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My explanation for why great powers vie with each
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other for power and strive for hegemony
from five assumptions about the international sys-
tem. None of these assumptions alone mandates
that states behave competitively. Taken together,
however, they depict a world in which states have
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their power vis-a-vis other states.
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them. After all, rival states are driven by the same
logic, and most states are likely to recognize their
own motives at play in the actions of other states.
In short, states ultimately pay attention to defense
as well as offense. They think about conquest them-
selves, and they work to check aggressor states
from gaining power at their expense. This inex-
orably leads to a world of constant security compe-
tition, where states are willing to lie, cheat, and use
brute force if it helps them gain advantage over
their rivals. Peace, if one defines that concept as a
state of tranquility or mutual concord, is not likely
to break out in this world.

The “security dilemma,” which is one of the
most well-known concepts in the international re-
lations literature, reflects the basic logic of offen-
sive realism. The essence of the dilemma is that the
measures a state takes to increase its own security
usually decrease the security of other states. Thus,
it is difficult for a state to increase its own chances
of survival without threatening the survival of
other states. John Herz first introduced the security
dilemma in a 1950 article in the journal World Pol-
itics.7 After discussing the anarchic nature of in-
ternational politics, he writes, “Striving to attain
security from . . . attack, [states] are driven to ac-
quire more and more power in order to escape the
impact of the power of others. This, in turn, ren-
ders the others more insecure and compels them to
prepare for the worst. Since none can evet feel en-
tirely secure in such a world of competing units,
power competition ensues, and the vicious circle of
security and power accumulation is on.”*® The im-
plication of Herz’s analysis is clear: the best way for
a state to survive in anarchy is to take advantage of
other states and gain power at their expense. The
best defense is a good offense. Since this message is
widely understood, ceaseless security competition
ensues. Unfortunately, little can be done to ame-
liorate the security dilemma as long as states oper-
ate in anarchy.

It should be apparent from this discussion that
saying that states are power maximizers is tanta-
mount to saying that they care about relative
power, not absolute power. There is an important
distinction here, because states concerned about







o PR RN VR L L AR

PERSPECTXVES )
60 CHAPTER 3 CONTENDING e .

quer

w n h‘at IeglOl’l Fea] W
ewW dOeS
C S

; 0% firying to COD might be able to contain it by themselves, allowing that they invariably have some offensive military
here, and it has no intention © Y 1y because the distant hegemon to remain safely on the side- capability that they can use against each other, and
hegemons- on (atus quo POWer- More needs O sp y C(;mml those distant reglons, mainly

Lo sta an
tion, it becomes &

indeed there s lines. Of course, if the local great powers were un-
{ watet. ,

: - about the meaning of hegemony.- able to do the job, the distant hegemon would take

werful that 1t of the stopping power 0
< 50 PO .

the fact that one can never be certain that other

o states do not intend to use that power against one-
; ilitary com- )
¢ the American EF L i t- ~ Moreover, be t i -
A hegemon s a state that 1S Soth system31 No  reason to thn%( th’;e ol Northeast Asia might the appropriate measures to deal with the threa self. Moreover, because states operate In an anar
in the : { to Euro
. he othet states 1 mitmen
Jominates all ¢

ening state. The United States, as noted, has as-
sumed that burden on four separate occasions in
the twentieth century, which is why it is commonly
referred to as an “offshore balancer.”

In sum, the ideal situation for any great power
is to be the only regional hegemon in the world.
That state would be a status quo power, and it
would go 10 considerable lengths to preserve the
existing distribution of power. The United States is
in that enviable position today; it dominates the

In short, there
. hal 0 PR i decade.
g Ry Wheremtiagemgn is the wither away over
.t it In essence, @ e
gamst 1

there 1s not
1 a global hegemon, and
serons B ystem. A state that is sub- .

