
S E L E C T E D  R E A D I N G S 

The Melian Dialogue 
TH U C Y D I D E S

OVERVIEW
  This classic contains the essential ingredients of the realist perspective described 
by Thucydides albeit in its boldest and most extreme form. The Athenians have 
no interest in whether the demands they make on the Melians are just or moral. 
In the only section of the entire book in which the dialogue is presented as a play, 
Thucydides raises the important question of the role of justice in international rela-
tions. In a classic statement, the Athenians emphasize the overriding importance 
of power: “The strong do what they have the power to do, and the weak accept 
what they have to accept.” From reading Thucydides we learn quite a lot about 
the ancient world he knew— insights  applicable today concerning honor, justice, 
perception, neutrality, self-interest,  alliances, balance of power, capabilities, and 
the uncertainty of power calculations.  

  Thucydides has been criticized as an advocate of harsh and brutal wartime poli-
cies, one who rationalized such events as he described in “The Melian  Dialogue.” 
This is patently not the case. Thucydides favored the democracy of the Golden 
Age of Pericles. In fact, the second half of  The History of the Peloponnesian War 
 is a description of the degeneration of Athenian democracy and the resulting 
 fanaticism that turned the war from a defensive effort to a war of conquest. “The 
Melian  Dialogue” reflects the latter phase of the war and should not be viewed 
as a personal preference on the part of Thucydides. It is also a caution as to how 
the extreme pursuit of a foreign policy lacking in any concern for justice can 
eventually have a corrosive effect on democracy at home. It is not a coincidence 
that immediately following “The Melian Dialogue,” he places his discussion of 
the launching of the Sicilian expedition. The same arrogant attitude and hubris 
exhibited at  Melos is  evident in the decision to try to subdue distant Sicily, which 
ended in a total disaster for the Athenian expeditionary military force. Thucydides 
therefore subtly makes the case that international relations must rest on elements 
of both justice and power, a point made by many twentieth-century realists such as 
Carr and  Morgenthau. If an international system is devoid of any sense of justice, 
international order is  lacking and you end up with a true Hobbesian “war of all 
against all.”   
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Next summer Alcibiades sailed to Argos with twenty 
ships and seized 300 Argive citizens who were still sus-
pected of being pro-Spartan. These were put by the Athe-
nians into the nearby islands under Athenian control. 

 The Athenians also made an expedition against the is-
land of Melos. They had thirty of their own ships, six from 
Chios, and two from Lesbos; 1,200 hoplites, 300 archers, 
and twenty mounted archers, all from Athens; and about 
1,500 hoplites from the allies and the islanders. 

 The Melians are a colony from Sparta. They had 
refused to join the Athenian empire like the other 
islanders, and at first had remained neutral without 
helping either side; but afterwards when the Athenians 
had brought force to bear on them by laying waste 
their land, they had become open enemies of Athens. 

 Now the generals Cleomedes, the son of Lyco-
medes, and Tisias, the son of Tisimachus, encamped 
with the above force in Melian territory and, before 
doing any harm to the land, first of all sent represen-
tatives to negotiate. The Melians did not invite these 
representatives to speak before the people, but asked 
them to make the statement for which they had 
come in front of the governing body and the few. 
The Athenian representatives then spoke as follows: 

 “So we are not to speak before the people, no 
doubt in case the mass of the people should hear 
once and for all and without interruption an argu-
ment from us which is both persuasive and incontro-
vertible, and should so be led astray. This, we realize, 
is your motive in bringing us here to speak before 
the few. Now suppose that you who sit here should 
make assurance doubly sure. Suppose that you, too, 
should refrain from dealing with every point in detail 
in a set speech, and should instead interrupt us when-
ever we say something controversial and deal with 
that before going on to the next point? Tell us first 
whether you approve of this suggestion of ours.” 

 The Council of the Melians replied as follows: 
 “No one can object to each of us putting for-

ward our own views in a calm atmosphere. That 
is perfectly reasonable. What is scarcely consistent 
with such a proposal is the present threat, indeed 

the certainty, of your making war on us. We see 
that you have come prepared to judge the argument 
yourselves, and that the likely end of it all will be 
either war, if we prove that we are in the right, and 
so refuse to surrender, or else slavery.” 

  Athenians:   If you are going to spend the time 
in enumerating your suspicions about the future, or 
if you have met here for any other reason except to 
look the facts in the face and on the basis of these 
facts to consider how you can save your city from 
destruction, there is no point in our going on with 
this discussion. If, however, you will do as we sug-
gest, then we will speak on. 

 Melians:   It is natural and understandable that 
people who are placed as we are should have re-
course to all kinds of arguments and different points 
of view. However, you are right in saying that we 
are met together here to discuss the safety of our 
country and, if you will have it so, the discussion 
shall proceed on the lines that you have laid down. 

 Athenians:   Then we on our side will use no fine 
phrases saying, for example, that we have a right to 
our empire because we defeated the Persians, or that 
we have come against you now because of the inju-
ries you have done us—a great mass of words that 
nobody would believe. And we ask you on your side 
not to imagine that you will influence us by saying 
that you, though a colony of Sparta, have not joined 
Sparta in the war, or that you have never done us any 
harm. Instead we recommend that you should try to 
get what it is possible for you to get, taking into con-
sideration what we both really do think; since you 
know as well as we do that, when these matters are 
discussed by practical people, the standard of justice 
depends on the equality of power to compel and that 
in fact the strong do what they have the power to do 
and the weak accept what they have to accept. 

 Melians:   Then in our view (since you force us to 
leave justice out of account and to confine ourselves 
to self-interest)—in our view it is at any rate useful 
that you should not destroy a principle that is to the 

Questions to Keep in Mind 
   1.    How do the Melians make the case that a concern for justice can actually work in favor of 

the self-interest of the Athenians?   
   2.    How do the Athenians make the case that a Melian reliance on hope for the future and a trust 

in fortune undercuts the self-interests of the Melians?   
   3.    What role does the concept of power play in the dialogue?     
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general good of all men—namely, that in the case of 
all who fall into danger there should be such a thing 
as fair play and just dealing, and that such people 
should be allowed to use and to profit by arguments 
that fall short of a mathematical accuracy. And this 
is a principle which affects you as much as anybody, 
since your own fall would be visited by the most terri-
ble vengeance and would be an example to the world. 

 Athenians:   As for us, even assuming that our 
empire does come to an end, we are not despondent 
about what would happen next. One is not so much 
frightened of being conquered by a power which rules 
over others, as Sparta does (not that we are concerned 
with Sparta now), as of what would happen if a ruling 
power is attacked and defeated by its own subjects. 
So far as this point is concerned, you can leave it to 
us to face the risks involved. What we shall do now is 
to show you that it is for the good of our own empire 
that we are here and that it is for the preservation of 
your city that we shall say what we are going to say. 
We do not want any trouble in bringing you into our 
empire, and we want you to be spared for the good 
both of yourselves and of ourselves. 

 Melians:   And how could it be just as good for us 
to be the slaves as for you to be the masters? 

 Athenians:   You, by giving in, would save your-
selves from disaster; we, by not destroying you, 
would be able to profit from you. 

 Melians:   So you would not agree to our being 
neutral, friends instead of enemies, but allies of nei-
ther side? 

 Athenians:   No, because it is not so much your 
hostility that injures us; it is rather the case that, if 
we were on friendly terms with you, our subjects 
would regard that as a sign of weakness in us, 
whereas your hatred is evidence of our power. 

 Melians:   Is that your subjects’ idea of fair play—
that no distinction should be made between people 
who are quite unconnected with you and people 
who are mostly your own colonists or else rebels 
whom you have conquered? 

 Athenians:   So far as right and wrong are con-
cerned they think that there is no difference between 
the two, that those who still preserve their indepen-
dence do so because they are strong, and that if we 
fail to attack them it is because we are afraid. So that 
by conquering you we shall increase not only the size 
but the security of our empire. We rule the sea and 
you are islanders, and weaker islanders too than the 
others; it is therefore particularly important that you 
should not escape. 

 Melians:   But do you think there is security for 
you in what we suggest? For here again, since you 
will not let us mention justice, but tell us to give in 
to your interests, we, too, must tell you what our in-
terests are and, if yours and ours happen to coincide, 
we must try to persuade you of the fact. Is it not cer-
tain that you will make enemies of all states who are 
at present neutral, when they see what is happening 
here and naturally conclude that in course of time 
you will attack them too? Does not this mean that 
you are strengthening the enemies you have already 
and are forcing others to become your enemies even 
against their intentions and their inclinations? 

 Athenians:   As a matter of fact we are not so much 
frightened of states on the continent. They have their 
liberty, and this means that it will be a long time be-
fore they begin to take precautions against us. We are 
more concerned about islanders like yourselves, who 
are still unsubdued, or subjects who have already be-
come embittered by the constraint which our empire 
imposes on them. These are the people who are most 
likely to act in a reckless manner and to bring them-
selves and us, too, into the most obvious danger. 

 Melians:   Then surely, if such hazards are taken 
by you to keep your empire and by your subjects 
to escape from it, we who are still free would show 
ourselves great cowards and weaklings if we failed 
to face everything that comes rather than submit to 
slavery. 

 Athenians:   No, not if you are sensible. This is no 
fair fight, with honour on one side and shame on the 
other. It is rather a question of saving your lives and 
not resisting those who are far too strong for you. 

 Melians:   Yet we know that in war fortune 
sometimes makes the odds more level than could be 
expected from the difference in numbers of the two 
sides. And if we surrender, then all our hope is lost at 
once, whereas, so long as we remain in action, there 
is still a hope that we may yet stand upright. 

 Athenians:   Hope, that comforter in danger! If 
one already has solid advantages to fall back upon, 
one can indulge in hope. It may do harm, but will 
not destroy one. But hope is by nature an expensive 
commodity, and those who are risking their all on 
one cast find out what it means only when they 
are already ruined; it never fails them in the period 
when such a knowledge would enable them to take 
precautions. Do not let this happen to you, you who 
are weak and whose fate depends on a single move-
ment of the scale. And do not be like those people 
who, as so commonly happens, miss the chance of 
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saving themselves in a human and practical way, 
and, when every clear and distinct hope has left them 
in their adversity, turn to what is blind and vague, 
to prophecies and oracles and such things which by 
encouraging hope lead men to ruin. 

 Melians:   It is difficult, and you may be sure that 
we know it, for us to oppose your power and fortune, 
unless the terms be equal. Nevertheless we trust that 
the gods will give us fortune as good as yours, be-
cause we are standing for what is right against what 
is wrong; and as for what we lack in power, we trust 
that it will be made up for by our alliance with the 
Spartans, who are bound, if for no other reason, than 
for honour’s sake, and because we are their kinsmen, 
to come to our help. Our confidence, therefore, is not 
so entirely irrational as you think. 

 Athenians:   So far as the favour of the gods is 
concerned, we think we have as much right to that 
as you have. Our aims and our actions are perfectly 
consistent with the beliefs men hold about the gods 
and with the principles which govern their own 
conduct. Our opinion of the gods and our knowl-
edge of men lead us to conclude that it is a general 
and necessary law of nature to rule whatever one 
can. This is not a law that we made ourselves, nor 
were we the first to act upon it when it was made. 
We found it already in existence, and we shall leave 
it to exist forever among those who come after us. 
We are merely acting in accordance with it, and we 
know that you or anybody else with the same power 
as ours would be acting in precisely the same way. 
And therefore, so far as the gods are concerned, we 
see no good reason why we should fear to be at a 
disadvantage. But with regard to your views about 
Sparta and your confidence that she, out of a sense 
of honour, will come to your aid, we must say that 
we congratulate you on your simplicity but do not 
envy you your folly. In matters that concern them-
selves for their own constitution the Spartans are 
quite remarkably good; as for their relations with 
others, that is a long story, but it can be expressed 
shortly and clearly by saying that of all people we 
know the Spartans are most conspicuous for believ-
ing that what they like doing is honourable and what 
suits their interests is just. And this kind of attitude is 
not going to be of much help to you in your absurd 
quest for safety at the moment. 

 Melians:   But this is the very point where we 
can feel most sure. Their own self-interest will make 
them refuse to betray their own colonists, the Me-
lians, for that would mean losing the confidence of 

their friends among the Hellenes and doing good to 
their enemies. 

 Athenians:   You seem to forget that if one fol-
lows one’s self-interest one wants to be safe, whereas 
the path of justice and honour involves one in dan-
ger. And, where danger is concerned, the Spartans 
are not, as a rule, very venturesome. 

 Melians:   But we think that they would even 
endanger themselves for our sake and count the 
risk more worth taking than in the case of others, 
because we are so close to the Peloponnese that they 
could operate more easily, and because they can de-
pend on us more than on others, since we are of the 
same race and share the same feelings. 

 Athenians:   Good will shown by the party that 
is asking for help does not mean security for the 
prospective ally. What is looked for is a positive 
preponderance of power in action. And the Spartans 
pay attention to this point even more than others do. 
Certainly they distrust their own native resources so 
much that when they attack a neighbour they bring 
a great army of allies with them. It is hardly likely 
therefore that, while we are in control of the sea, 
they will cross over to an island. 

 Melians:   But they still might send others. The 
Cretan sea is a wide one, and it is harder for those 
who control it to intercept others than for those who 
want to slip through to do so safely. And even if they 
were to fail in this, they would turn against your own 
land and against those of your allies left unvisited by 
Brasidas. So, instead of troubling about a country 
which has nothing to do with you, you will find 
trouble nearer home, among your allies, and in your 
own country. 

 Athenians:   It is a possibility, something that has 
in fact happened before. It may happen in your case, 
but you are well aware that the Athenians have never 
yet relinquished a single siege operation through fear 
of others. But we are somewhat shocked to find that, 
though you announced your intention of discussing 
how you could preserve yourselves, in all this talk 
you have said absolutely nothing which could justify 
a man in thinking that he could be preserved. Your 
chief points are concerned with what you hope may 
happen in the future, while your actual resources are 
too scanty to give you a chance of survival against 
the forces that are opposed to you at this moment. 
You will therefore be showing an extraordinary lack 
of common sense if, after you have asked us to retire 
from this meeting, you still fail to reach a conclusion 
wiser than anything you have mentioned so far. Do 
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not be led astray by a false sense of honour—a thing 
which often brings men to ruin when they are faced 
with an obvious danger that somehow affects their 
pride. For in many cases men have still been able to 
see the dangers ahead of them, but this thing called 
dishonour, this word, by its own force of seduction, 
has drawn them into a state where they have sur-
rendered to an idea, while in fact they have fallen 
voluntarily into irrevocable disaster, in dishonour 
that is all the more dishonourable because it has 
come to them from their own folly rather than their 
misfortune. You, if you take the right view, will be 
careful to avoid this. You will see that there is nothing 
disgraceful in giving way to the greatest city in Hellas 
when she is offering you such reasonable terms— 
alliance on a tribute-paying basis and liberty to enjoy 
your own property. And, when you are allowed to 
choose between war and safety, you will not be so 
insensitively arrogant as to make the wrong choice. 
This is the safe rule—to stand up to one’s equals, to 
behave with deference towards one’s superiors, and 
to treat one’s inferiors with moderation. Think it over 
again, then, when we have withdrawn from the meet-
ing, and let this be a point that constantly recurs to 
your minds—that you are discussing the fate of your 
country, that you have only one country, and that its 
future for good or ill depends on this one single deci-
sion which you are going to make.  

