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Systems Theories and 

Diplomatic History 

Q....---)c------0 
Robert Jervis 

Q MOST STUDlES THAT WE CAL " TERNATIONAL RELATIONS" really studies of 
e1gn polic · alyzing as they do the causes o an mdividual state's ac

~ hing wrong with this, but focusing upon the ·international 
system and patterns of interaction can be equally illuminating . I want to ex-
plore this by examining some of the important insights of systems theories.' 

What Is a System ·? 

The te~, ' 'e rnational syst~ is usually used very loosely, as little 
more than a synonym for the environment in which states operate. I think 
that th~ term more usefully applies when two conditions are met: .@ , one 
can mfer the outcomes from the ,:!!!Iibutes and behav ior of the actors and, 

cond, inte rconm:c:1icoe -arc pi;e•,.nt with the remlt that changes io 1om'! 
P ts o the s s u e chan · er parts. These conditions lead to a 
major characteristic of systems: the consequences of behavior are often not 
expected or intended by the acton. 

WHOLE. DIFFERENT FROM THE SUM OF THE PARTS 

In a system the whole is different from the sum of the parts, not in any 
metaphysic:U sense, "but in the more important pragmatic sense that given 
the properties of the parts and the laws of their interaction, it is not a trivial 
matter to infer the properties of the whole.'~ It is often claimed that the whole 

. is greater than the sum of the parts, but while this way <if putting it is mor e 
dramatic, it is also less accurate because there is a lot in the parts that is omit-

I would like to thank Robert Art, Robert Dallck, Alexandc~ George, Ole Holati, 
Paul Gordon Lauren, and Samuel WiUiamson for comments and the UCLA Com
mittee on RC4earcb of the UCLA Academic Senate for financial support. 
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ted from a comideration of the system. The important point is that even com) 
~e knowledge of the actors, their characteristics, their goals, and their m
tQJ..tjons does not allow 11• lo 110dem1nd the system. ''The who le mlghc be 
symmetric in spite of its parts being asymmetric , a whole might be unstable in 
spite of its part, being stable in thems elves . ... Properties of a social group, 
such as its organization, its stability, its goals, are somet hing different from 
the organization, the stability, and the goals of the individuals in it."' A 
aystem can be bipolar or multipolar; actors cannot be . And while we may talk 
about the stability of actors and the stability of the international system, the 
meaning of the concepts is not exactly the same . 

A system cannot be described by adding up the policies of the individual 
states or summing their bilateral relations. Adding up the aggressiveness of 
each state cannot tell us how violent the system will be. For examp ie, it is a 

gross misunderstanding to argue that "a system of merely growth-seeking ac· 
tors will obviously be unstab le; there would be no prov ision for balancing or 
restraint."' If this kind of additive operation were possible, th en we could 
dispense with the concept of a system. In fact,. the central idea of a balan ce of 
power system is that each state's e:,,pansion works to con tain that of others , 
just as in the free market the interaction of each person's greed keeps profits 
low and advances the interests of the wider society. The other side of the ~in 
is that a major ·war can occur even if all members of the system are follo~ing 
moderate foreign policies. World War I is an example. Even if the Germany 
of the Kaiser was expansionist, her goals, while perhaps too ambitious for the 
good of Europe or her own good, were not like those of Nazi Germany . If we 
were to add up each state's expansionism in this period, we would expect a 
moderate int ernational system. 

INTERCONNECTEDNESS 

The second characteristic of a B}'lltem is what Ashby calls conditionality.• 
The relations between two actors depend in part on the relat ions between 
each of those actors and other actors in the system, This means that whether 
actors ally with. or oppose each othe~ is influenced by factors outside of their 
bilateral relat ionship. Thus, Lenin argued in . 1920 that "an independent · 
Poland is very dangerous to Soviet Russia : it is -an evil, however [that] also 
has it! redeeming featur e; for while it exists we may safely -count on Germany 
because the Germans hate Poland and will at any time make common cause 
with us in order to strangle Poland ." 8 As one Japanese leader put it in 
November 1941: "We have come to where we are [in our relations with the 
United States] because of the war between Germany and Great Britain."' A 
few years earlier, Japan had signed a treaty with Germany in the expec tation 
that auch a tie would discourage the United States from opposing Japan's ef
forts to dominate China . In fact, American opposition increased as it saw 
Japan linked to the power that was menacing Britain, Mor e recently, Sadat's 
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'(,j•i• IP Jc n 1salem led the Syrians into closer <;OQperal iaa. with the Palestine 
Liberation Organization because they both opposed conciliation of Israel, and 
this led to greater conflict between the Syrian and Christian forces in 
Lebanon, which in turn strengthened the bonds between the Christians and 
Israel.• 

