice leads to violence, then the provision of justice will lead to its elimination. 
The corollary of Archibugi and Young’s “No justice, no peace” must be “If justice, 
then peace.”

The cosmopolitan approach resonates with other perspectives as well. Finding 
the roots of terrorism in poverty and economic inequality is consistent with the 
Marxist view of social confl ict as rooted in economic inequality and exploitation. 
Even when confl icts do not appear to be economic on the surface, Marxists assume 
that there is usually a critical economic foundation. Focusing on the Marxist analysis 
of civil violence more generally, James Rule explains that we should “expect, for every 
mobilization on behalf of religious or other nonmaterial ends, to fi nd some anteced-
ent frustration to the material interests of groups among whom the mobilization 
occurs.”30

Feminists have also expressed sympathy for a cosmopolitan approach and deep 
reservations about a statist response stressing military force. Not surprisingly, how-
ever, feminists are eager to expand the “poverty as the root cause of terrorism” thesis 
to include all institutions and patterns of domination, including the oppression of 
woman. It is, they point out, no coincidence that regimes with some of the worst 
records when it comes to the rights of women (e.g., the Taliban in Afghanistan) are 
associated with support for terrorism. Amy Caiazza draws the connection: “there are 
centuries of evidence that physical, political and economic violence against women 
is a harbinger of other forms of violence.” Thus, “we should pay particularly close 
attention to those who are effective opponents of violence against women. By doing 
so, we would be more likely to address the root causes of terrorism and violence at 
home and around the world.”31 J. Ann Tickner (taking the connection between pov-
erty and terrorism for granted) draws our attention to “the poor treatment of women 
as one of the major reasons for the region’s [the Middle East] lack of development.”32

And because poverty and lack of development are the root causes of terrorism, it 
follows that the poor treatment of women is one of the major reasons for terrorism. 
Though feminists disagreed about the use of military force against the Taliban regime 
in Afghanistan, it is fair to say that feminists generally favor a cosmopolitan strategy 
over the statist approach.33
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The Statist Response
The cosmopolitan approach frames terrorist attacks such as those of September 11 

as criminal acts, fearing that portraying them as acts of war will lead to unilateral 
and counterproductive military responses that will leave the root causes of terrorism 
undisturbed. There is no question that terrorist acts usually violate domestic and inter-
national law, making them criminal acts by defi nition. “The fundamental problem,” 
according to Steven Pomerantz, “is that international terrorism is not only a crime. It 
is also, for all intents and purposes, an act of war, and the United States needs to treat 
it as such.”34 Although admitting that “my view may [be] in the minority” among 
his fellow law professors, Anthony D’Amato’s assessment is similar to Pomerantz’s: 
“Sept[ember] 11th occasioned an attack on the United States itself by people who 
seem to be engaged in an outright war against us. . . . It may be a new concept of ‘war,’ 
but it is one that builds upon, and extends, the classic concept.”35 There is agreement 
that terrorist attacks are not acts of war in the sense that we normally think of war, 
but they are also not crimes in the way we normally think of crime, either. Neither 
label is without its problems. Those who prefer to view terrorist attacks as acts of war 
do not shy away from the implications of doing so. Pomerantz recognizes that this 
“means, for starters, a signifi cantly more aggressive diplomatic posture.”36 In words 
that are sure to make Archibugi and Young cringe, Charles Krauthammer argues that 
“half-measures are for wars of choice, wars like Vietnam. In wars of choice, losing is 
an option. You lose and you still survive as a nation.” The war on terrorism, however, 
is different: “Losing is not an option. Losing is fatal. This is no time for restraint and 
other niceties. This is a time for righteous might.”37

Though it is important to note the critical differences between cosmopolitan and 
statist strategies, they should not be presented as caricatured alternatives that share 
no common ground. Advocates of a statist approach would certainly not object to 
seeing Osama Bin Laden in the docket before a tribunal, and those favoring a cosmo-
politan strategy might admit that in certain instances, however rare, states may have 
to use military force to deal with terrorist activities. The difference is one of emphasis 
and general predispositions: Should attacks such as those of September 11 be viewed 
primarily as crimes against humanity or as acts of war? Should international legal and 
organizational avenues be pursued as primary or merely supplementary components 
of an antiterrorism strategy?

A statist strategy would deemphasize, not completely eliminate, the legal and 
international organizational elements of an antiterrorism policy. It is on this point 
that the realist basis of a statist strategy starts to reveal itself: Statist criticisms of a 
law enforcement model echo familiar realist arguments about the limits of inter-
national law and organizations. Archibugi and Young correctly note that states 
often treat terrorist acts as criminal acts, but all of their examples (e.g., the attack in 
Oklahoma City) are domestic in nature. Pomerantz is in full agreement that “when 
it comes to terrorism at home, law enforcement and the criminal justice system—
our only available options—have been effective.” But the suggestion that a similar 
approach be applied at the international level ignores the fundamental differences 
between  international and domestic society. At the national level, law enforcement 
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agencies and legal institutions are suffi ciently developed and powerful to deal with 
such problems. At the international level, there are good reasons to doubt the effec-
tiveness of international organizations, where debate often takes precedence over 
action. In the wake of the 1972 Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) massacre 
of Israeli athletes at the summer Olympic Games in Munich, Germany, the United 
Nations attempted to fashion a coordinated set of policies dealing with terrorism. 
The resulting debate and failure to draft and implement such policies demonstrated 
why the international community accomplished so little before September 11. After 
protracted discussion, the United Nations could not even get past the point of defi n-
ing terrorism. Particularly problematic were the actions of national liberation move-
ments. Activities that the United States considered terrorism were viewed by many 
in the developing world as legitimate responses to oppression and domination. “The 
resultant defi nitional paralysis,” Hoff man explains, “throttled UN efforts to make 
substantive progress on international cooperation against terrorism.”38

Despite these problems, there was modest progress on a few fronts. During the 
1960s and early 1970s, several treaties dealt with hijacking and the safety of commer-
cial aviation. The PLO’s taking of Israeli hostages at the 1972 Olympics eventually 
led to the adoption of the International Convention Against the Taking of Hostages 
(1979), yet even this small achievement was marred by the fact that only ninety-seven 
nations ratifi ed the agreement. And, as with most international agreements, states are 
free to withdraw (with one year’s notice in this case).39 International police agencies 
such as Interpol try to keep track of known terrorists, but much intelligence remains 
in the hands of national law enforcement bodies that may or may not share it with 
others. The general problem here should be familiar by now: it is diffi cult to craft an 
effective international response in a world of sovereign states. After a plot to blow up 
several airliners was thwarted in August 2006, historian Niall Ferguson asked, “Who 
seriously expects the United Nations to prevent Al Qaeda (or its latest imitator) from 
trying to blow up passenger planes in the air? Those who dreamed up the ‘Lockerbie-
meets-9/11’ bomb plot clearly did intend ‘mass murder on an unimaginable scale.’ 
All the U.N. has to offer in response is yada, yada, yada on an unimaginable scale.”40

“It’s the Clash, Not the Cash”41

Statists tend to view the cosmopolitan desire to combat terrorism by eliminating its 
“root causes” as a deceptively attractive solution. In reality, they often argue, we have 
no idea what the root causes are. The common hypothesis that poverty and inequality 
lead to terrorism is usually asserted as matter of faith without  compelling evidence. 
Even Archibugi and Young concede that the link is not straightforward. Most poor 
societies are not sources of terrorism, and affl uent societies are not immune. If we 
look at terrorists themselves, we fi nd little support for the  poverty-causes-terrorism 
thesis. Economists Alan Krueger and Jitka Maleckova, in one of the few systematic 
studies of this issue, examined the backgrounds of 126 members of the militant 
wing of Hezbollah, a terrorist organization headquartered in Lebanon. They found 
that “compared to the general population from the same age group and region, the 
Hezbollah militants were actually slightly less likely to come from impoverished 
households, and were more likely to have attended secondary school.”42 The lack of 
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connection between poverty and terrorism is striking with regard to the attacks of 
September 11. “Poverty did not breed the terrorists of September 11,” Helle Dale tells 
us, “the politics of radical Islam did.” This is evidenced by the fact that “the 19 hijack-
ers were not poor or uneducated, they were motivated by religious fanaticism and 
apparently some bizarre expectations of their rewards in heaven.” And the people 
who planned the attack did not lack for privilege: “Is Osama Bin Laden a poor man? 
Certainly not. He’s the son of a Saudi family wealthier than most Americans will ever 
dream of becoming.”43 If those who hijacked the planes and crashed them into their 
targets are at all representative, Sean Wilentz notes wryly, we would be more justifi ed 
concluding that “money, education and privilege” are the root causes of terrorism.44

There may, of course, still be lots of good reasons to work for the reduction of pov-
erty in the world, but its causal role in creating and sustaining terrorism is, at best, 
much more complicated than often suggested.

But even if poverty and inequality were the root causes of terrorism, we would 
face a further problem. Like virtually every other potential root cause, global poverty 
is not something likely to disappear in the near future. Global poverty will not be 
eradicated in the next ten or twenty years. The threat of terrorism is in the pres-
ent, whereas the elimination of global poverty is, being optimistic, sometime in the 
distant future. As Robert Trager and Dessislava Zagorcheva note, “counterterrorist 
strategies that attempt to address the root causes . . . are strategies for the long run. 
In the meantime, religious terrorism is on the rise, and the rate of suicide terrorist 
attacks has increased signifi cantly.”45 What we do about terrorism between now and 
the day when justice and equality are fi nally realized? Too often, statists fear, the 
demand that we attack the root causes of terrorism is a self-righteous excuse or cover 
allowing people to avoid meaningful actions and hard choices in the here and now.

From the perspective of most statists, the focus on poverty and inequality as the 
root cause of terrorism is either wrong, too simplistic, or not terribly useful for shap-
ing meaningful policy responses. This is not to say that statists ignore the issue of 
root causes. It is hard for anyone to witness nineteen young men sacrifi cing their 
own lives to crash airplanes into buildings without wondering about their motiva-
tions. But since terrorism is such a varied phenomenon, different manifestations of 
it will likely have different root causes. In the current context statists prefer to focus 
on the root causes of fundamentalist Islamic terrorism, since this is the major threat 
of the moment. What motivates the Basque separatists in Spain might be an inter-
esting intellectual question, but it is not the most pressing. While statists are by no 
means unanimous in their assessment, they are more inclined to see this terrorism as 
a manifestation of a fundamental confl ict of values and cultures. Indeed, the attacks 
of September 11 appeared to confi rm the warnings made by several  prominent schol-
ars in the early 1990s that the post–Cold War era would be one increasingly charac-
terized by a “clash of civilizations.” The fi rst to use the phrase and issue a warning 
about an impending “clash of civilizations” was the widely respected Princeton 
 historian Bernard Lewis, an authority on Middle Eastern and Islamic history. In his 
infl uential essay, “The Roots of Muslim Rage,” published more than a decade before 
September 11, 2001, Lewis expressed his growing concern about  several trends 
 foreshadowing greater confl ict between the West and the Muslim world. Part of the 
problem was the tendency of many in the West to assume that all other cultures 
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shared Western notions about the appropriate relationship between religion and 
politics and the separation of church and state. This was simply not the case: “There 
are other religious traditions in which [relations between] religion and politics are 
differently perceived.”46 In the wake of the Cold War, some observers predicted a 
more peaceful world based on the spread of Western values of liberal democracy and 
capitalism. Lewis was not so optimistic.

But it is not the mere existence of certain religious and cultural differences that 
worried Lewis. After all, there was nothing new about most of these differences. What 
really troubled him was the emergence in parts of the Muslim world of an extreme 
form of fundamentalist Islam, expressed not merely as a particular interpretation 
of the tenets of the faith but also as a deep hostility, indeed “hatred,” of the West. 
On one level, this hostility could be traced to specifi c policies of the United States 
and other Western nations—support for Israel, propping up oppressive dictatorships 
throughout the Middle East that enriched themselves and foreign oil interests at the 
expense of their people, and the stationing of Western forces on the holy lands of 
Saudi Arabia during and after the 1991 Gulf War. Lewis, however, saw something 
deeper at work: “At times this hatred goes beyond hostility to specifi c interests or 
actions or policies or even countries and becomes a rejection of Western civilization 
as such, not only what it does but what it is, and the principles and values it prac-
tices and professes. These are indeed seen as innately evil, and those who promote or 
accept them as the ‘enemies of God.’ ” Pointing to the absence of such sentiments in 
the history of Islam, Lewis stresses that there is nothing inherent in Islam that leads 
to such extremism. “But Islam, like other religions,” Lewis notes, has “known peri-
ods when it inspired in some of its followers a mood of hatred and violence. It is our 
misfortune that part, though by no means all or even most, of the Muslim world is 
now going through such a period, and that much, though again not all, of that hatred 
is directed against us.”47

Warnings of a coming clash of civilizations, however, did not gain widespread 
public attention until Samuel Huntington, a Harvard political scientist, expressed 
similar concerns in the pages of Foreign Affairs in 1993. Like Lewis, Huntington 
did not share the post–Cold War optimism for a more harmonious world based 
on Western values of liberal democracy and free markets. Huntington agreed with 
Lewis that there was an emerging confl ict between the West and the Islamic world 
based on competing religious, political, and cultural values. But Huntington greatly 
expanded the scope of Lewis’s clash of civilizations. There was to be more than just 
one  civilizational clash because there are more than two civilizations in the world. 
Though the world will remain divided into distinct states, he argued, the fault lines 
of confl ict will be between civilizations that embrace “different views on the  relations 
between God and man . . . as well as different views of the relative importance of rights 
and responsibilities, liberty and authority, equality and hierarchy.” Huntington iden-
tifi ed seven major civilizations—“Western, Confucian, Japanese, Islamic, Hindu, 
 Slavic-Orthodox, Latin American and possible African.”48

Huntington’s thesis has proved to be very controversial. Some question his 
 characterizations of the different civilizations. Others think he exaggerates the extent 
to which civilizations such as Islam can be treated as coherent, monolithic  entities. 
One need look no further than the confl icts that emerged in Iraq after the 2003 

clash of civilizations The 
thesis, popularized by 
Samuel Huntington, that 
civilizational confl icts based 
on competing social and 
political values are replacing 
traditional national confl icts 
as the defi ning feature of 
contemporary international 
politics.
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U.S. invasion between Shiite and Sunni Muslims to see that confl icts within civiliza-
tions can be just as intense as confl icts among them. Nonetheless, many could not 
help but think that Huntington was on to something, particularly in the aftermath of 
September 11. “Read in the wake of September 11,” Stanley Kurtz muses, “it is more 
clear than ever that Huntington’s book is fi lled with . . . useful generalizations. . . . In 
large measure the world is already living out the truth of Huntington’s thesis.”49 In a 
similar vein, Michael Howard takes direct issue with the poverty thesis: “This is not 
a problem of poverty as against wealth, and I am afraid that it is symptomatic of 
our Western materialism to suppose that it is. It is a far more profound and intrac-
table confrontation between a theistic, land-based and tradition culture, in places 
little different from the Europe of the Middle Ages, and the secular values of the 
Enlightenment.”50 If a terrorist organization is engaged in an effort to undermine and 
perhaps destroy secular, liberal civilization, then no concession or change of policy 
will reduce the threat. There is only one response: The organization must be defeated 
and destroyed.