in the s
o P er n\lNzer\ﬂ than the other great pOW-

a hegemom, because it
pOwWers. The United

chic system, there is no night watchman to whom
they can turn for help if another great power at-
tacks them. Although anarchy and uncertainty
about other states” intentions create an irreducible
level of fear among states that leads to power-
maximizing behavior, they cannot account for why
sometimes that level of fear is greater than at other
times. The reason is that anarchy and the difficulty
of discerning state intentions are constant facts of
life, and constants cannot explain variation. The

at .power can hope for is
2l hegemon and possib\y coptrol an-

not a hegemom because th :

ce . .
c at the time—/Ausma, Fran _1(,1 o 1mpema\ " o in

: p o ine Germany and ~ Western Hemisphere and there is no hegemon in capability that states have to threaten each other,
d Russxa/—and the United Kingdom fact Napoleomc France, wilhe r;n ¢ non any other area of the world. Butifa regional hege- however, varies from case to case, and it is the key
Prussid, gnate them in any meaningful way- Infac d’— Nazi Germany n Eu¥0P? L ‘éate 4 in Burope and mon is confronted with a peer competitor, i.t factor that drives fear levels up and down. Specifi-
not fiomm od, the United Kingdom const ¢ The Soviet Uniom, which 1s 10 ominate b would no longer be a status quo power. Indeed, it cally, the more power a state possesses, the more
during (e f be a) serious threat to the balanceol Northeast Asia, threatenedcml 4 War The Soviet would go to considerable lengths to weaken and
ered France 0 tury was mui- O )

teenth cew

| | i uring the
ower. Burope the nine e regom i
i jpolar.
tipolar, nOt unip
Hegemony means

which 18 usually interpreted ©

Norld' lt 18 POSSlDle, kloweVer) to aPPly thﬁ COIlcept

{ to
of a system TOTE narrowly and use ¥

cticular regions : g
S\ild the Western Hemisphere-: Thus, oD

tinguish between global hegemots,

fear it generates among its rivals. Germany, for ex-
ample, was much more powerful at the end of the
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Germany over the course of that decade.
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military might, even in the nuclear age, is land
power.
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Power considerations affect the intensity of
fear among states in three main ways. First, rival
states that possess nuclear forces that can survive a
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fear each other less than if these same states had no
nuclear weapons. During the Cold War, for exam-
ple, the level of fear between the superpowers
probably would have been substantially greater if
nuclear weapons had not been invented. The logic
here is simple: because nuclear weapons can inflict
devastating destruction on a rival state in a short
period of time, nuclear-armed rivals are going to
be reluctant to fight with each other, which means
that each side will have less reason to fear the other
than would otherwise be the case. But as the Cold
War demonstrates, this does not mean that war be-
tween nuclear powers is no longer thinkable; they
still have reason to fear each other.
Second, when great powers are separated by
large bodies of water, they usually do not have
much offensive capability against each other, re-
gardless of the relative size of their armies. Large
bodies of water are formidable obstacles that cause
significant power-projection problems for attack-
ing armies. For example, the stopping power of
water explains in good part why the United King-
dom and the United States (since becoming a great
power in 1898) have never been invaded by an-
other great power. It also explains why the United
States has never tried to conquer territory in
Europe or Northeast Asia, and why the United
Kingdom has never attempted to dominate the
European continent. Great powers located on the
same landmass are in a much better position to at-
tack and conquer each other. That is especially true
of states that share a common border. Therefore,
great powers separated by water are likely to fear
cach other less than great powers that can get at
each other over land.

Third, the distribution of power among the
states in the system also markedly affects the levels
of fear.? The key issue is whether power is distrib-
uted more or less evenly among the great powers
or whether there are sharp power asymmetries.
The configuration of power that generates the
most fear is a multipolar system that contains a po-
tential hegemon—what I call “unbalanced multi-
polarity.”

A potential hegemon is more than just the
most powerful state in the system. It is a great

with formidable military forces, because that of-
fensive military capability is the tangible threat to
their survival. But great powers also pay careful at-
tention to how much latent power rival states con-
trol, because rich and populous states usually can
and do build powerful armies. Thus, great powers
tend to fear states with large populations and
rapidly expanding economies, even if these states
have not yet translated their wealth into military
might.

power with so much actual military capability and
so much potential power that it stands a good
chance of dominating and controlling all of the
other great powers in its region of the world. A po-
tential hegemon need not have the wherewithal to
fight all of its rivals at once, but it must have excel-

lent prospects of defeating each opponent alone
and good prospects of defeating some of them in
tandem. The key relationship, however, is the
power gap between the potential hegemon and the
second most powerful state in the system: there
must be a marked gap between them. To qualify a
a potential hegemon, a state must have—by som
reasonably large margin—the most formidabj
army as well as the most latent power among all
the states located in its region.

