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¿Por qué Irán debe tener  
la bomba?

El equilibrio nuclear significaría estabilidad

Kenneth N. Waltz

c

Durante los últimos meses, hemos sido testigos de un acalorado debate 
sobre cuál sería la mejor manera como Estados Unidos e Israel podrían responder 
a las actividades nucleares de Irán.  Mientras la polémica continúa, Estados Uni-
dos ha reforzado su de por sí férreo régimen de sanciones contra la república islá-
mica; además, la Unión Europea anunció en enero que tenía planeado iniciar un 
embargo contra el petróleo iraní el 1 de julio. Aunque Estados Unidos, la Unión 
Europea e Irán han vuelto recientemente a la mesa de negociaciones, aún se per-
cibe cierta sensación de crisis. 

No debería de ser así. La mayoría de los comentaristas y formuladores de políti-
cas públicas estadounidenses, europeos e israelíes advierten que un Irán con armas 
nucleares podría ser el peor resultado posible del actual estancamiento. De hecho, 
probablemente sería el mejor resultado posible: el que tiene más posibilidades de 
restablecer la estabilidad en el Medio Oriente. 

el poder requiere equilibrio
La crisis por el programa nuclear iraní podría terminar de tres maneras dife-
rentes. Primero, la diplomacia, de la mano con importantes sanciones, podría con-
vencer a Irán de abandonar su deseo de tener armas nucleares. Pero este resultado 
es poco probable: los antecedentes históricos indican que un país empeñado en 
adquirir armas nucleares rara vez puede ser disuadido. Castigar a un Estado con 
sanciones económicas no hace fracasar irremediablemente su programa nuclear. 
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Tomemos a Corea del Norte, por ejemplo, que logró construir armas nucleares 
a pesar de las innumerables rondas de sanciones y resoluciones del Consejo de 
Seguridad de Naciones Unidas. Si Teherán decide que su seguridad depende de 
la posesión de armas nucleares, es poco probable que las sanciones logren hacer 
que cambie de idea. De hecho, agregar aún más sanciones ahora podría hacer que 
Irán se sienta más vulnerable, lo que le daría razones adicionales para buscar la 
protección de un elemento disuasorio definitivo. 

El segundo resultado posible es que Irán suspenda las pruebas nucleares pero 
desarrolle una capacidad alterna: la capacidad de construir y probar un arma muy 
rápidamente. Irán no sería el primer país en adquirir un sofisticado programa 
nuclear sin necesidad de construir una bomba real. Japón, por ejemplo, mantiene 
una amplia infraestructura nuclear civil. Los expertos creen que podría produ-
cir un arma nuclear en poco tiempo. 

Esa capacidad alterna podría satisfacer las necesidades políticas internas de 
los dirigentes de Irán, lo que les garantizaría a los extremistas disfrutar de todos 
los beneficios de tener una bomba (como una mayor seguridad), sin los inconve-
nientes que esto conlleva (como el aislamiento y la condena internacionales). El 
problema es que una capacidad alterna podría no funcionar de la forma deseada. 

Lo que más les preocupa a Estados Unidos y a sus aliados europeos es el uso 
bélico, por lo que podrían aceptar una situación en la que Irán no llegue a crear 
un arma nuclear. Israel, sin embargo, ha dejado claro que una significativa capaci-
dad de enriquecimiento iraní sería, por sí sola, una amenaza inaceptable. Es posi-
ble, entonces, que un compromiso fehaciente de que Irán no construirá un arma 
nuclear podría apaciguar a las principales potencias occidentales, pero dejaría insa-
tisfechos a los israelíes. Israel se sentiría menos intimidado por un arma nuclear 
virtual que por un arma real y, por lo tanto, probablemente continuaría con sus 
arriesgados esfuerzos por subvertir el programa nuclear de Irán mediante el sabo-
taje y el homicidio. Esto podría orillar a Irán a concluir que, después de todo, una 
capacidad alterna es un elemento disuasorio insuficiente y que sólo la militariza-
ción puede darle la seguridad que busca. 

El tercer resultado posible de este enfrentamiento es que Irán continúe su camino 
actual y haga pública su capacidad nuclear probando un arma. Los funcionarios 
estadounidenses e israelíes han declarado que esa posibilidad es inaceptable, argu-
mentando que un Irán con armas nucleares ofrece una perspectiva particularmente 
aterradora, e incluso representa una amenaza para su existencia. Este lenguaje es 
típico de las grandes potencias que históricamente se han enfurecido cuando otro 
país comienza a desarrollar un arma nuclear propia. Pero hasta ahora, cada vez que 
otro país ha logrado entrar al club nuclear, los otros miembros han cambiado de 
rumbo y han decidido aceptarlo.  De hecho, al reducir los desequilibrios del poder 
militar, los nuevos Estados nucleares generalmente producen más estabilidad regio-
nal e internacional, no menos. 
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El monopolio nuclear regional de Israel, que ha demostrado ser extremada-
mente duradero en las cuatro últimas décadas, ha generado, desde hace tiempo, 
inestabilidad en el Medio Oriente. En ninguna otra región del mundo hay un 
Estado nuclear solitario y no controlado. El arsenal nuclear de Israel, no el deseo 
de Irán de tener uno, es lo que ha contribuido más a la crisis actual. El poder, des-
pués de todo, requiere equilibrio. Lo que resulta sorprendente del caso de Israel 
es que haya tardado tanto en surgir una posible balanza. 

Por supuesto, es fácil comprender por qué Israel desea seguir siendo la única 
potencia nuclear de la región y por qué está dispuesto a utilizar la fuerza para ase-
gurarse dicha condición. En 1981, Israel bombardeó Iraq para evitar un desafío a 
su monopolio nuclear; lo mismo sucedió con Siria en 2007, y ahora está conside-
rando una acción similar contra Irán. Pero los actos mismos que han permitido que 
Israel mantenga su ventaja nuclear en el corto plazo han prolongado un desequili-
brio que es insostenible en el largo plazo. La probada capacidad de Israel para ata-
car impunemente a sus posibles rivales nucleares ha hecho que sus enemigos estén 
inevitablemente ansiosos por desarrollar los medios para impedir que Israel vuelva 
a atacarlos. De esta manera, sería mejor analizar las tensiones actuales, no como las 
primeras etapas de una crisis nuclear iraní relativamente reciente, sino como las eta-
pas finales de una crisis nuclear que ha durado varias décadas en el Medio Oriente 
y que terminarán sólo cuando el equilibrio del poder militar se restaure. 

temores infundados
Uno de los motivos por los que se ha exagerado tanto la amenaza de un Irán 
nuclear es porque en la discusión se ha distorsionado por temores infundados y por 
malos entendidos fundamentales sobre la forma en que los Estados se comportan 
en general en el sistema internacional. La primera y más importante preocupa-
ción, que subyace a muchas otras, es que el régimen iraní es por naturaleza irra-
cional. A pesar de la creencia generalizada en sentido contrario, la política iraní 
no la hacen “mulás locos”, sino ayatolás perfectamente cuerdos que desean sobre-
vivir como cualquier otro líder. Aunque los líderes iraníes se entregan a la retórica 
inflamatoria y  llena de odio, no muestran propensión alguna a la autodestrucción. 
Sería un grave error de los formuladores de políticas públicas de Estados Unidos 
e Israel suponer lo contrario. 

Sin embargo, eso es precisamente lo que han hecho muchos funcionarios y ana-
listas estadounidenses e israelíes. Retratar a Irán como irracional les ha permitido 
argumentar que la lógica de la disuasión nuclear no se le puede aplicar a la repú-
blica islámica. Si Irán logra tener armas nucleares, advierten, no dudará en usarlas 
en un primer ataque contra Israel, aunque al hacerlo provocara represalias masi-
vas y el riesgo de destruir todo aquello que aprecia el régimen iraní. 

A pesar de que es imposible estar seguro de las intenciones iraníes, es mucho 
más probable que si Irán desea tener armas nucleares, sea con el propósito de cubrir 
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sus necesidades de seguridad, no de mejorar su capacidad ofensiva (o de destruirse 
a sí mismo). Irán puede ser intransigente en la mesa de negociaciones y desafiante 
frente a las sanciones, pero aun así actúa para asegurar su propia defensa. Los líde-
res iraníes, por ejemplo, no intentaron cerrar el estrecho de Ormuz pese a haber 
emitido advertencias vociferantes de que podrían hacerlo cuando la Unión Euro-
pea anunció un embargo petrolero en enero. Evidentemente, el régimen iraní con-
cluyó que no deseaba provocar lo que sin duda habría sido una respuesta rápida y 
devastadora de Estados Unidos ante una medida como ésa. 

Sin embargo, incluso a algunos de los observadores y formuladores de políti-
cas públicas que aceptan que el régimen iraní es racional les sigue preocupando el 
hecho de que un arma nuclear lo envalentonaría y le daría a Teherán un escudo 
que le permitiría actuar de manera más agresiva y aumentar su apoyo al terrorismo. 
Algunos analistas temen incluso que Irán les proporcionaría armas nucleares direc-
tamente a los terroristas. El problema con estas preocupaciones es que contradi-
cen el historial de casi todos los Estados que tienen armas nucleares desde 1945. 
La historia muestra que cuando los países obtienen la bomba, se sienten cada vez 
más vulnerables y se tornan muy conscientes de que las armas nucleares los con-
vierten en blancos potenciales a los ojos de las grandes potencias. Esta concien-
cia disuade a los Estados nucleares de emprender acciones osadas y agresivas. La 
China maoista, por ejemplo, se volvió mucho menos belicosa después de cons-
truir sus armas nucleares en 1964; la India y Pakistán se volvieron más cautelo-
sos desde que adquirieron poder nuclear. Hay pocas razones para pensar que Irán 
romperá este molde. 

En cuanto al riesgo de que se las entreguen a los terroristas, ningún país podría 
transferir armas nucleares sin correr el gran riesgo de ser descubierto. La capaci-
dad de vigilancia de Estados Unidos representaría un serio obstáculo, al igual que 
la impresionante y creciente capacidad de identificar la fuente del material físil. 
Además, los países nunca pueden controlar por completo, ni predecir, el com-
portamiento de los grupos terroristas que patrocinan. Una vez que un país como 
Irán adquiera la capacidad nuclear, tendrá todas razones para mantener el con-
trol total de su arsenal. 

Después de todo, construir una bomba es costoso y peligroso. No tendría sen-
tido transferir el producto de esta inversión a grupos en los que no se puede con-
fiar y que no es posible controlar. 

Otra preocupación muy pregonada es que, si Irán logra construir la bomba, 
otros Estados de la región seguirán su ejemplo, lo que daría lugar a una carrera 
armamentista nuclear en el Medio Oriente. Pero la era nuclear inició hace casi 70 
años, y hasta ahora, los temores por la proliferación han resultado ser infunda-
dos. Si se define de manera adecuada, el término “proliferación” significa propa-
gación rápida e incontrolada. Nada de eso ha ocurrido; de hecho, desde 1970, ha 
habido una marcada desaceleración en el surgimiento de Estados nucleares. No 
hay ninguna razón para esperar que esta tendencia vaya a cambiar ahora. Si Irán 
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se convierte en la segunda potencia nuclear del Medio Oriente desde 1945, esto 
difícilmente indicaría el inicio de una avalancha. Cuando Israel adquirió la bomba 
en la década de los sesenta, se encontraba en guerra con muchos de sus vecinos. 
Sus armas nucleares eran una amenaza mucho mayor para el mundo árabe que la 
que representa el programa de Irán hoy en día. Si un Israel con armas atómicas 
no provocó una carrera armamentista en ese entonces, no hay ninguna razón para 
que Irán lo haga ahora. 

no hay que preocuparse 
En 1991, la India y Pakistán —que históricamente han sido rivales— firma-
ron un tratado en el que convenían no atacar las instalaciones nucleares del otro. 
Se dieron cuenta de que la inestabilidad producida por los desafíos mutuos era 
mucho más preocupante que la capacidad disuasiva nuclear de su adversario. Desde 
entonces, incluso frente a grandes tensiones y provocaciones arriesgadas, los dos 
países han mantenido la paz. Israel e Irán harían bien en considerar este prece-
dente. Si Irán se vuelve nuclear, Israel e Irán se disuadirán entre sí, como siempre 
lo han hecho las potencias nucleares. Nunca ha habido una guerra total entre dos 
Estados con  armas nucleares. Una vez que Irán cruce el umbral nuclear, se apli-
cará la disuasión, incluso si el arsenal iraní es relativamente pequeño. Ningún otro 
país de la región tendrá incentivos para adquirir su propia capacidad nuclear, y la 
crisis actual finalmente se disipará, lo que daría pie a un Medio Oriente más esta-
ble de lo que es hoy en día. 

