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The great events of history are often due to secular changes in the growth of population and other fundamental economic causes, which, escaping by their gradual character the notice of contemporary observers, are attributed to the follies of statesmen or the fanaticism of atheists.

John Maynard Keynes, The Economic Consequences of the Peace
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In his excellent book Sociologists, Economists and Democracy (1970), Brian Barry identified and analyzed two of the foremost approaches to theorizing in contemporary social science: the sociological and economic modes of theory construction. This study will draw on the insights provided by these two types of social theories in an attempt to understand international political change. Each type of social theory makes its own contribution. However, in this study we shall regard both as suggestive, rather than as methodologies to be applied rigorously. Thus their strengths and weaknesses will be discussed here briefly to familiarize the reader with the intellectual background and underlying methodology of this book.

The fundamental feature of sociological theory is its emphasis on whole societies or whole social systems. Although definitions of social systems vary, they have in common the notion of a set of identifiable elements characterized by explicit or implicit interrelationships. Whether these elements are individuals, groups, social roles, or other factors, sociological theory assumes that individual behavior is explained by the nature of the system and one’s place in it. The social system is the primary determinant of behavior, either by socializing the actor with respect to a particular set of norms and values or by exercising constraints on the actor. In brief, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts, and the social system itself must be the focus of theorizing.

In contrast to the holistic approach of sociological theory, economic theory, or what some call rational-choice theory, focuses on the individual (Becker, 1976, p. 5; Rogowski, 1978). It assumes that individual behavior is determined wholly by rationality; that is, individuals seek to maximize, or at least to satisfy, certain values or interests at the lowest possible cost to themselves. In this context, rationality applies only to endeavor, not to outcome; failure to achieve an objective because of ignorance or some other factor does not invalidate the rationalist premise that individuals act on the basis of a cost/benefit or means/ends calculation. Finally, it holds that individuals will seek to acquire their objectives until a market equilibrium is reached; that is, individuals will pursue an objective until the associated costs are equal to the realized benefits. Following these individualistic and rationalistic assumptions, economists attempt to explain human behavior.

The strength of the sociological approach is its focus on the structural and institutional determinants of individual behavior. Individuals make choices and act in a world of rules and norms not entirely of their own making. Moreover, these constraining rules and social structures cannot be reduced wholly to self-interest; in many cases individuals can even be viewed as behaving in ways opposed to their self-interest. Although individuals (acting alone or through groups or states) seek to change rules and structures in accordance with their interests, they can never escape completely the constraints of social structure. Moreover, as Percey S. Cohen has stressed (1968, p. 126), although individuals and groups attempt to promote their interests, their actions invariably lead to unanticipated consequences. Both self-interest and social structure are determinants of human behavior.

The strength of economic theory is that it embodies a general conception of social and political change that can be useful in understanding international political change. As John Harsanyi has argued, the problem of social change “must be ultimately explained in terms of personal incentives for some people to change their behavior” (1969, p. 532). That is, a theory of change seeks to explain why “some people have decided that their interests would be better served by a new type of institutional arrangement” (Harsanyi, 1969, p. 532). It focuses on how technological, economic, and other changes affect the power and interests of individuals (organized in coalitions and states) and thereby influence them to modify their behavior and institutions.

Underlying this economic view of social or political change is the assumption that the purposes and natures of social institutions are determined principally by the self-interest and relative power of individual members. In the words of James Buchanan, “political structure is conceived as something that emerges from the choice processes of individual participants” (1966, p. 26). Individuals, groups, and other actors use their powers to create social and political institutions that they believe will advance their interests. Thus the objectives of a social or political institution primarily reflect the interests of its more powerful members. When these interests or the relative powers of individuals (or of groups and states) change, there will be attempts to change the nature of the institution and its objectives in order to reflect significant changes in interest and power.

A second advantage of the theory of rational choice is that it can draw on a large and well-tested body of economic theory. In fact, economics provides a highly developed theory of social behavior, and for this reason economic theory has been applied to an ever-increasing range of social and political phenomena. In some cases the application of economic theory to conventionally conceived noneconomic behavior such as suicide or the choice of a marriage partner has bordered on the ridiculous. Yet, if used with discretion, the so-called laws of microeconomics (demand, marginal utility, and diminishing returns), as well as those from public finance and other subcategories of economics, can help explain political behavior.

Thus economic theory suggests that the study of international political change must consider how political, economic, and technological developments affect the relative incomes (powers) of political actors and the costs of obtaining the objectives sought by groups and states. Among these objectives, the most important ones are sociopolitical arrangements favorable to the interests of a group or state. Thus, this study will argue that a group or a state will attempt to change the political system in response to developments that increase its relative power or decrease the costs of modifying political arrangements and will continue its efforts until an equilibrium is reached between the costs and benefits of further change.1

Although it is helpful to assume that social systems and political institutions emerge from the decisions of powerful actors in pursuit of perceived interests, the resulting social arrangements are not completely willed or controlled by these actors. Furthermore, social and political institutions, once in place, operate according to a logic of their own. For example, the actions of individual consumers or sellers give rise to an economic market, but these individuals in a freely competitive market cannot control the price at which they buy or sell goods. Similarly, as Kenneth Waltz (1979) pointed out, individual states compose an international system, but they have only limited control over its operations and to varying degrees must conform to the logic of a competitive, anarchic system of interacting states. Waltz’s insight is indicative of the value of the sociological approach (or systems approach) to the theory of international relations.