 The Athenians then withdrew from the discus-
sion. The Melians, left to themselves, reached a 
conclusion which was much the same as they had 
indicated in their previous replies. Their answer was 
as follows: 

 “Our decision, Athenians, is just the same as it 
was at first. We are not prepared to give up in a short 
moment the liberty which our city has enjoyed from its 
foundation for 700 years. We put our trust in the for-
tune that the gods will send and which has saved us up 
to now, and in the help of men—that is, of the Spartans; 
and so we shall try to save ourselves. But we invited you 
to allow us to be friends of yours and enemies to neither 
side, to make a treaty which shall be agreeable to both 
you and us, and so to leave our country.” 

 The Melians made this reply, and the Athenians, 
just as they were breaking off the discussion, said: 

 “Well, at any rate, judging from this decision of 
yours, you seem to us quite unique in your ability to 
consider the future as something more certain than 
what is before your eyes, and to see uncertainties as 
realities, simply because you would like them to be 
so. As you have staked most on and trusted most in 

Spartans, luck, and hopes, so in all these you will 
find yourselves most completely deluded.” 

 The Athenian representatives then went back to 
the army, and the Athenian generals, finding that the 
Melians would not submit, immediately commenced 
hostilities and built a wall completely round the city 
of Melos, dividing the work out among the various 
states. Later they left behind a garrison of some of 
their own and some allied troops to blockade the 
place by land and sea, and with the greater part of 
their army returned home. The force left behind 
stayed on and continued with the siege. 

 About the same time the Argives invaded Phliasia 
and were ambushed by the Phliasians and the exiles 
from Argos, losing about eighty men. 

 Then, too, the Athenians at Pylos captured a 
great quantity of plunder from Spartan territory. 
Not even after this did the Spartans renounce the 
treaty and make war, but they issued a proclama-
tion saying that any of their people who wished to 
do so were free to make raids on the Athenians. The 
 Corinthians also made some attacks on the Athe-
nians because of private quarrels of their own, but 
the rest of the Peloponnesians stayed quiet. 

 Meanwhile the Melians made a night attack and 
captured the part of the Athenian lines opposite the 
market-place. They killed some of the troops, and 
then, after bringing in corn and everything else use-
ful that they could lay their hands on, retired again 
and made no further move, while the Athenians took 
measures to make their blockade more efficient in 
the future. So the summer came to an end. 

 In the following winter the Spartans planned to 
invade the territory of Argos, but when the sacrifices 
for crossing the frontier turned out unfavourably, 
they gave up the expedition. The fact that they had 
intended to invade made the Argives suspect certain 
people in their city, some of whom they arrested, 
though others succeeded in escaping. 

 About this same time the Melians again cap-
tured another part of the Athenian lines where there 
were only a few of the garrison on guard. As a result 
of this, another force came out afterwards from Ath-
ens under the command of Philocrates, the son of 
Demeas. Siege operations were now carried on vig-
orously and, as there was also some treachery from 
inside, the Melians surrendered unconditionally to 
the Athenians, who put to death all the men of mili-
tary age whom they took, and sold the women and 
children as slaves. Melos itself they took over for 
themselves, sending out later a colony of 500 men.  



On Princes and the Security 
of Their States 
NI C C O L Ò MA C H I A V E L L I

OVERVIEW
  In this selection from  The Prince,  Machiavelli makes a number of his famous 
observations on how a prince should rule. Although a prince may not wish to 
be hated, Machiavelli argues: “It is much safer to be feared than to be loved, if 
one must choose.” Although the prince may be criticized for being harsh, this 
is  acceptable to Machiavelli so long as the prince keeps his subjects united and 
loyal. These are the sorts of argument that have given Machiavellianism a negative 
 connotation, but followers of Machiavelli would respond that the ultimate goal 
meant to justify particular policies is the security of the state, not just the security 
of an individual ruler.   

Questions to Keep in Mind 
   1.    What is Machiavelli’s basic view of human nature? Does this reflect or refute a basic realist 

precept?   
   2.    Why is it safer for a ruler to be feared than to be loved by the citizens?   
   3.    What role does cruelty play for leaders of armies?      

On Things for Which Men, and Particularly 
Princes, Are Praised or Blamed 

 We now have left to consider what should be the 
manners and attitudes of a prince toward his subjects 
and his friends. As I know that many have written on 
this subject I feel that I may be held presumptuous in 
what I have to say, if in my comments I do not fol-
low the lines laid down by others. Since, however, it 
has been my intention to write something which may 
be of use to the understanding reader, it has seemed 
wiser to me to follow the real truth of the matter 
rather than what we imagine it to be. For imagina-
tion has created many principalities and republics 
that have never been seen or known to have any real 
existence, for how we live is so different from how 

we ought to live that he who studies what ought to be 
done rather than what is done will learn the way to 
his downfall rather than to his preservation. A man 
striving in every way to be good will meet his ruin 
among the great number who are not good. Hence 
it is necessary for a prince, if he wishes to remain in 
power, to learn how not to be good and to use his 
knowledge or refrain from using it as he may need. 

 Putting aside then the things imagined as per-
taining to a prince and considering those that really 
do, I will say that all men, and particularly princes 
because of their prominence, when comment is made 
of them, are noted as having some characteristics 
deserving either praise or blame. One is accounted 
liberal, another stingy, to use a Tuscan term—for in 
our speech avaricious ( avaro ) is applied to such as 

From Niccolò Machiavelli,  The Prince,  translated and edited by Thomas G. Bergin. Reprinted by permission.
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are desirous of acquiring by rapine whereas stingy 
( misero ) is the term used for those who are reluctant 
to part with their own—one is considered bountiful, 
another rapacious; one cruel, another tenderhearted; 
one false to his word, another trustworthy; one ef-
feminate and pusillanimous, another wild and spir-
ited; one humane, another haughty; one lascivious, 
another chaste; one a man of integrity and another 
sly; one tough and another pliant; one serious and 
another frivolous; one religious and another skepti-
cal, and so on. Everyone will agree, I know, that it 
would be a most praiseworthy thing if all the quali-
ties accounted as good in the above enumeration 
were found in a Prince. But since they cannot be so 
possessed nor observed because of human conditions 
which do not allow of it, what is necessary for the 
prince is to be prudent enough to escape the infamy 
of such vices as would result in the loss of his state; 
as for the others which would not have that effect, 
he must guard himself from them as far as possible 
but if he cannot, he may overlook them as being of 
less importance. Further, he should have no concern 
about incurring the infamy of such vices without 
which the preservation of his state would be diffi-
cult. For, if the matter be well considered, it will be 
seen that some habits which appear virtuous, if ad-
opted would signify ruin, and others that seem vices 
lead to security and the well-being of the prince.  

Cruelty and Clemency and Whether 
It Is Better to Be Loved or Feared 

 Now to continue with the list of characteristics. It 
should be the desire of every prince to be considered 
merciful and not cruel, yet he should take care not to 
make poor use of his clemency. Cesare Borgia was re-
garded as cruel, yet his cruelty reorganized Romagna 
and united it in peace and loyalty. Indeed, if we 
reflect, we shall see that this man was more merciful 
than the Florentines who, to avoid the charge of cru-
elty, allowed Pistoia to be destroyed.  1   A prince should 
care nothing for the accusation of cruelty so long as 
he keeps his subjects united and loyal; by making 
a very few examples he can be more truly merciful 
than those who through too much tender-heartedness 
allow disorders to arise whence come killings and 
rapine. For these offend an entire community, while 
the few executions ordered by the prince affect only 
a few individuals. For a new prince above all it is 
impossible not to earn a reputation for cruelty since 
new states are full of dangers. Virgil indeed has Dido 

apologize for the inhumanity of her rule because it is 
new, in the words: 

  Res dura et regni novitas me talia cogunt Moliri et 
late fines custode tueri.  

 Nevertheless a prince should not be too ready to 
listen to talebearers nor to act on suspicion, nor should 
he allow himself to be easily frightened. He should 
proceed with a mixture of prudence and humanity in 
such a way as not to be made incautious by overconfi-
dence nor yet intolerable by excessive mistrust. 

 Here the question arises; whether it is better to 
be loved than feared or feared than loved. The an-
swer is that it would be desirable to be both but, since 
that is difficult, it is much safer to be feared than to 
be loved, if one must choose. For on men in general 
this observation may be made: they are ungrateful, 
fickle, and deceitful, eager to avoid dangers, and avid 
for gain, and while you are useful to them they are 
all with you, offering you their blood, their property, 
their lives, and their sons so long as danger is remote, 
as we noted above, but when it approaches they turn 
on you. Any prince, trusting only in their words and 
having no other preparations made, will fall to his 
ruin, for friendships that are bought at a price and 
not by greatness and nobility of soul are paid for 
indeed, but they are not owned and cannot be called 
upon in time of need. Men have less hesitation in of-
fending a man who is loved than one who is feared, 
for love is held by a bond of obligation which, as men 
are wicked, is broken whenever personal advantage 
suggests it, but fear is accompanied by the dread of 
punishment which never relaxes. 

 Yet a prince should make himself feared in such a 
way that, if he does not thereby merit love, at least he 
may escape odium, for being feared and not hated may 
well go together. And indeed the prince may attain this 
end if he but respect the property and the women of his 
subjects and citizens. And if it should become necessary 
to seek the death of someone, he should find a proper 
justification and a public cause, and above all he should 
keep his hands off another’s property, for men forget 
more readily the death of their father than the loss of 
their patrimony. Besides, pretexts for seizing property 
are never lacking, and when a prince begins to live by 
means of rapine he will always find some excuse for 
plundering others, and conversely pretexts for execu-
tion are rarer and are more quickly exhausted. 

 A prince at the head of his armies and with a 
vast number of soldiers under his command should 
give not the slightest heed if he is esteemed cruel, for 



90 THOMAS HOBBES

without such a reputation he will not be able to keep 
his army united and ready for action. Among the 
marvelous things told of Hannibal is that, having a 
vast army under his command made up of all kinds 
and races of men and waging war far from his coun-
try, he never allowed any dissension to arise either 
as between the troops and their leaders or among 
the troops themselves, and this both in times of good 
fortune and bad. This could only have come about 
through his most inhuman cruelty which, taken in 
conjunction with his great valor, kept him always an 
object of respect and terror in the eyes of his soldiers. 
And without the cruelty his other characteristics 
would not have achieved this effect. Thoughtless 
writers have admired his actions and at the same 
time deplored the cruelty which was the basis of 
them. As evidence of the truth of our statement that 
his other virtues would have been insufficient let us 
examine the case of Scipio, an extraordinary leader 
not only in his own day but for all recorded history. 
His army in Spain revolted and for no other reason 
than because of his kind-heartedness, which had 
allowed more license to his soldiery than military 
discipline properly permits. His policy was attacked 

in the Senate by Fabius Maximus, who called him 
a corrupter of the Roman arms. When the Locri-
ans had been mishandled by one of his lieutenants, 
his easy-going nature prevented him from avenging 
them or disciplining his officer, and it was à propos 
of this incident that one of the senators remarked, 
wishing to find an excuse for him, that there were 
many men who knew better how to avoid error 
themselves than to correct it in others. This charac-
teristic of Scipio would have clouded his fame and 
glory had he continued in authority, but as he lived 
under the government of the Senate, its harmful as-
pect was hidden and it reflected credit on him. 

 Hence, on the subject of being loved or feared I 
will conclude that since love depends on the subjects, 
but the prince has it in his own hands to create fear, 
a wise prince will rely on what is his own, remem-
bering at the same time that he must avoid arousing 
hatred, as we have said.  

Note
   1.   By unchecked rioting between opposing factions (1502).    

Of the Natural Condition of Mankind 
TH O M A S HO B B E S

OVERVIEW
  Hobbes analyzes why conflict and violence between individuals or states are to be 
expected. Although his focus in  Leviathan  is on domestic societies, his observations 
are also relevant to international politics and have had a major impact on realism. 
In the absence of a sovereign or central, superordinate authority, the anarchic 
world described by Hobbes is a rather dismal one in which the life of the individual 
is “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short” and “kings . . . because of their inde-
pendency, are in continual jealousies, and in the state and posture of gladiators.”   

From Thomas Hobbes,  Leviathan , introduction by Richard S. Peters. New York: Macmillan/Collier Books, 1962.



    Men by Nature Equal    Nature hath made men so 
equal, in the faculties of the body, and mind; as 
that though there be found one man sometimes 
manifestly stronger in body, or of quicker mind than 
another; yet when all is reckoned together, the dif-
ference between man, and man, is not so consider-
able, as that one man can thereupon claim to himself 
any benefit, to which another may not pretend, as 
well as he. For as to the strength of body, the weak-
est has strength enough to kill the strongest, either 
by secret machination, or by confederacy with oth-
ers, that are in the same danger with himself. 

 And as to the faculties of the mind, setting 
aside the arts grounded upon words, and especially 
that skill of proceeding upon general, and infallible 
rules, called science; which very few have, and but in 
few things; as being not a native faculty, born with 
us; nor attained, as prudence, while we look after 
somewhat else, I find yet a greater equality amongst 
men, than that of strength. For prudence, is but ex-
perience; which equal time, equally bestows on all 
men, in those things they equally apply themselves 
unto. That which may perhaps make such equal-
ity incredible, is but a vain conceit of one’s own 
wisdom, which almost all men think they have in a 
greater degree, than the vulgar; that is, than all men 
but themselves, and a few others, whom by fame, 
or for concurring with themselves, they approve. 
For such is the nature of men, that howsoever they 
may acknowledge many others to be more witty, 
or more eloquent, or more learned; yet they will 
hardly believe there be many so wise as themselves; 
for they see their own wit at hand, and other men’s 
at a distance. But this proveth rather that men are 
in that point equal, than unequal. For there is not 
ordinarily a greater sign of the equal distribution 
of any thing, than that every man is contented with 
his share.  

From Equality Proceeds Diffidence  From this 
equality of ability, ariseth equality of hope in the 
attaining of our ends. And therefore if any two men 
desire the same thing, which nevertheless they cannot 

both enjoy they become enemies; and in the way to 
their end, which is principally their own conservation, 
and sometimes their delectation only, endeavour to 
destroy, or subdue one another. And from hence it 
comes to pass, that where an invader hath no more 
to fear, than another man’s single power; if one plant, 
sow, build, or possess a convenient seat, others may 
probably be expected to come prepared with forces 
united, to dispossess, and deprive him, not only of 
the fruit of his labour, but also of his life, or liberty. 
And the invader again is in the like danger of another.  