Por ese motivo, no es necesario que Estados Unidos y sus aliados se esfuercen 
tanto por evitar que los iraníes desarrollen un arma nuclear. Los esfuerzos diplo-
máticos entre Irán y las grandes potencias deben continuar, porque las líneas abier-
tas de comunicación harán que los países de Occidente se sientan más capaces de 
convivir con un Irán nuclear. Sin embargo, las actuales sanciones contra Irán se 
deben eliminar: perjudican principalmente a los iraníes comunes. 

Pero lo más importante es que los formuladores de políticas públicas y los ciu-
dadanos del mundo árabe, de Estados Unidos, de Europa y de Israel deben tener 
el consuelo de que la historia ha demostrado que ahí donde surgen las capacida-
des nucleares, también surge la estabilidad. Ahora más que nunca, cuando se trata 
de armas nucleares, más puede ser mejor. c ∂ 



1 Introduction: Neoclassical realism,
the state, and foreign policy

jeffrey w. taliaferro, steven e. lobell,
and norrin m. ripsman

How do states, or more specifically the decision-makers and institutions

that act on their behalf, assess international threats and opportunities?

What happens when there is disagreement about the nature of foreign

threats? Who ultimately decides the range of acceptable and unaccept-

able foreign policy alternatives? To what extent, and under what con-

ditions, can domestic actors bargain with state leaders and influence

foreign or security policies? How and under what circumstances will

domestic factors impede states from pursuing the types of strategies

predicted by balance of power theory and balance of threat theory?

Finally, how do states go about extracting and mobilizing resources

necessary to implement foreign and security policies? These are

important questions that cannot be answered by the dominant neorealist

or liberal theories of international politics.

Consider the following: in 1945, and again in 1990, the United

States emerged victorious from a major war or an enduring rivalry. In

each postwar period, officials in Washington faced the daunting task

of assessing and responding to new and unfamiliar international

threats.1 However, the resulting shifts in grand strategy were not

predictable solely based upon an analysis of relative power distribu-

tions or the dynamics of American domestic politics at the time.2

1 See William C. Wohlforth, “The Stability of a Unipolar World,” International
Security 21, no. 1 (summer 1999), pp. 1–36; Stephen G. Brooks and William C.
Wohlforth, “American Primacy in Perspective,” Foreign Affairs 81, no. 4 (July/
August 2002), pp. 20–33; Wohlforth, “US Strategy in a Unipolar World,” in
G. John Ikenberry, ed., America Unrivaled: The Future of the Balance of Power
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002), pp. 98–120.

2 Kenneth N. Waltz repeatedly states that his is not a theory of foreign policy and
that it only purports to explain broad patterns of systemic outcomes. See Waltz,
Theory of International Politics (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1979), pp. 39, 48–9,
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The bipolar distribution of power following the Second World War

does not explain why the United States embarked upon a grand

strategy of containment, which eventually mixed both realpolitik

and liberal internationalist ends and means, over the alternative of

competitive cooperation with the Soviet Union through a sphere-of-

influence arrangement in Europe.3 As others have noted, in an inter-

national system with only two first-tier great powers, some type of

competition between them is likely. However, the system could not

dictate how the superpowers would define their competitive rela-

tionship, let alone the nuances and evolution of their respective grand

strategies.4

Neither a purely systemic theory of international outcomes, such as

neorealist balance of power theory, nor a purely Innenpolitik theory

of foreign policy, such as liberal or democratic peace theory, can

explain why the George H.W. Bush and Clinton administrations

sought to preserve and expand US influence in Europe and East Asia in

the 1990s, despite the absence of a great power competitor (at least in

the near term) and despite strong domestic pressure to reap the

benefits of the so-called peace dividend following the Cold War.5

58–9, 72, 78, 87, and 121–3; Waltz, “Reflections on Theory of International
Politics: A Response to My Critics,” in Robert O. Keohane, ed., Neorealism and
its Critics (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), pp. 328, 339–40, and
343; andWaltz, “International Politics is Not Foreign Policy,” Security Studies 6,
no. 1 (autumn 1996), pp. 54–7.

3 For two recent neoclassical realist examinations of US grand strategy and
strategic adjustment over the past century, see Christopher Layne, Peace of
Illusions: American Grand Strategy from 1940 to the Present (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2006); and Colin Dueck, Reluctant Crusaders: Power,
Culture, and Change in American Grand Strategy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2006).

4 See Deborah Welch Larson, Origins of Containment: A Psychological
Explanation (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University, 1985), p. 3; Robert Jervis,
System Effects: Complexity in Political and Social Life (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1996), pp. 118–22; and Aaron L. Friedberg, In the
Shadow of the Garrison State: America’s Anti-Statism and its Cold War Grand
Strategy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000), esp. chap. 2.

5 A structural realist exception would be offensive realism, which suggests that the
international system provides strong incentives for all states to maximize their
relative share of material power as the best route to security. The definitive
statement of offensive realism is John J. Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power
Politics (New York: W. W. Norton, 2001). See also Mearsheimer, “Back to the
Future: Instability in Europe after the Cold War,” International Security 15,
no. 1 (summer 1990), pp. 5–56; Mearsheimer, “The False Promise of

2 J.W. Taliaferro, S. E. Lobell, and N.M. Ripsman



Instead, a combination of international opportunities, relatively low

external threat levels, and domestic political constraints appear to

account for the underlying continuities in US grand strategy during

that decade.

Relative power and shifts in the level of external threat alone cannot

explain the nuances of the George W. Bush administration’s grand

strategy after the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks. Certainly, any

presidential administration (Republican or Democratic) would have

responded to the Al Qaeda attacks on New York City and Washington,

DC by using American military might to topple the Taliban regime in

Afghanistan and destroy Al Qaeda safe havens in that country. How-

ever, other aspects of the Bush administration’s behavior defy simply

systemic or domestic-level explanations. Instead, the so-called Bush

doctrine, the March 2003 invasion of Iraq, and the administration’s

subsequent campaign to eliminate Islamist terrorism by fostering

liberal democracy in the Middle East resulted from a veritable

witches’ brew of systemic and domestic-level factors. In other words,

while external threats and preponderant American power set the

parameters for a US military response, unit-level factors such as

executive branch dominance in national security, policy entrepre-

neurship by neoconservatives within the administration and the

think tank community, and the dominance of Wilsonian (or liberal)

ideals in US foreign policy discourse determined both the character

and the venue of that response.6

In each example, international imperatives filtered through the

medium of state structure and affected how top officials assessed

likely threats, identified viable strategies in response to those threats,

International Institutions,” International Security 19, no. 3 (winter 1994/5),
pp. 5–49; and Eric J. Labs, “Beyond Victory: Offensive Realism and the
Expansion of War Aims,” Security Studies 6, no. 4 (summer 1997), pp. 1–49.
We consider the performance of neoclassical realism against offensive realism
and rationalist approaches to foreign policy in our concluding chapter.

6 Robert Jervis, “Understanding the Bush Doctrine,” Political Science Quarterly
118, no. 3 (fall 2003), pp. 365–88; Chaim Kaufmann, “Threat Inflation and the
Failure of the Marketplace for Ideas: The Selling of the Iraq War,”
International Security 29, no. 4 (summer 2004), pp. 5–48; Colin Dueck, “Ideas
and Alternatives in US Grand Strategy, 2000–2004,” Review of International
Studies 30, no. 3 (October 2004), pp. 511–35; and Jonathan Monten, “The
Roots of the Bush Doctrine: Power, Nationalism, and Democracy Promotion in
Grand Strategy,” International Security 29, no. 4 (spring 2005), pp. 112–56.
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and ultimately extracted and mobilized the societal resources

necessary to implement and sustain those strategies. Furthermore,

complex relationships between systemic and unit-level variables in

shaping foreign policy are not unique to the United States. Unit-level

variables constrain or facilitate the ability of all types of states –

great powers as well as lesser states – to respond to systemic

imperatives.

This volume examines the intervening role of the “state” in neo-

classical realism, an emerging school of foreign policy theories. Spe-

cifically, it seeks to explain why, how, and under what conditions the

internal characteristics of states – the extractive and mobilization

capacity of politico-military institutions, the influence of domestic

societal actors and interest groups, the degree of state autonomy from

society, and the level of elite or societal cohesion – intervene between

the leaders’ assessment of international threats and opportunities and

the actual diplomatic, military, and foreign economic policies those

leaders pursue. Neoclassical realism posits an imperfect “transmission

belt” between systemic incentives and constraints, on the one hand,

and the actual diplomatic, military, and foreign economic policies

states select, on the other. Over the long term, international political

outcomes generally mirror the actual distribution of power among

states. In the shorter term, however, the policies states pursue are

rarely objectively efficient or predictable based upon a purely systemic

analysis.

Proponents of neoclassical realism draw upon the rigor and theore-

tical insights of the neorealism (or structural realism) of Kenneth N.

Waltz, Robert Gilpin, and others without sacrificing the practical

insights about foreign policy and the complexity of statecraft found in

the classical realism of Hans J. Morgenthau, Henry Kissinger, Arnold

Wolfers, and others. Like other variants of realism, neoclassical

realism assumes that politics is a perpetual struggle among different

states for material power and security in a world of scarce resources

and pervasive uncertainty. Anarchy – the absence of a universal sov-

ereign or worldwide government – is the permissive cause of inter-

national conflict. Systemic forces create incentives for all states to

strive for greater efficiency in providing security for themselves.

Relative power distributions and trends set broad parameters for

states’ external behavior. Thucydides’ observation about state

behavior still holds true: “The strong do what they have the power to

4 J.W. Taliaferro, S. E. Lobell, and N.M. Ripsman



do and the weak accept what they have to accept.”7 However, as

Gideon Rose observes in the 1998 World Politics review article that

coined the term “neoclassical realism”:

Neoclassical realism argues that the scope and ambition of a country’s

foreign policy is driven first and foremost by the country’s relative material

power. Yet it contends that the impact of power capabilities on foreign

policy is indirect and complex, because systemic pressures must be trans-

lated through intervening unit-level variables such as decision-makers’

perceptions and state structure.8

The succeeding chapters examine different ways in which the state –

that is, the central apparatus or institutions of government – inhibits

or facilitates the ability to assess international threats and opportun-

ities; to undertake grand strategic adjustments; and to implement

specific military, diplomatic, and foreign economic policies.

The remainder of this chapter has five sections: the next one dis-

cusses the three overall objectives of this volume. A discussion of the

relationship among classical realism, neorealism, and neoclassical

realism follows in the second section. The third and fourth sections

discuss the neoclassical realist conceptions of the state and the inter-

national system. The final section identifies questions that guide the

rest of the volume and provides an overview of the following chapters.

Objectives of the volume

This volume has three overriding objectives. First, we seek to refine

and systematize neoclassical realism and establish new avenues for

research. Second, we seek to differentiate neoclassical realism from

classical realism and neorealism, as well as from other schools of

international relations theories. Finally, we seek to develop the con-

cept of the state more fully as both an analytical concept in security

studies and as an intervening variable in the study of foreign policy.

Below, we discuss each of these goals in detail.

Rose coined the term “neoclassical realism” specifically in reference to

books by Thomas Christensen, Randall Schweller, William Wohlforth,

7 Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, trans. Rex Warner (1954;
reprint New York: Penguin, 1988), p. 402.

8 Gideon Rose, “Neoclassical Realism and Theories of Foreign Policy,” World
Politics 51, no. 1 (October 1998), pp. 144–77.
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and Fareed Zakaria, as well as an anthology of articles previously

published in the journal International Security. These authors seek to

explain the grand strategy of a particular modern great power at a

specific time or place and not recurrent patterns of international political

outcomes. Christensen argues that hostility between China and the

United States in the early years of the Cold War was an unintended

consequence of strategies Mao Zedong and the Truman administration

used tomobilize societal resources for national security. Ultimately shifts

in the international distribution of power drove Chinese and US foreign

policies, but in both countries domestic politics led to the pursuit of

overly competitive policies in secondary regions to secure broad support

for necessary policies in primary regions. Soviet grand strategy during

the Cold War, according to Wohlforth, was an outgrowth of disagree-

ments between the Kremlin and Washington about the actual post-

World War II distribution of power in Europe and the influence of

Communist ideology on Soviet net assessments. Schweller argues that

the tripolar international system of the late 1930s and early 1940s, as

well as the distribution of revisionist and status quo interests among the

three poles – Germany, the Soviet Union, and the United States –

actually facilitated Adolf Hitler’s expansionist grand strategy.