Because this book will analyze political change in the past, as well as in the modern world, a relevant question is whether or not economic theory is universally applicable. Is its utility restricted to market economies composed of acquisitive individuals pursuing rational self-interest?2 In this book we shall assume that rationality is not historically or culturally bound but that individuals in all societies past and present attempt to achieve their interests and goals by the most efficient means possible. However, the specific interests or objectives that individuals pursue and the appropriateness of the means they employ are dependent on prevailing social norms and the material environment. For this reason, although here we employ the economic mode of analysis in an effort to understand political change, we appreciate that the sociological perspective is also necessary to an understanding of the context of rational behavior. In short, the economic and sociological approaches must be integrated to explain international political change.

Thus this study will draw on both the sociological approach and the economic approach to social theory in an attempt to develop a theory or conception of international political change. At the same time, we are mindful of the severe limitations of both types of social theories and of the fact that even though each approach partially compensates for the weaknesses of the other, a combination of the two approaches does not provide a comprehensive explanation of political change nor resolve the basic dilemma of social science: whether to explain trivial matters with exactitude or to treat significant matters with imprecision. In this study we have chosen to follow the latter course in the belief that possible errors and certain oversimplification are the price one must pay if one is to deal with the important issues of our age. This sacrifice of precision is justifiable only if this study clarifies the issues of war and change in world politics more than it obfuscates.

I have benefited enormously in the writing of this book from the assistance of others. The Lehrman Institute of New York City provided the initial funding and intellectual encouragement. Additional financial support was received from the Rockefeller Foundation and its program on conflict studies. Princeton University granted me leave from my teaching and academic responsibilities; its Woodrow Wilson School and the Center of International Studies helped me in financial and other ways. I thank all these institutions for making it possible for me to complete the book.

Further, I would like to thank those individuals who criticized the manuscript or helped me in other ways. I would like particularly to express my deep appreciation to several colleagues, students, and others for their comments on the manuscript: David Caploe, Michael Doyle, Robert Heilbroner, Miles Kahler, Peter Katzenstein, Marion J. Levey, Jr., Jim Keagle, Robert Keohane, Michael Loriaux, Michael Mastanduno, Ralph Pettman, Mark A. Sinz, David Spiro, and Kenneth N. Waltz. A special debt is owed to my colleague William Branson for his suggestion of the appropriateness of economic theory in seeking to explain political change and for his tutoring in economics over the years. Participants in my graduate seminar on international relations and colloquia at Boston College and Stanford University were very helpful. They raised more issues than I could possibly answer. My secretary, Dorothy Gronet, and the professional typing service of Winifred Donahue have my thanks for preparing the typescript. Behind the scenes, my wife Jean orchestrated it all as editor, prodder, and critic par excellence.

Finally, I would like to express my appreciation of the late Harold Sprout, to whom I have dedicated this volume. He never read the text, nor even knew of its existence, and probably would have disagreed with much of it. Yet he contributed to its conception and influenced it, and its author, in more ways than he ever appreciated. He was an outstanding leader in the American study of international relations, forever at the frontier of the field. Those of us who had the privilege of knowing him and being his colleagues will always treasure our memories of him.

 

 

 



1 A noteworthy example of this approach to political change is that of Haskel (1976), who applied rational-choice theory to foreign-policy decision making. Haskel’s book was a pioneering effort that deserves much more attention than it has thus far received.

2 This so-called formal-substantive issue was the subject of a famous exchange between the anthropologist Melville Herskovits and the economist Frank Knight. Herskovits eventually conceded the argument and wrote a precedent-setting book applying formal economic theory to nonmarket and primitive societies (1952).
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During the 1970s and early 1980s a series of dramatic events signaled that international relations were undergoing a significant upheaval. Long-established and seemingly stable sets of relationships and understandings were summarily cast aside. Political leaders, academic observers, and the celebrated “man in the street” were suddenly conscious of the fact that the energy crisis, dramatic events in the Middle East, and tensions in the Communist world were novel developments of a qualitatively different order from those of the preceding decade. These developments and many others in the political, economic, and military realms signaled far-reaching shifts in the international distribution of power, an unleashing of new sociopolitical forces, and the global realignment of diplomatic relations. Above all, these events and developments revealed that the relatively stable international system that the world had known since the end of World War II was entering a period of uncertain political changes.

Ours is not the first age in which a sudden concatenation of dramatic events has revealed underlying shifts in military power, economic interest, and political alignments. In the twentieth century, developments of comparable magnitude had already taken place in the decades preceding World War I and World War II. This awareness of the dangers inherent in periods of political instability and rapid change causes profound unease and apprehension. The fear grows that events may get out of hand and the the world may once again plunge itself into a global conflagration. Scholars, journalists, and others turn to history for guidance, asking if the current pattern of events resembles the pattern of 1914 or 1939 (Kahler, 1979–80).

These contemporary developments and their dangerous implications raise a number of questions regarding war and change in international relations: How and under what circumstances does change take place at the level of international relations? What are the roles of political, economic, and technological developments in producing change in international systems? Wherein lies the danger of intense military conflict during periods of rapid economic and political upheaval? And, most important of all, are answers that are derived from examination of the past valid for the contemporary world? In other words, to what extent have social, economic, and technological developments such as increasing economic interdependence of nations and the advent of nuclear weapons changed the role of war in the process of international political change? Is there any reason to hope that political change may be more benign in the future than it has been in the past?