From Diffidence War  And from this diffidence of 
one another, there is no way for any man to secure 
himself, so reasonable, as anticipation; that is, by 
force, or wiles, to master the persons of all men he 
can, so long, till he see no other power great enough 
to endanger him: and this is no more than his own 
conservation requireth, and is generally allowed. 
Also because there be some, that taking pleasure in 
contemplating their own power in the acts of con-
quest, which they pursue farther than their security 
requires; if others, that otherwise would be glad 
to be at ease within modest bounds, should not by 
invasion increase their power, they would not be 
able, long time, by standing only on their defence, 
to subsist. And by consequence, such augmentation 
of dominion over men being necessary to a man’s 
conservation, it ought to be allowed him. 

 Again, men have no pleasure, but on the con-
trary a great deal of grief, in keeping company, 
where there is no power able to overawe them all. 
For every man looketh that his companion should 
value him, at the same rate he sets upon himself: and 
upon all signs of contempt, or undervaluing, natu-
rally endeavours, as far as he dares, (which amongst 
them that have no common power to keep them 
in quiet, is far enough to make them destroy each 
other), to extort a greater value from his contem-
ners, by damage; and from others, by the example. 

 So that in the nature of man, we find three prin-
cipal causes of quarrel. First, competition; secondly, 
diffidence; thirdly, glory. 
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Questions to Keep in Mind 
   1.    What are the principal causes of quarrels among human beings? How do they compare with 

the three causes identified by Thucydides (fear, honor, interest)?   
   2.    What role does justice play in the world described by Hobbes?   
   3.    What is the result of people living without a common power [Leviathan] to keep them in awe?
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 The first, maketh men invade for gain; the sec-
ond, for safety; and the third, for reputation. The 
first use violence, to make themselves masters of 
other men’s persons, wives, children, and cattle; the 
second, to defend them; the third, for trifles, as a 
word, a smile, a different opinion, and any other sign 
of undervalue, either direct in their persons, or by 
reflection in their kindred, their friends, their nation, 
their profession, or their name.  

Out of Civil States, There Is Always War of Every 
One against Every One  Hereby it is manifest, that 
during the time men live without a common power 
to keep them all in awe, they are in that condition 
which is called war; and such a war, as is of every 
man, against every man. For WAR, consisteth not 
in battle only, or the act of fighting; but in a tract 
of time, wherein the will to content by battle is suf-
ficiently known: and therefore the notion of  time,  
is to be considered in the nature of war; as it is in 
the nature of weather. For as the nature of foul 
weather, lieth not in a shower or two of rain; but 
in an inclination thereto of many days together: so 
the nature of war, consisteth not in actual fighting; 
but in the known disposition thereto, during all the 
time there is no assurance to the contrary. All other 
time is PEACE.  

The Incommodities of Such a War  Whatsoever 
therefore is consequent to a time of war, where every 
man is enemy to every man; the same is consequent 
to the time, wherein men live without other security, 
than what their own strength, and their own inven-
tion shall furnish them withal. In such condition, there 
is no place for industry; because the fruit thereof is 
uncertain: and consequently no culture of the earth; 
no navigation, nor use of the commodities that may 
be imported by sea; no commodious building; no 
instruments of moving, and removing, such things 
as require much force; no knowledge of the face of 
the earth; no account of time; no arts; no letters; no 
society; and which is worst of all, continual fear, and 
danger of violent death; and the life of man, solitary, 
poor, nasty, brutish, and short. 

 It may seem strange to some man, that has not 
well weighed these things; that nature should thus 
dissociate, and render men apt to invade, and de-
stroy one another; and he may therefore, not trust-
ing to this inference, made from the passions, desire 

perhaps to have the same confirmed by experience. 
Let him therefore consider with himself, when tak-
ing a journey, he arms himself, and seeks to go 
well accompanied; when going to sleep, he locks his 
doors; when even in his house he locks his chests; 
and this when he knows there be laws, and public 
officers, armed, to revenge all injuries shall be done 
him; what opinion he has of his fellow-subjects, 
when he rides armed; of his fellow citizens, when he 
locks his doors; and of his children, and servants, 
when he locks his chests. Does he not there as much 
accuse mankind by his actions, as I do by my words? 
But neither of us accuse man’s nature in it. The de-
sires, and other passions of man, are in themselves 
no sin. No more are the actions, that proceed from 
those passions, till they know a law that forbids 
them: which till laws be made they cannot know: 
nor can any law be made, till they have agreed upon 
the person that shall make it. 

 It may peradventure be thought, there was 
never such a time, nor condition of war as this; 
and I believe it was never generally so, over all the 
world: but there are many places, where they live 
so now. For the savage people in many places of 
America, except the government of small families, 
the concord whereof dependeth on natural lust, have 
no government at all; and live at this day in the brut-
ish manner, as I said before. Howsoever, it may be 
perceived what manner of life there would be, where 
there were no common power to fear, by the manner 
of life, which men that have formerly lived under a 
peaceful government, use to degenerate into, in a 
civil war. 

 But though there had never been any time, 
wherein particular men were in a condition of war 
one against another; yet in all times, kings, and 
persons of sovereign authority, because of their in-
dependency, are in continual jealousies, and in the 
state and posture of gladiators; having their weapons 
pointing, and their eyes fixed on one another; that 
is, their forts, garrisons, and guns upon the frontiers 
of their kingdoms; and continual spies upon their 
neighbours; which is a posture of war. But because 
they uphold thereby, the industry of their subjects; 
there does not follow from it, that misery, which ac-
companies the liberty of particular men.  

 In Such a War Nothing Is Unjust  To this war of 
every man, against every man, this also is conse-
quent; that nothing can be unjust. The notions of 
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right and wrong, justice and injustice have there 
no place. Where there is no common power, there 
is no law: where no law, no injustice. Force, and 
fraud, are in war the two cardinal virtues. Justice, 
and injustice are none of the faculties neither of 
the body, nor mind. If they were, they might be in 
a man that were alone in the world, as well as his 
senses, and passions. They are qualities, that relate 
to men in society, not in solitude. It is consequent 
also to the same condition, that there be no propri-
ety, no dominion, no  mine  and  thine  distinct; but 
only that to be every man’s, that he can get: and for 

so long, as he can keep it. And thus much for the ill  
condition, which man by mere nature is actually 
placed in; though with a possibility to come out of 
it, consisting partly in the passions, partly in his 
reason.  

  The Passions That Incline Men to Peace  The 
passions that incline men to peace, are fear of death; 
desire of such things as are necessary to commodious 
living; and a hope by their industry to obtain them. 
And reason suggesteth convenient articles of peace, 
upon which men may be drawn to agreement.     

The State of War: Confederation 
as Means to Peace in Europe 

JE A N-JA C Q U E S RO U S S E A U

OVERVIEW
 Rousseau is of importance to students of international relations for a number of 
reasons, including his emphasis on the logic of anarchy and why this makes cooper-
ation among states difficult to achieve. His famous analogy of the stag hunt, which 
illustrates the problem of achieving cooperative behavior, was summarized earlier 
in the text, and Kenneth Waltz provides his analysis in a subsequent reading. In this 
extract it is apparent that Rousseau is not entirely unsympathetic to the proposed 
Project for Perpetual Peace of the Abbé de Saint Pierre even as he sees it more as a 
pipe dream unlikely to be achieved. Rousseau doesn’t fault the logic that interstate 
war is a byproduct of international anarchy, but finds fault in expectations that 
this condition can so easily be altered through such a peace project. In this regard, 
Rousseau sees advantages for each prince, state, and Europe as a whole, but if the 
advantages are so real, why won’t this plan come about? 

Material excerpted from “ Appendix   A   : Rousseau’s Unfinished Manuscript on ‘The State of War’ and  Appendix   C   : Rousseau’s 
‘Critique’ of The Abbé de Saint-Pierre’s Project for Perpetual Peace” by Jean-Jacques Rousseau from  Reading Rousseau 
in the Nuclear Age  by Grace G. Roosevelt. Used by permission of Temple University Press. © 1990 by Temple University. 
All Rights Reserved
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 When I reflect upon the condition of the human 
race, the first thing that I notice is a manifest con-
tradiction in its constitution. As individuals we live 
in a civil state and are subject to laws, but as na-
tions each enjoys the liberty of nature. The result-
ing continual vacillation makes our situation worse 
than if these distinctions were unknown. For living 
simultaneously in the social order and in the state of 
nature, we are subjected to the evils of both without 
gaining the security of either. The perfections of 
the social order consists, it is true, in the conjunc-
tion of force and law. But for this it is necessary 
that law direct force. According to the notion that 
princes must be absolutely independent, however, 
force alone, which appears as law to its own citizens 
and “raison d’ état” to foreigners, deprives the latter 
of the power and the former of the will to resist, so 
that in the end the vain name of justice serves only 
to safeguard violence. 

 As for what is called the law of nations, it is 
clear that without any real sanction these laws are 
only illusions that are more tenuous even than the 
notion of natural law. The latter at least addresses 

itself to the heart of individuals, whereas decisions 
based on the law of nations, having no other guaran-
tee than the utility of the one who submits to them, 
are respected only as long as those decisions confirm 
one’s own self-interest. In the double condition in 
which we find ourselves, by doing too much or too 
little for whichever of the two systems we happen 
to prefer, we in fact have done nothing at all, and 
thereby have put ourselves in the worst possible 
position. This, it seems to me, is the true origin of 
public calamities. 

 For a moment, let us put these ideas in opposi-
tion to the horrible system of Hobbes. We will find, 
contrary to his absurd doctrine, that far from the 
state of war being natural to man, war is born out 
of peace, or at least out of the precautions men have 
taken to assure themselves of peace. . . . 

Critique of the Perpetual Peace Project 

 As the most worthy cause to which a good man 
might devote himself, the  Project for Perpetual Peace  
must also have been, among all the projects of the 

 Rousseau states that one problem is that ministers might have selfish reasons 
for encouraging princes to reject the plan—an individual level of analysis explana-
tion. Most important, however, it is the “condition of absolute independence that 
draws sovereigns away from the rule of law.” In other words, war is a product 
of the social context within which the state finds itself—one in which there is no 
authority higher than the state itself. 

 Note how in the opening paragraph he draws a distinction between a civil state 
where individuals are subject to laws, but “as nations each enjoys the liberty of na-
ture.” Like Hobbes, Rousseau thus recognizes the importance of what has come to 
be termed the underlying anarchy of international politics or the international sys-
tem. At the same time, however, Rousseau emphatically disagrees with the adverse 
description Hobbes uses to describe the nature of human beings. It is the social 
context in which human beings or states as “persons” are immersed that influences 
or constrains their behavior, not their essential nature. Clearly the ontologies of 
Hobbes and Rousseau are at odds.  

Questions to Keep in Mind 
   1.    What is Rousseau’s view of Hobbes’s assertion that the state of nature is a state of war of every-

one against everyone else?   
   2.    How do the prince’s concerns for “relative power” undercut the possibility of a perpetual 

peace? How does this relate to the structural-realist perspective on international politics?   
   3.    What role does the concept of “self-interest” play in Rousseau’s analysis? How does this relate 

to key realist assumptions?    
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Abbé de Saint-Pierre, the one that he thought about 
the most and the one that he pursued with the great-
est obstinancy. For how else could one explain the 
missionary zeal with which he clung to this project—
despite the obvious impossibility of its success, the 
ridicule that it brought upon him every day, and the 
hostility that he was made continually to suffer. It 
seems that this humane soul was so single-mindedly 
focused on the public good that he measured the 
 efforts that he gave things solely on the basis of their 
usefulness, without ever letting himself be discour-
aged by obstacles and without ever thinking about 
his own personal self-interest. 

 If ever a moral truth has been demonstrated, it 
seems to me that it is the general and the specific use-
fulness of this project. The advantages that would 
result from its formation both for each prince and 
for each nation, as well as for Europe as a whole, 
are immense, clear, and uncontestable. One cannot 
imagine anything more solid and more precise than 
the arguments with which the author supports his 
case. Indeed, so much would the experience allow 
each individual to gain from the common good, 
that to realize the European Republic for one day 
would be enough to make it last forever. However, 
these same princes who would defend the European 
Republic with all their might once it existed would 
now be opposed even to its being set up, and they 
would invariably prevent it from being established 
with just as much energy as they would prevent it 
from being destroyed. The work of the Abbé de 
Saint-Pierre thus would seem both ineffectual for 
producing peace and superfluous for maintaining 
it. Some impatient reader will say that it is therefore 
nothing but vain speculation. No, it is a solid and 
sensible book, and it is very important that it exists. 

 Let us begin by examining the difficulties of 
those who do not judge arguments with reason but 
only with events and who have nothing to object to 
in this project other than that it has not been tried. In 
effect, they doubtlessly will say, if the advantages are 
so real, why have the sovereigns of Europe not ad-
opted them already? Why do they neglect their own 
self-interest, if this self-interest has now been made 
so clear? Do we see them rejecting all the other ways 
of increasing their revenues and their power? If this 
project were as good for that purpose as is claimed, 
is it plausible that they would be less impressed with 
it than with those which have failed them so many 
times before, or that they would prefer a thousand 
risky chances to one sure gain? 

 Clearly, all this is plausible unless we pretend that 
the wisdom of all these sovereigns is equal to their 
ambition and that the more strongly they desire their 
own advantages the better they can see them. Instead, 
the great penalty for excessive  amour propre  is for-
ever to resort to the means that abuse it, and the very 
heat of the passions is what almost always prevents 
them from reaching their goal. We must distinguish, 
then, in politics as well as in morality, real interest 
from apparent interest. The first is to be found in 
perpetual peace—that has been demonstrated in the 
 Project . The second can be found in the condition of 
absolute independence that draws sovereigns away 
from the rule of law in order to submit them to the 
rule of chance—like a mad sailor who, to show off his 
knowledge and intimidate his crew, would prefer to 
drift dangerously among the reefs during a storm than 
to secure his ship with an anchor. . . . 

 We must add, in considering the great com-
mercial advantages that would result from a general 
and perpetual peace, that while they are obviously 
in themselves certain and incontestable, being com-
mon to all they would not be relative advantages to 
anyone. Since advantage is usually only sensed by 
virtue of difference, to add to one’s relative power 
one must seek out only exclusive gains. 