Description of the threat as “intractable” in this context is revealing. Statists are 
not only skeptical that we can put our fi nger on what the root causes of terrorism 
are, they are also less sanguine about our ability to eliminate those root causes once 
we fi nd them. There tends to be a lot more talk of intractable confl ict in a statist 

Representatives of Afghanistan’s Taliban regime reject United States’ demands to hand over Osama bin 
Laden and others connected to the September 11 attacks. The Taliban would become the fi rst victim of 
the statist strategy of “regime change” in the war on terrorism.
Source: AFP/Getty Images
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perspective, and given its realist foundations, this should come as no surprise. When 
someone describes confl icts as “intractable,” there is a good chance we are dealing 
with a realist. This perspective contrasts with the liberal inclination to view social 
confl ict as an outgrowth of social, economic, and political conditions that can be 
altered in a manner that will eliminate the confl ict. The notion that we should (or 
even can) eradicate inequality and injustice in order to end the threat of terrorism 
strikes statists and realists as a utopian evasion. Thus, on one level this debate is sim-
ply a contemporary manifestation of the enduring clash between liberal optimism 
and realist (conservative) pessimism on questions of social confl ict.

Even though the Bush administration’s policies after the September 11 attacks 
followed the logic of a statist response in many respects, it quickly tried to distance 
itself from the clash of civilizations logic. Although former Secretary of State Colin 
Powell portrayed the attacks as an assault on “civilization” (that is, civilization in 
general, not any particular civilization), he insisted there was “no connection or rela-
tionship to any faith.”51 Speaking to the UN Security Council two months after the 
attacks, Powell was even more explicit: “This was not about a clash of civilizations or 
religions; it was an attack on civilization and religion themselves.”52 Publicly, at least, 
the administration interpreted the attacks as the work of an evil person and organiza-
tion perverting the values and ideas of Islam. Skeptics were quick to wonder whether 
these denials were politically motivated with an eye to keep from alienating moderate 
Arab governments whose cooperation might be needed in the short run.53

States Still Matter
One may lament the lack of viable alternatives to states’ acting to defend them-

selves against threats to their security and citizens, but for statists this is the unavoid-
able reality. As a result, responses to terrorism need to be crafted within the limitations 
of the existing state system. Fortunately, there is much that states can do. Certainly 
nonstate adversaries pose challenges that more traditional state-to-state confl icts do 
not, but we should not leap to the conclusion that states are powerless to act against 
terrorist organizations merely because they are not states. Jack Spencer reminds us 
that terrorist “groups could never pull off these sophisticated operations if there 
were no place where they could support their networks.” Terrorist groups may not 
be states, but terrorists, terrorist training facilities, and terrorist fi nancial resources 
are all located within the borders of states. Consequently, the war on terrorism is 
“essentially . . . . [a] war with states that support terrorism.”54 Several years before the 
September 11 attacks, Steve Pomerantz suggested the same course of action: “If a 
state is the victim of private actors such as terrorists, it [can] try to eliminate these 
groups by depriving them of sanctuaries and punishing states that harbor them. The 
national interest of the attacked state will therefore require either armed interven-
tions against governments supporting terrorism or a course of prudence and discreet 
pressure on other governments.”55

As the Bush administration tried to give meaning to the “war on terrorism,” Vice 
President Dick Cheney provided the rationale for a statist response: “To the extent 
that we defi ne our task broadly. . . . including those who support terrorism, then we 
get at states. And it’s easier to fi nd them than it is to fi nd bin Laden.”56 This same 
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sentiment informed President Bush’s warning that the United States would “make no 
distinction between the terrorists who committed these acts and those who harbor 
them.” From the statist perspective, the war on terrorism is, even if indirectly, still 
a confl ict among states. And one deals with this threat according to the same logic 
that guides responses to traditional threats—by “exacting a price for terrorism so as 
to make it less likely that terrorist will want to strike again.”57 These costs need to be 
imposed not only on the terrorists themselves but also on states that provide active 
support or passively permit them to operate. In President Bush’s words, “we have to 
force countries to choose.”58 The option of last resort would be “regime change”: “If 
you replace the states that do support terrorism with those that don’t, you deny ter-
rorists the kind of support that allows them to mount big operations against us.”59

This is the crux of the statist response: getting at terrorist organizations by using 
the traditional tools of statecraft against those states within whose borders they oper-
ate. Will this allow us to eliminate terrorism? Certainly not. It is unrealistic to assume 
that we can ever totally eradicate terrorism. The focus needs to be on those organiza-
tions that pose the most immediate threat. Although “we can never be immune from 
terrorist violence,” Pomerantz concedes, “we can . . . raise the price for those who 
attack us and the nations that sponsor and support them. In doing so, we can expect 
to make the cost high enough to signifi cantly reduce the number of international ter-
rorist incidents directed against the United States.”60 This statement summarizes the 
statist strategy nicely, and it is easy to see how its underlying logic is quintessentially 
realist. First, there is the admission that we will never eliminate all terrorism and 
the hope that we can is a fantasy, which refl ects a realist impatience with sweeping 
declarations of unattainable aspirations. Second, we need to deal with terrorist orga-
nizations as threats to the national interest that must be either defeated or deterred. 
Third, states continue to be the critical players on the global level, even when it comes 
to controlling the actions of nonstate actors such as terrorist organizations.

Conclusion
Even though it may be useful for highlighting critical issues of analysis and policy 

to treat statist and cosmopolitan approaches as alternatives, it may also be useful to 
ask whether they can be combined into a coherent whole. Perhaps the choice between 
strategies is a false choice. Might we be better off with a synthesis integrating the best 
elements of both? One could make a convincing argument that the Bush adminis-
tration has done just that. We have already emphasized how regime change and a 
willingness to use force unilaterally refl ect an essentially statist response to terror-
ism. John Lewis Gaddis, however, sees a strong cosmopolitan element as well. The 
Bush strategy does identify a root cause of terrorism, though it is not the economic 
inequality and poverty. The Bush vision sees the absence of democracy and politi-
cal freedom as the root cause of the disenchantment and frustration that breed ter-
rorism. Gaddis claims that “the Bush strategy deals with the longer-term issue of 
removing the causes of terrorism and tyranny altogether.” Accepting the “emerging 
consensus within the scholarly community . . . [that] it wasn’t poverty that caused a 
group of middle-class and reasonably well-educated Middle Easterners to fl y three 
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airplanes into buildings,” the Bush administration offers a “solution to this problem 
that is breathtakingly simple: it is to spread democracy everywhere.” Though Gaddis 
does not use the labels statist and cosmopolitan in his analysis of Bush’s strategy, he 
clearly thinks it combines elements often considered at odds: “it sees no contradic-
tion between the wielding of power and the commitment to principles. . . . It is opti-
mistic about human nature, and therefore Wilsonian in its worldview.”61 Cronin 
makes the same point, arguing that “a ‘roots’ approach is precisely at the heart of 
current U.S. policy: the promotion of democracy may be seen as an idealistic effort 
to provide an alternative to populations of Muslim countries, frustrated by corrupt 
governance, discrimination, unemployment, and stagnation.”62 Will this melding of 
power and ideas, statism and cosmopolitanism, prove to be an effective response to 
the challenges of terrorism in a post–September 11 world? The jury is still out on this 
most important question.

But whatever the fi nal verdict, neither terrorism nor the debate over appropriate 
responses is going away anytime soon. In fact, there are important elements of the 
debate we have not even touched on, such as whether the war on terrorism requires 
restrictions on domestic civil liberties. If anything, we can probably expect terrorism 
to worsen before it gets better because “the number of intensely aggrieved groups 
will almost certainly grow in the coming decades of rapid technological, and hence 
social, change.”63 And it is this very technological change and the easy dissemination 
of knowledge that give individuals and groups the ability to cause harm and destruc-
tion on a scale previously unimaginable. Technological and social change provides 
both motives and means.

Policy debates will remain intense for at least two important reasons. First, they 
refl ect competing visions of international society and, at an even more fundamental 
level, differences about the nature and dynamics of social confl ict. Second, and this 
point cannot be stressed too heavily, “the menu for policy options in the war on ter-
rorism is loaded with short-term/long-term tradeoffs.”64 Examples of these trade-offs 
abound. Democracy in the Middle East may be an essential part of a long-term strat-
egy to reduce terrorism, but in the short run we might have to deal with some non-
democratic regimes to diffuse the most immediate threats. But if the United States is 
seen as supporting nondemocratic regimes, this could increase hostility and the risk 
of future terrorist attacks in the long run. Similarly, the use of military force may be 
needed to destroy or diminish the capabilities of a terrorist group or its state sponsor; 
but if this reinforces certain negative images of the United States, long-term threats 
may increase. Most people are probably attracted to elements of both the cosmopoli-
tan and statist strategies because they each embody desirable short- and long-term 
objectives that may run counter to each other. Policy debates are always the hardest 
to resolve when they require trade-offs among equally valued and benefi cial objec-
tives. But no useful purpose is served by failing to recognize the need to make trade-
offs. All good things do not always come together.
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Points of View

Did September 11 Refl ect a Clash of Civilizations?
The thesis of a clash of civilizations advanced by Samuel Huntington and Bernard 
Lewis in the early 1990s took on renewed signifi cance in the wake of the attacks of 
September 11. For some, the attacks were a wake-up call, a strikingly violent con-
fi rmation of the clash and the magnitude of the threat it poses. Others feared that 
portraying a confl ict with a terrorist group as a manifestation of some larger clash 
of civilizations was an overly broad and simplistic characterization of a complex 
problem that ran the risk of becoming a self-fulfi lling prophecy. In the essay below, 
Louis René Beres, writing just days after the attacks, focuses on the attacks them-
selves and the attackers. For him the magnitude and barbarity of the attacks only 
makes sense if they are seen in the framework of a much deeper civilizational clash. 
Amitav Acharya, writing a few months after the attacks, focuses on the reaction in 
the Muslim world to the attacks and the initial U.S. responses. Though he makes 
the interesting concession that “civilizational affi nities” may have played a “second-
ary role,” he does not see the Muslim reaction as consistent with any fundamental 
clash of civilizations. To what extent is the disagreement between Beres and Acharya 
a result of the evidence they focus on? How might one differentiate between civiliza-
tional affi nities and a clash of civilizations? How might the different positions of 
Beres and Acharya on the issue of a clash of civilizations lead to different responses 
to the sort of terrorism witnessed on September 11?

Terrorism and the Global Clash of Civilizations (2001)

Louis René Beres

Terrorism, to be sure, is America’s overriding problem for the immediate future. But 
terrorism is not really our underlying problem. It is rather the  palpably barbarous 
tactic of a methodically planned and determinedly apocalyptic war. Directed initially 
against Israel and the United States, this fevered attack will soon spread—perhaps 
uncontrollably—to large cities in Europe and possibly even to various parts of Asia.

This war is a sustained and foreseeable catastrophic Arab/Islamic assault against 
the West, a civilizational struggle in which a resurgent medievalism now seeks 
to bring fear, paralysis and death to “unbelievers.” It goes without saying that an 
 overwhelming number of Muslims throughout the world are uninvolved in this 
assault, or even tacitly opposed to it (few Muslims will oppose it openly), but 
many millions of others in many countries are already prepared to enter Paradise 

12.1

Source: Louis René Beres, “Terrorism and the Global Clash of Civilizations,” Israel Insider, 
October 1, 2001. Online at http://web.israelinsider.com/Views/927.htm. Reprinted by 
permission of the author.

http://web.israelinsider.com/Views/927.htm
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by becoming “martyrs.” . . . [T]he preferred terrorism tactic in this war is likely to 
involve chemical, biological or nuclear weapons.

Our truest war is not against Osama Bin Laden or even the particular Arab/
Islamic states that nurture and encourage his program for mass murder. Even if Bin 
Laden and every other identifi ably major terrorist were apprehended and prose-
cuted in authoritative courts of justice, millions of others in the Arab/Islamic world 
would not cease their impassioned destruction of “infi dels.” These millions, like 
the  monsters who destroyed the World Trade Center and attacked the Pentagon, 
would not intend to do evil. On the contrary, they would mete out death to inno-
cents for the sake of a presumed divine expectation, prodding the killing of Israelis, 
Americans and Europeans with utter conviction and complete purity of heart.

Sanctifi ed killers, these millions would generate an incessant search for more 
“Godless” victims. Though mired in blood, their search would be tranquil and self-
assured, born of the knowledge that its perpetrators were neither evil nor infamous, 
but heroic and “sacrifi cial.” For those millions engaged in an Arab/Islamic war 
against the West, violence and the sacred are always inseparable. To understand the 
rationale and operation of current terrorism against the United States, including the 
September 11th attacks, it is fi rst necessary to understand these conceptions of the 
sacred. Then, and only then, will it become clear that Arab/Islamic terror against 
the United States is, at its heart, a manifestation of religious worship known as 
“sacrifi ce.”

This is the truest meaning of Arab/Islamic terrorism against our country. It is a 
form of sacred violence oriented toward the sacrifi ce of both enemies and martyrs. 
It is through the purposeful killing of Americans, any Americans, that the Holy 
Warrior embarked upon Jihad can buy himself free from the penalty of dying. It is 
only through such cowardly killing, and not through diplomacy, that “Allah’s” will 
may be done.

When America has understood that terrorism is only a tactic, and that it is a 
 tactic related to Islamic sacrifi ce, it will be able to confront a particularly lethal 
enemy, one that already has within its capabilities the capacity to kill hundreds of 
thousands or even millions of American men, women and children. Until now, this 
is an understanding that has lent itself to insubstantial theorizing. Now, immedi-
ately, Arab/Islamic terrorism should be recognized, at least in part, as a bloody and 
sacred act of mediation between sacrifi cers and their deity.