The purpose of this book is to explore these issues. In this endeavor we shall seek to develop an understanding of international political change more systematic than the understanding that currently exists. We do not pretend to develop a general theory of international relations that will provide an overarching explanatory statement. Instead, we attempt to provide a framework for thinking about the problem of war and change in world politics. This intellectual framework is intended to be an analytical device that will help to order and explain human experience. It does not constitute a rigorous scientific explanation of political change. The ideas on international political change presented are generalizations based on observations of historical experience rather than a set of hypotheses that have been tested scientifically by historical evidence; they are proposed as a plausible account of how international political change occurs.1

To this end we isolate and analyze the more obvious regularities and patterns associated with changes in international systems. However, we make no claim to have discovered the “laws of change” that determine when political change will occur or what course it will take.2 On the contrary, the position taken here is that major political changes are the consequences of the conjuncture of unique and unpredictable sets of developments. However, the claim is made that it is possible to identify recurrent patterns, common elements, and general tendencies in the major turning points in international history. As the distinguished economist W. Arthur Lewis put it, “The process of social change is much the same today as it was 2,000 years ago. . . . We can tell how change will occur if it occurs; what we cannot foresee is what change is going to occur” (Lewis, 1970, pp. 17–18).

The conception of political change presented in this book, like almost all social science, is not predictive. Even economics is predictive only within a narrow range of issues (Northrop, 1947, pp. 243–5). Most of the alleged theories in the field of political science and in the sub-field of international relations are in fact analytical, descriptive constructs; they provide at best a conceptual framework and a set of questions that help us to analyze and explain a type of phenomenon (Hoffmann, 1960, p. 40). Thus, Kenneth Waltz, in his stimulating book, Man, the State and War, provided an explanation of war in general terms, but not the means for predicting any particular war (1959, p. 232). In similar fashion, this study seeks to explain in general terms the nature of international political change.

The need for a better understanding of political change, especially international political change, was well set forth by Wilbert Moore in the latest edition of the International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences: “Paradoxically, as the rate of social change has accelerated in the real world of experience, the scientific disciplines dealing with man’s actions and products have tended to emphasize orderly interdependence and static continuity” (Moore, 1968, p. 365).

Moore’s judgment concerning the inadequate treatment of political change by social scientists is borne out by analyses of international-relations textbooks and theoretical works. Although there are some recent outstanding exceptions (Choucri and North, 1975; Keohane and Nye, 1977; Waltz, 1979), few of these books have addressed the problem of political change in systematic fashion. As David Easton rightly commented, “students of political life have . . . been prone to forget that the really crucial problems of social research are concerned with the patterns of change” (Easton, 1953, p. 42).3

It is worth noting, as Joseph Schumpeter pointed out, that the natural development of any science is from static analysis to dynamic analysis (1954b, p. 964). Static theory is simpler, and its propositions are easier to prove. Unfortunately, until the statics of a field of inquiry are sufficiently well developed and one has a good grasp of repetitive processes and recurrent phenomena, it is difficult if not impossible to proceed to the study of dynamics. From this perspective, systematic study of international relations is a young field, and much of what passes for dynamics is in reality an effort to understand the statics of interactions of particular international systems: diplomatic bargaining, alliance behavior, crisis management, etc. The question whether or not our current understanding of these static aspects is sufficiently well advanced to aid in the development of a dynamic theory poses a serious challenge to the present enterprise.

A second factor that helps to explain the apparent neglect, until recent years, of the problem of political change is what K. J. Holsti called the decline of “grand theory” (1971, pp. 165–77). The political realism of Hans Morgenthau, the systems theory of Morton Kaplan, and the neofunctionalism of Ernst Haas, as well as numerous other “grand theories,” have one element in common: the search for a general theory of international politics. Each in its own way, with varying success, has sought, in the words of Morgenthau, “to reduce the facts of experience to mere specific instances of general propositions” (quoted by Holsti, 1971, p. 167). Yet none of these ambitious efforts to understand the issues (war, imperialism, and political change) has gained general acceptance. Instead, “the major preoccupations of theorists during the past decade have been to explore specific problems, to form hypotheses or generalizations explaining limited ranges of phenomena, and particularly, to obtain data to test those hypotheses”(Holsti, 1971, p. 171). In brief, the more recent emphasis on so-called middle-range theory, though valuable in itself, has had the unfortunate consequence of diverting attention away from more general theoretical problems.4

A third reason for neglect of the study of political change is the Western bias in the study of international relations. For a profession whose intellectual commitment is the understanding of the interactions of societies, international relations as a discipline is remarkably parochial and ethnocentric. It is essentially a study of the Western state system, and a sizable fraction of the existing literature is devoted to developments since the end of World War II. Thus the profession has emphasized recent developments within that particular state system. Although there are exceptions, the practitioners of this discipline have not been forced to come to terms with the dynamics of this, or any other, state system.5 As Martin Wight suggested (1966), international relations lacks a tradition of political theorizing. In large measure, of course, this is because of the paucity of reliable secondary studies of non-Western systems. This situation in itself is a formidable obstacle to the development of a theory of international political change.