 Ceaselessly deceived by the appearance of 
things, princes will therefore reject this peace when 
judging it by their own self-interest. Just think, then, 
what will happen when they leave such judgments to 
their ministers, whose interests are always opposed 
to those of the people and almost always opposed 
to those of the prince. Ministers need war to make 
themselves necessary, to precipitate the prince into 
crises that he cannot get out of without them, and 
to cause the loss of the state, if it is necessary, rather 
than the loss of their jobs. They need war to harass 
the people in the guise of public safety, to find work 
for their protégés, to make money on the markets, 
and to form a thousand corrupt monopolies in secret. 
They need it to satisfy their passions and to push 
each other out of office. They need it to preoccupy 
the prince and remove him from the court while dan-
gerous intrigues arise among them. Such resources 
would all be lost to them if there were a perpetual 
peace. And the public keeps on demanding why, if 
the project is possible, it has not been adopted! They 
fail to see that there is nothing impossible about 
the project except its adoption. And what will the 
ministers do to oppose it? What they have always 
done—they will turn it to ridicule. 
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 Nor is it possible to believe along with the Abbé 
de Saint-Pierre that, even with the good will which 
neither princes nor ministers will ever have, it would 
be easy to find a favorable moment to set this system 
in motion. For that it would be necessary that the 
sum of individual interests would not outweigh the 
common interest, and that each one would believe 
that he had found in the good of all the greatest good 
that he could hope for for himself. Now this would 
require a convergence of wisdom among so many 
different minds and a convergence of aims among so 
many different interests that one could hardly hope 
to get the happy agreement of all these necessary cir-
cumstances simply by chance. The only way to make 
up for the failure of this agreement to come about 
by chance would be to make it come about by force. 
Then it would no longer be a question of persuading 
but of compelling, and then what would be needed 
is not to write books but to levy troops. 

 Thus, although the project was very wise, the 
means of putting it into effect reflect the naiveté of the 
author. He innocently imagined that all you would 

need to do is to assemble a committee, propose his ar-
ticles, have everyone sign them, and that would be it. 
We must conclude that, as with all the projects of this 
good man, he could envision quite well the effect of 
things after they had been established, but he judged 
with too little sophistication the methods for getting 
them established in the first place. . . . 

 We may not say, therefore, that if his system 
has not been adopted, it is because it was not good; 
on the contrary, we must say that it was too good to 
be adopted. For evil and abuse, which so many men 
profit from, happen by themselves, but whatever is 
useful to the public must be brought by force—seeing 
as special interests are almost always opposed to it. 
Doubtless perpetual peace is at present a project that 
seems absurd. . . . 

 We will not see federative leagues establishing 
themselves except by revolution, and, on this prin-
ciple, who would dare to say whether this European 
league is to be desired or to be feared? It would per-
haps cause more harm in one moment than it could 
prevent for centuries to come.   

Explaining War: The Levels of Analysis 
KE N N E T H N. WA L T Z

OVERVIEW
  Kenneth Waltz remains one of the most influential IR theorists. As noted, he is best 
known for his  Theory of International Politics  (1979) and his attempt to develop a 
truly systemic theory of IR. No other work has generated so much commentary—
positive and negative—over the last three decades. It has stimulated numerous 
efforts utilizing the basic structural-realist assumptions and in the process has 
been elaborated upon and modified. The work has been praised for its attempt to 
provide scientific rigor to IR theorizing, and also condemned for leading the field 
further into a positivist orientation.  

  Waltz, however, was first best known for  Man, the State and War  (1959)—a 
 refinement of his doctoral dissertation at Columbia that, given its focus on how 
 political philosophers over the millennia have conceived of the causes of war, 

From “Explaining War” in Man, the State and War by Kenneth N. Waltz, copyright 2001, Columbia University Press, 
New York. Reprinted with permission of the publisher..
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    Introduction

 Asking who won a given war, someone has said, is 
like asking who won the San Francisco earthquake. 
That in wars there is no victory but only varying 
degrees of defeat is a proposition that has gained 
increasing acceptance in the twentieth century. But 
are wars also akin to earthquakes in being natural 
occurrences whose control or elimination is beyond 
the wit of man? Few would admit that they are, yet 
attempts to eliminate war, however nobly inspired 
and assiduously pursued, have brought little more 
than fleeting moments of peace among states. There 
is an apparent disproportion between effort and 
product, between desire and result. The peace wish, 

we are told, runs strong and deep among the Russian 
people; and we are convinced that the same can be 
said of Americans. From these statements there is 
some comfort to be derived, but in the light of his-
tory and of current events as well it is difficult to be-
lieve that the wish will father the condition desired. 

 Social scientists, realizing from their studies how 
firmly the present is tied to the past and how inti-
mately the parts of a system depend upon each other, 
are inclined to be conservative in estimating the pos-
sibilities of achieving a radically better world. If one 
asks whether we can now have peace where in the 
past there has been war, the answers are most often 
pessimistic. Perhaps this is the wrong question. And 
indeed the answers will be somewhat less discouraging 

 actually falls more into the classical realist tradition. It also was an early formula-
tion of what came to be known as the levels of analysis—were the causes of war 
to be found at the individual, state-societal, or interstate system levels of analysis?  

  In  Man, the State, and War,  Waltz makes the point that to explain how peace 
can be better achieved, one must first improve one’s understanding of the causes 
of war. Some argue that human nature is the basic cause of war. Others argue it is 
the internal organization of states that is the key to understanding war and peace, 
while still others focus on the impact of the structure of the inter-state system. In 
terms of the latter, pay attention to Waltz’s references particularly to Rousseau, but 
also Thucydides, the importance of “relative power position,” and his assessment 
of the impact of anarchy on conflict among states. It is here one can see more than a 
glimmer of his key arguments twenty years later in  Theory of International Politics 
 where he develops his structural theory. The observation that those who act for the 
state [its agents] do not so much impose themselves on events [the system] as events 
[produced by the system] are imposed on them anticipates his development of his 
thesis in  Theory of International Politics.  

Questions to Keep in Mind 
   1.    Does the view of human nature as described in the first image parallel or refute the views of 

classical realists such as Thucydides, Machiavelli, Hobbes, and Morgenthau?   
   2.    What are the limitations of the remedies proposed by those who rely on human nature as an 

explanation for war?   
   3.    What are the limitations of the remedies proposed by those who rely on the internal defects 

or type of state to explain war?   
   4.    According to Waltz, what is the third-image logic  behind Rousseau’s statement that states 

“must inevitably fall into quarrels and dissensions”?   
   5.    In which image(s) do the permissive as opposed to immediate causes of war lie?   
   6.    According to Waltz, which image or level of analysis best reflects the founding fathers’ of the 

United States explanation for interstate war? Would you consider the Federalist writers—
Madison, Hamilton, and Jay (see in particular the first nine Federalist papers)—and other 
Constitutional framers to include Washington (see his Farewell Address apparently drafted 
by Madison and Hamilton) what we now label as realists?
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if instead the following questions are put: Are there 
ways of decreasing the incidence of war, of increasing 
the chances of peace? Can we have peace more often 
in the future than in the past? 

 Peace is one among a number of ends simultane-
ously entertained. The means by which peace can be 
sought are many. The end is pursued and the means 
are applied under varying conditions. Even though 
one may find it hard to believe that there are ways 
to peace not yet tried by statesmen or advocated by 
publicists, the very complexity of the problem sug-
gests the possibility of combining activities in differ-
ent ways in the hope that some combination will lead 
us closer to the goal. Is one then led to conclude that 
the wisdom of the statesman lies in trying first one 
policy and then another, in doing what the moment 
seems to require? An affirmative reply would suggest 
that the hope for improvement lies in policy divorced 
from analysis, in action removed from thought. Yet 
each attempt to alleviate a condition implies some 
idea of its causes: to explain how peace can be more 
readily achieved requires an understanding of the 
causes of war. It is such an understanding that we 
shall seek in the following pages.  

The First Image: International 
Conflict and Human Behavior 

  There is deceit and cunning and from these wars arise. 

   Confucius    

 According to the first image of international 
relations, the focus of the important causes of war 
is found in the nature and behavior of man. Wars 
result from selfishness, from misdirected aggressive 
impulses, from stupidity. Other causes are second-
ary and have to be interpreted in the light of these 
factors. If these are the primary causes of war, then 
the elimination of war must come through uplift-
ing and enlightening men or securing their psychic-
social readjustment. This estimate of causes and 
cures has been dominant in the writings of many 
serious students of human affairs from Confucius 
to present-day pacifists. It is the leitmotif of many 
modern behavioral scientists as well. 

 Prescriptions associated with first-image analy-
ses need not be identical in content, as a few ex-
amples will indicate. Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, 
moved to poetic expression by a visit to the arsenal 
at Springfield, set down the following thoughts: 

   Were half the power that fills the world with 
terror,  
  Were half the wealth bestowed on camps 
and courts,  
  Given to redeem the human mind from error, 
There were no need of arsenals or forts.   

 Implicit in these lines is the idea that the people will 
insist that the right policies be adopted if only they 
know what the right policies are. Their instincts are 
good, though their present gullibility may prompt 
them to follow false leaders. By attributing present 
difficulties to a defect in knowledge, education be-
comes the remedy of war. The idea is widespread. 
Beverly Nichols, a pacifist writing in the 1930s, 
thought that if Norman Angell “could be made edu-
cational dictator of the world, war would vanish like 
the morning mist, in a single generation.”  1   In 1920, 
a conference of Friends, unwilling to rely upon intel-
lectual development alone, called upon the people 
of the world to replace self-seeking with the spirit of 
sacrifice, cooperation, and trust.  2   Bertrand Russell, at 
about the same time and in much the same vein, saw 
a decline in the possessive instincts as a prerequisite 
to peace.  3   By others, increasing the chances of peace 
has been said to require not so much a change in “in-
stincts” as a channeling of energies that are presently 
expended in the destructive folly of war. If there were 
something that men would rather do than fight, they 
would cease to fight altogether. Aristophanes saw the 
point. If the women of Athens would deny themselves 
to husbands and lovers, their men would have to 
choose between the pleasures of the couch and the ex-
hilarating experiences of the battlefield. Aristophanes 
thought he knew the men, and women, of Athens well 
enough to make the outcome a foregone conclusion. 
William James was in the same tradition. War, in 
his view, is rooted in man’s bellicose nature, which 
is the product of centuries-old tradition. His nature 
cannot be changed or his drives suppressed, but they 
can be diverted. As alternatives to military service, 
James suggests drafting the youth of the world to 
mine coal and man ships, to build skyscrapers and 
roads, to wash dishes and clothes. While his estimate 
of what diversions would be sufficient is at once less 
realistic and more seriously intended than that of 
Aristophanes, his remedy is clearly the same in type.  4   

 The prescriptions vary, but common to them all 
is the thought that in order to achieve a more peace-
ful world men must be changed, whether in their 
moral-intellectual outlook or in their psychic-social 
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behavior. One may, however, agree with the first-
image analysis of causes without admitting the pos-
sibility of practicable prescriptions for their removal. 
Among those who accept a first-image explanation 
of war there are both optimists and pessimists, those 
who think the possibilities of progress so great that 
wars will end before the next generation is dead and 
those who think that wars will continue to occur 
though by them we may all die.  

The Second Image: International Conflict 
and the Internal Structure of States 

  However conceived in an image of the world, 
foreign policy is a phase of domestic policy, an 
inescapable phase. 

   Charles Beard,  A Foreign Policy for America     

 The first image did not exclude the influence of 
the state, but the role of the state was introduced 
as a consideration less important than, and to be 
 explained in terms of, human behavior. According 
to the first image, to say that the state acts is to speak 
metonymically. We say that the state acts when we 
mean that the people in it act, just as we say that the 
pot boils when we mean that the water in it boils. 
The preceding [section] concentrated on the con-
tents rather than the container; the present [section] 
alters the balance of emphasis in favor of the lat-
ter. To continue the figure: Water running out of a 
 faucet is chemically the same as water in a container, 
but once the water is in a container, it can be made 
to “behave” in different ways. It can be turned into 
steam and used to power an engine, or, if the water 
is sealed in and heated to extreme temperatures, it 
can become the instrument of a destructive explo-
sion. Wars would not exist were human nature not 
what it is, but neither would Sunday schools and 
brothels, philanthropic organizations and criminal 
gangs. Since everything is related to human nature, 
to  explain anything one must consider more than 
human nature. The events to be explained are so 
many and so varied that human nature cannot pos-
sibly be the single determinant. 

 The attempt to explain everything by psychology 
meant, in the end, that psychology succeeded in ex-
plaining nothing. And adding sociology to the analy-
sis simply substitutes the error of sociologism for the 
error of psychologism. Where Spinoza, for example, 
erred by leaving out of his personal estimate of cause 

all reference to the causal role of  social structures, 
sociologists have, in approaching the problem of war 
and peace, often erred in omitting all reference to 
the political framework within which individual and 
social actions occur. The conclusion is obvious: to 
understand war and peace political analysis must be 
used to supplement and order the findings of psychol-
ogy and sociology. What kind of political analysis is 
needed? For possible explanations of the occurrence 
or nonoccurrence of war, one can look to interna-
tional politics (since it is in the name of the state that 
the fighting is actually done). The former approach is 
postponed [until the next section]; according to the 
second image, the internal organization of states is the 
key to understanding war and peace. 

 One explanation of the second-image type is il-
lustrated as follows. War most often promotes the in-
ternal unity of each state involved. The state plagued 
by internal strife may then, instead of waiting for the 
accidental attack, seek the war that will bring internal 
peace. Bodin saw this clearly, for he concludes that 
“the best way of preserving a state, and guaranteeing 
it against sedition, rebellion, and civil war is to keep 
the subjects in amity one with another, and to this 
end, to find an enemy against whom they can make 
common cause.” And he saw historical evidence that 
the principle had been  applied, especially by the Ro-
mans, who “could find no better antidote to civil war, 
nor one more certain in its effects, than to oppose an 
enemy to the citizens.”  5   Secretary of State William 
Henry Seward followed this reasoning when, in order 
to promote unity within the country, he urged upon 
Lincoln a vigorous foreign policy, which included the 
possibility of declaring war on Spain and France.  6   
Mikhail Skobelev, an influential Russian military of-
ficer of the third quarter of the nineteenth century, 
varied the theme but slightly when he argued that 
the Russian monarchy was doomed unless it could 
produce major military successes abroad.  7   

 The use of internal defects to explain those ex-
ternal acts of the state that bring war can take many 
forms. Such explanation may be related to a type of 
government that is thought to be generically bad. 
For example, it is often thought that the deprivations 
imposed by despots upon their subjects produce ten-
sions that may find expressions in foreign adventure. 
Or the explanation may be given in terms of defects 
in a government not itself considered bad. Thus it 
has been argued that the restrictions placed upon a 
government in order to protect the prescribed rights 
of its citizens act as impediments to the making and 
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executing of foreign policy. These restrictions, laud-
able in original purpose, may have the unfortunate 
effect of making difficult or impossible the effective 
action of that government for the maintenance of 
peace in the world.  8   And, as a final example, expla-
nation may be made in terms of geographic or eco-
nomic deprivation or in terms of deprivations too 
vaguely defined to be labeled at all. Thus a nation 
may argue that it has not attained its “natural” fron-
tiers, that such frontiers are necessary to its security, 
that war to extend the state to its deserved compass 
is justified or even necessary.  9   The possible varia-
tions on this theme have been made familiar by the 
“have-not” arguments so popular in this century. 
Such arguments have been used both to explain why 
“deprived” countries undertake war and to urge 
the satiated to make the compensatory adjustments 
thought necessary if peace is to be perpetuated.  10   

 The examples just given illustrate in abundant 
variety one part of the second image, the idea that 
defects in states cause wars among them. But in just 
what ways should the structure of states be changed? 
What definition of the “good” state is to serve as 
a standard? Among those who have taken this ap-
proach to international relations there is a great 
variety of definitions. Karl Marx defines “good” 
in terms of ownership of the means of production; 
Immanuel Kant in terms of abstract principles of 
right; Woodrow Wilson in terms of national self- 
determination and modern democratic organization. 
Though each definition singles out different items as 
crucial, all are united in asserting that if, and only 
if, substantially all states reform will world peace re-
sult. That is, the reform prescribed is considered the 
sufficient basis for world peace. This, of course, does 
not exhaust the subject. Marx, for example, believed 
that states would disappear shortly after they be-
came socialist. The problem of war, if war is defined 
as violent conflict among states, would then no lon-
ger exist. Kant believed that republican states would 
voluntarily agree to be governed in their dealings 
by a code of law drawn up by the states themselves. 
Wilson urged a variety of requisites to peace, such 
as improved international understanding, collective 
security and disarmament, a world confederation of 
states. But history proved to Wilson that one cannot 
expect the steadfast cooperation of undemocratic 
states in any such program for peace. 