Finally, Zakaria argues that the relatively weak extractive and

mobilization capacity of the federal government (i.e. state power)

delayed the United States’ emergence as a great power in the late

nineteenth century, despite a dramatic growth in population and

economic capabilities (i.e. national power) in the decades following

the American Civil War.9

9 See Michael E. Brown et al., eds., The Perils of Anarchy: Contemporary Realism
and International Security (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1995); Thomas J.
Christensen, Useful Adversaries: Grand Strategy, Domestic Mobilization, and
Sino-American Conflict, 1947–1958 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1996); Randall L. Schweller, Deadly Imbalances: Tripolarity and Hitler’s
Strategy for World Conquest (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998);
William C. Wohlforth, The Elusive Balance: Power and Perceptions during the
Cold War (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1993); and Fareed Zakaria,
From Wealth to Power: The Unusual Origins of America’s World Role
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1998). Rose identifies Aaron L.
Friedberg, The Weary Titan: Britain and the Experience of Relative Decline,
1895–1905 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1988) and Melvin P.
Leffler, A Preponderance of Power: National Security, the Truman
Administration, and the Cold War (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press,
1992), as immediate precursors of neoclassical realism.
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Rose argues that these books constitute a coherent school of

foreign policy theories because they posit a single independent or

explanatory variable (relative power), a common set of intervening

variables (state structure and leaders’ perceptions and calculations of

relative power), have explicit scope conditions,10 and share a distinct

methodological perspective characterized by detailed historical

analysis and attention to causal mechanisms. Drawing upon neo-

realism, they emphasize the importance of the anarchic international

system, relative power distributions, and pervasive uncertainty.

However, they see anarchy as a permissive condition, rather than an

independent causal force. In this sense, these authors represent a

return to the earlier views of Morgenthau, Kissinger, Wolfers, and

other classical realists.11

In the short run, anarchy gives states considerable latitude in

defining their security interests, and the relative distribution of power

merely sets parameters for grand strategy. The actual task of assessing

power and the intentions of other states is fraught with difficulty. The

calculations and perceptions of leaders can inhibit a timely and

objectively efficient response or policy adaptation to shifts in the

external environment. In addition, leaders almost always face a two-

level game in devising and implementing grand strategy: on the one

hand, they must respond to the external environment, but, on the

other, they must extract and mobilize resources from domestic society,

work through existing domestic institutions, and maintain the support

of key stakeholders. Over the long run, however, regimes or leaders

who consistently fail to respond to systemic incentives put their state’s

very survival at risk.12 Thus, while the international system may

socialize states to respond properly to its constraints over time, as

10 For a discussion of the importance of scope conditions for theories and
competitive hypothesis testing, see Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennett,
Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences (Cambridge, MA:
MIT Press, 2005), pp. 113–20.

11 For a critique of neorealism’s reliance on anarchy as an implicit explanatory
variable instead of a permissive condition for interstate conflict, see Marc I.
Trachtenberg, “The Question of Realism: A Historian’s View,” Security
Studies 13, no. 1 (autumn 2003), pp. 156–94.

12 See Rose, “Neoclassical Realism and Theories of Foreign Policy,” pp. 152–4
and 165–8. On two-level games, see Robert D. Putnam, “Diplomacy and
Domestic Politics: The Logic of Two Level Games,” International
Organization 42, no. 3 (summer 1988), pp. 427–61.
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Waltz contends, it cannot alone explain the shorter-term policy

choices that states make, which can have dramatic consequences

for both national security and the structure of the international

system.13

Since the publication of Rose’s article, other scholars have

employed neoclassical realist approaches to address an array of the-

oretical, historical, and policy debates, including: the politics of threat

assessment and alliance formation in Britain and France before the

two world wars and in Argentina, Brazil, and Paraguay before the

1870 War of the Triple Alliance;14 the origins of Italy’s revisionist

grand strategy in the 1920s and 1930s;15 the interventions of

Wilhelmine Germany, Imperial Japan, and the United States in per-

ipheral regions;16 the dilemmas of assessing the intentions and cap-

abilities of rising great powers;17 the impact of individual leaders and

ideology on grand strategy;18 domestic constraints on great powers’

ability to construct durable settlements after major wars;19 the origins

of containment and the evolution of the US military commitment to

13 Waltz, Theory of International Politics, pp. 118–28.
14 Randall L. Schweller, Unanswered Threats: Political Constraints on the

Balance of Power (Princeton, NJ: University Press, 2006); and Steven E.
Lobell, The Challenge of Hegemony: Grand Strategy, Trade, and Domestic
Politics (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2003).

15 JasonW. Davidson, “The Roots of Revisionism: Fascist Italy, 1922–39,” Security
Studies 11, no. 4 (summer 2002), pp. 125–59, and Davidson, The Origins of
Revisionist and Status Quo States (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006).

16 Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, Balancing Risks: Great Power Intervention in the
Periphery (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2004).

17 David M. Edelstein, “Managing Uncertainty: Beliefs about Intentions and the
Rise of Great Powers,” Security Studies 12, no. 1 (autumn 2002), pp. 1–40;
Randall L. Schweller, “Bandwagoning for Profit: Bringing the Revisionist State
Back In,” International Security 19, no. 1 (summer 1994), pp. 72–107; and
Schweller, “The Twenty Years’ Crisis, 1919–39: Why a Concert Didn’t Arise,”
in Colin Elman and Miriam Fendius Elman, eds., Bridges and Boundaries:
Historians, Political Scientists, and the Study of International Relations
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2001), pp. 181–212.

18 Daniel L. Byman and Kenneth M. Pollack, “Let Us Now Praise Great Men:
Bringing the Statesman Back In,” International Security 25, no. 4 (spring
2001), pp. 107–46.

19 Norrin M. Ripsman, Peacemaking by Democracies: The Effects of State
Autonomy on the Post-World War Settlements (University Park: Pennsylvania
State University Press, 2002); and Ripsman, “The Curious Case of German
Rearmament: Democracy and Foreign Security Policy,” Security Studies 10,
no. 2 (winter 2001), pp. 1–47.
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western Europe between the 1940s and the 1960s;20 the interaction of

relative power shifts, the changing nature of global production, and

domestic constraints on the Soviet leadership’s response to deep

relative decline in the 1980s;21 US, South Korean, and Japanese strat-

egies in the current North Korean nuclear crisis;22 the evolution of US

monetary policy after the demise of the Bretton Woods monetary

regime in 1973;23 the origins of the Bush doctrine and the 2003 US

invasion of Iraq;24 the possibility of ontological convergence between

neoclassical realism and constructivism;25 and debates over the use-

fulness of Imre Lakatos’ methodology of scientific research programs

(MSRP) in appraising theoretical progress in international relations.26

While there are numerous empirical applications and three fre-

quently cited review or theoretical articles, we seek to develop

20 James McAllister, No Exit: America and the German Problem, 1943–1954
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University, 2002); Aharon Barth, “American Military
Commitments in Europe: Power, Perceptions, and Neoclassical Realism” (PhD
dissertation, Georgetown University, 2005); Dueck, Reluctant Crusader,
chap. 4; and Layne, Peace of Illusions, chaps. 3–5.

21 Stephen G. Brooks and William C. Wohlforth “Power, Globalization, and the
End of the Cold War: Re-Evaluating a Landmark Case for Ideas,”
International Security 25, no. 3 (winter 2000/1), pp. 5–53.

22 Victor D. Cha, “Abandonment, Entrapment, and Neoclassical Realism in Asia:
The United States, Japan, and Korea,” International Studies Quarterly 44,
no. 2 (June 2000), pp. 261–91; and Cha, “Hawk Engagement and Preventive
Defense on the Korean Peninsula,” International Security 27, no. 1 (summer
2002), pp. 40–78.

23 Jennifer Sterling-Folker, Theories of International Cooperation and the
Primacy of Anarchy: Explaining US International Monetary Policy-Making
after Bretton Woods (New York: State University of New York Press, 2002).

24 See Layne, Peace of Illusions, pp. 159–205; and Dueck, Reluctant Crusader,
pp. 169–71.

25 Jennifer Sterling-Folker, “Realism and the Constructivist Challenge:
Rejecting, Reconstructing, or Rereading,” International Studies Review 4,
no. 1 (spring 2002), pp. 73–97; and Sterling-Folker, “Realist-Constructivism
and Morality,” International Studies Review 6, no. 2 (June 2004), pp. 341–43.

26 Randall L. Schweller, “The Progressive Power of Neoclassical Realism,” in
Colin Elman and Miriam Fendius Elman, eds., Progress in International
Relations Theory: Appraising the Field (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2003),
pp. 311–47; Schweller, “New Realist Research on Alliances: Refining, Not
Refuting Waltz’s Balancing Proposition,” American Political Science Review
91, no. 4 (December 1997), pp. 927–30; Charles L. Glaser, “The Necessary
and Natural Evolution of Structural Realism,” and William C. Wohlforth,
“Measuring Power – and the Power of Theories,” in John A. Vasquez and
Colin Elman, eds., Realism and the Balancing of Power: A New Debate
(Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2003), pp. 250–79.
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neoclassical realism theoretically, expand its empirical applications,

and establish its limits as well.27 As the following chapters illustrate,

there is no single neoclassical realist theory of foreign policy, but

rather a diversity of neoclassical realist theories. This volume, there-

fore, contains a mix of theoretical and empirical chapters dealing with

the grand strategies of current and former great powers as well as

second-tier states, such as Canada, Italy, and Taiwan, across different

historical periods. Furthermore, several contributors address the the-

oretical and empirical limits of neoclassical realism, both from within

this research program and from the perspective of Innenpolitik the-

ories of foreign policy. In this way, we seek to highlight how the

neoclassical realist conception of the state differs from those of non-

realist schools of international relations theories.

The second objective is to differentiate neoclassical realism from

classical realism and neorealism. (In this introduction, we focus par-

ticularly on the differences between neoclassical realism and its classical

realist and neorealist antecedents. In the concluding chapter, we will

further differentiate neoclassical realism from liberal and other

approaches to foreign policy.)Webelieve there is considerable ambiguity

over the empirical scope of neoclassical realism, the contingent nature of

its hypotheses and policy prescriptions, and its exact relationship to

other variants of realism. As a result, other international relations

scholars criticize neoclassical realism on epistemological, methodo-

logical, and theoretical grounds. The following section addresses the

relationship among neoclassical realism, neorealism, and classical

realism in greater detail.

This volume’s third goal is to fill a gap in the security studies lite-

rature about the role of the “state” and the interactions of systemic

and unit-level variables in shaping foreign policies. For almost twenty

years following the publication of Waltz’s Theory of International

Politics, much of the international relations literature focused on

systemic or environmental constraints or inducements on actors’

behavior, or on the outcomes of actors’ interactions given certain

background conditions. The emergence of constructivism and the

27 See Rose, “Neoclassical Realism and Theories of Foreign Policy”; Schweller,
“The Progressiveness of Neoclassical Realism”; and Jennifer Sterling-Folker,
“Realist Environment, Liberal Process, and Domestic-Level Variables,”
International Studies Quarterly 41, no. 1 (March 1997), pp. 1–25.
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democratic peace literature in the late 1980s and early 1990s shifted

the focus of scholarly debates away from the rather static conception

of the international system found in neorealism and neoliberal insti-

tutionalism. However, neither constructivism nor the democratic

peace thesis and other variants of liberal international relations theory

have managed to integrate systemic and unit-level variables in a

deductively consistent manner.

Consider, for example, the democratic peace literature, which

derives from the statistical observation that since 1815 pairs of

liberal democracies have never waged war on each other.28 Much of

the quantitative literature treats democratic and non-democratic

states as unitary actors: democratic states do not fight other demo-

cracies, democratic states tend to ally on the same side, democratic

states tend to win the wars they fight, and democratic states are more

trustworthy due to transparency. Only a few qualitative studies

have attempted to disaggregate democracies and examine how

the different institutional arrangements of different democratic states

(such as presidential versus Westminster parliamentary systems)

might constrain foreign policy choice.29 Thus, democratic peace

theorists have a very static and undifferentiated understanding of

the democratic state.30 Like other variants of liberal international

relations theory, the democratic peace literature rests upon a

“ground-up” or pluralist conception of the state. It assumes the state

is a relatively passive set of institutions that merely serve as an arena

for competition among different interest groups and that different

28 See, for example, Michael Doyle, “Kant, Liberal Legacies, and Foreign Affairs,
part 1,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 12, no. 3 (1983), pp. 205–35; “Kant,
Liberal Legacies, and Foreign Affairs, part 2,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 12,
no. 4 (1983), pp. 323–53; “Liberalism and World Politics,” American Political
Science Review 80, no. 4 (1986), pp. 1151–61; and Bruce M. Russett, Grasping
the Democratic Peace (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993).