A fourth reason for neglect of the theoretical problem of political change is the widespread conviction of the futility of the task. Prevalent among historians, this view is also held by many social scientists (Hirschman, 1970b). The search for “laws of change” is held to be useless because of the uniqueness and complexity of historical events. Thus the search for generalizations or patterns in human affairs is regarded as a hopeless enterprise. Such a position, if taken at face value, denies the very possibility of a science or history of society; yet one should note its admonitions that there are no immutable laws of change and that although repetitive patterns may exist, social change is ultimately contingent on unique sets of historical events.

Finally, the development of a theory of political change has been inhibited by ideology and emotion. In part this is due to a conservative bias in Western social science. Most academic social scientists have a preference for stability or at least a preference for orderly change. The idea of radical changes that threaten accepted values and interests is not an appealing one. This issue is especially acute for the theorist of international political change, who must confront directly the fundamental problem of international relations: war. The inhibiting effect of this dreadful issue has been well put by John Burton in a sweeping indictment of contemporary international-relations scholarship:


The chief failure of orthodoxy has been in relation to change. The outstanding feature of reality is the dynamic nature of International Relations. No general theory is appropriate which cannot take into consideration the rapidly changing technological, social and political environment in which nations are required to live in peace one with the other. But the only device of fundamental change which is possible in the context of power politics is that of war, for which reason war is recognized as a legitimate instrument of national policy. It is not surprising that International Relations has tended to be discussed in static terms, and that stability has tended to be interpreted in terms of the maintenance of the status quo. A dynamic approach to International Relations would immediately confront the analyst with no alternative but to acknowledge war as the only available mechanism for change (Burton, 1965, pp. 71–2).



Burton’s challenge to orthodox theory of international relations goes to the heart of the present study. In recent years theorists of international relations have tended to stress the moderating and stabilizing influences of contemporary developments on the behavior of states, especially the increasing economic interdependence among nations and the destructiveness of modern weapons. These important developments have encouraged many individuals to believe that peaceful evolution has replaced military conflict as the principal means of adjusting relations among nation-states in the contemporary world. This assumption has been accompanied by a belief that economic and welfare goals have triumphed over the traditional power and security objectives of states. Thus, many believe that the opportunity for peaceful economic intercourse and the constraints imposed by modern destructive warfare have served to decrease the probability of a major war.

In the present study we take a very different stance, a stance based on the assumption that the fundamental nature of international relations has not changed over the millennia. International relations continue to be a recurring struggle for wealth and power among independent actors in a state of anarchy. The classic history of Thucydides is as meaningful a guide to the behavior of states today as when it was written in the fifth century B.C. Yet important changes have taken place. One of the subthemes of this book, in fact, is that modern statecraft and premodern statecraft differ in significant respects, a situation first appreciated by Montesquieu, Edward Gibbon, and other earlier writers on the subject. Nevertheless, we contend that the fundamentals have not been altered.6 For this reason, the insights of earlier writers and historical experience are considered relevant to an understanding of the ways in which international systems function and change in the contemporary era.

Thus, although there is obviously an important element of truth in the belief that contemporary economic and technological developments have altered relations among states, events in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East in the 1970s and early 1980s force us once again to acknowledge the continuing unsolved problem of war and the role of war in the process of international political change. Even more than in the past, in the last decades of the twentieth century we need to understand the relationship of war and change in the international system. Only in this way can we hope to fashion a more peaceful alternative. As E. H. Carr (1951) reminded us, this is the basic task of the study of international relations: “To establish methods of peaceful change is . . . the fundamental problem of international morality and of international politics.” But if peace were the ultimate goal of statecraft, then the solution to the problem of peaceful change would be easy. Peace may always be had by surrender to the aggressor state. The real task for the peaceful state is to seek a peace that protects and guarantees its vital interests and its concept of international morality.

 

 

 



1 However, in principle these ideas are translatable into specific testable hypotheses. At least we would argue that this is possible for a substantial fraction of them. The carrying out of this task, or part of it, would require another volume.

2 The term “law” is used several times in this book. In each case, law is to be interpreted as a general tendency that may be counteracted by other developments. This conception of law is taken from Baechler (1975, p. 52).

3 It is symptomatic of this continued general neglect that the Handbook of Political Science does not contain a section devoted specifically to the problem of political change (Greenstein and Polsby, 1975), nor does the entry “political change” appear in its cumulative index.

4 Several important books have recently indicated revival of interest in general theory (Choucri and North, 1975; Bull, 1977; Keohane and Nye, 1977; Hoffmann, 1978; Pettman, 1979; Waltz, 1979). Marxist scholars, of course, never lost interest in “grand theory.”

5 Three recent exceptions are Luard (1976), Wesson (1978), and Wight (1977).

6 The reasons for this belief are set forth in Chapter 6.
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The nature of international political change

The argument of this book is that an international system is established for the same reason that any social or political system is created; actors enter social relations and create social structures in order to advance particular sets of political, economic, or other types of interests. Because the interests of some of the actors may conflict with those of other actors, the particular interests that are most favored by these social arrangements tend to reflect the relative powers of the actors involved. That is, although social systems impose restraints on the behavior of all actors, the behaviors rewarded and punished by the system will coincide, at least initially, with the interests of the most powerful members of the social system. Over time, however, the interests of individual actors and the balance of power among the actors do change as a result of economic, technological, and other developments. As a consequence, those actors who benefit most from a change in the social system and who gain the power to effect such change will seek to alter the system in ways that favor their interests. The resulting changed system will reflect the new distribution of power and the interests of its new dominant members. Thus, a precondition for political change lies in a disjuncture between the existing social system and the redistribution of power toward those actors who would benefit most from a change in the system.