 For each of these men, the reform of states in the 
ways prescribed is taken to be the  sine qua non  of 
world peace. The examples given could be multiplied. 

Classical economists as well as socialists, aristocrats 
and monarchists as well as democrats, empiricists and 
realists as well as transcendental idealists—all can fur-
nish examples of men who have believed that peace 
can be had only if a given pattern of internal organiza-
tion becomes widespread. Is it that democracies spell 
peace, but we have had wars because there have never 
been enough democracies of the right kind? Or that 
the socialist form of government contains within it the 
guarantee of peace, but so far there have never been 
any true socialist governments?  11   If either question 
were answered in the affirmative, then one would have 
to assess the merits of different prescriptions and try to 
decide just which one, or which combination, contains 
the elusive secret formula for peace. The import of our 
criticism, however, is that no prescription for interna-
tional relations written entirely in terms of the second 
image can be valid, that the approach itself is faulty. 
Our criticisms of the liberals apply to all theories that 
would rely on the generalization of one pattern of state 
and society to bring peace to the world. 

 Bad states lead to war. As previously said, there is 
a large and important sense in which this is true. The 
obverse of this statement, that good states mean peace 
in the world, is an extremely doubtful proposition. 
The difficulty, endemic with the second image of inter-
national relations, is the same in kind as the difficulty 
encountered in the first image. There the statement 
that men make the societies, including the interna-
tional society, in which they live was criticized not 
simply as being wrong but as being incomplete. One 
must add that the societies they live in make men. And 
it is the same in international relations. The actions of 
states, or, more accurately, of men acting for states, 
make up the substance of international relations. But 
the international political environment has much to 
do with the ways in which states behave. The influ-
ence to be assigned to the internal structure of states in 
 attempting to solve the war–peace equation cannot be 
determined until the significance of the international 
environment has been reconsidered.  

The Third Image: International 
Conflict and International Anarchy 

  For what can be done against force without force? 

   Cicero,  The Letters to His Friends     

 With many sovereign states, with no system of law 
enforceable among them, with each state judging its 
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grievances and ambitions according to the dictates of 
its own reason or desire—conflict, sometimes lead-
ing to war, is bound to occur. To achieve a favorable 
outcome from such conflict a state has to rely on its 
own devices, the relative efficiency of which must be 
its constant concern. This, the idea of the third image, 
is to be examined [here]. It is not an esoteric idea; 
it is not a new idea. Thucydides implied it when he 
wrote that it was “the growth of the Athenian power, 
which terrified the Lacedaemonians and forced them 
into war.”  12   John Adams implied it when he wrote to 
the citizens of Petersburg, Virginia, that “a war with 
France, if just and necessary, might wean us from 
fond and blind affections, which no Nation ought 
ever to feel towards another, as our experience in 
more than one instance abundantly testifies.”  13   There 
is an obvious relation between the concern over rela-
tive power position expressed by Thucydides and the 
admonition of John Adams that love affairs between 
states are inappropriate and dangerous. This relation 
is made explicit in Frederick Dunn’s statement that 
“so long as the notion of self-help persists, the aim 
of maintaining the power position of the nation is 
paramount to all other considerations.”  14   

 In anarchy there is no automatic harmony. The 
three preceding statements reflect this fact. A state 
will use force to attain its goals if, after assessing the 
prospects for success, it values those goals more than 
it values the pleasures of peace. Because each state 
is the final judge of its own cause, any state may at 
any time use force to implement its policies. Because 
any state may at any time use force, all states must 
constantly be ready either to counter force with 
force or to pay the cost of weakness. The require-
ments of state action are, in this view, imposed by 
the circumstances in which all states exist. 

 In a manner of speaking, all three images are a 
part of nature. So fundamental are man, the state, 
and the state system in any attempt to understand 
international relations that seldom does an analyst, 
however wedded to one image, entirely overlook the 
other two. Still, emphasis on one image may distort 
one’s interpretation of the others. It is, for example, 
not uncommon to find those inclined to see the world 
in terms of either the first or the second image coun-
tering the oft-made argument that arms breed not 
war but security, and possibly even peace, by point-
ing out that the argument is a compound of dishonest 
myth, to cover the interests of politicians, armament 
makers, and others, and honest illusion entertained 
by patriots sincerely interested in the safety of their 

states. To dispel the illusion, Cobden, to recall one 
of the many who have argued this way, once pointed 
out that doubling armaments, if everyone does it, 
makes no state more secure and, similarly, that none 
would be endangered if all military establishments 
were simultaneously reduced by, say, 50 percent.  15   
Putting aside the thought that the arithmetic is not 
necessarily an accurate reflection of what the situa-
tion would be, this argument illustrates a supposedly 
practical application of the first and second images. 
Whether by educating citizens and leaders of the 
separate states or by improving the organizations of 
each of them, a condition is sought in which the les-
son here adumbrated becomes the basis for the poli-
cies of states. The result?—disarmament, and thus 
economy, together with peace, and thus security, for 
all states. If some states display a willingness to pare 
down their military establishments, other states will 
be able to pursue similar policies. In emphasizing the 
interdependence of the policies of all states, the argu-
ment pays heed to the third image. The optimism is, 
however, the result of ignoring some inherent diffi-
culties. [Here Waltz takes up Rousseau’s view of man 
in the early state of nature.— Ed. ] 

 In the early state of nature, men were sufficiently 
dispersed to make any patterns of cooperation un-
necessary. But finally the combination of increased 
numbers and the usual natural hazards posed, in a 
variety of situations, the proposition: cooperate or 
die. Rousseau illustrates the line of reasoning with the 
simplest example. The example is worth reproducing, 
for it is the point of departure for the establishment 
of government and contains the basis for his explana-
tion of conflict in international relations as well. As-
sume that five men who have acquired a rudimentary 
ability to speak and to understand each other happen 
to come together at a time when all of them suffer 
from hunger. The hunger of each will be satisfied by 
the fifth part of a stag, so they “agree” to cooperate 
in a project to trap one. But also the hunger of any 
one of them will be satisfied by a hare, so, as a hare 
comes within reach, one of them grabs it. The defec-
tor obtains the means of satisfying his hunger but in 
doing so permits the stag to escape. His immediate 
interest prevails over consideration for his fellows.  16   

 The story is simple; the implications are tremen-
dous. In cooperative action, even where all agree on 
the goal and have an equal interest in the project, 
one cannot rely on others. Spinoza linked conflict 
causally to man’s imperfect reason. Montesquieu 
and Rousseau counter Spinoza’s analysis with the 
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proposition that the sources of conflict are not so 
much in the minds of men as they are in the nature 
of social activity. The difficulty is to some extent 
verbal. Rousseau grants that if we knew how to 
receive the true justice that comes from God, “we 
should need neither government nor laws.”  17   This 
corresponds to Spinoza’s proposition that “men in 
so far as they live in obedience to reason, necessarily 
live always in harmony one with another.”  18   The 
idea is a truism. If men were perfect, their perfection 
would be reflected in all of their calculations and 
actions. Each could rely on the behavior of others, 
and all decisions would be made on principles that 
would preserve a true harmony of interests. Spinoza 
emphasizes not the difficulties inherent in mediating 
conflicting interests but the defectiveness of man’s 
reason that prevents their consistently making deci-
sions that would be in the interest of each and for 
the good of all. Rousseau faces the same problem. 
He imagines how men must have behaved as they 
began to depend on one another to meet their daily 
needs. As long as each provided for his own wants, 
there could be no conflict; whenever the combina-
tion of natural obstacles and growth in population 
made cooperation necessary, conflict arose. Thus 
in the stag-hunt example the tension between one 
man’s immediate interest and the general interest of 
the group is resolved by the unilateral action of the 
one man. To the extent that he was motivated by 
a feeling of hunger, his act is one of passion. Rea-
son would have told him that his long-run interest 
depends on establishing, through experience, the 
conviction that cooperative action will benefit all of 
the participants. But reason also tells him that if he 
forgoes the hare, the man next to him might leave 
his post to chase it, leaving the first man with noth-
ing but food for thought on the folly of being loyal. 

 The problem is now posed in more significant 
terms. If harmony is to exist in anarchy, not only 
must I be perfectly rational but I must be able to 
assume that everyone else is too. Otherwise there 
is no basis for rational calculation. To allow in my 
calculation for the irrational acts of others can lead 
to no determinate solutions, but to attempts to act 
on a rational calculation without making such an 
allowance may lead to my own undoing. The latter 
argument is reflected in Rousseau’s comments on 
the proposition that “a people of true Christians 
would form the most perfect society imaginable.” 
In the first place he points out that such a society 
“would not be a society of men.” Moreover, he says, 

“For the state to be peaceable and for harmony to 
be maintained, all the citizens without exception 
would have to be [equally] good Christians; if by ill 
hap there should be a single self-seeker or hypocrite 
. . . He would certainly get the better of his pious 
compatriots.”  19   

 If we define cooperative action as rational and 
any deviation from it irrational, we must agree with 
Spinoza that conflict results from the irrationality of 
men. But if we examine the requirements of rational 
action, we find that even in an example as simple 
as the stag hunt we have to assume that the reason 
of each leads to an identical definition of interest, 
that each will draw the same conclusion as to the 
methods appropriate to meet the original situation, 
that all will agree instantly on the action required 
by any chance incidents that raise the question of 
altering the original plan, and that each can rely 
completely on the steadfastness of purpose of all 
the others. Perfectly rational action requires not 
only the perception that our welfare is tied up with 
the welfare of others but also a perfect appraisal 
of details so that we can answer the question: Just 
how in each situation is it tied up with everyone 
else’s? Rousseau agrees with Spinoza in refusing 
to label the act of the rabbit-snatcher either good 
or bad; unlike Spinoza, he also refuses to label it 
either rational or irrational. He has noticed that the 
difficulty is not only in the actors but also in the 
situations they face. While by no means ignoring 
the part that avarice and ambition play in the birth 
and growth of conflict,  20   Rousseau’s analysis makes 
clear the extent to which conflict appears inevitably 
in the social affairs of men. 

 In short, the proposition that irrationality is the 
cause of all the world’s troubles, in the sense that a 
world of perfectly rational men would know no dis-
agreements and no conflicts, is, as Rousseau implies, 
as true as it is irrelevant. Since the world cannot be 
defined in terms of perfection, the very real problem 
of how to achieve an approximation to harmony in 
cooperative and competitive activity is always with 
us and, lacking the possibility of perfection, it is a 
problem that cannot be solved simply by changing 
men. Rousseau’s conclusion, which is also the heart 
of his theory of international relations, is accurately 
though somewhat abstractly summarized in the fol-
lowing statement: That among particularities ac-
cidents will occur is not accidental but necessary.  21   
And this, in turn, is simply another way of saying 
that in anarchy there is no automatic harmony. 
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 If anarchy is the problem, then there are only 
two possible solutions: (1) to impose an effective 
control on the separate and imperfect states; (2) to 
remove states from the sphere of the accidental, that 
is, to define the good state as so perfect that it will 
no longer be particular. Kant tried to compromise by 
making states good enough to obey a set of laws to 
which they have volunteered their assent. Rousseau, 
whom on this point Kant failed to follow, emphasizes 
the particular nature of even the good state and, in 
so doing, makes apparent the futility of the solution 
Kant suggests.  22   He also makes possible a theory of 
international relations that in general terms explains 
the behavior of all states, whether good or bad.  23   

 In the stag-hunt example, the will of the rabbit-
snatcher was rational and predictable from his own 
point of view. From the point of view of the rest of 
the group, it was arbitrary and capricious. So of any 
individual state, a will perfectly good for itself may 
provoke the violent resistance of other states.  24   The 
application of Rousseau’s theory to international 
politics is stated with eloquence and clarity in his 
commentaries on Saint-Pierre and in a short work 
entitled  The State of War . His application bears 
out the preceding analysis. The states of Europe, he 
writes, “touch each other at so many points that no 
one of them can move without giving a jar to all the 
rest; their variances are all the more deadly, as their 
ties are more closely woven.” They “must inevitably 
fall into quarrels and dissensions at the first changes 
that come about.” And if we ask why they must 
“inevitably” clash, Rousseau answers: Because their 
union is “formed and maintained by nothing better 
than chance.” The nations of Europe are willful 
units in close juxtaposition with rules neither clear 
nor enforceable to guide them. The public law of 
Europe is but “a mass of contradictory rules which 
nothing but the right of the stronger can reduce 
to order: so that in the absence of any sure clue to 
guide her, reason is bound, in every case of doubt, 
to obey the promptings of self-interest—which in 
itself would make war inevitable, even if all parties 
desired to be just.” In this condition, it is foolhardy 
to expect automatic harmony of interest and auto-
matic agreement and acquiescence in rights and du-
ties. In a real sense there is a “union of the nations of 
Europe,” but “the imperfections of this association 
make the state of those who belong to it worse than 
it would be if they formed no community at all.”  25   

 The argument is clear. For individuals the 
bloodiest stage of history was the period just prior 

to the establishment of society. At that point they 
had lost the virtues of the savage without having ac-
quired those of the citizen. The late stage of the state 
of nature is necessarily a state of war. The nations of 
Europe are precisely in that stage.  26   

 What then is cause: the capricious acts of the 
separate states or the system within which they ex-
ist? Rousseau emphasizes the latter: 

  Every one can see that what unites any form of 
society is community of interests, and what disin-
tegrates [it] is their conflict; that either tendency 
may be changed or modified by a thousand ac-
cidents; and therefore that, as soon as a society is 
founded, some coercive power must be provided to 
co-ordinate the actions of its members and give to 
their common interests and mutual obligations that 
firmness and consistency which they could never 
acquire of themselves.  27    

 But to emphasize the importance of political 
structure is not to say that the acts that bring about 
conflict and lead to the use of force are of no impor-
tance. It is the specific acts that are the immediate 
causes of war,  28   the general structure that permits 
them to exist and wreak their disasters. To eliminate 
every vestige of selfishness, perversity, and stupidity 
in nations would serve to establish perpetual peace, 
but to try directly to eliminate all the immediate 
causes of war without altering the structure of the 
“union of Europe” is utopian. 