America is now routinely characterized as a “cancer” in the Arab/Islamic world. 
A recent article from an Egyptian newspaper speaks of “the cancer, the malignant 
wound, in the body of Arabism, for which there is no cure but eradication.” Such 
references are far more than a vile metaphor. They are profoundly theological 
descriptions of a despised enemy that must be excised, that is, “liquidated.” Where 
this “liquidation” would be accomplished by self-sacrifi ce, possibly even terrorism 
involving weapons of mass destruction, it would be life affi rming for the killers. 
Naturally, some Arab/Islamic governments and movements would deny such end-
of-the-world thinking, but it operates nonetheless.

What is to be done? The truth of the terrorist threat to the United States is 
vastly more grotesque than what is commonly understood. We face suicidal mass 
killings with unconventional weapons in the future not because there exists a 
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small number of pathological murderers, but because we are embroiled—however 
 unwittingly—in an authentic clash of civilizations. While we all wish it weren’t so, 
wishing will get us nowhere. Our only hope is to acknowledge the true source of our 
now existential danger, and proceed to fi ght the real war from there.

Clash of Civilizations? No, of National Interests 
and Principles (2002)

Amitav Acharya

The swift collapse of the Taliban regime in Afghanistan under the weight of 
American military power marks the defeat of one of the more prominent ideas to 
emerge from the ashes of the Cold War: Samuel Huntington’s thesis about a “clash 
of civilizations.”

The Sept. 11 attacks on the United States were the fi rst real test of the Huntington 
thesis. Amid the initial shock waves of the attacks, many saw its vindication. This 
view gained strength when George W. Bush used the world “crusade,” with its 
connotations of a Christian holy war against Muslims. The attacks themselves were 
presented by the perpetrators as Islamic holy war against Christians and Jews.

Yet the response of governments and peoples around the world has proved that 
this was no clash of civilizations. What emerged was an old-fashioned struggle over 
the interests and principles that have traditionally governed international relations. 
Civilizational affi nities played only a secondary role.

The world’s Muslim nations condemned the terrorist attacks. Many recognized 
the U.S. right to retaliate against the Taliban for sheltering Qaida. Some offered 
material and logistical assistance.

From Saudi Arabia to Pakistan, from Iran to Indonesia, Islamic nations 
denounced bin Laden. In Pakistan, President Pervez Musharraf and his associates 
denounced the terrorists for giving Islam a bad name. Reversing its long sponsor-
ship of the Taliban and braving the wrath of Islamic extremists at home, Pakistan 
offered vital logistical support to U.S. forces.

Iran, which for decades had spearheaded Islamic revolutionaries’ campaign 
against the United States, also made no secret of its disdain for the Taliban’s Islamic 
credentials. Iran saw an opportunity to rid itself of an unfriendly regime in its 
neighborhood.

Each of these nations put national interest and modern principles of international 
conduct above primordial sentiment and transnational religious or cultural identity.

Pakistan, for example, got badly needed American aid and de facto recogni-
tion of its military regime. Indonesia, whose support as the world’s most populous 
Islamic nation was crucial to the legitimacy of the U.S.-led anti-terrorist campaign, 
received American economic and political backing for its fl edgling democracy.

12.2

Source: Amitav Acharya, “Clash of Civilizations? No, of National Interests and Principles,” 
International Herald Tribune, January 10, 2002. Reprinted by permission of the author.



Chapter 12 International Terrorism 317

In Indonesia and Malaysia, the war against terrorism presented an opportunity 
for governments to rein in domestic Islamic extremists who had challenged their 
authority and created public disorder.

Most nations accepted the U.S. counterstrike as an exercise in a nation’s right of 
self-defense. None granted the same right to the Taliban.

Asked to choose between America and the terrorists, nations of the world closed 
ranks to an unprecedented degree and sided against the terrorists. They did so 
despite reservations about America’s Middle East policy, concerns about civilian 
casualties in the Afghanistan war and misgivings about U.S. military and economic 
dominance of the world.

The “clash of civilizations” thesis fares no better in the domestic arena than on 
the international stage. Appalled by the terrorists’ methods and the loss of so many 
innocent lives, most religious leaders in Islamic societies condemned the attacks as 
un-Islamic.

Dire predictions were made that countries which acquiesced in or backed 
the U.S. retaliation would be torn apart by ethnic and religious strife, but such 
 predictions did not come true.

In Pakistan, where the risk was most serious, General Musharraf was able to act 
more and more boldly against extremists as Islamic protests fi zzled out. Hard-core 
Islamic elements in Indonesia failed in their attempt to rally widespread public 
support against the American action in Afghanistan. In Malaysia, Prime Minister 
Mahathir bin Mohamad set aside his rhetoric against American hegemony and 
made it diffi cult for Malaysian jihadists to travel to Afghanistan to fi ght alongside 
the Taliban.

The international response to the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks shows that religion 
and civilization do not replace pragmatism, interest and principle as the guiding 
motives of international relations.

In rejecting the call to jihad issued by the Taliban, Osama bin Laden and their 
supporters, some Islamic nations acted out of interest and others out of principle. 
Most were motivated by a combination of both.
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Although defi nitions of terrorism are often controver- ■

sial and politically charged, there is a consensus that 
 terrorism has several essential components: (1) the use 
or threat of violence to create a climate of fear, (2) indis-
criminate targeting of civilians (because the  audience 
is the real “target”), and (3) a larger social or politi-
cal objective. There is less agreement about whether 
 terrorism should be defi ned to exclude states and 
include only nonstate actors as possible perpetrators.

Even though terrorist acts and groups share some  ■

things in common, it is probably more useful to classify 
terrorist groups according to their motivations, goals, 
and objectives rather than to treat terrorism as a single, 
undifferentiated phenomenon. Strategies that might be 
effective in dealing with some organizations may prove 
useless for others with different objectives and modi
operandi.

In the aftermath of the September 11 attacks, debate  ■

naturally focused on possible responses to terrorism. 
Archibugi and Young argue that two basic alternatives 
shaped the public debate.

The cosmopolitan response encompasses both short-  ■

and long-term elements. In the short term, the specifi c 
attacks need to be treated as criminal acts necessitating 
an international legal response to capture and prose-
cute those responsible while using the full range of tools 
available to the international community to destroy the 
organization’s ability to operate.

The longer-term goal of a cosmopolitan strategy lies  ■

in addressing the underlying root causes of terrorism, 
which are normally identifi ed as the poverty, inequality, 
and discontent that breed resentment and drive people 
to desperate acts.

The suggestion that terrorism be approached from an  ■

international legal perspective and the desire to deal 
with the root causes of terrorism makes a cosmopoli-
tan approach attractive to liberals as well as to many 
 feminists and Marxists.

The statist response views terrorist attacks as acts of  ■

war and threats to national security. Although there 
may be useful legal and multilateral elements of an 
effective response, the emphasis must be on destroying 
the  terrorist organization’s ability to act by any means 
available. The focus of these efforts should be not only 
the terrorist organizations themselves but also the states 
that support or permit them to operate.

Although the logic of tackling the root causes of terror- ■

ism is attractive, statists are skeptical of the commonly 
accepted idea that poverty leads to terrorism. At a mini-
mum, the connection between poverty and terrorism is 
very complicated. Statists are more inclined to see ter-
rorism, especially of the type perpetrated by Al-Qaeda, 
as motivated by a fundamental confl ict of values and 
visions.

This view of the underlying confl ict and the inclina- ■

tion to view terrorism as a national security issue to 
be addressed within the framework of state relations 
 resonates more with the realist perspective.

Even though they are portrayed as alternative approa- ■

ches, it might be useful to think about whether and how 
elements of these apparently opposing  strategies might 
be melded into a single coherent strategy. The critical 
obstacle that must be overcome to achieve this fusion 
is that many of the short-term responses called for by 
a statist approach appear to work against many of the 
long-term goals of the cosmopolitan approach.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

1. How would you defi ne terrorism? According to your 
defi nition, could the United States’ use of atomic 
bombs against Japan to end World War II be consid-
ered terrorism? Why or why not?

2. Do you think terrorism can ever be justifi ed? Could 
 terrorist acts by opposition groups in Germany designed 

to undermine the Nazi regime between 1933 and 1945 
be justifi ed? Why or why not?

3. To what extent has the Bush administration been 
successful in creating an antiterrorism strategy com-
bining elements of statism and cosmopolitanism?

CRITICAL QUESTIONS



Chapter 12 International Terrorism 319
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KEY TERMS

The literature on terrorism has grown considerably 
since the events of September 11, 2001, but it is still useful 
to consult some of the major works that appeared before 
these events. Alex Schmid’s Political Terrorism: A Reference 
Guide (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Books, 1984) 
is still a standard reference. Walter Laqueur’s Terrorism
(Boston: Little, Brown, 1977) remains insightful. Bruce 
Hoff man’s Inside Terrorism (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1998) is particularly good on the history 
and evolution of terrorism. For exhaustive coverage of 
terrorism in the Middle East, see Richard Chasdi’s twin 
volumes, Serenade of Suffering: A Portrait of Middle East 
Terrorism, 1968–1993 (New York: Lexington Books, 1999) 
and Tapestry of Terror: A Portrait of Middle East Terrorism, 
1994–1999 (New York: Lexington Books, 2002). On 
the rise and dynamics of suicide terrorism, see Robert 
A. Pape, Dying to Win: The Strategic Logic of Suicide 
Terrorism (New York: Random House, 2006). The classic 
exploration of the dilemmas terrorism poses for demo-
cratic states is Paul Wilkinson, Terrorism and the Liberal 
State (New York: Macmillan, 1977).

It will come as no surprise that many works on 
 terrorism have appeared since September 11, 2001. Bob 
Woodward’s Bush at War (New York: Simon & Schuster, 
2002) provides a good fi rst look at the United States’ 
response. A controversial reaction from the political left 
(which has been criticized by many normally considered 
on the left) is Noam Chomsky, 9/11 (Boston: Seven Stories 
Press, 2001). Other interesting attempts to come to terms 
with the broader dilemmas in responding to terrorism 
include Jean Bethke Elshtain, Just War Against Terror: The 
Burden of American Power in a Violent World (New York: 
Basic Books, 2003), Paul Berman, Terrorism and Liberalism
(New York: W. W. Norton, 2003), and Thomas Friedman, 
Longitudes and Attitudes: Exploring the World After September 
11 (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2002). And a 
recent collection of essays dealing with a range of largely 
moral and ethical issues is James P. Sterba, ed., Terrorism and 
International Justice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003). 
A collection of feminist perspectives is Susan Hawthorne 
and Bronwyn Winter, eds., September 11, 2001: Feminist 
Perspectives (Melbourne, Australia: Spinfex, 2002).

FURTHER READINGS

www.terrorismanswers.com/home
Web site maintained by the Council on Foreign 
Relations. Deals with many aspects of September 11, 
2001, and terrorism more generally in a question-
and-answer format.

www.terrorism.com
Web site of the Terrorism Research Center, Inc., 
includes a wealth of information on terrorism and 
terrorist groups worldwide.

www.csis.org/fi veyears
A wide-ranging assessment of how policies and prac-
tices have changed (or not) fi ve years after September 
11, 2001.

http://www.start.umd.edu/
Web site of the National Consortium for the Study of 
Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism maintained by 
the University of Maryland.

TERRORISM ON THE WEB

4. Why might a terrorist group’s goals and objectives 
 matter in thinking about how it should be dealt with?

5. Though a crude “poverty leads to terrorism” hypoth-
esis seems not to fi t the evidence, many continue to 

feel that some connection must exist. How can we 
think about the relationship between poverty and 
terrorism in a more complicated and sophisticated 
fashion?

www.terrorismanswers.com/home
www.terrorism.com
www.csis.org/fiveyears
http://www.start.umd.edu/
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www.state.gov/s/ct/rls/crt/2005/
The State Department’s most recent annual report on 
terrorist activity around the world.

www.jurist.law.pitt.edu/terrorism.htm
Updates and essays on legal aspects of responses to 
terrorism after September 11, 2001.

www.ssrc.org/sept11/essays
The Social Science Research Council’s Web site 
containing essays and research analyzing the events of 
September 11, 2001, and terrorism more broadly.
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The complex bundle of issues surrounding population growth, environmental degra-

dation, and resource depletion, usually referred to as the global commons, involves 

both scientifi c and political questions and debates. The scientifi c debates, which 

are crucial for understanding problems of the global commons, are different from 

many of the debates we have examined already in that they do not follow the terms 

set by the familiar perspectives on international relations. There is no realist or 

liberal position on whether the earth is warming or why. On the scientifi c aspects 

of the global commons debate, the main points of disagreement concern the nature 

and magnitude of population, resource and environmental pressures, as well as 

the likelihood that technology and human ingenuity will provide solutions. Some 

see the problems as dire and express skepticism about the wisdom of relying on 

technological fi xes, while others think the problems are often exaggerated and are 

optimistic about technological solutions. On the political side of the global com-

mons debate, the central issue should be very familiar by this point: How do we 

deal with problems that are transnational and even global in scope in the absence 

of the sort of central political authority that helps us solve similar problems at the 

national level?

The summer of 2008 saw oil prices soar to almost $150 a barrel, something 
unimaginable a few years ago when many thought a mere $100 per barrel would 
be disastrous. While the rising price of gasoline stretched the budgets of many 

in the United States, elsewhere the world’s poor were struggling with the skyrock-
eting cost of food. In a span of about two years, the price of many basic foodstuffs 

Is the Global Commons in Danger?

The Global Commons

Chapter 13
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such as rice more than doubled, leading to food riots in many parts of the develop-
ing world. Though there is some debate about the reasons for such steep increases, 
few doubt that growing demand and restricted supply play a signifi cant role. When 
combined with concerns about global warming and climate change, many began to 
wonder whether a more fundamental global crisis was upon us. With a global popu-
lation of more than 6 billion people, more than twice of what it was only sixty years 
before (see Table 13.1), is the world reaching a point where there may be more people 
than its resources and environment could support? John Feeney warns that “today’s 
crumbling environment, racked by climate change, mass extinction, deforestation, 
collapsing fi sheries and more is evidence that our total consumption has gone too 
far. We are destroying our life support system.” “To avert catastrophe,” he sees no 
alternative but “to reduce both factors in the equation: our numbers and per person 
consumption.”1 A New York Times headline from the summer of 2008 was even more 
dramatic, asking “Is Doomsday Upon Us, Again?”2

Periodically throughout human history people have worried about similar issues, 
but it was not until the early years of the industrial revolution that some began to 
worry about the problem on a global scale. Thomas Malthus (1766–1834) provided 
an early and infl uential expression of concern. In his An Essay on the Principle of 
Population (1789), Malthus predicted a dreary future for humankind. The basic 
problem was that the population was growing geometrically (1,2,4,8,16), whereas 
food production grew arithmetically (1,2,3,4,5). If these trends were extrapolated 
into the future, the point would eventually be reached at which there would be too 
many people and too little food. As a result, famine would become commonplace, 
and this in turn would lead to all sorts of social and political unrest. Famine and dis-
ease would eventually reduce population to sustainable levels, but the process would 
not be pretty. It was a gloomy vision.