29 Miriam Fendius Elman, “Presidentialism, Parliamentarism, and Theories of
Democratic Peace,” Security Studies 9, no. 4 (summer 2000), pp.91–126; Susan
Peterson, “How Democracies Differ: Public Opinion, State Structure, and the
Lessons of the Fashoda Crisis,” Security Studies 5, no. 1 (autumn 1995), pp. 3–37;
and Ripsman, Peacemaking by Democracies.

30 This critique of democratic peace theory is expanded in Norrin M. Ripsman,
“Moving Beyond (or Beneath) the Democratic Peace Theory: Rediscovering
Intermediate-Level Institutions in the Foreign Security Policy Literature,” in
Andre Lecours, ed., New Institutionalism: Theory and Analysis (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 2005), pp. 301–18.
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groups or coalitions occasionally capture it.31 The quantitative and

the qualitative work on the democratic peace thesis, therefore,

focuses primarily on interest group preferences and bargaining, the

institutional arrangements within states (such as executive account-

ability to the legislature, separation of powers, and the recurrence of

free elections), or ideational variables as constraints on leaders’ ability

to make foreign and security policies, with little regard for the inter-

national environment.32

For their part, systemic liberal approaches, such as (neoliberal)

institutionalist theory, have an even more problematic and truncated

conception of the state. By encouraging certain behaviors while dis-

couraging others, institutions or processes – whether operating at the

domestic level or at the international level in the form of international

organizations and regimes – become a primary causal determinant for

actors’ interests and behaviors as well as for bargaining outcomes.

Systemic liberalism assumes that actors will strive toward the most

objectively efficient course of action, which is generally synonymous

with cooperative behavior. As Jennifer Sterling-Folker notes, there are

at least two contradictions here. First, much of the early institution-

alist literature assumed that states functioned as unitary rational

actors. At the same time, institutionalist arguments rely on state

officials as the vehicles through which international institutions or

regimes teach states new behavior. Regardless of the fact that elected

leaders, bureaucrats, and interest groups actually engage in very dif-

ferent domestic processes or face different institutional constraints,

and would therefore have very different interests and behaviors,

according to institutionalist arguments they all reach the same con-

clusion that more and more cooperation is the best – in fact, the

only – solution to the problem facing them. Second, there can,

however, be no “objective” most efficient course of action, since

actors’ interests, identities, and behaviors are grounded in process.

Actors should then define efficiency according to ongoing processes

31 Andrew Moravcsik, “Taking Preferences Seriously: A Liberal Theory of
International Politics,” International Organization 51, no. 4 (autumn 1997),
pp. 513–53, esp. pp. 516–20.

32 Miriam Fendius Elman, “The Need for a Qualitative Test of the Democratic
Peace Theory,” in Miriam Fendius Elman, ed., Paths to Peace: Is Democracy
the Answer? (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1997), pp. 1–57.
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and would have no means of recognizing what was “objectively” in

their own best interests.33

In contrast to the comparative politics subfield of political science

and the political economy wing of international relations, the state –

as both a political entity and an analytical concept – is arguably

underdeveloped in the security studies literature.34 This problem is

especially endemic to realism. As many self-proclaimed realists

acknowledge, realism in general, and neorealism in particular, lacks a

well-articulated theory of the state.35 Neoclassical realists have begun

to fill that gap in the literature.

Classical realism, neorealism, and neoclassical realism

Neoclassical realism builds upon the complex relationship between

the state and society found in classical realism without sacrificing the

central insight of neorealism about the constraints of the inter-

national system. Nonetheless, several key questions about the rela-

tionship among classical realism, neoclassical realism, and

neorealism must be answered: is neoclassical realism merely an

attempt to supplement neorealism with unit-level variables – a move

that Waltz clearly and repeatedly rejects? Alternatively, does neo-

classical realism represent a new research program? By incorporating

both systemic and unit-level variables, is neoclassical realism guilty

of reductionism – the tendency to explain the whole with reference to

33 Sterling-Folker, “Realist Environment, Liberal Processes, and Domestic
Variables,” esp. pp. 9–16.

34 For summaries of the current comparative politics and political economy
literature on the state, see Margaret Levi, “The State of the Study of the State,”
in lra Katznelson and Helen V. Milner, eds., Political Science: The State of the
Discipline (New York: W.W. Norton), pp. 33–55.

35 See, for example, Barry Buzan, Charles Jones, and Richard Little, The Logic
of Anarchy: Neorealism to Structural Realism (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1993), pp. 114–31; Robert W. Cox, “Social Forces, States,
and World Orders: Beyond International Relations Theory,” in Keohane,
Neorealism and its Critics, pp. 204–54; John Gerard Ruggie, “Continuity
and Transformation in the World Polity: Toward a Neorealist Synthesis,” in
Keohane, Neorealism and its Critics, pp. 131–57; Hendrik Spruyt, The
Sovereign State and its Competitors: An Analysis of Systems Change
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994); and Alexander Wendt,
“Anarchy is What States Make of It,” International Organization 42, no. 2
(spring 1992), pp. 391–426.
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the internal attributes and the individual behavior of the units? By

incorporating unit-level variables does neoclassical realism violate

the structural logic of realism?

Realism, like Marxism and liberalism, is first and foremost a

philosophical position, not a single theory subject to empirical con-

firmation or disconfirmation. Neoclassical realism, neorealism, and

classical realism are heirs to a philosophical tradition dating to the

writings of Thucydides and Sun Tzu in the fifth century BCE. What

unites all self-described realists are the following: a profoundly pes-

simistic view of the human condition and the prospects for change in

human behavior; a rejection of teleological conceptions of politics or

notions of an “end of history”;36 a “skeptical attitude toward schemes

for pacific international order”;37 and the recognition that ethics and

morality are products of power and material interests, not the other

way around.38

Scholars compile different lists of realism’s first principles and core

assumptions, but we identify three. First, human beings cannot

survive as individuals, but rather as members of larger groups that

command their loyalty and provide some measure of security from

external enemies. Tribalism is an immutable fact of political and

social life. Thus all variants of realism are inherently group-centric.

Second, politics is a perpetual struggle among self-interested groups

under conditions of general scarcity and uncertainty. The scarce

commodities in question might be material capabilities, or they

might be social resources, such as prestige and status. Groups face

pervasive uncertainty about one another’s present and future inten-

tions.39 Third, power is a necessary requirement for any group to

36 By “teleology” we mean the notion that politics (whether within the state or
among states) and history must ultimately result in some pre-ordained end or
that they have some higher (and possibly divinely inspired) purpose.

37 Michael W. Doyle,Ways of War and Peace: Realism, Liberalism, and Socialism
(New York: W. W. Norton, 1997), p. 43.

38 Edward Hallett Carr, The Twenty Years’ Crisis, 1919–1939: An Introduction
to the Study of International Relations (New York: Harper and Row, 1964),
pp. 64–5.

39 Randall L. Schweller, “Realism and the Present Great Power System: Growth
and Positional Conflict over Scarce Resources,” in Ethan B. Kapstein and
Michael Mastanduno, eds., Unipolar Politics: Realism and State Strategies
after the Cold War (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), chap. 2;
and Daniel Markey, “Prestige and the Origins of War: Returning to Realism’s
Roots,” Security Studies 8, no. 4 (summer 1999), pp. 126–72.
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secure its goals, whether those goals are universal domination or

simply self-preservation.40

Certainly there are disagreements among classical realists about

whether the permissive cause of conflict lies in the external environ-

ment or in human nature.41 There are debates among neorealists over

the amount of unnecessary or unintended conflict generated by the

international system and the resulting implications for how states

should assess one another’s intentions and best promote security for

themselves.42 There are also disagreements among both classical

realists and neorealists over the prevalence of international systems

characterized by hierarchic (or hegemonic) or equilibria (balance of

power) power distributions and the likelihood of major war across

different types of systems.43 Nonetheless, the above-mentioned first

principles make it possible to speak of a coherent tradition that

encompasses writings of philosophers, statesmen, historians, social

scientists, and military strategists as diverse as Niccolò Machiavelli,

Thomas Hobbes, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Alexander Hamilton, Carl

von Clausewitz, Max Weber, Raymond Aron, Winston S. Churchill,

40 See Robert G. Gilpin, “No One Loves a Political Realist,” in Benjamin Frankel,
Realism: Restatements and Renewal (London: Frank Cass, 1996), pp. 3–26,
esp. pp. 6–8; Gilpin, “The Richness of the Tradition of Political Realism,” in
Keohane, Neorealism and its Critics, pp. 304–8; Benjamin Frankel,
“Introduction: Restating the Realist Case,” ibid., pp. ix–xx; and Schweller,
“Progressiveness of Neoclassical Realism,” esp. pp. 322–9.

41 See Michael Spirtas, “A House Divided: Tragedy and Evil in Realist Theory,”
in Frankel, Realism: Restatements and Renewal, pp. 385–423.

42 This is the crux of the debate between offensive realism and defensive realism.
See Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, “Security Seeking under Anarchy: Defensive Realism
Revisited,” International Security 25, no. 3 (winter 2000/1), pp. 128–61; and
Robert Jervis, “Realism, Neoliberalism, and Cooperation: Understanding the
Debate,” International Security 24, no. 1 (summer 1999), pp. 42–63. For a
slightly different conception of that debate, see Stephen G. Brooks, “Dueling
Realisms,” International Organization 51, no. 3 (summer 1997), pp. 445–77.

43 See Robert Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1981); Gilpin, “Theory of Hegemonic War,” in
Robert I. Rotberg and Theodore K. Rabb, eds., Origins and Prevention of
Major War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), pp. 15–37;
A. F. K. Organski, World Politics (New York: Knopf, 1958); and Jacek
Kugler and A. F. K. Organski, The War Ledger (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1980). For an overview and critical appraisal, see Jonathan
M. DiCicco and Jack S. Levy, “The Power Transition Research Program:
A Lakatosian Analysis,” in Elman and Elman, Progress in International
Relations Theory, pp. 109–57.
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George F. Kennan, Reinhold Niebuhr, Kenneth Waltz, John

Mearsheimer, and Robert Jervis.

The terms “classical realism” and “neorealism” did not come into

widespread use in the international relations field until Richard Ashley

drew a sharp distinction betweenWaltz’sTheory of International Politics

and the work of earlier realists.44 Since numerous books and articles

examine the areas of divergence and convergence between classical

realism and neorealism, we present only a brief summary here.45

Classical realism is primarily concerned with the sources and uses of

national power in international politics and the problems that leaders

encounter in conducting foreign policy. These issues lead scholars to

focus on power distributions among states, as well as the character of

states and their relation to domestic society. Twentieth-century clas-

sical realists offer either philosophical reflections on the enduring

principles of statesmanship or create inductive theories of foreign

policy drawn largely from the experiences of European great powers

from the sixteenth to the mid-twentieth century. Morgenthau,

Kissinger, Wolfers, and others write extensively about the state and

national power, but say little about the constraints of the international

system. Finally, what we now call classical realism was never a

coherent research program, but rather a vast repository of texts

written by different authors for different purposes and in different

contexts over the course of 2,500 years. Most classical realists were

not social scientists; even the twentieth-century classical realists rarely

adhered to what are now widely accepted standards of social science

methodology.46

In contrast, the focus of neorealism is on explaining common pat-

terns of international behavior over time. In particular, neorealists

address many of the big questions of international politics, such as:

44 Richard K. Ashley, “The Poverty of Neorealism,” in Keohane, Neorealism and
its Critics, pp. 255–300.

45 Michael Joseph Smith, Realist Thought fromWeber to Kissinger (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1986); Kenneth N. Waltz, “Realist Thought
and Neorealist Theory,” in Robert L. Rothstein, ed., The Evolution of Theory
in International Relations (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press,
1992), pp. 31–8; Ashley J. Tellis, “Reconstructing Political Realism: The Long
March Toward Scientific Theory,” in Frankel, Realism: Restatements and
Renewal, pp. 3–104; and Jack Donnelly, Realism and International Relations
(Cambridge: University of Cambridge Press, 2000).