 What alteration of structure is required? The 
idea that a voluntary federation, such as Kant later 
proposed, could keep peace among states, Rousseau 
rejects emphatically. Instead, he says, the remedy 
for war among states “is to be found only in such a 
form of federal Government as shall unite nations by 
bonds similar to those which already unite their in-
dividual members, and place the one no less than the 
other under the authority of the Law.”  29   Kant made 
similar statements only to amend them out of exis-
tence once he came to consider the reality of such a 
federation. Rousseau does not modify his principle, 
as is made clear in the following quotation, every 
point of which is a contradiction of Kant’s program 
for the pacific federation: 

  The Federation [that is to replace the “free and vol-
untary association which now unites the States of 
Europe”] must embrace all the important Powers 
in its membership; it must have a Legislative Body, 
with powers to pass laws and ordinances binding 
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upon all its members; it must have a coercive force 
capable of compelling every State to obey its com-
mon resolves whether in the way of command or 
of prohibition; finally, it must be strong and firm 
enough to make it impossible for any member to 
withdraw at his own pleasure the moment he con-
ceives his private interest to clash with that of the 
whole body.  30    

 It is easy to poke holes in the solution offered 
by Rousseau. The most vulnerable point is revealed 
by the questions: How could the federation enforce 
its law on the states that comprise it without wag-
ing war against them? and How likely is it that 
the effective force will always be on the side of the 
federation? To answer these questions Rousseau ar-
gues that the states of Europe are in a condition of 
balance sufficiently fine to prevent any one state or 
combination of states from prevailing over the oth-
ers. For this reason, the necessary margin of force 
will always rest with the federation itself. The best 
critical consideration of the inherent weakness of 
a federation of states in which the law of the fed-
eration has to be enforced on the states who are its 
members is contained in the  Federalist Papers . The 
arguments are convincing, but they need not be re-
viewed here. The practical weakness of Rousseau’s 
recommended solution does not obscure the merit of 
his theoretical analysis of war as a consequence of 
international anarchy.  

Conclusion

 The third image, like the first two, leads directly 
to a utopian prescription. In each image a cause is 
identified in terms of which all others are to be un-
derstood. The force of the logical relation between 
the third image and the world-government prescrip-
tion is great enough to cause some to argue not only 
the merits of world government but also the ease 
with which it can be realized.  31   It is of course true 
that with world government there would no longer 
be international wars, though with an ineffective 
world government there would no doubt be civil 
wars. It is likewise true, reverting to the first two 
images, that without the imperfections of the sepa-
rate states there would not be wars, just as it is true 
that a society of perfectly rational beings, or of per-
fect Christians, would never know violent conflict. 
These statements are, unfortunately, as trivial as 
they are true. They have the unchallengeable quality 

of airtight tautologies: perfectly good states or men 
will not do bad things; within an effective organiza-
tion highly damaging deviant behavior is not permit-
ted. The near perfection required by concentration 
upon a single cause accounts for a number of other-
wise puzzling facts: the pessimism of St. Augustine, 
the failure of the behavioral scientists as prescribers 
for peace, the reliance of many liberals on the forces 
of history to produce a result not conceivably to be 
produced by the consciously directed efforts of men, 
the tendency of socialists to identify a corrupting 
element every time harmony in socialist action fails 
to appear. It also helps to explain the often rapid 
alternation of hope and despair among those who 
most fully adopt a single-cause approach to this or 
to almost any other problem. The belief that to make 
the world better requires changing the factors that 
operate within a precisely defined realm leads to 
despair whenever it becomes apparent that changes 
there, if possible at all, will come slowly and with 
insufficient force. One is constantly defeated by the 
double problem of demonstrating how the “neces-
sary changes” can be produced and of substantiating 
the assertion that the changes described as necessary 
would be sufficient to accomplish the object in view. 

 The contrary assertion, that all causes may be 
interrelated, is an argument against assuming that 
there is a single cause that can be isolated by analysis 
and eliminated or controlled by wisely constructed 
policy. It is also an argument against working with 
one or several hypotheses without bearing in mind 
the interrelation of all causes. The prescriptions di-
rectly derived from a single image are incomplete 
because they are based upon partial analyses. The 
partial quality of each image sets up a tension that 
drives one toward inclusion of the others. With 
the first image the direction of change, representing 
Locke’s perspective as against Plato’s, is from men 
to societies and states. The second image catches up 
both elements. Men make states,  and  states make 
men; but this is still a limited view. One is led to a 
search for the more inclusive nexus of causes, for 
states are shaped by the international environments. 
Most of those whom we have considered in preced-
ing [sections] have not written entirely in terms of 
one image. That we have thus far been dealing with 
the consequences arising from differing degrees of 
emphasis accounts for the complexity of preceding 
[sections] but now makes somewhat easier the task 
of suggesting how the images can be interrelated 
without distorting any one of them.  



Explaining War: The Levels of Analysis 105

The First and Second Images 
in Relation to the Third 

 It may be true that the Soviet Union poses the greatest 
threat of war at the present time. It is not true that 
were the Soviet Union to disappear the remaining 
states could easily live at peace. We have known wars 
for centuries; the Soviet Union has existed only for 
decades. But some states, and perhaps some forms 
of the state, are more peacefully inclined than others. 
Would not the multiplication of peacefully inclined 
states at least warrant the hope that the period be-
tween major wars might be extended? By emphasiz-
ing the relevance of the framework of action, the third 
image makes clear the misleading quality of such 
partial analyses and of the hopes that are often based 
upon them. The act that by individual moral stan-
dards would be applauded may, when performed by 
a state, be an invitation to the war we seek to avoid. 
The third image, taken not as a theory of world gov-
ernment but as a theory of the conditioning effects of 
the state system itself, alerts us to the fact that so far 
as increasing the chances of peace is concerned there 
is no such thing as an act good in itself. The pacifica-
tion of the Hukbalahaps was a clear and direct contri-
bution to the peace and order of the Philippine state. 
In international politics a partial “solution,” such as 
one major country becoming pacifistic, might be a 
real contribution to world peace; but it might as easily 
hasten the coming of another major war. 

 The third image, as reflected in the writings 
of Rousseau, is based on an analysis of the conse-
quences arising from the framework of state action. 
Rousseau’s explanation of the origin of war among 
states is, in broad outline, the final one so long as 
we operate within a nation–state system. It is a final 
explanation because it does not hinge on accidental 
causes—irrationalities in men, defects in states—but 
upon his theory of the framework within which  any  
accident can bring about a war. That state A wants 
certain things that it can get only by war does not 
explain war. Such a desire may or may not lead to 
war. My wanting a million dollars does not cause me 
to rob a bank, but if it were easier to rob banks, such 
desires would lead to much more bank robbing. This 
does not alter the fact that some people will and some 
will not attempt to rob banks no matter what the 
law enforcement situation is. We still have to look to 
motivation and circumstance in order to explain indi-
vidual acts. Nevertheless one can predict that, other 
things being equal, a weakening of law enforcement 

agencies will lead to an increase in crime. From this 
point of view it is social structure—institutionalized 
restraints and institutionalized methods of altering 
and adjusting interests—that counts. And it counts 
in a way different from the ways usually associated 
with the word “cause.” What causes a man to rob 
a bank are such things as the desire for money, a 
disrespect for social proprieties, a certain boldness. 
But if  obstacles to the operation of these causes are 
built sufficiently high, nine out of ten would-be bank 
robbers will live their lives peacefully plying their 
 legitimate trades. If the framework is to be called 
cause at all, it had best be specified that it is a permis-
sive or underlying cause of war. 

 Applied to international politics this becomes, 
in words previously used to summarize Rousseau, 
the proposition that wars occur because there is 
nothing to prevent them. Rousseau’s analysis ex-
plains the recurrence of war without explaining any 
given war. He tells us that war may at any moment 
occur, and he tells us why this is so. But the structure 
of the state system does not directly cause state A 
to attack state B. Whether or not that attack occurs 
will depend on a number of special circumstances— 
location, size, power, interest, type of government, 
past history and tradition—each of which will influ-
ence the actions of both states. If they fight against 
each other it will be for reasons especially defined 
for the occasion by each of them. These special rea-
sons become the immediate, or efficient, causes of 
war. These immediate causes of war are contained 
in the first and second images. States are motivated 
to attack each other and to defend themselves by 
the reason and/or passion of the comparatively few 
who make policies for states and of the many more 
who influence the few. Some states, by virtue of their 
internal conditions, are both more proficient in war 
and more inclined to put their proficiency to the test. 
Variations in the factors included in the first and 
second images are important, indeed crucial, in the 
making and breaking of periods of peace—the im-
mediate causes of every war must be either the acts 
of individuals or the acts of states. 

 If every war is preceded by acts that we can 
identify (or at least try to identify) as cause, then why 
can we not eliminate wars by modifying individual 
or state behavior? This is the line of thinking fol-
lowed by those who say: To end war, improve men; 
or: To end war, improve states. But in such prescrip-
tions the role of the international environment is 
easily distorted. How can some of the  acting units 



106 KENNETH N. WALTZ

improve while others continue to follow their old 
and often predatory ways? The simplistic assump-
tion of many liberals, that history moves relentlessly 
toward the millennium, is refuted if the international 
environment makes it difficult almost to the point of 
impossibility for states to behave in ways that are 
progressively more moral. Two points are omitted 
from the prescriptions we considered under the first 
and second images: (1) If an effect is produced by 
two or more causes, the effect is not permanently 
eliminated by removing one of them. If wars occur 
because men are less than perfectly rational and 
because states are less than perfectly formed, to 
improve only states may do little to decrease the 
number and intensity of wars. The error here is in 
identifying one cause where two or more may oper-
ate. (2) An endeavor launched against one cause to 
the neglect of others may make the situation worse 
instead of better. Thus, as the Western democra-
cies became more inclined to peace, Hitler became 
more belligerent. The increased propensity to peace 
of some participants in international politics may 
increase, rather than decrease, the likelihood of war. 
This illustrates the role of the permissive cause, the 
international environment. If there were but two 
loci of cause involved, men and states, we could be 
sure that the appearance of more peacefully inclined 
states would, at worst, not damage the cause of 
world peace. Whether or not a remedy proposed 
is truly a remedy or actually worse than none at 
all depends, however, on the content and timing of 
the acts of all states. This is made clear in the third 
image. 

 War may result because state A has something 
that state B wants. The efficient cause of the war is the 
desire of state B; the permissive cause is the fact that 
there is nothing to prevent state B from undertak-
ing the risks of war. In a different circumstance, the 
 interrelation of efficient and permissive causes be-
comes still closer. State A may fear that if it does not 
cut state B down a peg now, it may be unable to do so 
ten years from now. State A becomes the aggressor in 
the present because it fears what state B may be able 
to do in the future. The efficient cause of such a war 
is derived from the cause that we have labeled per-
missive. In the first case, conflicts arise from disputes 
born of specific issues. In an age of hydrogen bombs, 
no single issue may be worth the risk of full-scale 
war. Settlement, even on bad grounds, is preferable 
to self-destruction. The use of reason would seem to 
require the adoption of a doctrine of “non-recourse 

to force.” One whose reason leads him down this 
path is following the trail blazed by Cobden when 
in 1849 he pointed out “that it is almost impossible, 
on looking back for the last hundred years, to tell 
precisely what any war was about,” and thus implied 
that Englishmen should never have become involved 
in them.  32   He is falling into the trap that ensnared A. 
A. Milne when he explained the First World War as 
a war in which ten million men died because Austria-
Hungary sought, unsuccessfully, to avenge the death 
of one archduke.  33   He is succumbing to the illusion 
of Sir Edward Grey, who, in the memoirs he wrote 
some thirty years ago, hoped that the horrors of the 
First World War would make it possible for nations 
“to find at least one common ground on which they 
should come together in confident understanding: 
an agreement that, in the disputes between them, 
war must be ruled out as a means of settlement that 
entails ruin.”  34   

 It is true that the immediate causes of many 
wars are trivial. If we focus upon them, the failure 
to agree to settlement without force appears to be 
the ultimate folly. But it is not often true that the 
immediate causes provide sufficient explanation for 
the wars that have occurred. And if it is not simply 
particular disputes that produce wars, rational settle-
ment of them cannot eliminate war. For, as Winston 
Churchill has written, “small matters are only the 
symptoms of the dangerous disease, and are only im-
portant for that reason. Behind them lie the interests, 
the passions and the destiny of mighty races of men; 
and long antagonisms express themselves in trifles.”  35   
Nevertheless Churchill may be justified in hoping 
that the fear induced by a “balance of terror” will 
produce a temporary truce. Advancing technology 
makes war more horrible and presumably increases 
the desire for peace; the very rapidity of the advance 
makes for uncertainty in everyone’s military planning 
and destroys the possibility of an accurate estimate of 
the likely opposing forces. Fear and permanent peace 
are more difficult to equate. Each major advance in 
the technology of war has found its prophet ready to 
proclaim that war is no longer possible. Alfred Nobel 
and dynamite, for example, or Benjamin Franklin 
and the lighter-than-air balloon. There may well have 
been a prophet to proclaim the end of tribal warfare 
when the spear was invented and another to make a 
similar prediction when poison was first added to its 
tip. Unfortunately, these prophets have all been false. 
The development of atomic and hydrogen weapons 
may nurture the peace wish of some, the war sentiment 
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of others. In the United States and elsewhere after the 
Second World War, a muted them of foreign-policy 
debate was the necessity of preventive war—drop the 
bomb quickly before the likely opponent in a future 
war has time to make one of his own. Even with 
two or more states equipped with similar weapon 
systems, a momentary shift in the balance of terror, 
giving a decisive military advantage temporarily to 
one state, may tempt it to seize the moment in order 
to escape from fear. And the temptation would be 
proportionate to the fear itself. Finally, mutual fear 
of big weapons may produce, instead of peace, a 
spate of smaller wars. 