Fortunately, history has not been kind to Malthus and his predictions. The 
key fl aw was his assumption that existing trends would extend unaltered into the 
future. Although population growth continued at an even faster rate than Malthus 
anticipated, revolutions in farming techniques and technology led to an even more 
dramatic increase in the food supply. Rather than population outstripping the food 
supply, the reality was exactly the opposite. For more than a century after Malthus, 
the productivity of the industrial revolution eased concerns about the availability of 
food and other resources. Economic growth and greater productivity provided the 
answer to the requirements of population growth.

In the 1950s and 1960s, there was a revival of the sorts of concerns raised by 
Malthus. Why did people start to worry again? The most important reason was the 
dramatic increase in global population beginning in the 1950s.3 During the latter half of 
the twentieth century, global population grew almost 2 percent a year (see Table 13.2), 
well above the historical average. The problem seemed even worse when this growth 
rate was disaggregated. Although 2 percent was the global growth rate, some areas of 
the world were approaching 5 percent, and this was largely in poor nations considered 
least able to sustain a rapidly growing population.

In addition to the global population explosion, resource shortages began to raise 
concerns about the long-term sustainability of existing levels of consumption. The 
most dramatic of these were the oil and gas shortages in the 1970s that created long 

Thomas Malthus 
(1766–1834) Predicted 
(in 1789) that population 
growth would soon outstrip 
increases in the food supply, 
leading to a host of social, 
economic, and political 
crises. Though he proved 
to be wrong, his arguments 
foreshadowed many of those 
made almost two hundred 
years later by the Club of 
Rome.

Year Population

8000 BCE 5,000,000

1 CE 300,000,000

1200 CE 450,000,000

1650 CE 500,000,000

1750 CE 795,000,000

1850 CE 1,265,000,000

1900 CE 1,656,000,000

1950 CE 2,516,000,000

1995 CE 5,760,000,000

Source: Population Reference 
Bureau estimates.

TABLE 13.1
How many people have 
ever lived on the earth?



324 Part II Controversies

lines at gas stations, even though these lines at the pumps had more to do with  politics 
than with any resource limits. The crisis resulted from OPEC decisions, not some 
sudden decrease in the global oil supply. But whatever the cause, the oil crisis got 
people thinking about the fact that some resources they relied on were not unlimited 
and that dwindling supplies might one day create real shortages.

The fi nal element in the resurgence of concerns about population growth 
and resources was the emergence of the modern environmental movement in the 
1960s and 1970s. As J. R. McNeill explains, “Between 1960 and 1990 a remarkable 
and potentially earth-shattering (earth-healing?) shift took place. For millions of 
 people swamps long suited for draining became wetlands worth conserving. Nuclear 
energy, once expected to fuel a cornucopian future, became politically unacceptable. 
Pollution no longer signifi ed industrial wealth but became a crime against nature and 
society. . . . Environmentalism had arrived.”4 One manifestation of this environmental 
activism was the explosion in the number of international environmental nongov-
ernment organizations (NGOs). In many respects this was analogous to the growth 
of international human rights NGOs during the same period. Organizations such as 
Greenpeace, the World Wildlife Fund, Friends of the Earth, and the Nature Conservancy 
have played roles in environmental issues very similar to Amnesty International’s 
role in the area of human rights, especially in terms of increasing public awareness. 
Environmental NGOs differ in many respects, including issue focus (e.g., climate 
change, air and water quality, wildlife preservation), scope (e.g., national, regional, and 
global), and activity (e.g., research, lobbying, and public  education). One of the more 
remarkable aspects of the rise of environmental NGOs is the extent to which they have 
actually been incorporated into the processes and institutions that negotiate, draft, 
and monitor compliance with international environmental agreements. Governments 
and organizations sometimes rely on environmental NGOs because they often possess 
tremendous scientifi c expertise on very technical and complex issues. Through their 
efforts at all levels, environmental NGOs and activists helped focus public and govern-
mental attention on global environmental and resources issues.

Printed but never used by the United States during gas shortages in the late 1970s, these gas ration 
coupons refl ected growing concern about scarce energy resources.
Source: U.S. Department of Energy

Period

Annual 
Percentage 

Growth

1750–1800 0.4

1800–1850 0.5

1850–1900 0.5

1900–1920 0.6

1920–1930 1.0

1930–1940 1.1

1940–1950 1.0

1950–1960 1.9

1960–1970 2.0

1970–1980 1.8

1980–1981 1.7

Source: Barry Hughes, World 
Futures: A Critical Analysis of 
Alternatives (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1985).

TABLE 13.2
Historical world popula-
tion growth rates
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Too Many People, Too Few Resources
In 1968, a group of concerned scientists came together in Rome for a project that 

would shape future debate about the problems of population growth and resources. 
Known as the Club of Rome, they wanted to bring together existing knowledge about 
population growth, technology development, food production, energy supplies and 
consumption, and the environment in order to examine “the present and future pre-
dicament of man.”5 The result was a study called Limits to Growth. On one level, their 
argument resembled that of Thomas Malthus. The most important similarity was the 
focus on population growth. Their basic conclusion was simple: a world of limited 
resources cannot sustain an unlimited population. Whereas Malthus emphasized the 
problem of food, the Club of Rome stressed other concerns. The good thing about 
food is that it is a renewable resource—that is, we grow new food all the time and 
we can fi gure out ways to increase food production. Much more problematic was the 
consumption of nonrenewable resources. Oil provides an obvious example—there 
is only a certain amount of oil in the world today and when it is gone there will be no 
more, at least not for millions of years. Many elements of the environment are also in 
a sense nonrenewable resources: People need clean air, clean water, and a hospitable 
environment in order to live. If the environment is destroyed, a resource necessary for 
life will be gone.

As the title of its study suggests, the Club of Rome believed there was a limit to the 
number of people the world could sustain. In the abstract, this is a point with which 
few could disagree. It would be hard to imagine how the Earth could support a few 
trillion people. But how many people can the world sustain, and how close are we to 
that limit? The Club of Rome’s answer was unequivocal: “If present growth trends 
in world population, industrialization, pollution, food production, and resource 
depletion continue unchanged, the limits to growth on this planet will be reached 
 sometime in the next one hundred years.”6 Once these limits were surpassed, “the 
most probable result will be a rather sudden and uncontrollable decline in both pop-
ulation and industrial capacity” and a declining standard of living for everyone in the 
world.7 The echoes of Malthus were clear.

The Population Explosion
Simply stated, population grows because more people are born than die. If 40 

children are born in one year for every 1,000 people and 20 die, the net gain in 
 population is 20 per 1000, or 2 percent. Two percent does not sound like a very high 
rate of growth: 2 percent interest, infl ation, and unemployment would be  considered 
quite low. Until recently, global population has rarely grown by more than 1  percent 
(see Table 13.2). It is only in the second half of the past century that growth rates 
approached 2 percent. But we get a better appreciation for the signifi cance of 
2  percent growth if we look at doubling time, which is the number of years it takes 
a population to double at given rates of growth. If population grows at 0.5 percent 
a year, it would take 140 years to double, but when population grows at 2 percent 
it doubles in only 35 years (see Table 13.3). Thus, if global population continues to 
grow at 2  percent, the world will go from 6 to 12 billion and maybe even 24 billion 
people within the lifetime of today’s average college student.

Club of Rome A group of 
social and natural scientists 
created in 1968 to examine 
the future “predicament” 
of humankind. Their 1972 
study, Limits of Growth, 
helped shape the debate 
over the interrelated issues 
of global population growth, 
resources depletion, and 
environmental degradation.

renewable resources 
Resources whose supply 
can be increased within a 
meaningful time frame.

nonrenewable resources 
Limited or fi nite resources 
that cannot be replaced 
once used.

doubling time The number 
of years it takes population 
to double at a given rate of 
growth.
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The limited nature of many resources and the limited resilience of our environ-
ment place a limit to the number of people the world can sustain, which the Club of 
Rome referred to as the world’s carrying capacity. The only long-term solution is to 
reach and sustain a level of population at or below this carrying capacity. Eventually 
the world must achieve zero population growth (ZPG). There is no escaping the need 
for an eventual end to population growth. And because population growth results 
from more people being born than dying, there are only two logical ways to achieve 
ZPG: Reduce the number of people being born or increase the number of people 
dying. Stated in such harsh terms, we begin to see the diffi culty of the problem.

Resources and the Environment
Although the Club of Rome worried about the availability of food and arable 

land, this was not the greatest problem. Some of the resources people consume 
are renewable in the sense that we can make more of them, and food is one such 
resource. Other resources are fi nite in that the available quantity is set. The Club 
of Rome worried most about nonrenewable resources. While most of their predic-
tions of resource depletion have proved excessively pessimistic, the inevitability of 
 depletion remains.

In no area are concerns about depletion greater than in energy. The problem is 
that demand for fossil fuels is rising steadily, largely as a result of the growth of the 
Indian and Chinese economies. With a combined population in excess of 2 billion, 
China and India (compared to approximately 300 million for the United States), it is 
hard to imagine how the world could produce enough oil if Indians and Chinese start 
consuming oil at the same rate as Americans. In recent years, the theory of peak oil has 
emerged, reinforcing fears of oil depletion. According to this theory, trends over the 
past few decades suggest that the world is approaching the point at which its  people 
will have consumed about half of the total oil supply. Some  predicted that global oil 
production would peak before 2008, though estimates varied (see Figure 13.1). From 
that point on, demand would surge as production declined, raising the price of oil 
dramatically and leading to economic recessions and confl icts over resources.8 The 
dramatic increases in the price of oil in 2007 and 2008 were taken by many as  evidence 
that peak oil was upon us. Existing oil fi elds were being depleted rapidly and no new 
discoveries were made to meet the future demand. Even some oil industry executives, 
historically optimistic about meeting demand, have begun to sound the alarm bell. 
While some fear an impending crisis, “most experts believe there are still enough 
oil reserves, both discovered and undiscovered, to last at least through the middle 
of the century.”9 This leaves about four decades to fi nd an alternative to petroleum. 
Availability of fi nite resources, however, is only half of the problem, and maybe not 
the most troublesome half. Even if there were enough land, food, oil, coal, and so on 
for 15 or 20 billion people, we need to take into account the consequences of this level 
of consumption. Farming land, burning oil, chopping down forests, and operating 
factories create by-products, some of which have major impacts on the environment. 
And our environment is also a “resource” in a broader sense. Clean air, clean water, 
and a hospitable climate are things people need to survive as much, if not more so, as 
they need a supply of oil. In this sense, we also consume our environment.

carrying capacity Term 
employed by the Club of 
Rome to indicate the maxi-
mum level of population 
that the world’s resources 
and environment could 
sustain.

zero population growth 
(ZPG) A situation in which 
a population’s crude birth 
rates (number of births per 
1,000 people) equals crude 
death rates (number of 
deaths per 1,000 people).

peak oil The theory that 
the world’s production of 
oil is about to reach its 
peak and decline thereafter, 
resulting in higher prices 
that can have damag-
ing effects on the world’s 
economies. This is just one 
example of concerns that 
critical fi nite resources are 
being depleted by high 
levels of consumption.

Growth 
Rate 

(% per year)

Doubling 
Time 

(years)

 0.1 700

 0.5 140

 1.0  70

 2.0  35

 4.0  18

 5.0  14

 7.0  10

10.0   7

Source: Donella H. Meadows, 
Dennis Meadows, and 
Jorgen Randers, Limits to 
Growth—The 30-Year Update, 
p. 23. Copyright © 2004. 
Reprinted by permission of 
the authors.

TABLE 13.3
Doubling time
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Although the list of environmental concerns is long, the threat of global warm-
ing has received the most attention. According to the theory of global warming, 
burning fossil fuels releases carbon dioxide (CO2) and other greenhouse gases, such 
as methane, into the earth’s atmosphere. Some of these gases are absorbed by the 
world’s oceans and forests, but the remainder accumulates in the earth’s upper atmo-
sphere, preventing the escape of the sun’s infrared radiation and causing the earth 
to warm. The accumulation of greenhouse gases has led to an increase in average 
global temperature over the last hundred years, a period coinciding with the indus-
trial revolution, of about 1° Fahrenheit. Some of the consequences of this warm-
ing are clearly discernible, including longer growing seasons, earlier  fl owering of 
trees, and shifts in plant and animal habitats. Although the impact of warming on 
human beings has been limited thus far, if predictions of global warming “prove 
correct, this warming implies vast changes in evaporation and precipitation, a more 
vigorous  hydrological cycle making for both more droughts and more fl oods. The  
 consequences for agriculture, while diffi cult to predict, would be sharp. Human 
health would suffer from the expanded range of tropical diseases. Species extinc-
tion would accelerate . . . [and] for some low-lying countries, such as the Maldives, it 
could also be the last chapter.”10

The theory of global warming, however, is not just about the empirical fact of 
warming, but also its causes. The consensus of scientifi c opinion is that recent warm-
ing exceeds normal temperature fl uctuations and must be traced, at least in part, to 
human activity. The most comprehensive studies of this issue are provided by the 

global warming The 
problem of rising global 
temperatures brought on by 
the emission of greenhouse 
gases (especially carbon 
dioxide and methane).

greenhouse gases Gases 
resulting from the burning 
of fossil fuels, especially 
carbon dioxide (CO2), 
that build up in the upper 
atmosphere. It is the accu-
mulation of these gases that 
leads to global warming.