This conception of political change is based on the notion that the purpose or social function of any social system, including the international system, may be defined in terms of the benefits that various members derive from its operation (Harsanyi, 1969, p. 532). As is the case with domestic society, the nature of the international system determines whose interests are being served by the functioning of the system. Changes in the system imply changes in the distribution of benefits provided to and costs imposed on individual members by the system. Thus the study of international political change must focus on the international system and especially on the efforts of political actors to change the international system in order to advance their own interests. Whether these interests are security, economic gain, or ideological goals, the achievement of state objectives is dependent on the nature of the international system (i.e., the governance of the system, the rules of the system, the recognition of rights, etc.). As is the case in any social or political system, the process of international political change ultimately reflects the efforts of individuals or groups to transform institutions and systems in order to advance their interests. Because these interests and the powers of groups (or states) change, in time the political system will be changed in ways that will reflect these underlying shifts in interest and power. The elaboration of this approach for the understanding of international political change is the purpose of the subsequent discussion in this book.

A FRAMEWORK FOR UNDERSTANDING INTERNATIONAL POLITICAL CHANGE

The conceptualization of international political change to be presented in this book rests on a set of assumptions regarding the behavior of states:

1   An international system is stable (i.e., in a state of equilibrium) if no state believes it profitable to attempt to change the system.

2   A state will attempt to change the international system if the expected benefits exceed the expected costs (i.e., if there is an expected net gain).

3   A state will seek to change the international system through territorial, political, and economic expansion until the marginal costs of further change are equal to or greater than the marginal benefits.

4   Once an equilibrium between the costs and benefits of further change and expansion is reached, the tendency is for the economic costs of maintaining the status quo to rise faster than the economic capacity to support the status quo.

5   If the disequilibrium in the international system is not resolved, then the system will be changed, and a new equilibrium reflecting the redistribution of power will be established.

Obviously these assumptions are abstractions from a highly complex political reality. They do not describe the actual decision processes of statesmen, but as in the case of economic theory, actors are assumed to behave as if they were guided by such a set of cost/benefit calculations. Moreover, these assumptions are not mutually exclusive; they do overlap. Assumptions 2 and 4 are mirror images of one another, assumption 2 referring to a revisionist state and assumption 4 referring to a status quo state. For analytical purposes, however, each assumption will be discussed separately in subsequent chapters.

On the basis of these assumptions, the conceptualization of international political change to be presented here seeks to comprehend a continuing historical process. Because history has no starts and stops, one must break into the flow of history at a particular point. The following analysis of political change begins with an international system in a state of equilibrium as shown in Figure 1. An international system is in a state of equilibrium if the more powerful states in the system are satisfied with the existing territorial, political, and economic arrangements. Although minor changes and adjustments may take place, an equilibrium condition is one in which no powerful state (or group) believes that a change in the system would yield additional benefits commensurate with the anticipated costs of bringing about a change in the system (Curry and Wade, 1968, p. 49; Davis and North, 1971, p. 40). Although every state and group in the system could benefit from particular types of change, the costs involved will discourage attempts to seek a change in system. As one writer has put it, “a power equilibrium represents a stable political configuration provided there are no changes in returns to conquest” (Rader, 1971, p. 50). Under these conditions, where no one has an incentive to change the system, the status quo may be said to be stable.

[image: Images]

Figure 1. Diagram of international political change.

In the more traditional language of international relations, the international status quo is held to be a legitimate one, at least by the major states in the system. The meaning of legitimacy was defined by Henry Kissinger as follows:


[Legitimacy] implies the acceptance of the framework of the international order by all major powers, at least to the extent that no state is so dissatisfied that, like Germany after the Treaty of Versailles, it expresses its dissatisfaction in a revolutionary foreign policy. A legitimate order does not make conflicts impossible, but it limits their scope. Wars may occur, but they will be fought in the name of the existing structure and the peace which follows will be justified as a better expression of the “legitimate,” general consensus. Diplomacy in the classic sense, the adjustment of differences through negotiations, is possible only in “legitimate” international orders (1957, pp. 1–2).



What this quotation suggests is that an international system or order exists in a condition of homeostatic or dynamic equilibrium. Like any other system, it is not completely at rest; changes at the level of interstate interactions are constantly taking place. In general, however, the conflicts, alliances, and diplomatic interactions among the actors in the system tend to preserve the defining characteristics of the system. Thus, as Kissinger demonstrated, the legitimate order or equilibrium created at the Congress of Vienna (1814) survived limited conflicts and diplomatic maneuvering until it finally collapsed in response to the profound economic, technological, and political upheavals of the latter part of the nineteenth century. This issue of legitimacy will be discussed later.

In every international system there are continual occurrences of political, economic, and technological changes that promise gains or threaten losses for one or another actor. In most cases these potential gains and losses are minor, and only incremental adjustments are necessary in order to take account of them. Such changes take place within the existing international system, producing a condition of homeostatic equilibrium. The relative stability of the system is, in fact, largely determined by its capacity to adjust to the demands of actors affected by changing political and environmental conditions. In every system, therefore, a process of disequilibrium and adjustment is constantly taking place. In the absence of large potential net benefits from change, the system continues to remain in a state of equilibrium.