 The fear of modern weapons, of the danger of 
destroying the civilizations of the world, is not suffi-
cient to establish the conditions of peace identified in 
our discussions of the three images of international 
relations. One can equate fear with world peace only 
if the peace wish exists in all states and is uniformly 
expressed in their policies. But peace is the primary 
goal of few men or states. If it were the primary goal 
of even a single state, that state could have peace 
at any time—simply by surrendering. But, as John 
Foster Dulles so often warned, “Peace can be a cover 
whereby evil men perpetrate diabolical wrongs.”  36   
The issue in a given dispute may not be: Who shall 
gain from it? It may instead be: Who shall dominate 
the world? In such circumstances, the best course of 
even reasonable men is difficult to define; their abil-
ity always to contrive solutions without force, im-
possible to assume. If solutions in terms of none of 
the three images is presently—if ever—possible, then 
reason can work only within the framework that is 
suggested by viewing the first and second images in 
the perspective of the third, a perspective well and 
simply set forth in the  Federalist Papers,  especially 
in those written by Hamilton and Jay. 

 What would happen, Jay asks, if the thirteen 
states, instead of combining as one state, should form 
themselves into several confederations? He answers: 

  Instead of their being “joined in affection” and 
free from all apprehension of different “interests,” 
envy and jealousy would soon extinguish confi-
dence and affection, and the partial interests of 
each confederation, instead of the general interests 
of all America, would be the only objects of their 
policy and pursuits. Hence, like most  bordering  
nations, they would always be either involved in 
disputes and war, or live in the constant apprehen-
sion of them.  37    

 International anarchy, Jay is here saying, is the expla-
nation for international war. But not international 
anarchy alone. Hamilton adds that to presume a 
lack of hostile motives among states is to forget that 
men are “ambitious, vindictive, and rapacious.” A 
monarchical state may go to war because the vanity 
of its king leads him to seek glory in military victory; 
a republic may go to war because of the folly of 
its assembly or because of its commercial interests. 
That the king may be vain, the assembly foolish, 
or the commercial interests irreconcilable: none of 
these is inevitable. However, so many and so varied 
are the causes of war among states that “to look for 
a continuation of harmony between a number of 
independent, unconnected sovereigns in the same 
neighborhood, would be to disregard the uniform 
course of human events, and to set at defiance the 
accumulated experience of the ages.”  38   

 Jay and Hamilton found in the history of the 
Western state system confirmation for the conclu-
sion that among separate sovereign states there is 
constant possibility of war. The third image gives a 
theoretical basis for the same conclusion. It reveals 
why, in the absence of tremendous changes in the 
factors included in the first and second images, war 
will be perpetually associated with the existence of 
separate sovereign states. The obvious conclusion 
of a third-image analysis is that world government 
is the remedy for world war. The remedy, though 
it may be unassailable in logic, is unattainable in 
practice. The third image may provide a utopian 
approach to world politics. It may also provide a re-
alistic approach, and one that avoids the tendency of 
some realists to attribute the necessary amorality, or 
even immorality, of world politics to the inherently 
bad character of man. If everyone’s strategy depends 
upon everyone else’s, then the Hitlers determine in 
part the action, or better, reaction, of those whose 
ends are worthy and whose means are fastidious. 
No matter how good their intentions, policy mak-
ers must bear in mind the implications of the third 
image, which can be stated in summary form as fol-
lows: Each state pursues its own interests, however 
defined, in ways it judges best. Force is a means of 
achieving the external ends of states because there 
exists no consistent, reliable process of reconciling 
the conflicts of interest that inevitably arise among 
similar units in a condition of anarchy. A foreign 
policy based on this image of international relations 
is neither moral nor immoral, but embodies merely 
a reasoned response to the world about us. The third 
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image describes the framework of world politics, but 
without the first and second images there can be no 
knowledge of the forces that determine policy; the 
first and second images describe the forces in world 
politics, but without the third image it is imposible 
to assess their importance or predict their results.  
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Hard and Soft Power 
in American Foreign Policy 

JO S E P H S.  NY E,  JR.

OVERVIEW
  As noted in the text, power is a key concept for IR theorists, particularly realists. 
It is utilized, for example, in balance-of-power, power-transition, and hegemonic- 
power theorizing .  Using the United States as his principal case, the author sees the 
power of a state as including both  hard  and  soft  components—the former tradi-
tional economic and military and the latter composed of cultural dimensions or 
the values that define the identity and practices of a state. Soft power involves at-
tracting others to your agenda in world politics and not just relying on carrots and 
sticks. Soft power entails getting others to want what you want. Combining hard 
and soft power assets effectively—“smart” power as Nye now calls it—is essential 
to attaining national objectives and affecting the behavior of others. Soft power 
becomes manifest in international institutions (listening to others) and in foreign 
policy (promoting peace and human rights). An advocate of multilateralism, the 
author—a policy-oriented classical realist—sees sustaining American power as de-
pendent upon “strategic restraint, reassuring partners and facilitating cooperation,” 
not just “because of unmatched American hard power.” Consistent with classical 
realism as well as theorists working within the liberal image of international rela-
tions, we find in this article an argument that addresses the ideational, not just the 
material, dimensions of power. Nye also addresses the limits of balance-of-power 
and hegemonic-power theories as applied to the United States.   

“Hard and Soft Power in American Foreign Policy” by Joseph Nye from  Paradox of American Power,  pp. 4–17, copyright 
© 2002 by Joseph S. Nye, Jr. Used by permission of Oxford University Press.
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The ability to obtain the outcomes one wants is often 
associated with the possession of certain  resources, 
and so we commonly use shorthand and define 
power as possession of relatively large amounts of 
such elements as population, territory, natural re-
sources, economic strength, military force, and po-
litical stability. Power in this sense means holding 
the high cards in the international poker game. If 
you show high cards, others are likely to fold their 
hands. Of course, if you play your hand poorly or 
fall victim to bluff and deception, you can still lose, 
or at least fail to get the outcome you want. For 
example, the United States was the largest power 
after World War I, but it failed to prevent the rise 
of Hitler or Pearl Harbor. Converting America’s po-
tential power resources into realized power requires 
well-designed policy and skillful leadership. But it 
helps to start by holding the high cards. 

 Traditionally, the test of a great power was 
“strength for war.”  1   War was the ultimate game in 
which the cards of international politics were played 
and estimates of relative power were proven. Over 
the centuries, as technologies evolved, the sources of 
power have changed. In the agrarian economies of 
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Europe, popula-
tion was a critical power resource because it provided 
a base for taxes and the recruitment of infantry (who 
were mostly mercenaries), and this combination of 
men and money gave the edge to France. But in the 
nineteenth century, the growing importance of in-
dustry benefited first Britain, which ruled the waves 
with a navy that had no peer, and later Germany, 
which used efficient administration and railways to 
transport armies for quick victories on the Continent 
(though Russia had a larger population and army).
By the middle of the twentieth century, with the 
advent of the nuclear age, the United States and the 
Soviet Union possessed not only industrial might but 
nuclear arsenals and intercontinental missiles. 

 Today the foundations of power have been 
moving away from the emphasis on military force 
and conquest. Paradoxically, nuclear weapons were 
one of the causes. As we know from the history of 
the Cold War, nuclear weapons proved so awesome 
and destructive that they became muscle bound—
too costly to use except, theoretically, in the most 
extreme circumstances.  2   A second important change 
was the rise of nationalism, which has made it more 
difficult for empires to rule over awakened popula-
tions. In the nineteenth century, a few adventurers 
conquered most of Africa with a handful of soldiers, 
and Britain ruled India with a colonial force that was 
a tiny fraction of the indigenous population. Today, 
colonial rule is not only widely condemned but far 
too costly, as both Cold War superpowers discov-
ered in Vietnam and Afghanistan. The collapse of 
the Soviet empire followed the end of European 
empires by a matter of decades. 

 A third important cause is societal change inside 
great powers. Postindustrial societies are focused on 
welfare rather than glory, and they loathe high ca-
sualties except when survival is at stake. This does 
not mean that they will not use force, even when 
casualties are expected—witness the 1991 Gulf War 
or Afghanistan today. But the absence of a warrior 
ethic in modern democracies means that the use of 
force requires an elaborate moral justification to en-
sure popular support (except in cases where survival 
is at stake). Roughly speaking, there are three types 
of countries in the world today: poor, weak preindus-
trial states, which are often the chaotic remnants of 
collapsed empires; modernizing industrial states such 
as India or China; and the postindustrial societies 
that prevail in Europe, North America, and Japan. 
The use of force is common in the first type of coun-
try, still accepted in the second, but less tolerated in 
the third. In the words of British diplomat Robert 
Cooper, “A large number of the most powerful states 

Questions to Keep in Mind 
   1.    How have the sources of power changed over the centuries?   
   2.    What are the causative factors that explain the foundations of power moving away from an 

historical emphasis on military force and conquest?   
   3.    Why are soft-power resources not under the exclusive control of the state?   
   4.    In terms of measurement, what problems does the concept of soft power pose? To what extent 

is it expressed in relations between or among states or in control over outcomes?   
   5.    Some realists have predicted that it is only a matter of time before the power supremacy of 

the United States will be challenged by other rising powers. To what extent could the U.S. 
exercise of soft power explain why that prediction has yet to come about?     
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no longer want to fight or to conquer.”  3   War remains 
possible, but it is much less acceptable now than it 
was a century or even half a century age.  4   

 Finally, for most of today’s great powers, the use 
of force would jeopardize their economic objectives. 
Even nondemocratic countries that feel fewer popular 
moral constraints on the use of force have to consider 
its effects on their economic objectives. As Thomas 
Friedman has put it, countries are disciplined by an 
“electronic herd” of investors who control their ac-
cess to capital in a globalized economy.  5   And Richard 
Rosecrance writes, “In the past, it was cheaper to seize 
another state’s territory by force than to develop the 
sophisticated economic and trading apparatus needed 
to derive benefit from commercial exchange with it.”  6   
Imperial Japan used the former approach when it cre-
ated the Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere in the 
1930s, but Japan’s post–World War II role as a trading 
state turned out to be far more successful, leading it 
to become the second largest national economy in 
the world. It is difficult now to imagine a scenario in 
which Japan would try to colonize its neighbors, or 
succeed in doing so. 

 As mentioned above, none of this is to suggest 
that military force plays no role in international poli-
tics today. For one thing, the information revolution 
has yet to transform most of the world. Many states 
are unconstrained by democratic societal forces, as 
Kuwait learned from its neighbor Iraq, and terrorist 
groups pay little heed to the normal constraints of 
liberal societies. Civil wars are rife in many parts of 
the world where collapsed empires left power vacu-
ums. Moreover, throughout history, the rise of new 
great powers has been accompanied by anxieties that 
have sometimes precipitated military crises. In Thucy-
dides’s immortal description, the Peloponnesian War 
in ancient Greece was caused by the rise to power 
of Athens and the fear it created in Sparta.  7   World 
War I owed much to the rise of the kaiser’s Germany 
and the fear that created in Britain.  8   Some foretell a 
similar dynamic in this century arising from the rise 
of China and the fear it creates in the United States. 

 Geoeconomics has not replaced geopolitics, al-
though in the early twenty-first century there has 
clearly been a blurring of the traditional boundaries 
between the two. To ignore the role of force and 
the centrality of security would be like ignoring oxy-
gen. Under normal circumstances, oxygen is plen-
tiful and we pay it little attention. But once those 
conditions change and we begin to miss it, we can 
focus on nothing else.  9   Even in those areas where the 

direct  employment of force falls out of use among 
countries—for instance, within Western Europe or 
between the United States and Japan—nonstate actors 
such as terrorists may use force. Moreover, military 
force can still play an important political role among 
advanced nations. For example, most countries in 
East Asia welcome the presence of American troops 
as an insurance policy against uncertain neighbors. 
Moreover, deterring threats or ensuring access to a 
crucial resource such as oil in the Persian Gulf in-
creases America’s influence with its allies. Sometimes 
the linkages may be direct; more often they are present 
in the back of statesmen’s minds. As the Defense De-
partment describes it, one of the missions of American 
troops based overseas is to “shape the environment.” 

 With that said, economic power  has  become 
more important than in the past, both because 
of the relative increase in the costliness of force 
and because economic objectives loom large in the 
values of postindustrial societies.  10   In a world of 
economic globalization, all countries are to some 
extent dependent on market forces beyond their di-
rect control. When President Clinton was struggling 
to balance the federal budget in 1993, one of his 
advisors stated in exasperation that if he were to be 
reborn, he would like to come back as “the market” 
because that was clearly the most powerful player.  11   
But markets constrain different countries to differ-
ent degrees. Because the United States constitutes 
such a large part of the market in trade and finance, 
it is better placed to set its own terms than is Argen-
tina or Thailand. And if small countries are willing 
to pay the price of opting out of the market, they 
can reduce the power that other countries have over 
them. Thus American economic sanctions have had 
little effect, for example, on improving human rights 
in isolated Myanmar. Saddam Hussein’s strong pref-
erence for his own survival rather than the welfare 
of the Iraqi people meant that crippling sanctions 
failed for more than a decade to remove him from 
power. And economic sanctions may disrupt but not 
deter non-state terrorists. But the exceptions prove 
the rule. Military power remains crucial in certain 
situations, but it is a mistake to focus too narrowly 
on the military dimensions of American power. 

Soft Power 

 In my view, if the United States wants to remain 
strong, Americans need also to pay attention to our 
soft power. What precisely do I mean by soft power? 
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Military power and economic power are both ex-
amples of hard command power that can be used to 
induce others to change their position. Hard power 
can rest on inducements (carrots) or threats (sticks). 
But there is also an indirect way to exercise power. A 
country may obtain the outcomes it wants in world 
politics because other countries want to follow it, 
admiring its values, emulating its example, aspiring 
to its level of prosperity and openness. In this sense, 
it is just as important to set the agenda in world poli-
tics and attract others as it is to force them to change 
through the threat or use of military or economic 
weapons. This aspect of power—getting others to 
want what you want—I call soft power.  12   It co-opts 
people rather than coerces them. 

 Soft power rests on the ability to set the political 
agenda in a way that shapes the preferences of others. 
At the personal level, wise parents know that if they 
have brought up their children with the right beliefs 
and values, their power will be greater and will last 
longer than if they have relied only on spankings, cut-
ting off allowances, or taking away the car keys. Simi-
larly, political leaders and thinkers such as Antonio 
Gramsci have long understood the power that comes 
from setting the agenda and determining the frame-
work of a debate. The ability to establish preferences 
tends to be associated with intangible power resources 
such as an attractive culture, ideology, and institu-
tions. If I can get you to  want  to do what I want, then 
I do not have to force you to do what you do  not  want 
to do. If the United States represents values that others 
want to follow, it will cost us less to lead. Soft power 
is not merely the same as influence, though it is one 
source of influence. After all, I can also influence you 
by threats or rewards. Soft power is also more than 
persuasion or the ability to move people by argument. 
It is the ability to entice and attract. And attraction 
often leads to acquiescence or imitation. 