Bipolarity is the power configuration that p
duces the least amount of fear among the grea
powers, although not a negligible amount bya
means. Fear tends to be less acute in bipolarity,
cause there is usually a rough balance of po
between the two major states in the syste
Multipolar systems without a potential hegen
what I call “balanced multipolarity,” are still lik
to have power asymmetries among their memb
although these asymmetries will not be as p
nounced as the gaps created by the presence of
aspiring hegemon. Therefore, balanced multj
larity is likely to generate less fear than unbalan
multipolarity, but more fear than bipolarity.

This discussion of how the level of fear betw
great powers varies with changes in the distz
tion of power, not with assessments about e
other’s intentions, raises a related point. Whe
state surveys its environment to determine
states pose a threat to its survival, it focuses m
on the offensive capabilities of potential rival
their intentions. As emphasized earlier, intel
are ultimately unknowable, so states worried
their survival must make worst-case assum
about their rivals’ intentions. Capabilities,
ever, not only can be measured but also dete
whether or not a rival state is a serious thre

short, great powers balance against capabilitie
intentions.*
Great powers obviously balance against

The Hierarchy of State Goals

Survival is the number one goal of great powers,
according to my theory. In practice, however,
states pursue non-security goals as well. For exam-
ple, great powers invariably seek greater economic
prosperity to enhance the welfare of their citizenry.
They sometimes seek to promote a particular ide-
ology abroad, as happened during the Cold War
when the United States tried to spread democracy
around the world and the Soviet Union tried to sell
communism. National unification is another goal
that sometimes motivates states, as it did with
Prussia and Italy in the nineteenth century and
Germany after the Cold War. Great powers also
accasionally try to foster human rights around the
f ,gf"lobe. States might pursue any of these, as well as a
number of other non-security goals.
Offensive realism certainly recognizes that
powers might pursue these non-security
but it has little to say about them, save for
important point: states can pursue them as
s the. requisite behavior does not conflict
alance-of-power logic, which is often the
Indeed, the pursuit of these non-security
ometimes complements the hunt for relative
. For example, Nazi Germany expanded into
urope for both ideological and realist rea-
d.the superpowers competed with each
iring the Cold War for similar reasons.
more, greater econormic prosperity invari-
$ greater wealth, which has significant
ons for security, because wealth is the
n of military power. Wealthy states can

afford powerful military forces, which enhance'a
state’s prospects for survival. As the political econ-
omist Jacob Viner noted more than fifty years ago,
“there is a long-run harmony” between wealth and
power.* National unification is another goal that
usually complements the pursuit of power. For ex-
ample, the unified German state that emerged in
1871 was more powerful than the Prussian state it
replaced.

Sometimes the pursuit of non-security goals
has hardly any effect on the balance of power, one
way or the other. Human rights interventions usu-
ally fit this description, because they tend to be
small-scale operations that cost little and do not
detract from a great power’s prospects for survival.
For better or for worse, states are rarely willing to
expend blood and treasure to protect foreign pop-
ulations from gross abuses, including genocide.
For instance, despite claims that American for-
eign 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 that
case, the loss of a mere eighteen soldiers in an infa-
mous firefight in October 1993 so traumatized
American policymakers that they immediately
pulled all U.S. troops out of Somalia and then re-
fused to intervene in Rwanda in the spring of 1994,
when ethnic Hutu went on a genocidal rampage
against their Tutsi neighbors® Stopping that
genocide would have been relatively easy and it
would have had virtually no effect on the position
of the United States in the balance of power.?” Yet
nothing was done. In short, although realism does
not prescribe human rights interventions, it does
not necessarily proscribe them.