46 Tellis, “Reconstructing Political Realism,” pp. 49–51.
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Why do wars occur? Why do states tend to balance against powerful

states? Why is cooperation difficult and fleeting between states? They

address these questions in a self-consciously scientific manner, with an

attempt to harness the positivist methodological rigor that the clas-

sical realists lacked. They trace the recurring patterns of world politics

to the structure of the international system and its defining charac-

teristic, anarchy, which compels states to pursue similar strategies to

secure themselves. Utilizing their most important variable, the relative

distribution of capabilities, or the balance of power, they explain a

vast array of great power behavior and systemic outcomes.

Waltz’s balance of power theory is just one (albeit the most

prominent) of the theories that fall under the rubric of neorealism.47

Waltz creates a deductive theory to explain recurrent patterns of

international outcomes, namely the recurrence of balances of power

and the absence of sustained hegemonic international systems across

history. He posits a single independent variable, the systemic distri-

bution of power as measured by the number of great powers (or

polarity). It makes two probabilistic predictions: (1) across different

international systems, balances of power tend to form, and (2) states

tend to emulate the successful practices of others.

Drawing upon analogies from microeconomics, Waltz focuses on

the properties and constraints imposed by the international system on

all states (especially the great powers) and abstracts from the internal

characteristics of individual states. The state, in effect, becomes a

“black box.” What distinguishes international and domestic political

systems are differences in ordering principle (anarchy versus hier-

archy), the attributes of the units (functional similarity versus differ-

ence), and the distribution of material capabilities among those units

(uneven). This has two implications for the present volume. First,

47 In addition to Waltz’s writings, other prominent books and articles that present
neorealist theories include Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics; Robert
Jervis, “Cooperation under the Security Dilemma,” World Politics 30, no. 2
(January 1978), pp. 167–214; Glenn H. Snyder, Alliance Politics (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University, 1997); Snyder, “The Security Dilemma in Alliance
Politics,” World Politics 36, no. 4 (July 1984), pp. 461–95; Joseph Grieco,
Cooperation among Nations: Europe, America, and Non-Tariff Barriers to
Trade (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University, 1990); Benjamin Miller, When
Opponents Cooperate (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1995); and
Charles L. Glaser, “Realists as Optimists: Cooperation as Self-Help,”
International Security 19, no. 3 (winter 1994/5), pp. 50–90.
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balance of power theory assumes that, on average, most states

correctly respond to systemic incentives and engage in balancing and

emulation. This adaptive behavior, which states undertake to enhance

their competitive advantage and probability of survival, has the

unintended effect of perpetuating an anarchic international system.

However, in an anarchic system, Waltz argues, “Those who do not

help themselves, or who do so less effectively than others, will fail to

prosper, will lay themselves open to danger, will suffer.”48 Second,

balance of power theory assumes states have unlimited ability to

extract and mobilize domestic resources, such that aggregate

resources are equivalent to actual military and economic power and

international influences.49 Of course, these assumptions are simpli-

fications of reality that are useful for constructing an elegant sys-

temic theory.

Other versions of neorealist theory make similar simplifying

assumptions. Offensive realism, for example, departs from Waltz’s

balance of power theory with its contention that states can never be

certain how much power is necessary to achieve security for them-

selves now and in the future. Therefore, all states strive to maximize

their relative share of material power as the only sure path to security.

Great powers, in particular, engage in calculated bids of expansion

and look for opportunities to weaken potential adversaries, with the

ultimate goal of attaining regional or global hegemony.50 Offensive

realists, too, tend to treat the state as a black box and assume that

all states will pursue similar strategies faced with similar systemic

48 Waltz, Theory of International Politics, p. 118.
49 JohnM. Hobson, The State and International Relations (Cambridge: University

of Cambridge Press, 2000), pp. 17–63, and Christensen, Useful Adversaries,
pp. 11–14.

50 Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, pp. 33–54. The question of
whether great powers strive for regional hegemony (the status of being the
only great power in its region of the globe) or global hegemony (the status of
being the only great power in the international system) is one that divides
offensive realists. Mearsheimer argues that great powers can only strive for
regional hegemony because geography (namely large oceans) makes the
attainment of global hegemony impossible. Others disagree. See, Christopher
Layne, “The ‘Poster Child for Offensive Realism’: America as Global
Hegemon,” Security Studies 12, no. 2 (winter 2002/03), pp. 119–63; Layne,
Peace of Illusions, chap. 1; and Gerald Geunwook Lee, “To Be Long or Not to
Be Long: The Contradiction of Time Horizons in Offensive Realism,” Security
Studies 12, no. 2 (winter 2002/3), pp. 196–217.
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incentives, regardless of domestic political arrangements.51 The same

is true of expected utility theory, which contends that states make

foreign policy decisions fluidly on the basis of the expected utility of

their actions, determined by calculations of systemic factors such as,

inter alia, relative capability, the power of allies, and geographical

distance.52 None of these structural realist approaches considers that

states may differ in their ability to control the policy agenda, select

policy options, or mobilize resources to respond to systemic incentives.

Neoclassical realism shares classical realism’s concern for the state

and its relation to domestic society. It also defines its mission largely in

terms of building theories of foreign policy, rather than theories of the

system within which states interact. Nonetheless, neoclassical realists

aspire to greater methodological sophistication than their classical

realist predecessors. Moreover, they begin with the fundamental

assumption of neorealists that the international system structures and

constrains the policy choices of states.

What then is the relationship between neorealism and neoclassical

realism? Both schools begin with assumptions about the conflictual

nature of politics, the centrality of conflict groups, and the importance

of relative power distributions. Both research programs assign causal

primacy to systemic independent variables. Specific neorealist and

neoclassical realist theories, in turn, generate testable and probabili-

stic hypotheses. It is clear, however, that neorealism and neoclassical

realism differ from each other based on the range of phenomena each

seeks to explain, or the dependent variable. The former seeks to

explain recurring patterns of international outcomes, defined as the

range of likely outcomes resulting from the interaction of two or more

units in an anarchic environment. Examples would be the likelihood

of major war across different types of international systems, the

prevalence of hegemonic orders versus balances of power (defined in

terms of state capabilities), and patterns of alliance behavior among

states. Table 1.1 illustrates the areas of convergence and divergence

among classical realism, neorealism, and neoclassical realism.

51 See, for example, Steven E. Lobell, “War Is Politics: Offensive Realism,
Domestic Politics, and Security Strategies,” Security Studies 12, no. 2 (winter
2002/3), pp. 165–95.

52 For example, Bruce Bueno de Mesquita, The War Trap (New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 1981); and Bruce Bueno de Mesquita and David Lalman,
War and Reason (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1992).
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Neoclassical realism is not simply a refinement of Waltz’s balance

of power theory nor an attempt to smuggle unit-level variables into

the theory to explain anomalies. Nor is it correct to characterize

realism as a tightly constructed Lakatosian research program whose

“hard core” is synonymous with Waltz’s theory, thus rendering any

departure from that theory as evidence of a “degenerative problem

shift.”53 Neoclassical realism seeks to explain variation in the foreign

policies of the same state over time or across different states facing

similar external constraints. It makes no pretense about explaining

broad patterns of systemic or recurring outcomes. Thus, a neoclassical

realist hypothesis might explain the likely diplomatic, economic, and

military responses of particular states to systemic imperatives, but it

cannot explain the systemic consequences of those responses.

A related question concerns reductionism – efforts to explain vari-

ation in the properties and characteristics of the system by only

examining the behavior of the units and their relation to one another

within that system. Waltz is highly critical of reductionist theories of

international politics. The interaction of differently configured states

produces similar as well as different international outcomes. Likewise,

the interaction of similar states produces different as well as similar

international outcomes. The same causes sometimes lead to different

effects, and the same effects sometimes follow from different causes.

Since neoclassical realism locates causal properties at both the struc-

tural and unit levels, the unit-level factors help to explain state

external behavior. A critic might argue there is no way to avoid the

reductionist trap, so long as unit-level factors have causal property.

The charge that neoclassical realism is reductionist, though, is mis-

taken. Reductionist theories locate the causes of systemic outcomes –

such as, the likelihood of interstate war or general patterns of alliance

formation in the international system – in the internal attributes of

states. Waltz is quite clear on this point: “One cannot infer the con-

dition of international politics from the internal composition of states,

nor can one arrive at an understanding of international politics by

summing the foreign policies and the external behavior of states.”54

53 John Vasquez, “The Realist Paradigm and Degenerative versus Progressive
Research Programs,” American Political Science Review 91, no. 4 (December
1997), pp. 899–912.

54 See Waltz, Theory of International Politics, p. 64. Waltz also notes that theories
of foreign policy can and should include causal factors at the unit and systemic
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Neoclassical realism does not do so. It uses the internal characteristics

of states as a guide only to national responses to international

constraints.

Some critics, such as John A. Vasquez, and Jeffrey Legro and

Andrew Moravcsik, fault neoclassical realism for its alleged

repudiation of core assumptions of realism in general, and Waltz’s

theory in particular. By positing an intervening role for elite per-

ceptions of systemic variables, neoclassical realism allegedly violates

the assumption that states act rationally in pursuit of their intended

goals.55 However, as many scholars note, while some realist theories

make strong assumptions about state rationality, such assumptions

are not essential to realism.56 Both Waltz and Morgenthau reject the

assumption that states act rationally. Waltz clearly states that his

theory requires no rationality assumption and that over time the

international system conditions states’ behavior through socialization

and competition.57 Morgenthau’s writings contain denunciations of

both rationalist inquiry and the possibility of creating a so-called poli-

tical science.58

levels. See Kenneth N. Waltz, Foreign Policy and Domestic Politics: The
American and British Experience (1967; reprint, Berkeley: University of
California, Institute of Governmental Studies, 1992).

55 For the mistaken notion that rationality is a core assumption of realism, see
Jeffrey W. Legro and Andrew Moravcsik, “Is Anybody Still a Realist?”
International Security 24, no. 2 (fall 1999), pp. 5–55 at pp. 13–15; Andrew
Moravcsik, “Liberal International Relations Theory: A Scientific Assessment,”
in Elman and Elman, Progress in International Relations Theory, pp. 190–3;
and Keohane, “Theory of World Politics,” in Keohane, Neorealism and its
Critics, pp. 164–5.

56 Examples of realist theories that do make strong assumptions about state
rationality are Grieco, Cooperation among Nations; and Dale Copeland, The
Origins of Major War (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2000), chap. 2.

57 See Waltz, Theory of International Politics, p. 118; and Waltz, “Reflections on
Theory of International Politics: A Response to My Critics,” pp. 330–1. For
discussions of why rationality is not a core assumption, see Taliaferro, “Security
Seeking under Anarchy,” pp. 155–6, n. 105; Randall L. Schweller and William
C. Wohlforth, “Power Test: Evaluating Realism in Response to the End of the
Cold War,” Security Studies 9, no. 3 (spring 2000), pp. 60–107, at p. 70; and
Miles Kahler, “Rationality in International Relations,” International
Organization 52, no. 4 (autumn 1998), pp. 919–41, at pp. 924–5.

58 Hans J. Morgenthau, Scientific Man versus Power Politics (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1946), p. 71. For a discussion of Morgenthau’s rejection of
rationalist inquiry and the possibility of a political science, see Tellis,
“Reconstructing Political Realism,” esp. pp. 39–51.
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A third criticism is that neoclassical realism lacks theoretical rigor

and predictive power because it eschews a mono-causal focus on

either domestic or systemic variables.59 We contend that parsimony

must be balanced against explanatory power; on that score, neoclas-

sical realism does quite well relative to other bodies of international

relations theory.60 Almost all of the extant applications of neoclassical

realism entail conscious efforts to derive testable hypotheses, specify

the predictions or observable implications of those hypotheses, and

finally to test the relative explanatory power of neoclassical realist and

alternative hypotheses against empirical evidence.61 Furthermore, in

this volume, we include several chapters that present new neoclassical

realist hypotheses specifying the intervening role of unit-level vari-

ables, as well as circumstances under which such domestic constraints

will likely have a major influence on foreign policy.

Finally, some critics might charge that by incorporating unit-level

variables, neoclassical realism violates the structural logic of neore-

alism. By focusing on non-systemic variables, critics claim that neo-

classical realists are really incorporating elements of liberal and

institutionalist theories in an effort to salvage neorealism.62 This

criticism stems from a mistaken reading of the role of unit-level

variables in realist theories in general, and neoclassical realism in

particular. As we explain below, there is no deductive reason why

neoclassical realism cannot incorporate unit-level variables, while at

the same time maintaining the causal primacy of structural variables.