Source: www.energybulletin.net/primer.php. From peakoil.ie, C. J. Campbell, Association for the Study of Peak Oil 
and Gas. Reprinted by permission.
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Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), an organization established in 
1988 involving more than 2,500 of the world’s leading climatologists. The IPCC’s 
1995 study concluded that “the balance of evidence suggests that there is a discernable 
human infl uence on the global climate.” In 2001 the IPCC’s judgment was even less 
equivocal: “There is new and stronger evidence that most of the warming observed 
over the past 50 years is attributable of human activities.”11

The IPCC’s 2007 report displayed still greater certainty, concluding that “most 
of the observed increase in globally averaged temperatures since the mid-20th 
 century is very likely due to the observed increase in anthropogenic [i.e., resulting 
from human activity] greenhouse gas concentrations.”12 One of the more alarm-
ing aspects of global warming is that most of the world’s greenhouse gases are 
produced by a small percentage of its population—those wealthy and techno-
logically advanced enough to support a lifestyle that requires the consumption 
of large quantities of fossil fuels. A family of four in Seattle contributes much 
more to global warming than a family of ten in Bangladesh. As the majority of the 
world’s population pursues economic development and replicates the lifestyles 
of the industrialized North, the problem is likely to get much worse. A world of 
10 or 12 billion people living the lifestyle to which Americans are accustomed 
would dramatically worsen the problem of global warming. This is one reason that 
likely scenarios for the next century indicate more warming than the last. In 1995, 
the IPCC predicted that global temperature would increase between 1.8° and 6.3° 
Fahrenheit, though by 2001 it raised this estimate to an increase of 2.5° to 10.4°.13

The IPCC’s 2007 report narrowed the range of likely temperature increase to 
between 3.2° and 7.2°.14

Global warming may be the most overriding and widely publicized environ-
mental problem, but it is by no means the only one. There is also the erosion of the 
earth’s ozone layer. Though ozone is considered a pollutant at ground levels (major 
cities issue “ozone alerts” on bad pollution days), a thin layer of ozone in the strato-
sphere screens out the sun’s harmful ultraviolet rays, which contribute to a variety 
of medical conditions, from skin cancer to cataracts. The depletion of ozone is the 
result of emissions of chlorofl uorocarbons (CFCs). Even though the ozone holes 
are currently located over unpopulated or sparsely populated areas, this is another 
potentially dangerous consequence of human industrial activity (though successful 
attempts have been made in the last two decades to reduce the use and production 
of CFCs).

We can add to this list concerns about biodiversity with the extinction of animal, 
insect, and plant species; the shrinking of the world’s major rain forests; acid rain; the 
erosion of farmland; the scarcity of fresh drinking water; and the use of toxic chemi-
cals that are fi nding their way into the human food chain. The technical details and 
debates involved in many of these issues quickly become a mind-numbing array of 
data, statistics, charts, and tables that are almost impossible for a nonspecialist to sort 
out. But the overall picture is that of a fragile ecosystem suffering a series of substan-
tial shocks in a relatively short period as a result of human economic and industrial 
activity. The combined effect is that we have reached a point where, to paraphrase the 
title of former vice president Al Gore’s environmental manifesto, the “earth is in the 
balance.”15
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The Tragedy of the (Global) Commons
Before we can consider solutions to a problem, we need to appreciate its underlying 

dynamics. In considering the dilemmas of population growth, resource  depletion, and 
environmental degradation, many have found it useful to think of them as commons
problems, invoking the metaphor of the tragedy of the commons to illustrate these 
complicated issues in simple terms. Indeed, according to a World Bank discussion 
paper, the metaphor of the commons has been “the dominant paradigm within which 
social scientists assess natural resource issues.”16

The metaphor of the tragedy of the commons attempts to explain why people over-
use common resources by referring to a time in history when many towns had tracts 
of land open to all, which were known as commons. (If you have been to Boston, you 
may have visited its central park, still known as the Boston Common.) As the name 
implies, this land was common, not private, property. Problems arose from the fact 
that individual herders, who controlled the size of their herds, enjoyed the full benefi t 
of each additional animal they grazed on the commons while bearing only a portion of 
the costs. When the animal was fed on the commons, the costs were shared by all but 

the tragedy of the 
 commons A metaphor in 
which actors fail to restrain 
their use of common 
resources, eventually 
depleting those resources 
for all. Often used to 
conceptualize the issues of 
global population growth, 
resource consumption, and 
environmental degradation.

Former U.S. Vice President addresses the 2007 United Nations Climate Change Conference in Bali. 
Many see climate change as the biggest threat to the global commons.
Source: © Mast Irham/epa/Corbis
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the benefi ts of each additional animal were private. As a result, there was always a ratio-
nal incentive for herders to increase the size of their herds. But as herds grew larger, 
eventually too many animals grazed and the commons were destroyed. The carrying 
capacity, so to speak, of the commons was exceeded, with a predictable result.17

Many see our current global problems in similar terms. The commons in this 
case is not grazing land per se, but all the resources we need to sustain the human 
herd—energy supplies, food, clean air, clean water, and so on. These are our global 
commons. If we run out of oil because of excessive consumption, it is gone for every-
one, whether you used it or not. If the environment is destroyed, it is destroyed for 
everyone, regardless of whether you polluted it or not.

Garrett Hardin on Restricting the Commons
If the earth’s future hangs in the balance, we are indeed confronting a drastic 

problem. But do drastic problems require drastic solutions? Some think so,  including 
Garrett Hardin, one of the more controversial fi gures in debates about population 
growth and its consequences. Garrett Hardin has been infl uential in framing the 
issues raised by the Club of Rome as analogous to the tragedy of the commons but 
not as shy in proposing solutions.

Hardin begins by pointing out the obvious: If the world has too many people, it 
is because people are having too many children. The only solution is to have fewer 
 children. Most people continue to believe, however, that procreation is not something 
that should be subject to government regulation. This is a luxury, Hardin thinks, we 
can no longer enjoy. Arguing that we need to relinquish the “freedom to breed,” he 
makes his case in the starkest terms: “The most important aspect of necessity that we 
must now recognize is the necessity of abandoning the commons in breeding. No 
technical solution can rescue us from the misery of overpopulation. Freedom to breed 
will bring ruin to all. . . . The only way we can preserve and nurture other and more 
precious freedoms is by relinquishing the freedom to breed, and that very soon . . . 
only so can we put an end to this aspect of the tragedy of the commons.”18

What would restricting the “freedom to breed” entail? Visions of infanticide 
and coerced abortions immediately come to mind, but very few (and certainly not 
Hardin) suggest such draconian measures. Once there is agreement that procreation 
is a legitimate target of social or government regulation, several devices to reduce 
population growth are possible. Interestingly, few people have problems with govern-
ment policies encouraging people to have more children. In fact, many countries have 
tax policies providing incentives for bigger families, especially in parts of Europe and 
Asia with low birth rates. People seem more reluctant, however, to use similar policies 
to discourage large families. But, Hardin would ask, why is it acceptable to offer tax 
benefi ts for second and third children but not to impose tax penalties for additional 
children? The discussion of policy details, however, comes after the acceptance of the 
legitimacy and necessity of social and political regulation of population growth.

Even more controversial was Hardin’s opposition to proposals for the establish-
ment of an international food bank in the 1970s to assist countries in the event of fam-
ine. Famine, in Hardin’s view, is often a sign of overpopulation. Nations experiencing 
repeated famines have failed to come to grips with the problem of population growth. 

international food bank 
Proposed as a means of 
responding to famines 
around the world. The 
idea was to create a ready 
stock of food that could be 
shipped rapidly to areas in 
need, thus saving thousands 
of lives. Opposed by Garrett 
Hardin because he thought 
such aid would increase the 
population of areas that 
were already overpopulated.
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If the international community rushes in with food aid, this merely allows people to 
survive and population to grow, resulting in what Hardin refers to as a population
escalator. Aid only rescues societies from their inability or unwillingness to control 
their population. Although feeding starving people might seem the moral thing to do, 
the inevitable result is continued overpopulation and more famines. In typically pro-
vocative terms, he advises that “it is essential that those in power resist the temptation 
to convert extra food into extra babies.”19 Given the limited supply of food and other 
resources, Hardin urges that we need to view the world as akin to a lifeboat stocked 
with enough food and water to support ten people but aboard which fourteen people 
have climbed. In this case there are two options: share the food and water among all 
fourteen, which means no one will survive, or recognize the need to reduce the popu-
lation to ten so that some can make it. If we see the world’s resources as a commons to 
be shared by all, the inescapable and logical result, in Hardin’s view, is ruin for all.

Needless to say, Hardin’s approach is not universally accepted. Even among those 
who agree with the basic logic and details laid out by the Club of Rome, Hardin’s 
 solutions are considered extreme. Most would rather tackle the problem through 
the less coercive means that Hardin views as inadequate. Others reject Hardinesque 
solutions because they disagree with the underlying assumptions of a looming  crisis 
brought on by global population growth. As a result, they also reject Hardin’s  metaphor 
of the earth as a lifeboat without suffi cient resources to sustain those on board. If they 
wanted to be as provocative as Hardin, the critics might suggest that a better meta-
phor would be that some of the people on the lifeboat want to eat like gluttonous fat 
pigs on their way to shore and are prepared to deny others food in the process. These 
critics of the Club of Rome see a world of plenty, not a world of limits.

A World of Plenty
Examining competing visions of the future, Barry Hughes distinguishes neo-

traditionalists from modernists. The neotraditionalist approach is embodied in 
the analysis and predictions of the Club of Rome. The label neotraditionalism stems 
from a distinction often drawn between so-called traditional and modern  societies. 
Traditional societies tend to accept a fatalistic view of people as constrained by  natural 
limits, whereas modern societies are characterized by a faith in people’s  ability to 
overcome the limits imposed by nature. The notion that people need to adjust to 
inherent limits to growth is, according to Hughes, a traditionalist view rejected by 
those he calls modernists, who believe people have the intellectual and technologi-
cal capacity to overcome the limits and problems that supposedly restrict human 
and economic growth. Modernists believe that Hardin and the Club of Rome, like 
Malthus before them, are wrong, and largely for the same reasons.20

Malthus was clearly wrong in his time. The three decades since the initial report 
of the Club of Rome have not borne out many of its predictions for the twentieth 
 century either. Was the Club of Rome merely a little ahead of its time, or were its 
analyses and predictions fundamentally fl awed? Modernists agree with the latter, 
arguing that visions of scarcity and ecological disaster have been wrong histori-
cally and are likely to continue to be wrong. Modernists do not necessarily reject 

population escalator 
Garrett Hardin’s term to 
describe the effect of an 
international food bank. 
Refers to the steady 
increases in population that 
would result every time 
external assistance was 
offered to deal with recur-
ring famines.

neotraditionalists Those, 
like the Club of Rome and 
Garrett Hardin, who believe 
that the world is rapidly 
approaching (or is already 
at) its limits to growth.

modernists Those who 
reject the analysis presented 
by the Club of Rome. Argue 
that even if there is a 
limit to the population the 
world can support, it is not 
even close to that limit. 
Generally have a great faith 
in science’s ability to solve 
problems and overcome 
what are often portrayed as 
limits to growth.
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the  principle that there is a limit to the population that the world can sustain; they 
simply do not think we are anywhere near that limit. The modernist vision of the 
future rests on a few critical assumptions. First, global population is likely to level off 
at about 8 to 9 billion by the end of the century. Second, many of the supposed limits 
to population and economic growth are likely to be overcome by human ingenuity 
and technological advances. Third, many of the problems cited by the Club of Rome 
are the result of bad policies, not any inherent limits to growth. In sum, the predic-
tions of the Club of Rome are likely to be seen a hundred years hence in much the 
same  manner people now see Malthus’s predictions: fundamentally fl awed because 
they take existing trends and extrapolate them into the future without accounting for 
human adaptability, intelligence, and technology.

How Many People Will We Have?
Graphs showing global population growing at rapid rates well into the future 

are scary. The doubling of population every thirty-fi ve or forty years as far as the 
eye can see would indeed pose major problems. Fortunately, modernists argue, this 
is unlikely to happen. Adhering to the theory of demographic transition, they see 
population growing in spurts that eventually level off, not in a consistently exponen-
tial fashion. The dramatic increase in global population in the middle and latter half 
of the twentieth century was an unusual occurrence that will not be sustained.

According to the theory of demographic transition, high rates of population 
growth are usually the result of social, medical, economic, and scientifi c advances 
that increase life expectancy and reduce infant mortality. As people start to live  longer 
and more children survive infancy, population grows rapidly. This is what Europe 
experienced two or three generations ago—thanks to the advances of the industrial 
revolution. Increasing life expectancy and decreasing infant mortality, however, are 
not initially matched by declining birth rates. If death rates decline while birth rates 
remain the same, population grows rapidly. Eventually, however, birth rates adjust 
downward, causing population to level off (see Table 13.4 and Figure 13.2). This 
adjustment might take a generation or two.

Why do birth rates eventually decline? First, the advances that improved life 
expectancy and infant mortality are usually part of a larger pattern of economic 
growth that increases wealth and affl uence. And if there is an iron law of demogra-
phy, it is that wealth and fertility (childbearing) are inversely related: across societies 
and within them, wealthy people have fewer children. This might seem odd since 
wealthy people and societies should be able to afford more children, but the critical 

theory of demographic 
transition Claims that 
periods of great popula-
tion growth tend to be 
followed by a leveling off 
of population. The same 
technological, economic, 
and social changes that 
cause population to grow in 
the fi rst place by reducing 
death rates usually have 
long-term effects that result 
in declining birth rates.

Crude Birth Rate Crude Death Rate Growth Rate (%)

Stage I 40/1,000 38/1,000  .2

Stage II 40/1,000 22/1,000 1.8

Stage III 24/1,000 22/1,000  .2

TABLE 13.4
A hypothetical demographic transition (1)
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factor is the changing motivation for procreation. In poor societies, children are eco-
nomic assets. Children often work and contribute income to the family by the time 
they are in their early teens. As societies and people become more affl uent, they have 
children largely for their emotional and psychological benefi ts. And for many par-
ents, two children provide all the emotional benefi ts they can tolerate.

Birth rates also decline for a more straightforward reason. If many children die 
very young, people need to have more children to assure that some make it to adult-
hood. In countries like the United States, parents expect every child to survive to 
adulthood: It is an unusual tragedy when a parent buries a child. Throughout most of 
human history and in many parts of the developing world, the death of a child is not 
unusual. But as infant mortality declines, there is less need to have a lot of children 
to assure the survival of a few. As children regularly and reliably survive, people start 
to have fewer children.