But sometimes the pursuit of non-security
goals conflicts with balance-of-power logic, in
which case states usually act according to the dic-
tates of realism. For example, despite the U.S.
commitment to spreading democracy across the
globe, it helped overthrow democratically elected
governments and embraced a number of authori-
tarian regimes during the Cold War, when Ameri-
can policymakers felt that these actions would help
contain the Soviet Union.*® In World War II, the
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liberal democracies put aside their antipathy for
communism and formed an alliance with the So-
viet Union against Nazi Germany. “I can’t take
communism,” Franklin Roosevelt emphasized,
but to defeat Hitler “1 would hold hands with
the Devil”® In the same way, Stalin repeatedly
demonstrated that when his ideological prefer-
ences clashed with power considerations, the latter
won out. To take the most blatant example of his
realism, the Soviet Union formed a non-aggression
pact with Nazi Germany in August 1939—the infa-
mous Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact—in hopes that
the agreement would at Jeast temporarily satisfy
Hitler’s territorial ambitions in eastern Burope and
turn the Wehrmacht toward France and the
United Kingdom.*” When great powers confront a
serious threat, in short, they pay little attention to
ideology as they search for alliance partners.*!
Security also trumps wealth when those two
goals conflict, because «Jefence,” as Adam Smith
wrote in The Wealth of Nations, “is of much more
importance than opulence.”? Smith provides a
good illustration of how states behave when forced
to choose between wealth and relative power. In
1651, England put into effect the famous Naviga-
tion Act, protectionist legislation designed to dam-
age Holland’s commerce and ultimately cripple the
Dutch economy. The legislation mandated that all
goods imported into England be carried either in
English ships or ships owned by the country that
originally produced the goods. Since the Dutch
produced few goods themselves, this measure
would badly damage their shipping, the central in-
gredient in their economic success. Of course, the
Navigation Act would hurt England’s economy as
well, mainly because it would rob England of the
benefits of free trade. “The act of navigation,”
Smith wrote, “is not favorable to foreign com-
merce, or to the growth of that opulence that can
arise from it.” Nevertheless, Smith considered the
legislation “the wisest of all the commercial regula-
tions of England” because it did more damage to
the Dutch economy than to the English economy,
and in the mid-seventeenth century Holland was
“the only naval power which could endanger the

security of England.”*

Creating World Order

The claim is sometimes made that great power
can transcend realist logic by working together to
build an international order that fosters peace an
justice. World peace, it would appear, can only en
hance a state’s prosperity and security. America’

political leaders paid considerable lip service to thi
e course of the twentiet

for example, told a

audience at the United Nations in September 199
that “at the birth of this organization 48 years ag

. . a generation of gifted leaders from many na
d to organize the world’s @
.. No

line of argument over th
century. President Clinton,

tions stepped forwar

forts on behalf of security and prosperity. .
history has granted to us a moment of even grea
_Let us resolve that we will drear

larger. . . . Let us ensure that the world we pa
our children is healthier, safer and more abunda

opportunity. .

than the one we inhabit today.”*

This rhetoric notwithstanding, great powet {
not work together to promote world order fo
own sake. Instead, each seeks to maximize its
share of world power, which is likely to clash
the goal of creating and sustaining stable inf
tional orders.*® This is not to say that great po
never aim to prevent wars and keep the peac
they work hard to deter wa
likely victim. In
cases, however, state behavior is driven largel
narrow calculations about relative power, no
commitment to build a world order indepe
of a state’s own interests. The United States,
ample, devoted enormous resources to det
the Soviet Union from starting a war in B
during the Cold War, not because of som
seated commitment to promoting peace a
the world, but because American leadet
that a Soviet victory would lead to a danj

the contrary,
which they would be the

shift in the balance of power.*®

The particular international order tha
at any time is mainly a by-product of
interested behavior of the system’s great
The configuration of the system, in other
the unintended consequence of great-po