Neoclassical realist conceptions of the state

As we stated earlier, neoclassical realism builds upon the complex

relationship between state and society found in classical realism

without sacrificing the central insight about systemic constraints and

opportunities found in neorealism. What exactly does this mean?

59 See Stephen M. Walt, “The Enduring Relevance of the Realist Tradition,” in
Katznelson and Milner, Political Science: The State of the Discipline, p. 211;
and Legro and Moravcsik, “Is Anybody Still a Realist?” pp. 27–34.

60 See Patrick James, International Relations and Scientific Progress: Structural
Realism Reconsidered (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 2002).

61 On the desirable attributes of social science theories, see Stephen Van Evera,
Guide to Methods for Students of Political Science (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1997), pp. 17–21.

62 See Legro and Moravcsik, “Is Anyone Still a Realist?” pp. 21–5.
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What is neoclassical realism’s conception of the state and how, if at

all, does that conception improve upon the treatments of the state

found in neorealism and other schools of international relations theory?

Neoclassical realism identifies states as the most important actors in

international politics. Gilpin writes, “The essence of social reality is

the group. The building blocks and ultimate units of social and pol-

itical life are not the individuals of liberal thought nor the classes of

Marxism [but instead] conflict groups.”63 Tribalism is an immutable

aspect of the human condition and political life. Human beings cannot

survive in an anarchic environment as individuals, but only as mem-

bers of a larger group. While groups may come into existence for a

variety of reasons, the one necessary condition is that they differ from

some outside entity. Fear plays a crucial role in group formation, if

only because physical security is a prerequisite for the pursuit of any

other individual or collective goal. Metus hostilis or the fear of

enemies – whether manifested in the form of xenophobia directed at

internal minorities or a fear of external groups – is indispensable for

the creation and maintenance of political groups, because it offers a

way of overcoming collective action barriers. The concept of the

metus hostilis appears, in one form or another, in the writings of

Thucydides, Hobbes, Morgenthau, Waltz, and Mearsheimer.64

Research in the fields of evolutionary biology and social psychology

provides additional support for long-standing realist assumptions

about the centrality of in-group/out-group discrimination, intergroup

comparison, and competition in political life.65

We acknowledge there is no universally accepted definition of the

“state,” and the term itself has different connotations within the

disciplines of anthropology, history, and sociology, and in the com-

parative politics and international relations subfields of political sci-

ence. Nonetheless, Max Weber’s classic definition is often a starting

point: “A state is a human community that (successfully) claims the

63 See Gilpin, “The Richness of the Tradition of Political Realism,” p. 305.
64 See Ioannis D. Evrigenis, “ ‘Carthage Must Be Saved’: Fear of Enemies and

Collective Action” (PhD dissertation, Harvard University, 2005), esp. chap. 3.
65 Sterling-Folker, Theories of International Cooperation, pp. 70–6; Sterling-

Folker, “Realism and the Constructivist Challenge”; Bradley A. Thayer,
“Bringing in Darwin: Evolutionary Theory, Realism, and International
Politics,” International Security 25, no. 2 (fall 2000), pp. 124–51; and
Jonathan Mercer, “Anarchy and Identity,” International Organization 49,
no. 2 (summer 1995), pp. 229–52.
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monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force within a given

territory. Note that ‘territory’ is one of the characteristics of the

state.”66 While Weber’s definition captures the essential coercive

nature of political authority and the existence of an administrative

apparatus, it fails to encompass cases where territorial control is

incomplete (or non-existent) or where the monopoly on the legitimate

use of force is contested. Most international relations theorists would

conceive of the state as: (1) a set of institutions, (2) placed within a

geographically bounded territory that (3) at least claims a monopoly

on legitimate rule within that defined territory.67

Neoclassical realism presents a “top-down” conception of the state,

which means systemic forces ultimately drive external behavior. To

this end it views the states as epitomized by a national security

executive, comprised of the head of government and the ministers and

officials charged with making foreign security policy.68 This execu-

tive, sitting at the juncture of the state and the international system,

with access to privileged information from the state’s politico-military

apparatus, is best equipped to perceive systemic constraints and

deduce the national interest. Nonetheless, while the executive is

potentially autonomous from society, in many contexts political

arrangements frequently compel it to bargain with domestic actors

(such as the legislature, political parties, economic sectors, classes, or

the public as a whole) in order to enact policy and extract resources to

implement policy choices. Therefore, in contrast to liberalism and

Marxism, neoclassical realism does not see states as simply aggre-

gating the demands of different societal interest groups or economic

classes.69 Rather, leaders define the “national interests” and conduct

66 Max Weber, Economy and Society, vol. II, ed. Guenther Roth and Claus
Wittich (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978), pp. 904–05.

67 See Michael C. Desch, “War and Strong States, Peace and Weak States?”
International Organization 50, no. 2 (spring 2006), pp. 237–68, at p. 240
(emphasis added).

68 See Ripsman, Peacemaking by Democracies, pp. 43–4; Margaret G. Hermann,
Charles F. Hermann, and Joe D. Hagan, “How Decision Units Shape Foreign
Policy Behavior,” in Charles F. Hermann, Charles W. Kegley, and James N.
Rosenau, eds., New Directions in the Study of Foreign Policy (Boston: Allen
and Unwin, 1987), pp. 309–36.

69 For discussions of the state in liberal international relations theories, see
Moravcsik, “Taking Preferences Seriously,” esp. pp. 514–20; and Moravcsik,
“Liberal International Relations Theory: A Scientific Assessment,” in Elman
and Elman, Progress in International Relations Theory, pp. 159–203.
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foreign policy based upon their assessment of relative power and other

states’ intentions, but always subject to domestic constraints. This

means that substate actors are far from irrelevant and that the def-

inition and articulation of national interests is not without contro-

versy. On the contrary, threat assessment, strategic adjustment, and

policy implementation are inherently difficult and may entail consid-

erable bargaining within the state’s leadership and with other stake-

holders within society.

In this volume we use the term “state” as a generic term for a variety

of autonomous polities with different geographic scopes, internal

attributes, and relative material capabilities that coexist and interact in

an anarchic environment. We would not confine the term to the sov-

ereign territorial states that first appeared in early modern Europe and

later spread throughout the world. For our purposes, polities as varied

as ancient Greek city-states (the polis), the Roman, Byzantine, and

Chinese empires, the principalities and kingdoms of medieval Europe

and pre-colonial India, and the city-state leagues of the Holy Roman

Empire and Italy fall under the generic category of “states.”

States are not necessarily synonymous with nations, as the many

examples of stateless nations, multinational or multiethnic states, and

contested national identities between and within different states,

illustrate. While states may claim a monopoly on legitimate rule

within a defined territory, we recognize the actual degree of territorial

control by central political institutions varies. Finally, while we do not

equate statehood with what Stephen Krasner calls “international legal

sovereignty” or Westphalian sovereignty, we do exclude colonies,

protectorates, tributaries, and other polities based on formal hier-

archic relationships and de facto territorial control by another state.70

Neoclassical realism builds upon the explicit distinction between

the state and society made by German classical realists like Weber,

Otto Hintze, and Leopold von Ranke and carried over into the

writings of their Anglo-American counterparts.71 Classical realism

70 Stephen D. Krasner, Sovereignty: Organized Hypocrisy (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1999), chap. 1.

71 See Otto Hintze, “Military Organization and the Organization of the State,” in
Felix Gilbert, ed., Historical Essays of Otto Hintze (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1975), pp. 180–215; and Leopold Ranke, “A Dialogue on
Politics,” reprinted in Theodore H. Von Laue, Leopold Ranke: The Formative
Years (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1950), pp. 152–80.
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and neoclassical realism do not see the state – that is, the central

politico-military institutions and top officials of the polity – as com-

pletely autonomous from society. On the contrary, Morgenthau,

Kissinger, and other classical realists lament the gradual erosion of

state autonomy from society in the European great powers in the

nineteenth century. Greater accountability to legislatures and greater

vulnerability to the whims of nationalism and public opinion dimini-

shed statesmen’s ability to pursue policies necessary to preserve the

balance of power.72 Nonetheless, the national security executive has

interests which transcend any class or sector, namely the national

interest. Moreover, since the executive receives privileged information

from state agencies, it is frequently more aware of the national interest

and the dictates of the international system than are other domestic

actors. Limitations on executive autonomy in different national con-

texts, however, may undermine their ability to respond as necessary to

shifts in the balance of power. Neoclassical realists consequently view

policy responses as a product of state–society coordination and, at

times, struggle. Less autonomous states must frequently build coali-

tions and make compromises to mobilize social and political actors in

order to enact policy, as George H.W. Bush did in preparation for the

1991 Gulf War.73 Most states must also frequently bargain with

societal actors in order to secure the provision of key national security

goods to implement policy. Thus, for example, as Michael Barnett has

demonstrated, the Egyptian and Israeli states had to make consider-

able policy concessions and barter away degrees of executive auton-

omy in order to prosecute the 1967 and 1973 Arab–Israeli wars.74

As several contributors show, the degree of state autonomy vis-à-vis

society varies over time and across different states. This variation, in

turn, affects whether states respond to international pressures in a

timely and efficient fashion.75 Finally, neoclassical realism recognizes

72 See Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, pp. 220–3 and pp. 248–59; and
Henry A. Kissinger, World Restored: Metternich, Castlereagh, and the
Problems of Peace, 1812–1822 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1957),
pp. 324–30.

73 For a discussion of executive autonomy in the conduct of foreign policy, see
Ripsman, Peacemaking by Democracies, pp. 43–57.

74 See Michael N. Barnett, Confronting the Costs of War (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1992).

75 See Ripsman, Peacemaking by Democracies, chap. 5; and Michael
Mastanduno, David A. Lake, and G. John Ikenberry, “Toward a Realist
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that many states or regimes do not necessarily function as “unitary”

actors. Elite consensus or disagreement about the nature and extent of

international threats, persistent internal divisions within the leader-

ship, social cohesion, and the regime’s vulnerability to violent over-

throw all inhibit the state’s ability to respond to systemic pressures.76

The neoclassical realist conception of the international system

Neoclassical realism identifies elite calculations and perceptions of

relative power and domestic constraints as intervening variables

between international pressures and states’ foreign policies. Relative

power sets parameters for how states (or rather, those who act on

their behalf) define their interests and pursue particular ends. But what

is the neoclassical realist conception of the international system? After

all, as even Waltz admits, the international system does not dictate

exactly how each state will respond within those parameters. David

Dessler’s office-building analogy is illustrative. The exterior walls and

the configuration of the internal spaces generate broad behavioral

patterns for the people working within them. Most office workers do

not attempt to walk through walls, crawl through air conditioning

ducts, or leave the building via windows on the twentieth floor.77

Pervasive uncertainty and potential threats are central to the con-

ception of anarchy in neorealism and neoclassical realism. To return to

the office-building analogy, the workers may be aware of hidden trap-

doors and that the consequence of falling through them is severe injury

or death, but they have no knowledge or control over the placement of

these traps. It is not simply that anarchy leaves states unregulated and

unsupervised so that war may break out at any time, Jennifer Sterling-

Folker observes, “It is instead that the anarchic environment allows

death to occur in the first place while providing no guidance for how to

avoid it in the short-term and ultimately no means of doing so in the

long-term.”78 This lack of guidance automatically renders anarchy a

self-help environment. It also suggests that systemic incentives and

Theory of State Action,” International Studies Quarterly 33, no. 4 (December
1988), pp. 457–74.

76 Schweller, Unanswered Threats, pp. 46–68.
77 David Dessler, “What’s at Stake in the Agent-Structure Debate?” International

Organization 43, no. 3 (summer 1989), pp. 441–73, at p. 466.
78 Sterling-Folker, Theories of International Cooperation, p. 73.
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threats, at least in the short run, are rarely unambiguous. This means

there is often not a single, optimal response to such incentives and,

due to the operation of the security dilemma, actions designed to

counter threats may actually make states less secure.

State leaders, like the employees in Dessler’s office analogy, try to

anticipate other states’ likely reactions and future power trends.