A fi nal reason for declining birth rates is that economic growth and industrializa-
tion also tend to alter the role of women in society. As women become more edu-
cated, as they work outside the home and have an independent source of income, and 
as they have access to birth control, they tend to have fewer children. This is a point 
stressed by feminists and nonfeminists alike: improving the status of women is one 
of the keys to reducing population growth.21

On a global level, different regions progress through this demographic transi-
tion at different times and rates. The advanced industrialized world has already gone 
through the cycle. Population grew rapidly during the fi rst half and middle of the 
twentieth century and then leveled off. In Western Europe many nations are now 
faced with birth rates so low that they worry about their ability to afford the generous 
welfare benefi ts that elderly citizens enjoy.22 Much of the population growth we see 
today is occurring in the Third World. Modernists predict that this will be followed 
by a leveling off of population. Indeed, in many parts of the Third World this already 
appears to be happening. The availability of artifi cial birth control makes it possible 
for the demographic transition to occur quite rapidly. In Taiwan and South Korea, 
for example, birth rates in 1960 were about 40 per 1,000. By 2001 they were down 

Stage I

Birth and
Death Rates

CDR
CBR

Stage II Stage III

FIGURE 13.2
A hypothetical demographic transition (2)

Source: Demographic Transition—Geography, September 9, 1998. Reprinted by 
permission of Matt Rosenberg.
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to 14 per 1,000.23 Taking these trends into account, more recent estimates suggest 
that global population will continue to increase until about 2075, when it reaches 
approximately 9 billion and will stabilize around that number (see Table 13.5).24

Thus, though a doubling of population every thirty-fi ve years would be a nightmare, 
this is almost certainly not going to happen.

But even if one accepts the prediction that world population is likely to level off, 
9 billion is still a lot of people. The question remains: Can the world’s resources and 
environment sustain indefi nitely a population of 9 or 10 billion people? Modernists 
think so. An exhaustive survey of modernist responses to resource and environmen-
tal concerns is more than we can accomplish here. But let us look at a few issues to get 
a feel for the modernist perspective: food, energy resources, and global warming.25

Feeding the World
Can the world feed 10 billion people when many are starving in a world of 6  billion? 

Though we might assume people are starving today because food is in short supply, 
we would be wrong. More than enough food is being produced in the world to feed its 
entire population. If there is a problem, it is one of distribution, not supply. Over the 
past few decades, global food production has actually been increasing faster than world 
population. Since 1961 we have seen a roughly 250 percent increase in grain produc-
tion and a 300 percent increase in meat production. Even more important are the per 

Median World and Regional Population Sizes (millions)

Year 2000 2025 2050 2075 2100

World total 6,055 7,827 8,797 8,951 8,414

North Africa 173 257 311 336 333

Sub-Saharan Africa 611 976 1,319 1,522 1,500

North America 314 379 422 441 454

Latin America 515 709 840 904 934

Central Asia 56 81 100 107 106

Middle East 172 285 368 413 413

South Asia 1,367 1,940 2,249 2,242 1,958

China region 1,408 1,608 1,580 1,422 1,250

Pacifi c Asia 476 625 702 702 654

Pacifi c OECD 150 155 148 135 123

Western Europe 456 478 470 433 392

Eastern Europe 121 117 104 87 74

European part of 
the former USSR

236 218 187 159 141

Source: Reprinted by permission from Macmillan Publishers Ltd. from Wolfgang Lutz, Warren Sanderson, and Sergei 
Scherbov, “The End of the World Population Growth,” Nature, August 2, 2001, p. 544. Copyright © 2001.

TABLE 13.5
Forecasted population sizes
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capita (per person) fi gures. Because the period since 1961 has been one of unprec-
edented population growth, it would be amazing if food production kept pace with 
this growth. In fact, the world produced more grain and almost twice as much meat per 
person in 2005 than in 1961.26 Recent increases in the price of many basic agricultural 
commodities do not alter the basic fact that the world continues to produce enough 
food to feed its population and “many agronomists think the world could easily sup-
port 20 billion or 30 billion people.”27 Since most expect global population to peak at 
about 10 billion, the overall supply of food should remain suffi cient. We also have no 
idea of what the genetic revolution will bring. Perhaps we will see a greater reliance on 
disease-resistant crops or grains engineered to have higher concentrations of essential 
nutrients (e.g., strains of rice much higher in vitamin A). When these advances are 
coupled with declining rates of population growth, the problem of feeding the world’s 
people is the least of our worries. But even some who recognize this achievement warn 
that increases in food production have come at a cost—in terms of soil erosion and 
possible overuse of fresh water through irrigation—and may not be sustainable.

Fueling the World
We can fi nd ways to grow more food, but other things people consume are fi nite: 

Once we have used them all, we will have to wait millions of years for the earth to 
replenish our supply. Fossil fuels are the case in point. There is no doubt we are 
using fossil fuels more rapidly than the earth is producing. Consequently, there is no 
 escaping the logical conclusion that we will run out of fossil fuels someday. Even if 
population stabilizes at 9, 10, or 11 billion people, this does nothing to prevent the 
depletion of oil, gas, and coal, though it will take a little longer than if we had 15 or 
10 billion people. Having fewer people simply gives us more time, not more resources.

How do modernists respond to this logic of inevitable resource depletion? There 
are essentially two major responses. First, the supply of these fossil fuels is greater than 
most believe and likely to be more than suffi cient until viable alternatives are devel-
oped. Second, modernists are careful to differentiate energy from fossil fuels. Fossil 
fuels may have provided for most of our energy requirements in the industrial age, but 
there are other potential sources of energy, many of which are unlimited, and techno-
logical advances are likely to allow us to exploit these sources before we need them.

The bad thing about making predictions is that they may not come true. Make 
too many bad predictions and people start to question them all. Few predictions have 
fared as poorly as those concerning the depletion of fossil fuels. In 1891, the U.S. 
Geological Survey indicated that it was unlikely there was much oil to be found in 
Kansas and Texas. As recently as 1981, the U.S. Department of Energy predicted that 
by the end of the century the price of oil would double or triple.28 In 1972, the authors 
of Limits to Growth estimated that we would exhaust all known existing reserves of 
petroleum by 1992.29 Not only were these predictions wrong, they were shockingly 
so. Needless to say, we did not run out of oil in 1992. Nor do trends in the price of oil 
indicate any increasing scarcity. Modernists delight in pointing to past predictions of 
resource depletion. Until recently there was not even much evidence of price pressure. 
In constant 2000 dollars (i.e., adjusted for infl ation), the price of oil declined by more 
than 50 percent from the early 1980s to 2000.30 As the Chicago Tribune reported in 
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April 2000, “While retail gas averaged $1.57 a gallon last month . . . that still compares 
favorably with infl ation-adjusted prices from 1920 ($2.53), 1930 ($2.03), 1940 ($2.23), 
1950 ($1.88), 1970 ($1.56), 1980 ($2.51) and 1990 ($1.58).”31 Of course, by the sum-
mer of 2008 gas prices reached new heights, hovering around $4.00 a gallon for some 
time, leading some to conclude that the problem of scarcity was fi nally translating 
into permanently higher prices, as predicted by the theory of peak oil. Not everyone 
shared this assessment, emphasizing the role of speculators and the declining value 
of the dollar in pushing oil and gas prices higher. In general, modernists think that 
existing reserves are greater than many assume and that new technologies will allow 
us to extract a lot of diffi cult-to-reach oil. Modernists concede, however, that the age 
of easy and cheap oil will not last forever and may be approaching an end.

There remains the unavoidable conclusion that one day these fossil fuels will be 
exhausted. We can quibble about how long that will take, but there is no escaping the 
reality of eventual depletion. What then? Modernists stress that fossil fuels and energy 
are not the same. Running out of fossil fuels does not mean the end of our energy 
supply. A host of theoretical alternatives to fossil fuels—hydroelectric, nuclear, solar, 
wind, and so on—are available. There are two problems at present. The technolo-
gies are not advanced enough and the energy produced through alternative means is 
generally more expensive than fossil fuels. But the coming decades are likely to see 
improvements in the technologies of alternative energy sources, which will help make 
alternative energy sources more economically viable and environmentally friendly. 
As the cost of fossil fuels increases, alternative sources will become more attractive 
and profi table. This is the silver lining of oil over $100 a barrel—it makes alternatives 
economically viable. We may run out of fossil fuels, but we will never run out of 
energy. This optimism and belief in technology is expressed by Bjorn Lomborg: “The 
important point . . . on energy is to stress not only that there are ample reserves of fos-
sil fuels but also that the potentially unlimited renewable energy resources defi nitely 
are within our economic reach.”32

The Problem of the Environment
The environmental consequences associated with population and economic 

growth probably provide the greatest challenge to modernist optimism. There is 
no single modernist response to the complex range of environmental concerns. In 
 general, however, modernists are skeptical about what they see as exaggerated predic-
tions of imminent environmental catastrophe. To understand the range of responses, 
let us look at the issue of global warming and break down the issue into several  distinct 
questions. First, is global warming occurring? Second, if so, what is causing it? And 
third, how much warming are we likely to see and with what effects?

With regard to the fact of warming, there are few who still resist the  conclusion that 
global temperatures have risen over the past century. The major points of contention 
concern the causes of global warming as well as the likely extent and consequences of 
this warming. The theory of global warming asserts not merely that temperatures are 
rising, but that human activity is the cause. Critics are quick to point out, however, 
that global temperatures have fl uctuated throughout history. No one denies this. The 
issue is whether current warming is occurring on a scale or with a rapidity different 
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from previous warmings. Unfortunately, no one was recording temperature 18,000 
years ago, so we need to look at indirect indicators of temperature, such as the accumu-
lation of ice in Greenland, to get some sense of global climate  thousands of years ago. 
But these indicators are open to different interpretations. A 2003  survey by Harvard 
scientists concluded that global temperatures appear to have been  signifi cantly higher 
during the Middle Ages than they are today.33 The problem is that systematic records 
of temperature begin in the second half of the 1800s. But if this period was unusually 
cool, using this as a baseline for measuring warming of the past century might be mis-
leading.34 There is, however, no genuine disagreement on at least one major point: the 
concentration of CO

2
 in the atmosphere has been increasing. Even the Bush adminis-

tration’s Environmental Protection Agency, which has been criticized for its equivo-
cal position on global warming, concludes that “there is no doubt this atmospheric 
buildup of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases is largely the result of human 
activities.”35

Once we get past the fact that some warming has occurred, we need to ask by how 
much temperature is likely to rise, and with what consequences. These questions are 
hard to answer as predictions about global temperature decades in the future are 
derived from complex climatological models incorporating many elements of a very 
complicated system, including not only greenhouse gases and temperature but also 
oceans, forests, cloud cover, evaporation rates, precipitation, and so on. Changes in 
one element of the climate affect others, and we are not quite sure about how all these 
elements interact. Remember the IPCC’s prediction that by 2100 global tempera-
ture will increase between 2.5° and 10.4° Fahrenheit. This is a substantial range. For 
some, even the smallest increase is cause for concern. According to Al Gore, “even 
small changes in global average temperatures can have enormous effects on climate 
patterns. And any disruption in climate patterns can dramatically affect the distri-
bution of rainfall, the intensity of storms and droughts, the directions of prevailing 
winds and ocean currents, and the appearance of erratic weather patterns [emphasis 
added].”36 In Gore’s view, the world’s environment is a fi nely balanced, fragile, and 
interrelated system in which adverse changes in one area, however small, can have 
“enormous” repercussions for the larger environment.

Some modernists maintain that small increases in temperature might not be such 
a bad thing. A few years ago, in a somewhat provocative passage with the title “The 
Case for Global Warming,” Greg Easterbrook saw some positive consequences of 
global warming. But Easterbrook also provides an interesting example of how the 
debate over global warming has shifted in the last ten years. Admitting that “as an 
environmental commentator, I have a long record of opposing alarmism,” he now 
concedes that “the science has changed from ambiguous to near-unanimous . . . [and] 
based on the data I am now switching sides regarding global warming, from skeptic 
to convert. . . . [The] research is now in, and it shows a strong scientifi c consensus 
that an artifi cially warming world is a real phenomenon posing real danger.”37 On the 
issue of global warming, at least, the ranks of the skeptics appear to be thinning by 
the day. The debate has shifted to what should and can be done to halt the process of 
warming. But even modernists who accept the reality of human-induced warming are 
optimistic that rapidly improving technology will allow us to greatly reduce the emis-
sion of greenhouse gases and transition to sources of energy other than fossil fuels.
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The Good News
Though recognizing some genuine problems, modernists reject the chorus of 

what they consider Malthusian predictions of gloom and doom. Such predictions 
have been notoriously wrong in the past and need to be viewed with deep skepticism 
today. The problems are either nonexistent (food availability), greatly exaggerated 
(global warming), capable of “solving themselves” (population growth), or amenable 
to technological solutions (energy). Furthermore, the endless recitation of problems 
only serves to obscure the evidence of a better life for virtually everyone on the planet. 
On whatever measure one chooses, human life is better today than it was a hundred 
years ago. As a result, Lomborg anticipates that “children born today—in both the 
industrialized world and developing countries—will live longer and be healthier, 
they will get more food, a better education, a higher standard of living, more leisure 
time and far more possibilities—without the global environment being destroyed. 
And that is a beautiful world.”38 The difference in vision between this view and that 
of the Club of Rome could not be starker.

Global Problems, Global Solutions?
Common resources link people together. In the tragedy of the commons, each 

herder’s prosperity depends on others’ using their common land responsibly. It is 
one of the ironies of social relations that interdependence of this sort is a source 
of both confl ict and cooperation. If one’s behavior had no effect on the fate of 
others, everyone could afford to ignore one another’s irresponsibility. If one herder 
overgrazes his land, this would usually be of little concern to others. But if someone 
overgrazes common land, all suffer. Disagreements about the use of such common 
resources are always a potential source of confl ict. The need to protect the commons, 
however, requires cooperation. If the resources and environment needed to sustain 
life on this planet are really in danger, the prospects for confl ict and the need for 
cooperation are both great.

Environmental and resource problems are nothing new. In the early 1900s, 
progressives such as President Theodore Roosevelt sought to protect the environment 
from the ravages of industrialization. People worried about forests and pollution 
long before the Club of Rome. What has changed is the scope of these issues. Prior to 
the 1960s, most environmental and resource concerns were local, regional, or maybe 
national in scope. Lakes polluted or forests destroyed in one nation had little impact 
on others. There were, of course, some transnational issues—polluted rivers and air 
crossed national boundaries. But it was really not until the 1960s that people began 
to think in genuinely global terms. There was an increasing awareness that even some 
issues that appear national in scope, such as the destruction of Brazil’s rain forest, 
could have consequences for the entire world. Other issues, of course, were recog-
nized as global by their very nature—the health of the world’s oceans, the ozone 
layer, and the global climate system.