rity competition, not the result of states acting to-
gether to organize peace. The establishment o% the
Co}d War order in Europe illustrates this point
Neither the Soviet Union nor the United Statis in—.
tended to establish it, nor did they work together
to create it. In fact, each superpower Worke:% hard
in the early years of the Cold War to gain power
at the expense of the other, while preventin
the other from doing likewise.*” The system thagt
emerged in Europe in the aftermath of World
War II was the unplanned consequence of intense
security competition between the superpowers
Although that intense superpower ri\;al
ended along with the Cold War in 1990 Russliz
and the United States have not worked tog’ether to
create the present order in Europe. The United
States, for example, has rejected out of hand vari-
outs Russian proposals to make the Organization
for Security and Cooperation in Europe the central
organizing pillar of European security (replacin
the U.S.-dominated NATb). Furthermore Russii
was deeply opposed to NATO expansion, x’/vhich it
v1em'lefi as a serious threat to Russian security. Rec-
ognizing that Russia’s weakness would pre;clude
any r.etaliation, however, the United States ignored
Russia’s concerns and pushed NATO to accept the
‘CZ?’Ch Republic, Hungary, and Poland as new
embers. Russia has also opposed U.S. poli
the)Balkans over the past decade, especialiy
10’ 1999 war against Yugoslavia. Again thz
ted States has paid little attention to Ru;sia’s
s ?nd has taken the steps it deems neces-
o bring peace to that volatile region. Finally,
orth ngting that although Russia is dead se‘;
t :allowmg the United States to deploy ballis-
ssile defenses, it is highly likely that Washing-
d.eploy such a system if it is judged to ‘ge

e Colld War. Nevertheless, the great pow-
continue looking for opportunities to
?}eu share of world power, and if a
Sifuation arises, they will move to under-
:table order. Consider how hard the
es worked during the late 1980s to

weaken the Soviet Union and bring down the st

ble order that had emerged in Europe d.urine st}?_
latter part of the Cold War.*® Of course, the sgtat .
tbat stand to lose power will work to de’ter a rees
sion and preserve the existing order. Butg{[;h ’
motives will be selfish, revolving around badance -
of-power logic, not some commitment to worleci
peace.

Gr.eat powers cannot commit themselves to the
p}lrsult of a peaceful world order for two reason
First, states are unlikely to agree on a general fors—.
1’1’11118.. for bolstering peace. Certainly, international
relations scholars have never reached a consensu
on what the blueprint should look like. In fact i
seems there are about as many theor'ies on ’Ehl
causes of war and peace as there are scholars stud :
ing the subject. But more important, policymak ‘
are unable to agree on how to create )a stabl}:aorirls
For example, at the Paris Peace Conference f.
ter World War I, important differences over hg ;
to create stability in Europe divided Geor ;Z
Cllemenceau, David Lloyd George, and Woodri ‘
Wﬂson.‘” In particular, Clemenceau was det "
mined jco impose harsher terms on German osr_
th? Rhineland than was either Lloyd GeoZ e or
Wﬂson, while Lloyd George stood out as the }gmrgr
liner on German reparations. The Treaty _f
Versailles, not surprisingly, did little to pr .
European stability. promere

Furthermore, consider American thinkin
how to achieve stability in Europe in the earl %ion
of the Cold War.* The key elements for a};ta;};s
and durable system were in place by the ea le
195.0§. They included the division of German trhy
positioning of American ground forces in We};’teni
Europe to deter a Soviet attack, and ensuring that
West Germany would not seek to develop nﬁclear
weapons. Officials in the Truman administration
however, disagreed about whether a divided Ge ’
many would be a source of peace of war. For er—
gmple, George Kennan and Paul Nitze V;fho he;(c-l
important positions in the State Depar,tment b
¥1eved that a divided Germany would be a sour)c e_f
1nstab.ility, whereas Secretary of State Dean ACZ:
son disagreed with them. In the 1950s Presiden;
Eisenhower sought to end the America;l commit-
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ment to defend Western Europe and to provide
West Germany with its own nuclear deterrent.
This policy, which was never fully adopted, never-
theless caused significant instability in Europe, as it
led directly to the Berlin crises of 1958-59 and
19611
Second, great powers cannot put aside power
considerations and work to promote international
peace because they cannot be sure that their efforts
will succeed. If their attempt fails, they are likely to
pay a steep price for having neglected the balance
of power, because if an aggressor appears at the
door there will be no answer when they dial 911.
That is a risk few states are willing to run. There-
fore, prudence dictates that they behave according
to realist logic. This line of reasoning accounts for
why collective security schemes, which call for
states to put aside narrow concerns about the bal-
ance of power and instead act in accordance with
the broader interests of the international commu-
nity, invariably die at birth.>

Cooperation Among States

One might conclude from the preceding discus-
sion that my theory does not allow for any cooper-
ation among the great powers. But this conclusion
would be wrong. States can cooperate, although
cooperation is sometimes difficult to achieve and
always difficult to sustain. Two factors inhibit co-
operation: considerations about relative gains and
concern about cheating.” Ultimately, great powers
live in a fundamentally competitive world where
they view each other as real, or at least potential,
enemies, and they therefore look to gain power at
each other’s expense.