However, feedback may be delayed and indirect. The difficulties

leaders encounter in assessing relative power shifts and systemic

feedback are persistent themes in the neoclassical realist literature. For

example, Wohlforth details how, in the late 1970s and early 1980s,

Soviet leaders faced the dual dilemma of assessing the extent of

relative decline and discerning whether the Reagan administration’s

defense buildup was sui generis or feedback to the Brezhnev doctrine,

the invasion of Afghanistan, and Kremlin support for revolutions in

the Third World.79 Similarly, Aaron L. Friedberg chronicles the dif-

ficulties competing Whitehall departments and ministers serving under

prime ministers Lord Salisbury and Alfred James Balfour experienced

in assessing and responding to the relative decline of Britain between

1895 and 1905. In both the Soviet and British examples, debates

among top decision-makers and within state bureaucracies over the

appropriate power measures made strategic adjustment even more

difficult, because, as Wohlforth observes:

Power cannot be tested; different elements of power possess different util-

ities at different times; the relation of perceived power to material resources

can be capricious; the mechanics of power are surrounded by uncertainty;

states possess different conversion ratios and comparative advantages; the

perceived prestige hierarchy and the military distribution may not coincide

for prolonged periods; states adopt asymmetrical strategies to maximize

their positions and undercut rivals; signals get confused among allies, rivals,

and domestic audiences.80

In addition to long-term trends, feedback can also come in the form

of exogenous shocks, such as the sudden defeat of a frontline ally or

the unexpected escalation of a crisis. These shocks can suddenly make

leaders aware of the cumulative effect of long-term power trends. For

example, Christensen notes that the extent of Britain’s collapse in

79 Wohlforth, Elusive Balance, pp. 223–51; Schweller and Wohlforth, “Power
Test,” pp. 86–9.

80 Wohlforth, Elusive Balance, pp. 306–7.
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spring 1947 shocked the Truman administration into recognizing the

true bipolar distribution of power and shifting toward active

containment of the Soviet Union. Elsewhere, Christensen argues that

ambiguity about the distribution of military power in Europe in the

1860s led the French emperor Napoleon III and his generals to

overestimate Austria’s ability to withstand a war with Prussia. Con-

sequently, French leaders did not seek a prewar alliance with Austria.

Zakaria notes the resounding US victory over Spain in the 1898

Spanish–American War solidified the perception of increasing US

state power both at home and abroad. Conversely, the Japanese attack

on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941 or the terrorist attacks on New

York City and Washington on September 11, 2001 solidified per-

ceptions of homeland vulnerability, while the Vietnam War solidified

perceptions of the limits of US military power.81 Feedback, whether

positive (or self-amplifying) or negative (or dampening), is often

subject to multiple interpretations by top decision-makers and

national security bureaucracies. Furthermore, the interaction of dif-

ferent states’ strategies may produce unforeseen or unintended sys-

temic outcomes. While explaining the likelihood of such systemic

outcomes lies outside the purview of neoclassical realism, several

contributors to this volume do address the manner in which states

interpret and react to such outcomes.82

Neoclassical realism accepts the importance of competitive pres-

sures and socialization effects in shaping the internal composition of

states. What motivates such adaptive behavior is not the normative

appeal of others’ practices or domestic institutions, but rather the

desire to enhance competitive advantage and the probability of sur-

vival. “The nation-state is by no means the teleological end-point of

group identification,” observes Sterling-Folker, “but its development

as the primary constitutive unit of the present global system is

explicable as a result of anarchy’s imitative dynamics.”83 Indeed, as

much of the state-building literature argues, the territorial state simply

proved more effective than other polities in early modern Europe in

81 See Christensen, Useful Adversaries, p. 22; and Thomas J. Christensen,
“Perceptions and Alliances in Europe, 1860–1940,” International
Organization 51, no. 1 (winter 1997), pp. 65–97.

82 For a discussion of feedback and non-linearity in international politics see
Jervis, Systems Effects, pp. 125–76.

83 Sterling-Folker, Theories of International Cooperation, p. 73.
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mobilizing internal resources and responding to external threats. This

process of intergroup comparison, emulation, and innovation led to

the spread of the territorial state as an institutional form, first

throughout Europe and later around the world. It also led to the

demise of competing institutional forms over time. Thus, the inter-

national system is of paramount importance to neoclassical realists,

which distinguishes them from inside-out approaches.

Research questions and contents of the volume

We asked the contributors to reflect on several questions about neo-

classical realism, the state, and foreign policy. The questions fall

into three groups: (1) the politics of threat assessment; (2) the politics

of strategic adjustment; and (3) the politics of resource extraction,

domestic mobilization, and policy implementation.84

1. Threat assessment

• How do states, or rather the decision-makers and key institutions

that act on behalf of states, assess international threats and

opportunities?

• Who are the relevant actors within the state with respect to

international threat assessment?

• How are disagreements within the state over the nature of inter-

national threats and appropriate remedies ultimately resolved?

2. Strategic adjustment

• Who decides how to respond to international threats?

• To what extent can domestic actors bargain with the state and

influence foreign and security policies in different state settings?

• Do domestic actors determine the content of foreign and security

policy or merely its style?

• Which domestic actors have the greatest influence on security

policy? Under what circumstances?

• What bargains do leaders need to strike with domestic actors in

order to respond to international threats and opportunities?

84 One area of neoclassical realism that this volume does not examine is variation
in the interests of states. Structural realism assumes that all states have
comparable missions, namely to survive in an anarchic international system.
Drawing upon classical realism, however, Schweller differentiates between
states on the basis of differing motivations, be they status quo or revisionist.
See Schweller, Deadly Imbalances, esp. pp. 19–36, and pp. 64–91.
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3. Resource extraction, domestic mobilization, and policy implemen-

tation

• How do states mobilize the resources necessary to pursue their

chosen security policies?

• How much power do domestic actors have to obstruct the state

when it seeks to mobilize resources in different settings?

• What determines who is more successful in bargaining games

between the state and societal groups?

In subsequent chapters, our contributors provide a range of answers

to these questions to provide a better understanding of neoclassical

realism and the intersection of international and domestic forces in

shaping foreign policy. Some, like Randall Schweller, view the role of

society as episodic and rare, accounting only for surprising deviations

from systemic requirements. Others, like Colin Dueck, contend that

societal forces regularly affect foreign policy, but their effects are

limited to the style and form of policy choices, rather than the sub-

stance of policy. Still others, like Steven Lobell, Mark Brawley, and

Benjamin Fordham, view the role of domestic interests as more per-

vasive and powerful in shaping foreign policy choices. Finally, others,

such as Norrin Ripsman, Jeffrey Taliaferro, and Jennifer Sterling-

Folker, construct theories positing the conditions under which societal

forces will affect foreign policy choices and implementation. The

chapters thus posit a variety of neoclassical realist hypotheses that

purport to explain variation in different aspects of states’ grand

strategies – diplomacy, military doctrine and force structure, and

foreign economic policy. Some chapters are largely theoretical, while

others test hypotheses against historical and contemporary cases.

The process of strategic adjustment must begin with elites’ recog-

nition of impending shifts in the distribution of power, changes in the

intentions of other states and non-state actors, or feedback that sug-

gests existing strategies are suboptimal or counterproductive. How-

ever, neoclassical realism suggests that elite perceptions and

calculations of international pressures and a lack of consensus within

the top leadership and national security bureaucracies often skew the

process of net assessment. Furthermore, even if elites correctly per-

ceive the nature and magnitude of international threats, domestic

political dynamics can nonetheless force them into pursuing arguably

counterproductive foreign and security policies.
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In chapter 2, Steven E. Lobell lays out a complex threat identifi-

cation model within neoclassical realism. Contrary to neorealist bal-

ance of power theory, he argues states not only respond to aggregate

shifts in the international distribution of power, but also to shifts in

power differentials and specific components of other states’ material

capabilities. Divisions among the top officials of the state charged

with the formulation of grand strategy – what Lobell calls the foreign

policy executive (FPE) – and key societal elites can adversely affect

the threat assessment process and ultimately strategic adjustment. The

result is often the pursuit of grand strategies that appear anomalous

from the standpoint of neorealist balance of power and balance of

threat theories.

Lobell’s complex threat identification model begins with the

observation that the FPE stands at the intersection of international

and domestic politics. The FPE has responsibility for grand strategic

planning, including the identification of changes in the global or

regional balance of power. Yet, in order to implement foreign and

security policies, the FPE must forge and maintain a coalition with

various societal elites. These societal elites include the leaders of dif-

ferent economic sectors (such as finance, heavy industry, agriculture,

and manufacturing), state actors (such as the military, the diplomatic

service, and colonial bureaucrats), and domestic interest groups.

These groups, in turn, have a material interest in the pursuit of dif-

ferent types of foreign economic policies and often focus on different

components of rising or threatening states’ material capabilities.

Lobell argues that where a shift in a component of power of a

foreign state enables a foreign security policy coalition (that is, con-

sensus among FPE and key societal supporters), the FPE will be

unconstrained in assessing international threats. Consensus on threat

assessment enables more timely and efficient balancing against rising

or threatening adversaries abroad to occur. Conversely, where a shift

in an element of power of a foreign country disables a foreign security

policy coalition (that is, where there is no consensus among FPE and

societal supporters), the FPE will be constrained since there is no

agreement on threat assessment. As a result, the ability of the FPE to

pursue balancing strategies against overly powerful or threatening

states will be curtailed or delayed. To illustrate his argument, Lobell

draws on the examples of the British threat assessment of Germany

before the two world wars.
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In chapter 3, Mark Brawley examines the dilemmas of threat

assessment and strategic adjustment in permissive international

environments – postwar periods marked by considerable ambiguity

among the victorious great powers and their vanquished foes over

long-term power trends, future intentions, and potential patterns of

alignment and enmity. In such environments, systemic constraints on

the victorious great powers are relatively weak or indeterminate, thus

leading to considerable variation in how they define the core security

interests, make tradeoffs between short-term military security and

longer-term economic prosperity, and discount the future. However,

the types of strategic tradeoffs great powers make can effect subse-

quent strategic adjustment, when systemic constraints are stronger

and international threats are immediate. Brawley reexamines the

dilemmas encountered by Britain, France, and the Soviet Union in

responding to the latent (and later the proximate) threat of Germany

in the 1920s and 1930s.

Initially, the trauma and costs of the First World War, along with

the fact that the Weimar Republic was in no position to instigate

another conflict in the near future, shaped British, French, and Soviet

strategic thinking. Officials in London, Paris, and Moscow could

consider various strategies for balancing or deterring Germany in the

long term. Moreover, all leaders believed that in the case of another

war, it would take considerable time and effort to get their economies

back on a wartime footing. Expectations about the time frame for

balancing German power, and assumptions about the difficulties in

converting economic assets into military power, shaped decisions in

the 1920s. Since the threat was not proximate, British, French, and

Soviet leaders proposed different strategies for achieving the same end.

In the permissive environment of the immediate postwar years, their

preferences reflected factors typically ignored by neorealists, but at the

heart of neoclassical realism. As Germany recovered in the 1930s, the

leaders of these countries reassessed the time-horizon in which they

needed to balance the German threat, leading them to prefer different

strategies. Their decisions in the 1920s drove them to incompatible

stances in the 1930s, however. Therefore, the failure of Britain,

France, and the USSR to balance against Nazi Germany did not stem

from disagreements or misperceptions about the nature and the

location of the threat, but rather from the difficulties associated with

changing long-standing strategies.
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Why do states continue to perceive each other as security threats

despite increased economic interdependence between them? How is it

possible for military rivals to continue trading with each other despite

the continuing risk that their rivalry might escalate to war? Why does

the so-called peace dividend predicted by advocates of greater eco-

nomic cooperation often fail to materialize? Liberal theories (par-

ticularly complex interdependence and neoliberal institutionalism)

posit a causal connection between economic interdependence and a

greater likelihood of peace. States learn that cooperation is the most

functionally efficient means to maximize societal wealth. Likewise,

consumers, firms, and other societal groups tend to become dependent

on overseas markets and will withdraw support from leaders who

pursue foreign policies that are commercially harmful.

In chapter 4, Jennifer Sterling-Folker presents a neoclassical realist

framework that challenges this interdependence/peace dividend thesis.

Liberal theories ignore nationalism and unilateralism entirely, or treat

them as irrational “historical residues” to be overcome through ever

greater institutionalized cooperation. Consequently, they cannot

explain how states (and their leaders) can simultaneously view and

treat one another both as valued trading partners and security threats.