Global commons problems are always more diffi cult to manage than similar prob-
lems at the national and local levels, where government regulation is a potential solution. 
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The ability of governments to adopt and enforce limits on air and water  pollution 
levels provides an example. The threat of legal sanctions can force factories to limit 
their emissions. Government coercion is sometimes useful for compelling responsible 
behavior. As we have pointed out repeatedly, however, there is no world government 
that can fulfi ll a similar role at the global level. This creates particular problems for 
enforcing rules designed to protect the global commons. Signing agreements is easy 
and rarely costs nations much, but actually abiding by them is often a different matter. 
As Ruth Bell notes, “Enforcement has always been the Achilles’ heel of international 
environmental agreements, largely because nations submit to international oversight, 
which they see as a threat to their sovereignty, only with the greatest reluctance.”39 This 
is not to say that commons problems are impossible to solve in the absence of govern-
ment, merely that they are more diffi cult. Exactly how diffi cult it is to overcome con-
fl icts and achieve cooperation to protect the global commons is one of the issues about 
which familiar perspectives on international relations do have something to say.

Given their general assumptions about international relations, it should come 
as no surprise that realists tend to emphasize the potential for confl ict and obstacles 
to cooperation in dealing with problems of the global commons. The most obvious 
source of greater confl ict is the dwindling supply of critical resources. If supplies of 
critical resources decline as demand remains the same or increases, this is a recipe for 
confl ict. Scarcity always breeds confl ict as actors compete for control of, and access 
to, the resources they need. Of course, in the popular imagination, the resource most 
likely to fuel confl ict is oil. Because the world’s major economies are so dependent 
on oil, it is not too far-fetched to imagine confl ict among oil-thirsty nations such as 
China, India, and the United States as they vie for control over Middle East oil.

But oil is not the only potential source of confl ict. There are other more mundane 
resources that might create problems. In many parts of the world with large popula-
tions and small supplies of fresh water, this most basic of all resources already creates 
tensions. There has, for example, been a long-standing dispute between Israel and 
Jordan over their rights to water from the Yarmouk River. There is a similar confl ict 
between the United States and Mexico because the United States uses almost all the 
water from the Colorado River before it reaches the Mexican border. In a world of 
increasing scarcity, “resource wars” might become commonplace.40

Confl ict will not be limited to control of scarce resources. On the environmental 
front, there will also be confl icts over who should bear the burden of protecting 
the commons. The Kyoto Treaty, which seeks to curb global warming by reducing 
the emission of greenhouse gases, provides an illustration. One problem with the 
agreement in the eyes of critics is its failure to impose restrictions on all nations. While 
wealthy industrialized nations such as the United States faced substantial reductions, 
China, India, and other developing nations did not. Opponents of the treaty in the 
United States charged that this was both unfair and environmentally unwise. But to 
developing nations it was only fair that nations responsible for the bulk of past emis-
sions should bear the burden of current reductions. Developing nations fear that 
restrictions on their emissions would doom them to permanent underdevelopment. 
These “distributional” questions about who should bear the costs of protecting the 
global commons are likely to remain a continuing source of confl ict in attempts to 
protect the global commons.
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Liberals certainly recognize the diffi culties in solving global commons prob-
lems. International anarchy precludes some of the solutions available at the national 
level. Confl icting interests make agreements diffi cult to reach and national sover-
eignty creates problems for enforcement and implementation. No one is deluding 
themselves into thinking these are easy problems. Liberals would also be quick to 
note, however, that the history of dealing with environmental and other issues at 
the international level is by no means a catalog of failure. The obstacles to coop-
eration have not always proven insurmountable. One can point to well over hun-
dred international treaties and conventions addressing an extremely diverse range 
of environmental and resource issues including endangered species, the dumping of 
toxic wastes in the oceans, biodiversity, the exploitation of Antarctica’s resources, and 
acid rain. Nations, international organizations, and NGOs have been able to create 
rules and institutions to protect the environment and regulate access to resources. 
What we have seen is the emergence of international regimes, a somewhat abstract 
concept used to describe “sets of implicit or explicit principles, norms, rules, and 
decision making procedures around which actors’ expectations converge in a given 
area of international relations.”41 Such regimes typically include treaties that specify 
rules of behavior as well as institutions that foster negotiation, information sharing, 
and compliance monitoring.

Many cite the Montreal Protocol of 1987 as an example of successful action and 
cooperation. The origins of the protocol can be traced to the mid-1970s when scientists 
became aware of a hole forming in the earth’s critical ozone layer. Scientifi c evidence 
identifi ed chlorofl uorocarbons (CFCs) as the main culprit. Given the widespread 
use of CFCs in refrigeration, air conditioning, and aerosol sprays, there were reasons 
for pessimism regarding the prospects for successful regulation. Scientists, environ-
mental activists, and NGOs raised public awareness of the problem and pressured 
governments and international organizations to act. Negotiations resulted in the 
1987 protocol in which twenty-two nations agreed to cut their use of CFCs in half by 
1998. When data indicated that the problem was worse than anticipated, the time-
table for phasing out CFCs altogether accelerated. Developed nations agreed to end 
all use of CFCs by 2000. Developing nations agreed to do likewise by 2010. A total of 
189 nations have signed the protocol, leaving only six relatively insignifi cant holdouts 
(e.g., Andorra, San Marino, and the Vatican). One of the more remarkable aspects of 
the protocol was the so-called Multilateral Fund, in which developed nations contrib-
uted money to help offset the costs incurred by developing nations as they moved to 
CFC substitutes. In many respects, the process appears to have been a great success. 
Levels of CFCs have either stabilized or decreased and compliance appears to be quite 
good, although the effect on the ozone layer itself remains a bit unclear and there are 
concerns that some of the CFC substitutes contribute to global warming. All in all, 
however, this seems like a model for dealing with global environmental issues.

The question is whether the model of the Montreal Protocol can be applied 
successfully to global warming. The Kyoto Protocol represented an attempt to 
replicate the success of Montreal. The results so far have not been encouraging. 
The agreement’s overall purpose is to set targets for the reduction of carbon diox-
ide and other greenhouse gas emissions. As indicated above, a particularly contro-
versial provision involves different obligations. Industrialized nations promised to 

international regimes 
A broad term used to 
characterize the institu-
tions, norms, practices, and 
decision-making procedures 
that have been created to 
shape international behavior 
in given issues areas.
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reduce their emissions by 5.2 percent from their 1990 levels by 2010 (which  actually 
would be about 29 percent below what they would be without Kyoto). Not all 
countries are required to reduce emissions. Some developed nations have targets 
as high as 10 percent, while developing nations do not have to reduce emissions 
at all. Though 160 nations signed the Kyoto Protocol, many, including the United 
States, have refused to ratify the agreement. Others have signed and ratifi ed but made 
 revisions—Germany, for example, decided that its coal industry would be exempt.

Skeptics see the fate of Kyoto as a more likely harbinger of efforts to deal with 
other problems of the global commons. The issue of CFC emissions was in some 
senses unique because there were readily available and economically viable substi-
tutes for CFCs. The cost to nations and industries of reducing CFC use was not that 
great. The same cannot be said for greenhouse gases. The reliance on fossil fuels is far 
greater and alternatives much more expensive and less developed. Adjustment, even 
to the modest goals of Kyoto, would not be so easy. The decision of major greenhouse 
gas producers such as the United States and Australia to ignore Kyoto reveals the 
major problem. If the U.S. government enacts legislation requiring factories within 
its borders to reduce emissions, individual factories will have no sovereign right to 
ignore the restrictions. But if the United States announces its intention not to ratify 
and abide by the Kyoto Protocol, there is little other nations can do about it.

Indian students protest the failure of the United States to ratify the 1997 Kyoto Protocol. The sign 
also illustrates how just a single person in a developed nation is responsible for more greenhouse gas 
emissions than dozens or even hundreds of people in developing nations.
Source: © Kamal Kishore/Reuters/Corbis
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Conclusion
Few issues are more important than the future of the global commons, and few 

problems appear more daunting. Attempts to protect the global commons must over-
come several obstacles. The fi rst is uncertainty about the nature and magnitude of the 
problems. Scientists do not agree on such critical issues as the likely course of popula-
tion growth, the supply of fossil fuels and the viability of alternative energy sources, 
or the extent of future global warming and its consequences. The second obstacle is 
the absence of a central political authority at the international level to solve prob-
lems that are global in scope. Though it is not impossible to deal with global problems 
in the absence of a central political authority, this undoubtedly complicates matters. 
This chapter has discussed these scientifi c and political issues. But there is at least one 
other feature of many commons problems, especially those that are environmental in 
nature, that makes them diffi cult to solve: the lag between actions and their effects.

Focusing on the issue of climate change, Ruth Greenspan Bell notes that “part of 
the problem is that the threat still feels abstract. Despite accumulating evidence, the 
full impact of climate change has not yet been felt; for now, it can only be modeled and 
forecast.” As a result, “much of the planning for meeting this challenge has also had 
a somewhat abstract feeling.”42 The climate change we see today is the result of emis-
sions from years and even decades ago. There is a lag period between the actions that 
cause some problems and the point at which people fi nally begin to feel the effects. 
Solving such problems requires that people change their behavior now, perhaps in 
very costly ways, to avoid problems that they are told will manifest themselves decades 
in the future. The costly solutions are real and immediate while the consequences of 
not adopting the solutions often appear distant and speculative. People need to have a 
very long time horizon in order to alter their behavior now to prevent problems in the 
future. It is often very diffi cult to mobilize people to solve such problems, even when 
there is a consensus on the existence of the problems and a government to deal with 
them. Without such a consensus or government, the diffi culties are magnifi ed.

The danger, many fear, is that because of the time gap between actions and effects 
the political will to act will lag behind the need for action. Current emissions will 
produce future warming and by the time the effects are suffi cient to spur nations to 
action, further warming will be irreversibly set in motion. If people must feel the worst 
effects of environmental damage before altering their behavior, the will to act may 
not emerge until the window for meaningful action has closed. “Like the frog in the 
pan of heating water that does not notice the temperature is rising until it is too late,” 
Bell worries, “human beings have been lulled into believing that they have many years 
to deal with climate change.” But if this assumption is false, “when dramatic changes 
fi nally do occur, it will be too late for remedial action.”43 On some levels, threats to 
the global commons present challenges for scientists who must fi gure out the nature 
of, and solutions to, the problems we confront. On another level, the threats pose a 
challenge to the international community that must fi nd a way to deal with global 
problems in the absence of a central political authority. But at a deeper level, the most 
critical challenge might be to people’s ability to take an apparently distant and seem-
ingly speculative future into account in shaping their present behavior.
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Points of View

Where Do We Go After Kyoto?
For perhaps the fi rst time in history, many of the problems facing humanity in the 
twenty-fi rst century are truly global in scope. As global problems, their solutions 
require genuinely international and cooperative action. The dilemma is crafting 
and implementing global solutions in the absence of global government or even 
international institutions capable of enforcing agreements designed to protect the 
global commons. On one level, both of the essays below wrestle with the problem 
of fi nding global solutions in the context of an anarchic global order. Martin Wolf 
and Scott Barrett agree on much. They share a belief in the severity of the world’s 
climate crisis. They recognize the need for a realistic solution within the confi nes 
of the existing global political order: there are no calls for world government or 
anything like it. They also agree that previous attempts to deal with climate change, 
most notably Kyoto, have failed. But do they agree on why Kyoto failed and what 
to do in its wake? Read the essays focusing on two questions. First, what do Barrett 
and Wolf see as the underlying obstacles to effective global action that caused Kyoto 
to fail? Second, how are their analyses of Kyoto’s failure refl ected in their proposals 
for future action?

How Not to Repeat the Mistakes of the Kyoto Protocol

Scott Barrett
YaleGlobal, 14 November 2007

WASHINGTON: It’s not enough for countries to want to slow climate change. 
Countries have a much harder task—fi guring out exactly how the world can 
cooperate to counteract climate change. Unfortunately, the Kyoto Protocol is not a 
model.

The Kyoto Protocol was an early attempt at collective action. However, even if 
the Kyoto Protocol works exactly as intended, global emissions and atmospheric 
concentrations of greenhouse gases will continue to rise. Compared with Kyoto’s 
base year, 1990, emissions have already risen 28 percent. Kyoto aims to limit the 
emissions of only a subset of countries by just 5 percent. Emissions thus continue 
to rise even as we enter the implementation period next year. To meet a goal such 
as stabilizing atmospheric concentrations of greenhouse gases, emissions eventually 
must decline—and dramatically.

Al Gore, who won the Nobel Prize for Peace this year along with the UN 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, has said emissions should fall 
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90 percent by 2050. How can the world move from the current situation, in which 
emissions are rising steadily, to the desired one, in which emissions are falling—fast?

An effective international agreement for climate change mitigation must do 
three things.

First, a treaty must attract broad participation. This is not only because all 
 countries emit greenhouse gases. It is also because, should only some countries 
reduce emissions, comparative advantage in the carbon-intensive industries 
may move to the other countries, causing these other countries to increase their 
emissions—a phenomenon known as “trade leakage.” Kyoto failed to convince 
the world’s biggest emitter and only superpower, the United States, that it should 
participate—reason enough to call the agreement a failure.

I blame the agreement rather than George Bush. The Clinton–Gore administra-
tion did not attempt to get the US Senate to ratify Kyoto. Nor did it pass legislation 
to reduce US emissions. And President Bush, the unilateralist, did bend to another 
international agreement. When the World Trade Organization authorized Europe 
to impose trade restrictions against the US for illegal steel tariffs, Bush withdrew 
the tariffs. This is what a good treaty needs to do—change the behavior of states 
by changing the incentives that cause states not to cooperate. The World Trade 
Organization does this. The Kyoto Protocol does not.

Second, a treaty must deter countries from not complying. Canada’s Parliament 
ratifi ed the Kyoto Protocol; its participation in the treaty is thus not a problem. 
Under the agreement, however, Canada must reduce its greenhouse gas emissions 
6 percent below the 1990 level through 2008–2012, and in 2005 Canada’s emissions 
were 33 percent above the Kyoto target.

Canada’s government has given up on the idea of meeting the Kyoto target. It 
aims instead to reduce the rate of growth in emissions, hoping that emissions will 
peak from 2010. However, a government-funded roundtable of experts has concluded 
that the government’s own policies will not meet even this modest goal. Canada’s 
 previous government predicted that Canada’s emissions would exceed the Kyoto 
target by 45 percent by 2010. It now looks like that prediction will not be far off.

Why would Canada, a country in good standing in international affairs, fail 
to fulfi ll its legal obligations? One reason is that the cost to Canada of comply-
ing with Kyoto would be, in the words of the above roundtable, “considerable.” 
Another reason is that, unlike other agreements such as those under the World 
Trade Organization, Kyoto does not punish countries for non-compliance. A fi nal 
reason is that Canada’s compliance with Kyoto would not prevent the climate from 
changing and indeed would have almost no discernible effect. Why should Canada 
undertake “considerable” sacrifi ce for that?