Any two states contemplating cooperation
must consider how profits or gains will be distrib-
uted between them. They can think about the divi-
sion in terms of either absolute or relative gains
(recall the distinction made earlier between pursu-
ing either absolute power oOr relative power; the
concept here is the same). With absolute gains,
cach side is concerned with maximizing its own
profits and cares Jittle about how much the other

hand, each side considers not only its own individ
ual gain, but also how well it fares compared to th
other side.

Because great powers care deeply about th
balance of power, their thinking focuses on relativy
gains when they consider cooperating with othe
states. For sure, each state tries to maximize its ab
solute gains; still, it is more important for a state t
make sure that it does no worse, and perhaps be
ter, than the other state in any agreement. Coope
ation is more difficult to achieve, however, whe
states are attuned to relative gains rather than ab
solute gains.>* This is because states concerne

about absolute gains have to make sure that if the

pie is expanding, they are getting at least some poy
tion of the increase, whereas states that wor
about relative gains must pay careful attention |
how the pie is divided, which complicates cooper
tive efforts.

Concerns about cheating also hinder coop
tion. Great powers are often reluctant to enter
cooperative agreements for fear that the other
will cheat on the agreement and gain a signifi
advantage. This concern is especially acute in
military realm, causing a “special peril of d
tion,” because the nature of military weapon
lows for rapid shifts in the balance of po
Such a development could create a window ¢
portunity for the state that cheats to inflict a
sive defeat on its victim. V

These barriers to cooperation notwiths
ing, great powers do cooperate in a realist w
Balance-of-power logic often causes great
to form alliances and cooperate against ¢
enemies. The United Kingdom, France; and
sia, for example, were allies against Germ
fore and during World War L States s0
cooperate to gang up on a third state, as G

and the Soviet Union did against Poland in
More recently, Serbia and Croatia agreed
quer and divide Bosnia between them,
the United States and its European allies p

. . . ~ them from i : .

side gains or loses in the deal. Bach side caresabout executing their agreement.”” Rivals as
the other only to the extent that the other side’s be- ies cooperate. After all, deals can be
havior affects its own prospects for achieving max-

imum profits. With relative gains, on the other

struck that roughly reflect the distribution of
power and satisfy concerns about cheating. The
various arms control agreements signed by the su-
perpowers during the Cold War illustrate this
point.

The bottom line, however, is that cooperation
takes place in a world that is competitive at its
core—one where states have powerful incentives to

take advantage of other states. This point i -
ically highlighted by the state of Eufopearllspgé?ilt)i}cls
in the forty years before World War 1. The great
powers cooperated frequently during this period
but that did not stop them from going to war on)
August 1, 1914.”® The United States and the Soviet
Union also cooperated considerably during World
 War II, but that cooperation did not prevent the
; outbreak of the Cold War shortly after German

- and Japan were defeated. Perhaps most amazingl)z,
there was significant economic and military coopj
eration between Nazi Germany and the Soviet
Union during the two years before the Wehrmacht
attacked the Red Army.>® No amount of coopera-

jon can eliminate the dominating logic of security

competition. Genuine peace, or a world in which

ates do not compete for power, is not likely as
g as the state system remains anarchic.

Conclusion

o ny argument is that the structure of the
:atlc?nal system, not the particular character-
f individual great powers, causes them to
d act offensively and to seek hegemony.® I
adopt Morgenthau’s claim that states in-
behave aggressively because they have a
wer hardwired into them. Instead, I as-
.the principal motive behind great-power
;ls ‘survival. In anarchy, however, the de-
IVIve encourages states to behave aggres-
do.es my theory classify states as more
essive on the basis of their economic or
stems. Offensive realism makes only a
_dssumptions about great powers, and

these assumptions apply equally to all great pow-

ers.h Except for differences in how much power

each stat

cah state controls, the theory treats all states
I have now laid out the logic explaining why

states Seek to gal‘]l IIluch a P

as pOWe S pos Vel
} X Slble O
thell‘ rl\/als.
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