If the interests and relative powers of the principal states in an international system remained constant over time, or if power relations changed in such a way as to maintain the same relative distribution of power, the system would continue indefinitely in a state of equilibrium. However, both domestic and international developments undermine the stability of the status quo. For example, shifts in domestic coalitions may necessitate redefinition of the “national interest.” However, the most destabilizing factor is the tendency in an international system for the powers of member states to change at different rates because of political, economic, and technological developments. In time, the differential growth in power of the various states in the system causes a fundamental redistribution of power in the system.

The concept of power is one of the most troublesome in the field of international relations and, more generally, political science. Many weighty books have analyzed and elaborated the concept. In this book, power refers simply to the military, economic, and technological capabilities of states. This definition obviously leaves out important and intangible elements that affect the outcomes of political actions, such as public morale, qualities of leadership, and situational factors. It also excludes what E. H. Carr called “power over opinion” (1951, p. 132). These psychological and frequently incalculable aspects of power and international relations are more closely associated with the concept of prestige as it is used in this book. The relationship between power and prestige and its significance for international political change will be discussed herein.

As a consequence of the changing interests of individual states, and especially because of the differential growth in power among states, the international system moves from a condition of equilibrium to one of disequilibrium. Disequilibrium is a situation in which economic, political, and technological developments have increased considerably the potential benefits or decreased the potential costs to one or more states of seeking to change the international system. Forestalling one’s losses or increasing one’s gains becomes an incentive for one or more states to attempt to change the system. Thus there develops a disjuncture between the existing international system and the potential gains to particular states from a change in the international system.

The elements of this systemic disequilibrium are twofold. First, military, technological, or other changes have increased the benefits of territorial conquest or the benefits of changing the international system in other ways. Second, the differential growth in power among the states in the system has altered the cost of changing the system. This transformation of the benefits and/or the costs of changing the system produces an incongruity or disjuncture among the components of the system (Table 1). On the one hand, the hierarchy of prestige, the division of territory, the international division of labor, and the rules of the system remain basically unchanged; they continue to reflect primarily the interests of the existing dominant powers and the relative power distribution that prevailed at the time of the last systemic change. On the other hand, the international distribution of power has undergone a radical transformation that has weakened the foundations of the existing system. It is this disjuncture between the several components of the system and its implications for relative gains and losses among the various states in the system that cause international political change.

This disjuncture within the existing international system involving the potential benefits and losses to particular powerful actors from a change in the system leads to a crisis in the international system. Although resolution of a crisis through peaceful adjustment of the systemic disequilibrium is possible, the principal mechanism of change throughout history has been war, or what we shall call hegemonic war (i.e., a war that determines which state or states will be dominant and will govern the system). The peace settlement following such a hegemonic struggle reorders the political, territorial, and other bases of the system. Thus the cycle of change is completed in that hegemonic war and the peace settlement create a new status quo and equilibrium reflecting the redistribution of power in the system and the other components of the system.

DEFINITION OF BASIC TERMS

In the remainder of this chapter the basic terms and issues embodied in this conceptualization of political change will be defined and elaborated. In the first place, every theory of international relations requires a theory of the state. In addition, the conception of state interest and the objectives of foreign policy must be set forth. Third, the nature of the international system must be defined. The conceptualization or definition of these three factors determines who it is (the state) that seeks to change social arrangements (the international system) in order to secure what interests (the objectives of foreign policy). Although the definitions used in this book are arbitrary, they are derived from our overall conception of international political change as previously developed.

Definition of the state

The theory of the state that we shall use in this study is that the state is “an organization that provides protection and [welfare] . . . in return for revenue” (North and Thomas, 1973, p. 6). The state is the principal mechanism by which society can provide these “public goods” and overcome the free-rider problem.1 Principally through its definition and enforcement of property rights the state protects the welfare of its citizens against the actions of other individuals and states and also provides a basis for the resolution of disputes.2 These tasks are essential because of the ubiquitous nature of conflict in a world of scarce resources.

State and society are conceived in this book to be composed of individuals and groups that are distinguishable yet mutually influence one another. The state, i.e., those particular individuals who hold authority, has interests of its own. The absolute monarch or contemporary politician has personal objectives he seeks to achieve, the primary one being to maintain himself in office. Yet, even the most ruthless dictator must satisfy the interests of those individuals and groups who also wield power in a society. Powerful groups set constraints on and may even determine the actions of state authority. They constitute the society that is protected by the state; their particular concept of justice reigns. The definition and functioning of property rights tend to advance their interests and welfare. Thus, while the states in the Soviet Union, the United States, and South Africa perform the same set of general functions, the individuals and groups in society benefited by these states differ very greatly. Throughout this book, although the term “state” will be used as if it were an autonomous entity, the reader should appreciate that the meaning given here applies.

The key role of property rights in the functioning of society was expressed by one writer in the following terms:


Property rights are an instrument of society and derive their significance from the fact that they help a man form those expectations which he can reasonably hold in his dealings with others. These expectations find expression in the laws, customs, and mores of a society. An owner of property rights possesses the consent of fellowmen to allow him to act in particular ways. An owner expects the community to prevent others from interfering with his actions, provided that these actions are not prohibited in the specifications of his rights (Demsetz, 1967, p. 347).