Neoclassical realism, according to Sterling-Folker, can resolve this

seeming paradox, in part because it builds upon a core realist

assumption about the immutability of tribalism and centrality of

conflict groups. Group (or national) identity differentiation plays an

enduring role in the domestic politics and foreign policies of nation-

states. That is, just as states compete with one another over the

allocation of scarce resources at the international level, within each

state different groups compete with one another over the allocation of

resources to group members and who has the ability and legitimacy to

make these decisions for the state. Since international (or interstate)

competition has ramifications for intra-national (or intra-state) com-

petition, and vice versa, one cannot be isolated from the other.

To illustrate the utility of this framework, Sterling-Folker examines

relations between the United States, China, and Taiwan. While trade

and direct investment between China and Taiwan has dramatically

increased since the late 1980s, security tensions between the two have

remained high, peaking during the 1995 Taiwan Straits crisis and

again during the 2000 and 2004 Taiwanese presidential elections.

Similarly, although economic linkages between the United States and
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China have increased, each continues to define the other as its

principal adversary in the Asia-Pacific region. Sterling-Folker argues

that an interactive combination of national subgroups in Taiwan,

China, and the United States each drove their respective countries

toward more confrontational foreign and security policies, despite

increasing economic ties and clear power asymmetries. In the United

States, competition between the free trade and national security wings

of the Republican and Democratic parties led the Clinton and the

George W. Bush administrations to increase military aid to Taiwan

and to grant entry visas to Taiwanese president Lee Teng-hui and

his successor Chen Shui-bian, despite Beijing’s protests. In Taiwan,

questions of national identity and the island’s ultimate political

status became intertwined in the electoral competition between the

Kuomintang (KMT) and the Democratic People’s Party (DPP). Con-

sequently, Lee and later Chen pursued policies to assert Taiwanese

nationalism and political equality on the mainland, even at the risk of

military confrontation with China. Finally, although the mainland’s

economic boom is largely due to increased trade with Taiwan and the

United States, the Chinese Communist Party has become increasingly

dependent upon Chinese nationalism to justify its continued mono-

poly on political power. Consequently, any perceived move by Taiwan

to assert its independence from the mainland prompts a forceful

diplomatic (and sometimes military) response from the PRC, despite

the risk of confrontation with the United States.

Successive presidents of the United States have engaged in major

military interventions abroad, but existing theoretical explanations of

such intervention often emphasize either third image (international) or

second image (domestic) factors.85 In chapter 5, Colin Dueck presents

a neoclassical realist theory to show exactly how, why, and to what

extent domestic politics matters in shaping such interventions.

According to this theory, when facing the possibility of major military

intervention, presidents usually begin by consulting what they per-

ceive to be the national interests. Subsequently, however, they con-

sider how best to pursue those conceptions of the national interest in

the light of domestic political incentives and constraints. These

85 The classic discussion of the three images of international politics is in Kenneth
N. Waltz, Man, the State, and War (New York: Columbia University Press,
1959).

36 J.W. Taliaferro, S. E. Lobell, and N.M. Ripsman



constraints frequently lead presidents to implement the precise

conduct, framing, and timing of US intervention in a manner that

may appear suboptimal or dysfunctional from a neorealist perspec-

tive. In this sense, domestic politics “matters,” not as a primary cause

of intervention, but rather as a powerful influence on its exact form.

Dueck lays out the theoretical rationale for this approach, and illus-

trates its plausibility in case studies of the Truman administration’s

decision to intervene in the Korean War in June 1950 and the Johnson

administration’s decision to escalate US involvement in the Vietnam

War in 1964 and 1965. He concludes with observations and impli-

cations regarding the current war in Iraq.

When are systemic forces more likely to override domestic politics in

shaping states’ external behavior? Alternatively, when are domestic

political institutions and the preferences of societal actors more likely to

inhibit leaders’ responses to the external environment? In chapter 6,

Norrin M. Ripsman seeks to delimit the scope of neoclassical realism

and the relative causal importance of domestic-level and systemic

variables within it. He hypothesizes that, in general, the more influen-

tial domestic actors will be those with sufficient power to remove

national executives from office (whether through the ballot box,

legislative no-confidence votes, or coups d’état), those that can act as

“veto players” to obstruct the government’s programmatic goals, or

those that can shape the definition of the national interests. These actors

are more likely to have a significant impact on foreign and national

policies when the international threat level is low, when leaders have a

weak hold on power, and when the national security executive lacks

structural autonomy. In general, however, neoclassical realism suggests

domestic actors are far more likely to influence the timing and style of a

state’s national security policies, rather than the basic definition of the

national interest, which is usually determined from without, unless the

state inhabits a security-abundant environment. Ripsman’s chapter

illustrates the plausibility of these hypotheses with examples drawn

from Great Britain, France, the United States, the Soviet Union, Turkey,

Israel, and Egypt over the past century.

Threat assessment and strategic adjustment are inherently difficult

processes, even in those rare situations where international threats and

opportunities are unambiguous and elite consensus exists on the

appropriate foreign and military strategies to address them. None-

theless, states still face the considerable task of extracting the material
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and human resources of their societies and directing them into

measurable economic and military power in the pursuit of national

security objectives. Neoclassical realism identifies states’ extractive

and mobilization capacity as a crucial intervening variable between

systemic imperatives and the actual foreign and defense policies states

pursue. However, extractive and mobilization capacity are not simply

a function either of a state’s bureaucracy or of the composition of a

regime’s power base. In addition to institutions, ideational factors

such as ideology and nationalism can play an instrumental role in

helping the leadership extract, mobilize, and direct societal resources

and cultivate support among its power base. Chapters 7, 8, and 9

examine the ways in which institutions, nationalism, and political

ideology interact to constrain or facilitate states’ ability to exact and

mobilize resources for national security, and consequently the types of

national security policies states will likely pursue.

Under what circumstances will states emulate the successful mili-

tary institutions, governing practices, and technologies of more

powerful states? When confronted with similarly threatening inter-

national environments, why do some states emulate, while others fail

to do so? Under what circumstances will states create entirely new

military institutions, practices, and technologies in an effort to offset

the perceived advantages of rival states? Neorealist balance of power

theory holds that the international system compels states to adopt

similar adaptive strategies – namely, balancing and emulation – or risk

possible elimination as independent entities. Yet, in practice, states do

not always emulate the successful practices of the system’s leading

states in a timely and uniform fashion. Moreover, states can also

respond to external threats by persisting in existing security strategies

or by developing entirely new military practices, doctrines, tech-

nologies, and institutions. In chapter 7, Jeffrey W. Taliaferro outlines

a “resource extraction” model of the state in neoclassical realism.

External vulnerability provides incentives for states to emulate

others’ practices or to counter such practices through innovation.

However, neoclassical realism suggests that state power, defined as

the relative ability of the state to extract and mobilize resources from

domestic society, shapes the types of internal balancing strategies

countries are likely to pursue. State power, in turn, is a function of

the politico-military institutions of the state, as well as nationalism

and ideology.
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Taliaferro argues that states with higher extraction and mobiliza-

tion capacity, but that also face high external vulnerability, are more

likely to emulate the military, governing, and technological practices

of the system’s most successful states, at least in the short run. On the

other hand, states with low extraction and mobilization capacity but

confronting high external vulnerability will have greater difficulty

in pursuing emulation, at least in the short run. States with higher

extraction and mobilization capacity but low external vulnerability

have the luxury of engaging in innovation to enhance their long-term

security and power. Conversely, states lacking high mobilization and

extraction capacity, but facing low external vulnerability, are less

likely to pursue emulation or innovation. In the long term, states can

try to increase their extractive and mobilization capabilities, and

consequently their ability to pursue emulation or innovation, by

purveying nationalism or statist ideologies. Lack of nationalist senti-

ment or an anti-statist ideology, however, can limit the state’s ability

to emulate or innovate. In these circumstances, vulnerable states will

likely persist in existing strategies. To illustrate the plausibility of

these hypotheses, Taliaferro uses historical examples from the

experiences of seven rising or declining great powers over the past 300

years: China, France, Britain, Japan, Prussia (later Germany), Russia

(Soviet Union), and the United States.

In chapter 8, Randall Schweller addresses the problem of resource

mobilization and extraction from a somewhat different perspective.

He asks: why have instances of territorial conquest and bids for

regional hegemony by modern great powers been relatively rare? After

all, offensive realism contends that the international system compels

all great powers to maximize relative power as the best route to

security. According to Mearsheimer, across history, great powers

strive for regional hegemony and will look for opportunities to

expand their territorial control and weaken potential rivals.86 Yet, in

the twentieth century, only Germany, Japan, and to a lesser extent

Italy, embarked upon calculated drives for territorial aggrandizement.

Schweller presents a neoclassical realist theory to explain the phe-

nomena of under-aggression and under-expansion in the age of mass

politics – circumstances under which great powers forgo opportunities

for regional expansion despite favorable power balances, and systemic

86 Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, chap. 5.
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and battlefield opportunities. Contrary to offensive realism and

balance of power and balance of threat theories, he contends the

barriers to hegemony lie not in the deterrence effect of opposing great

power coalitions, but rather the difficulties revisionist great powers (or

their leaders) have in mobilizing the domestic resources necessary to

make a credible hegemonic bid. Furthermore, leaders have never been

able to use appeals to balance of power logic as a means to rally and

maintain public support for expensive and risky foreign ventures.

Instead, Schweller argues, the keys to extracting and mobilizing the

resources necessary for a hegemonic bid lie in the ability of national

leaders to mobilize support for expansionist foreign ventures in an age

of mass politics. More than any other ideology, fascism provided the

necessary political and ideological content missing from realism to

implement the principle that states should expand when they can.

Fascist ideology in its various manifestations gave the German,

Italian, and Japanese states in the 1930s a vehicle through which

to mobilize popular support and material resources for total war.

Schweller certainly does not endorse fascism; he is quick to point out

the social Darwinist and racist elements of Nazism, and Italian and

Japanese fascism provided the ideological justification for genocide (in

the case of Nazism), war crimes, and the pursuit of reckless grand

strategies. Yet he also notes several surprising similarities between the

conception of state and society found in realist thought and in fascism.

Benjamin O. Fordham addresses the limits of neoclassical realism in

chapter 9. He argues that theories of foreign policy, such as neoclassical

realism, err in treating international pressures and domestic political

constraints additively – that is, by treating them as separate, but com-

plimentary, influences on a state’s policy choices. One cannot know the

policy implications of systemic forces without knowing the preexisting

interests and motives of domestic political actors, and one cannot know

the policy preferences of domestic political actors without knowing

about international conditions. Fordham proposes an additive model of

foreign policy that arguably challenges neoclassical realism by positing

a symbiotic relationship between domestic and international factors.

He presents a case study of US defense spending during the Cold War to

illustrate the plausibility of competing neoclassical realist and integra-

tive hypotheses on foreign policy.

Fordham observes that Democratic and Republican parties essen-

tially switched positions over the course of the Cold War, largely in
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response to the perceived successes and failures of military policies

abroad. House and Senate Democrats moved from being strongly

supportive of increased military spending in the 1940s and 1950s to

being its major opponents in the 1960s and 1970s. Congressional

Republicans followed the opposite course, moving from a relatively

skeptical view of higher defense spending in the 1940s and 1950s to

favoring large increases in the defense budget in the 1970s and 1980s.

This shift also manifested itself in the defense priorities of successive

Republican and Democratic administrations. The Truman and Kennedy

administrations championed large increases in the defense budget, while

the Eisenhower, Nixon, and Ford administrations favored reductions in

defense spending. By the mid-1970s, the positions reversed, with the

Carter administration only agreeing to defense increases after the 1979

Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, and the Reagan administration presiding

over the largest increase in the defense budget (in relative and absolute

terms) since the Korean War.

In chapter 10, Ripsman, Taliaferro, and Lobell undertake three

tasks. First, they reflect upon the scope of neoclassical realism as set

forth in the previous chapters. They conclude that neoclassical realism

is a far more coherent and broadly applicable research program than

previously realized. Contrary to the assertions of some critics and even

some neoclassical realists (such as Schweller), the empirical scope of

neoclassical realism is not restricted to cases of arguably dysfunctional

or self-defeating foreign policy behavior. Instead, neoclassical realism

is most useful in explaining foreign policy behavior where the inter-

national system provides unambiguous information about threats and

opportunities, but no clear guidance about how states ought to

respond. Second, Ripsman, Taliaferro, and Lobell compare the rela-

tive performance of neoclassical realism and other leading theories of

international relations and foreign policy, including other variants of

realism, systemic and domestic-level liberal (or pluralist) theories,

other Innenpolitik approaches, and rationalist models of bargaining

and foreign policy. Finally, they lay out some potential avenues for

future research.
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