An effective international agreement must not only tell countries what to do; it 
must create incentives for countries to do what the treaty says must be done.

Third, an agreement must get countries to participate and comply with an 
agreement in which substantial action is required. It’s easy to get countries to 
 participate and comply with an agreement that requires little. A prime example is 
the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change. Only four countries failed 
to ratify this agreement—Andorra, the Holy See, Iraq and Somalia. However, 
this agreement does not require that parties reduce their emissions. Similarly, the 
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big emitting developing countries like China and India are parties to the Kyoto 
Protocol, but that’s because the treaty does not require them to limit emissions. 
Russia is also a party to the Kyoto Protocol, and its emissions are capped, but the 
cap is so generous that it has no effect.

An agreement that fails to induce the US to participate, that fails to create an 
incentive for Canada to comply and that fails to limit the emissions of the fastest 
growing large economies is a failed agreement.

While the world’s attention focuses on Kyoto, another international agreement 
works quietly behind the scenes to make a material difference. This is the Montreal 
Protocol—the agreement for protecting the ozone layer. Ozone-depleting s ubstances, 
it turns out, are also greenhouse gases, but the relationship between ozone and 
climate change is complicated. Ozone is a greenhouse gas, so an agreement that 
protects ozone will increase warming. As well, in limiting the use of ozone-depleting 
substances, the Montreal Protocol has caused substitutes—including non- ozone-
destroying HFCs, a greenhouse gas—to increase. The Kyoto Protocol controls HFCs. 
So the Montreal Protocol has positive and negative effects for the climate.

A recent study, however, has shown that the overall effect of the Montreal 
Protocol on greenhouse gases is helpful. The study by G.J.M. Velders et al., pub-
lished in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, calculates that the 
Montreal Protocol has been, and will continue to be, more helpful than the Kyoto 
Protocol, even assuming that Kyoto is implemented perfectly. Already, this study 
estimates, the Montreal Protocol has achieved four times as much as the Kyoto 
Protocol could ever hope of achieving.

Indeed, only a month ago, the Montreal Protocol was revised again. This time, 
the agreement to phase out HCFCs, a greenhouse gas, was accelerated. Moreover, 
manufacture of HCFCs produces HFCs, as a byproduct. Preliminary estimates 
 suggest that the agreement negotiated in Montreal in September will have more 
than twice the intended impact of the Kyoto Protocol. This is on top of the larger 
effect Montreal has already had in reducing the concentration of greenhouse gases.

What is the Montreal Protocol’s secret of success? One difference between 
Montreal and Kyoto is that Montreal imposed restrictions on all countries from the 
start. A second difference is that Montreal created strong incentives for participa-
tion and compliance—a combination of carrots and sticks. A fi nal difference is that 
Montreal created a system for positive feedback, with each step in reducing ozone 
depletion creating incentives for countries to take yet another step.

Ten years after Montreal was fi rst negotiated, the agreement had been adjusted 
and amended seven times. Ten years after Kyoto was negotiated, that agreement 
has not entered the implementation phase. Montreal is doing nearly as much as 
is  possible to protect the ozone layer and much more than Kyoto to protect the 
climate. Kyoto, meanwhile, has made virtually no difference.

There’s a lesson in this for future climate negotiations. Rather than cap 
 aggregate greenhouse emissions directly, attention should turn to the actions that 
can be taken to limit the emissions of individual gases. Montreal could do it, so 
why not a different kind of climate treaty? Any new climate treaty must break the 
 problem up, addressing different gases in different ways and focusing on sectors 
rather than economy-wide targets.
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Why the Climate Change Wolf Is so Hard to Kill Off

Martin Wolf
Published: December 4, 2007Last updated: December 5, 2007

The point of the story of the boy who cried wolf is that, fi nally, a wolf did appear. 
I feel the same way about the intellectual heirs of Thomas Malthus. Malthusians 
have fi nally found a wolf called climate change. Many now agree. But it is far away 
and coming slowly. “If the worst comes to the worst,” mutter the rich to themselves, 
“we can always let our children cope.”

This is the complacency that the latest Human Development Report from the 
United Nations Development Programme attacks. It does a good job, too. But does 
it do a good enough job to turn the Bali climate change conference into a call for 
effective action? I fear not. This is not because it fails to make a morally sound case. 
It is rather because humanity will change its behaviour only when convinced that 
the lifestyle the better off enjoy now—and the rest of the world aspires to—remains 
in reach.

This cynical view of human behaviour is fully consistent with what has 
 happened so far. For it is as if the Kyoto treaty had never been. Is this judgment too 
harsh? Consider just a few of the many facts contained in this report: atmospheric 
concentrations of carbon dioxide continue to rise at a rate of 1.9 parts per million 
a year; over the past 10 years the annual growth rate of emissions has been 30 per 
cent faster than the average for the past 40 years; if the rate of emission were to 
rise in line with current trends, stocks of CO

2
 in the atmosphere might be double 

pre- industrial levels by 2035; and that, argues the International Panel on Climate 
Change, would give a likely temperature increase of 3 °C, though rises of over 
4.5 °C cannot be excluded. If the science is right, the world is doomed to signifi cant 
climate change.

The report takes a temperature increase of 2 °C as the threshold of “dangerous 
climate change”. Achieving that means draconian cuts in emissions: “If the world 
were a single country it would have to cut emissions of greenhouse gases by half 
by 2050 relative to 1990 levels . . . However the world is not a single country. Using 
plausible assumptions, we estimate that avoiding dangerous climate change will 
require rich countries to cut emissions by at least 80 per cent, with cuts of 30 per 
cent by 2020. Emissions from developing countries would peak around 2020, with 
cuts of 20 per cent by 2050.”

The one point in favour of George W. Bush’s US or John Howard’s Australia is 
that they were not hypocritical. For the signal feature of most of the commitments 
made so far has been the failure to meet them. The vaunted European emissions 
trading system has been more a way of transferring quota rent to a few big emitters 
than an effective means of emissions control. The UK government has, for example, 
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been honest enough to admit that large electricity generators gained £1.2bn in 
quota rent for 2005 alone.

Can the world do better in future? Yes, but it will fi nd it hard. If we are to 
understand why, we must confront the fact that the world is far from a single coun-
try. This creates three huge problems: collective (in)action; perceived injustice; and 
indifference.

First, not only does each country want to be a free rider on the efforts of others 
but none feels wholly responsible for the outcome.

Second, the contributions made by different countries to the problem have 
been (and remain) enormously different. Collectively, the rich countries account 
for seven out of every 10 tonnes of CO

2
 emitted since the start of the industrial era. 

While China is the biggest emitter in the world, its emissions are still only one-fi fth 
of US levels per head. India’s are one-fi fteenth.

Third, as the report spells out in compelling detail, the heaviest cost will be 
borne by the world’s poor. Among the most frightening consequences are those for 
rainfall and glaciers: water shortages could become severe across large swaths of the 
globe. Poor people are far less able to cope with climatic disasters than rich ones. 
But this, if we were honest, is why the rich are unlikely to make the huge reductions 
in emissions the report demands. The powerful will continue to act without much 
consideration for the poor. This, after all, is a world that spends 10 times as much 
on defence (much of it useless) as on aid to poor countries.

How might this change? The answer is that we must appeal at least as much 
to people’s self-interest as to their morality. Yes, we have a moral obligation to 
consider both the poor and future generations. Yes, the fact that the changes in the 
composition of the atmosphere are, to all intents and purposes, irreversible makes 
early and effective action essential. But acceptance of these points will not be suf-
fi cient to obtain meaningful action, instead of pious aspirations and much pretence. 
A good example of the latter is the proposition that it is enough to lower the carbon 
intensity of output. Alas, it is not, unless the reduction is very large indeed.

Two things are needed. The fi rst is convincing evidence that the true risks are 
larger than many now suppose. Conceivable feedback effects might, for example, 
generate temperature increases of 20 °C. That would be the end of the world as we 
know it. I cannot imagine a rational person who would not seek to eliminate even 
the possibility of such outcomes. But if we are to do that, we must also act very soon.

The second requirement is to demonstrate that it is possible for us to thrive with 
low-carbon emissions. People in the northern hemisphere are not going to choose 
to be cold now, in order to prevent the world from becoming far too hot in future. 
China and India are not going to forgo development, either. These are realities that 
cannot be ignored.

The UNDP report argues that the low-carbon future it wants could be achieved 
at a cost of 1.6 per cent of global output between now and 2030. Such round 
numbers look attractively modest. But the question people will still ask themselves 
is what this might mean for their own standards of living. Advocates of change 
will have to persuade people that living in a low-carbon economy does not mean 
 giving up everything they enjoy. People will not wear hair shirts, whatever they may 
pretend.
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In short, if they are to tolerate radical change in energy use, people must fi rst be 
frightened and then they must be offered a good way out. The truth, moreover, is 
that this will happen only if the US also takes the lead. No country will deliver radi-
cal cuts if the US does not do so, too. No leaps forward in science and technology 
will occur if the US is not prepared to commit its resources to those ends. The US 
can no longer wait for a lead from others. Either it takes the lead now or the cause, 
in all probability, will be lost. Our children and grandchildren will then fi nd out 
whether it was a real wolf or not.
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In recent decades, people have increasingly begun to worry  ■

about the interrelated issues of global population growth, 
resources depletion, and environmental degradation.

Though Thomas Malthus feared the consequences of  ■

population growth more than two centuries ago, these 
same concerns emerged in somewhat different form in 
the 1960s and 1970s.

The terms of the debate were set in 1972, when the Club  ■

of Rome released its study Limits to Growth, predicting  
that in the following century the world would reach the 
maximum level of population than its resources and 
environment could support. If population did not level 
off before that point, the result would be a declining 
standard of living for all on the planet.

The issues raised by the Club of Rome are conceptualized  ■

using the metaphor of the tragedy of commons, which 
attempts to illustrate why people often overuse common 
resources. On a global scale, the “commons” in question 
are limited natural and environmental resources.

If this vision of the future is correct, the only long-term  ■

solution lies in restraining population growth. Exactly 
how this is to be accomplished is often a matter of some 
controversy. Garrett Hardin has argued that the fi rst 
critical step is recognizing the need for government 
policies that restrict population and encourage people 
to have fewer children.

Not everyone accepts the Club of Rome’s analysis of  ■

the “predicament” facing humankind. In opposition to 
this neotraditionalist vision is a modernist view.

Modernists present a more optimistic assessment,  ■

claiming the problems highlighted by the Club of Rome 
are mostly nonexistent, exaggerated, or solvable.

Drawing on the theory of demographic transition,  ■

modernists predict that global population will level off 
at about 8 to 9 billion by the end of the century.

On the question of natural resource depletion,  ■

modernists are skeptical of predictions of imminent 
exhaustion. These sorts of predictions have a very poor 
track record. Most resources (e.g., fossil fuels) remain 
suffi ciently plentiful to sustain our population until 
scientifi c progress leads us to feasible and unlimited 
substitutes.

On environmental issues, modernists also fear that  ■

many problems, such as fears of global warming, are 
being exaggerated. Those environmental problems 
that do exist have technological solutions. We have the 
 ability to sustain the world’s probable population with 
a minimal effect on the global environment.

Even if there is agreement on the scientifi c questions,  ■

there remains the obstacle of crafting a solution to 
global commons problems in a world without a cen-
tral political authority. Realists are inclined to think 
resources and environmental problems will increase 
confl ict, not encourage the cooperation necessary to 
solve them. Liberals are more optimistic that inter-
national regimes can be developed to help deal with 
commons problems even in the absence of a central 
political authority.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

1. In what sense are global environmental problems “com-
mons” issues?

2. Why are commons problems so much more diffi cult to 
solve at the global level than at the domestic level?

3. Modernists often assume that global population will 
level off as developing nations replicate the demographic 

trends of the developed world. Are there reasons to 
think this might not be the case?

4. Why is the underlying problem of global population 
growth so diffi cult to solve?

5. What are the similarities and differences between the 
Club of Rome and Thomas Malthus?

CRITICAL QUESTIONS

carrying capacity, 326
Club of Rome, 325

doubling time, 325
global warming, 327

greenhouse gases, 327
international food bank, 330

international
regimes, 340

KEY TERMS



350 Part II Controversies

Malthus, Thomas 
(1766–1834), 323

Modernists, 331
Neotraditionalists, 331

nonrenewable
resources, 325

peak oil, 326
population escalator, 331

renewable resources, 325
theory of demographic 

transition, 332

the tragedy of the 
commons, 329

zero population growth 
(ZPG), 326

A good place to begin is with the landmark study 
that shaped much of the debate for the past few decades: 
Donella Meadows, Dennis Meadows, Jorgen Randers, 
and William W. Behrens, Limits to Growth (New York: 
Universe Books, 1972). The Worldwatch Institute 
publishes a popular collection of essays every year 
entitled State of the World (New York: W.W. Norton, 
annual) dealing with the issues raised in the larger debate 
about population growth, environmental problems, 
and resources depletion. Another fairly comprehensive 
overview is John Dryzek and David Schlosberg, eds., 
Debating the Earth: An Environmental Politics Reader
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998). A popular 
statement of concern echoing the views of the Club of 
Rome is Albert Gore’s, Earth in the Balance: Ecology and 

the Human Spirit (New York: Houghton Miffl in, 1992). 
Garrett Hardin’s, Living within Limits: Ecology, Economics 
and Population Taboos (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2000) is a thought-provoking, if controversial, exploration 
of many of these issues. The classic response to arguments 
about growing resource scarcity was presented in Julian 
Simon and Herman Kahn, The Resourceful Earth (Oxford: 
Basil Blackwell, 1984). Bjorn Lomborg’s, The Skeptical 
Environmentalist: Measuring the Real State of the World
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001) is an 
extremely controversial attempt to counter what he sees as 
exaggerated concerns about population growth, resources, 
and environmental degradation. For a good survey of 
alternatives to oil, see Michael Parfi t, “After Oil: Predicting 
the Future,” National Geographic (August 2005): 4–31.

FURTHER READINGS

www.ipcc.ch
Offi cial Web site of the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change, the leading organization examining 
the problems of global warming.

http://e360.yale.edu./content/topic.msp?id=5
Excellent Web site on global environmental issues and 
debates.

www.climatedebatedaily.com
Useful site that draws together divergent views on the 
reality, causes, consequences, and solutions to global 

warming and climate change. Also provides links to a 
seemingly exhaustive set of resources on these issues.

http://dotearth.blogs.nytimes.com/
A wide ranging Web site maintained by reporter 
Andrew Revkin on issues of the global commons. 
The site’s title gives a hint of its focus: “Nine Billion 
People. One Planet.”
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