The delineation of property rights is necessary if any society is to operate effectively; property rights function by conveying “the right to benefit or harm oneself or others. Harming a competitor by producing superior products may be permitted, while shooting him may not. A man may be permitted to benefit himself by shooting an intruder but be prohibited from selling below a price floor” (Demsetz, 1967, p. 347). Thus the nature and distribution of property rights determine which individuals will be most benefited and which will pay the most costs with respect to the functioning of different types of social institutions. For this reason the basic domestic function of the state is to define and protect the property rights of individuals and groups.

The primary external function of the state is to protect the property rights and personal security of its members vis-à-vis the citizens and actions of other states. In the words of Ralf Dahrendorf, the state is thus a “conflict group.” Whereas obviously there are other conflict groups (tribes, labor unions, feudal fief-doms, guerrilla bands, etc.), the essence of the state is its territoriality (Dahrendorf, 1959, p. 290). Within the territory it encompasses the state exercises a monopoly of the legitimate use of force and embodies the idea that everyone in that territory is subject to the same law or set of rules. Thus the authority of the state is believed superior to that of all other groups in the territory controlled by the state.

These internal and external functions of the state and the ultimate nature of its authority mean that it is the principal actor in the international system. The state is sovereign in that it must answer to no higher authority in the international sphere. It alone defines and protects the rights of individuals and groups. Individuals possess no rights except those guaranteed by the state itself; they have no security save that afforded by the state. If the state is to protect its citizens and their rights, and in the absence of any higher authority and in a competitive state system, the state must be “self-regarding” and must look on all other states as potential threats.3

The argument that the state (as herein conceived) is the principal actor in international relations does not deny the existence of other individual and collective actors. As Ernst Haas cogently put it, the actors in international relations are those entities capable of putting forth demands effectively; who or what these entities may be cannot be answered a priori (Haas, 1964, p. 84). However, the state is the principal actor in that the nature of the state and the pattern of relations among states are the most important determinants of the character of international relations at any given moment. This argument does not presume that states need always be the principal actors, nor does it presume that the nature of the state need always be the same and that the contemporary nation-state is the ultimate form of political organization. Throughout history, in fact, states and political organizations have varied greatly: tribes, empires, fiefdoms, city-states, etc. The nation-state in historical terms is a rather recent arrival; its success has been due to a peculiar set of historical circumstances, and there is no guarantee that these conditions will continue into the future. Yet it would be premature to suggest (much less declare, as many contemporary writers do) that the nation-state is dead or dying.

Interests and objectives of states

Strictly speaking, states, as such, have no interests, or what economists call “utility functions,” nor do bureaucracies, interest groups, or so-called transnational actors, for that matter. Only individuals and individuals joined together into various types of coalitions can be said to have interests.4 From this perspective the state may be conceived as a coalition of coalitions whose objectives and interests result from the powers and bargaining among the several coalitions composing the larger society and political elite. In the language of Brian Barry (1976, p. 159), collective choice and determination of political objectives are coalition processes (Cyert and March, 1963, p. 28).

The objectives and foreign policies of states are determined primarily by the interests of their dominant members or ruling coalitions. When one inquires what these interests or objectives are, one confronts a long-standing debate between what Stanley Hoffmann (1973) called the classiques and the modernes. The former, mainly political realists, argue that national security and power have been in the past and continue to be in the present the primary objectives of states. The latter counter that, however true this may have been in the past, attaining domestic economic stability and ensuring the welfare of the populace have become the foremost objectives of states in the contemporary world.

We believe that both the classiques and the modernes have confused the issue. Both positions assume that one can speak of a hierarchy of the objectives of states and that states seek to maximize one or another set of interests. These assumptions misrepresent the behavior and decision-making processes of states (or, for that matter, any actor). Every action or decision involves a trade-off, and the effort to achieve one objective inevitably involves costs with respect to some other desired goal. Thus, whereas political realists are correct in stating that security is a primary objective in the sense that if it is not satisfied, all other objectives are placed in jeopardy, the pursuit of security involves the sacrifice of other desired social goals and a real cost to the society. Similarly, the maximization of efforts to attain economic and welfare goals entails the diversion of resources from national security. In a world of scarce resources, where every benefit entails a cost, societies seldom, if ever, choose guns or butter, at least over the long run.

Modern economic analysis substitutes the concept of the indifference curve for the notion that individuals (or states) possess a hierarchy of goals, demands, or utilities. Indifference analysis seeks to explain how income, price, and taste (as well as changes in these variables) affect the demand for goods and the supply of goods (Waldman, 1972, p. 241). In particular, in accordance with the law of demand, it accounts for the way in which changes in market conditions (e.g., income and price) affect the quantity of goods desired.5 It is difficult, if not impossible, to draw an indifference curve for an individual and still more difficult for a whole society, and substitution of indifference analysis for the notion of a hierarchy of objectives does help clarify the issue posed by the classique–moderne controversy (Figure 2).

Indifference analysis assumes that individuals have numerous objectives and are willing to accept varying bundles of these objectives. In contrast to the idea of a hierarchy of goals, with its associated emphasis on maximization, indifference analysis assumes individuals make trade-offs among these objectives and pursue “satisficing” strategies rather than maximizing strategies (Simon, 1957, p. 250). That is to say, an individual will be satisfied by any one of a large number of different combinations of the desired goals. The individual (or state) will not seek to achieve one objective at the sacrifice of all others but will seek to find some optimum position on the set of indifference curves. Thus the state will not seek to maximize power (classique) or welfare (moderne) but will endeavor to find some optimum combination of both objectives (as well as others, for that matter), and the amount sought will depend on income and cost.