 Soft power arises in large part from our values. 
These values are expressed in our culture, in the 
policies we follow inside our country, and in the way 
we handle ourselves internationally. The government 
sometimes finds it difficult to control and employ 
soft power. Like love, it is hard to measure and to 
handle, and does not touch everyone, but that does 
not diminish its importance. As Hubert Védrine la-
ments, Americans are so powerful because they can 
“inspire the dreams and desires of others, thanks 
to the mastery of global images through film and 
television and because, for these same reasons, large 
numbers of students from other countries come to 

the United States to finish their studies.”  13   Soft power 
is an important reality. 

 Of course, hard and soft power are related and 
can reinforce each other. Both are aspects of the abil-
ity to achieve our purposes by affecting the behavior 
of others. Sometimes the same power resources can 
affect the entire spectrum of behavior from coercion 
to attraction.  14   A country that suffers economic and 
military decline is likely to lose its ability to shape the 
international agenda as well as its attractiveness. And 
some countries may be attracted to others with hard 
power by the myth of invincibility or inevitability. 
Both Hitler and Stalin tried to develop such myths. 
Hard power can also be used to establish empires and 
institutions that set the agenda for smaller states—
witness Soviet rule over the countries of Eastern Eu-
rope. But soft power is not simply the reflection of 
hard power. The Vatican did not lose its soft power 
when it lost the Papal States in Italy in the nineteenth 
century. Conversely, the Soviet Union lost much of its 
soft power after it invaded Hungary and Czechoslova-
kia, even though its economic and military resources 
continued to grow. Imperious policies that utilized 
Soviet hard power actually undercut its soft power. 
And some countries such as Canada, the Netherlands, 
and the Scandinavian states have political clout that 
is greater than their military and economic weight, 
because of the incorporation of attractive causes such 
as economic aid or peacekeeping into their definitions 
of national interest. These are lessons that the unilat-
eralists forget at their and our peril. 

 Britain in the nineteenth century and America 
in the second half of the twentieth century enhanced 
their power by creating liberal international eco-
nomic rules and institutions that were consistent 
with the liberal and democratic structures of British 
and American capitalism—free trade and the gold 
standard in the case of Britain, the International 
Monetary Fund, World Trade Organization, and 
other institutions in the case of the United States. 
If a country can make its power legitimate in the 
eyes of others, it will encounter less resistance to 
its wishes. If its culture and ideology are attractive, 
others more willingly follow. If it can establish in-
ternational rules that are consistent with its society, 
it will be less likely to have to change. If it can help 
support institutions that encourage other countries 
to channel or limit their activities in ways it prefers, 
it may not need as many costly carrots and sticks. 

 In short, the universality of a country’s culture 
and its ability to establish a set of favorable rules 
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and institutions that govern areas of international 
activity are critical sources of power. The values 
of democracy, personal freedom, upward mobility, 
and openness that are often expressed in American 
popular culture, higher education, and foreign policy 
contribute to American power in many areas. In the 
view of German journalist Josef Joffe, America’s soft 
power “looms even larger than its economic and 
military assets. U.S. culture, low-brow or high, radi-
ates outward with an intensity last seen in the days of 
the Roman Empire—but with a novel twist. Rome’s 
and Soviet Russia’s cultural sway stopped exactly at 
their military borders. America’s soft power, though, 
rules over an empire on which the sun never sets.”  15   

 Of course, soft power is more than just cul-
tural power. The values our government champions 
in its behavior at home (for example, democracy), in 
 international institutions (listening to others), and in 
foreign policy (promoting peace and human rights) 
also affect the preferences of others. We can attract 
(or repel) others by the influence of our example. But 
soft power does not belong to the government in the 
same degree that hard power does. Some hard power 
assets (such as armed forces) are strictly governmen-
tal, others are inherently national (such as our oil 
and gas reserves), and many can be transferred to 
collective control (such as industrial assets that can 
be mobilized in an emergency). In contrast, many 
soft power resources are separate from American 
government and only partly responsive to its pur-
poses. In the Vietnam era, for example, American 

government policy and popular culture worked at 
cross-purposes. Today popular U.S. firms or non-
governmental groups develop soft power of their 
own that may coincide or be at odds with official 
foreign policy goals. That is all the more reason for 
our government to make sure that its own actions 
reinforce rather than undercut American soft power. 
[A]ll these sources of soft power are likely to become 
increasingly important in the global information age 
of this new century. And, at the same time, the 
arrogance, indifference to the opinions of others, 
and narrow approach to our national interests ad-
vocated by the new unilateralists are a sure way to 
undermine our soft power. 

 Power in the global information age is becoming 
less tangible and less coercive, particularly among 
the advanced countries, but most of the world does 
not consist of postindustrial societies, and that lim-
its the transformation of power. Much of Africa 
and the Middle East remains locked in preindustrial 
agricultural societies with weak institutions and au-
thoritarian rulers. Other countries, such as China, 
India, and Brazil, are industrial economies analo-
gous to parts of the West in the mid-twentieth cen-
tury.  16   In such a variegated world, all three sources 
of power—military, economic, and soft—remain 
relevant, although to different degrees in different 
relationships. However, if current economic and so-
cial trends continue, leadership in the information 
revolution and soft power will become more im-
portant in the mix.  Table   2.1    provides a simplified 

Table 2.1 

Leading States and Their Power Resources, 1500–2000 

Period State Major Resources 

Sixteenth century  Spain Gold bullion, colonial trade, mercenary armies, dynastic ties 
Seventeenth century  Netherlands Trade, capital markets, navy 
Eighteenth century  France Population, rural industry, public administration, army, 

culture (soft power) 
Nineteenth century  Britain Industry, political cohesion, finance and credit, navy, liberal 

norms (soft power), island location (easy to defend) 
Twentieth century  United States  Economic scale, scientific and technical leadership, location, 

military forces and alliances, universalistic culture and liberal 
international regimes (soft power) 

Twenty-first century  United States  Technological leadership, military and economic scale, soft 
power, hub of transnational communications 
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description of the evolution of power resources over 
the past few centuries.  

 Power in the twenty-first century will rest on 
a mix of hard and soft resources. No country is 
 better endowed than the United States in all three 
 dimensions—military, economic, and soft power. Our 
greatest mistake in such a world would be to fall into 
one-dimensional analysis and to believe that investing 
in military power alone will ensure our strength.  

Balance or Hegemony? 

 America’s power—hard and soft—is only part of the 
story. How others react to American power is equally 
important to the question of stability and gover-
nance in this global information age. Many realists 
extol the virtues of the classic nineteenth- century 
European balance of power, in which  constantly 
shifting coalitions contained the ambitions of any 
especially aggressive power. They urge the United 
States to rediscover the virtues of a balance of power 
at the global level today. Already in the 1970s, Rich-
ard Nixon argued that “the only time in the history 
of the world that we have had any extended periods 
of peace is when there has been a balance of power. 
It is when one nation becomes infinitely more pow-
erful in relation to its potential competitors that the 
danger of war arises.”  17   But whether such multipo-
larity would be good or bad for the United States and 
for the world is debatable. I am skeptical. 

 War was the constant companion and crucial 
instrument of the multipolar balance of power. The 
classic European balance provided stability in the 
sense of maintaining the independence of most coun-
tries, but there were wars among the great powers 
for 60 percent of the years since 1500.  18   Rote adher-
ence to the balance of power and multipolarity may 
prove to be a dangerous approach to global gover-
nance in a world where war could turn nuclear. 

 Many regions of the world and periods in history 
have seen stability under hegemony—when one power 
has been preeminent. Margaret Thatcher warned 
against drifting toward “an Orwellian future of Ocea-
nia, Eurasia, and Eastasia—three mercantilist world 
empires on increasingly hostile terms. . . . In other 
words, 2095 might look like 1914 played on a some-
what larger stage.”  19   Both the Nixon and Thatcher 
views are too mechanical because they ignore soft 
power. America is an exception, says Josef Joffe, “be-
cause the ‘hyper power’ is also the most alluring and 
seductive society in history. Napoleon had to rely on 

bayonets to spread France’s revolutionary creed. In 
the American case, Munichers and Muscovites  want  
what the avatar of ultra-modernity has to offer.”  20   

 The term “balance of power” is sometimes used 
in contradictory ways. The most interesting use of 
the term is as a predictor about how countries will 
behave; that is, will they pursue policies that will pre-
vent any other country from developing power that 
could threaten their independence? By the evidence 
of history, many believe, the current preponderance 
of the United States will call forth a countervailing 
coalition that will eventually limit American power. 
In the words of the self-styled realist political sci-
entist Kenneth Waltz, “both friends and foes will 
react as countries always have to threatened or real 
predominance of one among them: they will work to 
right the balance. The present condition of interna-
tional politics is unnatural.”  21   

 In my view, such a mechanical prediction misses 
the mark. For one thing, countries sometimes react 
to the rise of a single power by “bandwagoning”— 
that is, joining the seemingly stronger rather than 
weaker side—much as Mussolini did when he de-
cided, after several years of hesitation, to ally with 
Hitler. Proximity to and perceptions of threat also 
affect the way in which countries react.  22   The United 
States benefits from its geographical separation from 
Europe and Asia in that it often appears as a less 
proximate threat than neighboring countries inside 
those regions. Indeed, in 1945, the United States 
was by far the strongest nation on earth, and a 
mechanical application of balancing theory would 
have predicted an alliance against it. Instead, Europe 
and Japan allied with the Americans because the 
Soviet Union, while weaker in overall power, posed 
a greater military threat because of its geographical 
proximity and its lingering revolutionary ambitions. 
. . . Nationalism can also complicate predictions. 
For example, if North Korea and South Korea are 
reunited, they should have a strong incentive to 
maintain an alliance with a distant power such as 
the United States in order to balance their two giant 
neighbors, China and Japan. But intense national-
ism resulting in opposition to an American presence 
could change this if American diplomacy is heavy-
handed. Non-state actors can also have an effect, as 
witnessed by the way cooperation against terrorists 
changed some states’ behavior after September 2001. 

 A good case can be made that inequality of 
power can be a source of peace and stability. No 
matter how power is measured, some theorists 
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 argue, an equal distribution of power among major 
states has been relatively rare in history, and efforts 
to maintain a balance have often led to war. On 
the other hand, inequality of power has often led 
to peace and stability because there was little point 
in declaring war on a dominant state. . . . Robert 
Gilpin has argued that “ Pax Britannica  and  Pax 
Americana,  like the  Pax Romana,  ensured an in-
ternational system of relative peace and security.” 
And the economist Charles Kindleberger claimed 
that “for the world economy to be stabilized, there 
has to be a stabilizer, one stabilizer  23   Global gov-
ernance requires a large state to take the lead. But 
how much and what kind of inequality of power is 
necessary—or tolerable—and for how long? If the 
leading country possesses soft power and behaves 
in a manner that benefits others, effective counter-
coalitions may be slow to arise. If, on the other hand, 
the leading country defines its interests narrowly and 
uses its weight arrogantly, it increases the incentives 
for  others to coordinate to escape its hegemony. 

 Some countries chafe under the weight of Amer-
ican power more than others.  Hegemony  is some-
times used as a term of opprobrium by political 
leaders in Russia, China, the Middle East, France, 
and others. The term is used less often or less nega-
tively in countries where American soft power is 
strong. If hegemony means being able to dictate, 
or at least dominate, the rules and arrangements 
by which international relations are conducted, as 
Joshua Goldstein argues, then the United States is 
hardly a hegemon today.  24   It does have a predomi-
nant voice and vote in the International Monetary 
Fund, but it cannot alone choose the director. It 
has not been able to prevail over Europe and Japan 
in the World Trade Organization. It opposed the 
Land Mines Treaty but could not prevent it from 
coming into existence. The U.S. opposed Russia’s 
war in Chechnya and civil war in Colombia, but to 
no avail. If hegemony is defined more modestly as a 
situation where one country has significantly more 
power resources or capabilities than others, then it 
simply signifies American preponderance, not neces-
sarily dominance or control.  25   Even after World War 
II, when the United States controlled half the world’s 
economic production (because all other countries 
had been devastated by the war), it was not able to 
prevail in all of its objectives.  26   

 Pax-Britannica in the nineteenth century is often 
cited as an example of successful hegemony, even 
though Britain ranked behind the United States and 

Russia in GNP. Britain was never as superior in pro-
ductivity to the rest of the world as the United States 
has been since 1945, but Britain also had a degree of 
soft power. Victorian culture was influential around 
the globe, and Britain gained in reputation when it 
defined its interests in ways that benefited other na-
tions (for example, opening its markets to imports or 
eradicating piracy). America lacks a global territorial 
empire like Britain’s, but instead possesses a large, 
continental-scale home economy and has greater 
soft power. These differences between Britain and 
America suggest a greater staying power for Ameri-
can hegemony. Political scientist William Wohlforth 
argues that the United States is so far ahead that po-
tential rivals find it dangerous to invite America’s fo-
cused enmity, and allied states can feel confident that 
they can continue to rely on American protection.  27   
Thus the usual balancing forces are weakened. 

 Nonetheless, if American diplomacy is unilat-
eral and arrogant, our preponderance would not 
prevent other states and non-state actors from tak-
ing actions that complicate American calculations 
and constrain our freedom of action.  28   For example, 
some allies may follow the American bandwagon on 
the largest security issues but form coalitions to bal-
ance American behavior in other areas such as trade 
or the environment. And diplomatic maneuvering 
short of alliance can have political effects. As Wil-
liam Safire observed when presidents Vladimir Putin 
and George W. Bush first met, “Well aware of the 
weakness of his hand, Putin is emulating Nixon’s 
strategy by playing the China card. Pointedly, just 
before meeting with Bush, Putin traveled to Shang-
hai to set up a regional cooperation semi-alliance 
with Jiang Zemin and some of his Asian fellow trav-
elers.”  29   Putin’s tactics, according to one reporter, 
“put Mr. Bush on the defensive, and Mr. Bush was 
at pains to assert that America is not about to go it 
alone in international affairs.”  30   

 Pax Americana is likely to last not only because 
of unmatched American hard power but also to the 
extent that the United States “is uniquely capable 
of engaging in ‘strategic restraint,’ reassuring part-
ners and facilitating cooperation.”  31   The open and 
pluralistic way in which our foreign policy is made 
can often reduce surprises, allow others to have a 
voice, and contribute to our soft power. Moreover, 
the impact of American preponderance is softened 
when it is embodied in a web of multilateral institu-
tions that allows others to participate in decisions 
and that act as a sort of world constitution to limit 
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the capriciousness of American power. That was 
the lesson we learned as we struggled to create an 
antiterrorist coalition in the wake of the September 
2001 attacks. When the society and culture of the 
hegemon are attractive, the sense of threat and need 
to balance it are reduced.  32   Whether other countries 
will unite to balance American power will depend on 
how the United States behaves as well as the power 
resources of potential challengers.  
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