Several important implications for the study of international relations, and especially for our understanding of political change, flow from this emphasis on the concept of the indifference curve. In the first place, the slope of the indifference curve (i.e., the satisficing mix of objectives) differs from one society to another, depending on the specific interests of ruling domestic elites and the international environment. For example, a continental European state with powerful neighbors will undoubtedly place greater emphasis on security than will an insular state with global economic interests, such as Great Britain in the nineteenth century or the United States in the twentieth.6 Thus it is impossible in general terms to determine what bundles of security, economic, or other objectives will satisfy states.

[image: Images]

Figure 2. Indifference curves, each representing equally valued allocations of the two valued objects. [Adapted from Steinbruner (1974, p. 30).]

Throughout history, states and ruling elites have sought a wide range of political, economic, and ideological objectives. During different eras the mix of objectives has varied in terms of the proportions of various sets of objectives. The ratio of security objectives to economic objectives, for example, may vary depending on internal and external factors. Objectives important in one age may be relatively unimportant in another. Thus, in the early modern era, religious objectives weighed heavily in the foreign policy of western European states.7 Following the French Revolution, the political ideologies of liberalism and conservatism became important determinants of foreign policy. In the late twentieth-century world, economic ideologies and interests (as the modernes contend) are increasingly important objectives of states; yet it is the mix and trade-offs of objectives rather than their ordering that is critical to an understanding of foreign policy.

Second, the slope of a state’s indifference curve may shift in response to both internal and external changes. The distribution of power among domestic coalitions may change over time, and with it the mix of interests or objectives of the foreign policy of the state will be altered. For example, the ruling elite may desire a revised mix weighted in favor of security goals. It is equally possible that the slope of the indifference curve may shift because of economic, technological, or other environmental changes that alter the costs of one or more objectives sought by states. For example, a military or technological innovation may dramatically reduce the cost and increase the benefits of territorial conquest and thereby encourage military expansion.

Third, the indifference curve selected by a state is to some degree a function of the wealth and power of the society. As the wealth and power of a society increase, the choice of indifference curve shifts outwardly. That is, an increase in a state’s resources and power will cause a shift from I1 to I2. A more wealthy and more powerful state (up to a point of diminishing utility) will select a larger bundle of security and welfare goals than a less wealthy and less powerful state (the production-possibility frontier is said to have shifted outwardly). As a consequence, the redistribution of wealth and power toward a particular state in an international system tends to stimulate the state to demand a larger bundle of welfare and security objectives.

Thus, a change in the relative cost of the objectives sought by a state or a change in the capacity of the state to achieve these objectives tend to induce a change in state behavior. A change in the relative costs of security objectives and welfare objectives or a change in a state’s power and wealth usually causes a corresponding change in the foreign policy of the state. The explanation of international political change is in large measure a matter of accounting for shifts in the slopes and positions of the indifference curves of states and in the specific objectives of foreign policy. In general, these state objectives have been of three types.

Throughout history a principal objective of states has been the conquest of territory in order to advance economic, security, and other interests. Whether by means of imperialist subjugation of one people by another or by annexation of contiguous territory, states in all ages have sought to enlarge their control over territory and, by implication, their control over the international system. For this reason, a theory of international political change must of necessity also be a theory of imperialism and political integration.

Prior to the modern age, and particularly prior to the Industrial Revolution, conquest of territory was the primary means by which a group or state could increase its security or wealth. In an era of relatively stable technology and low productivity gains in both agriculture and manufacturing, a group or state could best increase its wealth and power by increasing its control over territory and conquering other peoples. In fact, until the technological revolution of the late eighteenth century, the international distribution of territory and the distribution of power and wealth were largely synonymous. Although this close relationship has changed because of modern industrial and military technology, it is obvious that control over territory is still an important objective of groups and states.

The second objective of states is to increase their influence over the behavior of other states. Through the use of threats and coercion, the formation of alliances, and the creation of exclusive spheres of influence, states attempt to create an international political environment and rules of the system that will be conducive to the fulfillment of their political, economic, and ideological interests. Thus, another aspect of the process of international political change involves the efforts of states (or, again, groups) to gain control over the behavior of other actors in the international system.

The third objective of states, and in the modern world an increasingly important objective, is to control or at least exercise influence over the world economy, or what may more properly be called the international division of labor. This objective, of course, cannot easily be isolated from the first two. Both the control of territory and the political domination of one state over another have profound consequences for international economic relations. However, since the emergence of an international market economy in the seventeenth century and its extension throughout the globe in the nineteenth century, market power or economic power has itself become a principal means by which states seek to organize and manipulate the international division of labor to their own advantage.

In the modern world the international division of labor has become a significant determinant of the relative wealth, security, and prestige of states; the organization and management of the world economy have become important objectives of states. The terms of trade, the flow of resources (capital, technology, commodities), and the nature of the international monetary system are today primary concerns of state policy. Therefore, the distribution of economic power and the rules governing international economic regimes have become critical aspects of the process of international political change (Keohane and Nye, 1977).

In particular, creation and operation of the interdependent world economy have required recognition and enforcement of individual property rights on a global scale. The progressive extension of these rights of individuals (or corporations) geographically and from the relatively simple area of commercial intercourse to the complex arena of foreign investment has become a central feature of international relations in the modern world.
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