A system, then, is interconnected. Events in one area influence other 
areas. Changes in the relations between two states lead to alterations in the 
rei"ations between other states. One minor example can stand for many: 
British relations with Persia in the nineteentfi and early twentieth century 
depended in part on British relations with Russia, which in tum were in
fluenced by Britain's relations with France. During the Napoleonic wars, 
France was Britain's main enemy, Russia therefore had to be courted , and 
Russian encroachments on Persia-which would threaten India-had to be 
ignored. When relations with France improved, relations with Russia 
deteriorated, and Britain came to Persia's support .• With the beginning of the 
twentieth century Germany became Britain's chief concern, giving England a 
major incentive to establish good relations with Russia. To this end, she first 
agreed to divide Persia into spheres of influence and then tolerated Russian 
violations of the agreement. · 

In a system, policies and events have ramifications that extend through 
distant period, of time, areas of the globe, and states involved. For example, 
Paul Schroeder argues that it was not Germany that was moat injured by the! 
French takeover of Morocco in 1911. The more important consequences were 
less direct: "What the French protectorate in Morocco actually did was to 
pave the way for Italy to attack Turkey over Tripoli and to spread the war 
into the eastern Mediterranean to encourage Russia to advance _ her plans for 
the Straits, and to promote the assault of .the Balkan states upon Turkey, thus 
raising lifc;and-dcath questions for Austria." 10 

Statesmen are oftei:i aware of this ii:itcrconnectedness and diplomatic 
history is full of instances in which a decision is made because of the expected 
indirect consequences. Thus, Schroeder continues: "This is not merely what 
happened in the· ,::,;;.ent; ft was what sensible )eitders foresaw and planned for, 
what was in good part provided for in written agreements." 11 In 1889, when 
Bismarck propased to England a treaty" of mutual guarantee against attack by 
France, he argued that the British would gain not only aecurity from France, 
bu t' also from ·Russia and µte··United"Statts, since thcse states would con
template war with England only if they thought France would assist them . 
Neutrali:i:ing the thr ·eat from France would then induce other states to be 
more cautious. 12 In other cases, observers see important ramifications that arc 
missed by the statesman taking the action. The former'• greater objectivity 
and distance from the details may allow them to grasp the essentials. Thus, 
although the British did not think that the signing of the naval treaty with 
Germany in 1935 presag ed any basic shift in policy, some observers realized 
that because Britain would need to keep more of her ships_ in the North Sea 
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she would be unable to keep her pledge to aend her main fleet to .Singapare in 
the event of a war with Japan, and so the Japanese would therefore feel fewer 
restraints." Similarly, in the 1920s and early 1930s, Japan did not think that 
her China policy would strongly influence her relations with other countries, 
especially the United States. "From the Japanese point of view, China and 
America were separate problems.' ' 14 Many observers saw the Jinks that would 

~ /O" cate such problems for Japan in the coming years. · 
V System• yacy in how irtercoo nectcd they are. As one student of systems ¥ 

theories has put it: "Everything is connected, but some things are more con-
nected than others. The world is a large matrix of interactions in which most 
of the entries arc very close to zero. "I! A change in relations between Argen-
tina and Chile, for instance , has little effect on Pakistan. Some points of 
elaboration can be noted. First, almost by definition, a great power is more 
tightly connected to larger numbers of other states than is a small power. 
Because it has involvements all over the world, a great power is at least 
slightly affected by most changes in relations of other states . Growing conflict 
or growing cooperation between Argentina and Chile would not affect 
Pakistan, but it would affect America and · American policy toward those 
states, and American policy toward other South American countries. Second, 
many interconnections arc not direct, but involve links through regional or 
great powers. Although most states had no direct concerns in Vietnam, they 
were affected by what happened there because of the change~ in U.S. policy 
that the war produced . Many of the effects went beyond the bilateral relations 
between each of these state& and the United States and extended to their rela-
tions with each other. To the extent that Vietnam led the United States to pull 
back from being a world policeman, it took the lid off loeal conflicts and en• 
couragcd regional powers to play a grcaier role. 

The belief that the world is tightly interconnected supports the theory and 
practice of deterrence. The notion of commitment-a state stakin g its reputa 
tion on responding strongly if its adversary should take a proscribed ·action 
even though such a response would not have been in the state's interest had it 
not given the pledge-res ts on the belief that a default . in one instance will 
lead others to expect further defaults. If this is the case, states will see very 
high cost■ in capitulation. 1• Even in the absenc e of a commi!Jllent , one retreat 
can ha.,;e widespread impact if others believe it shows that the state is likely to 
back down on other issues in the future . But such dynamics will not operate if 
the world is not tightly interconnected. To the extent that states arc atrongly 
influenced by internally established goals and the configuration of the specific 
situation, their appetites will not grow with the eating. Local conditions will 
be of most importance and neither the state's past behavior nor the outcomes 
of previous disputes in otber areas will strongly influence the course of later 
conflicts . This was Halifax's point in l'vlarch 1938: "Much of the argument 
for the need of a deterrent rested on the assumption that when Germany 
secured the hegemony over Central Europe, she would pick a quarrel with 
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France and Qurselves. He did not agree." That he was incorrect should not 
blind us to the validity of this position in many other cases." 

Interconncctedneu can exi&t between two actors over time. One state's 
behavior toward another can so strongly influence the other's behavior, which 
in turn so strongly influences the first state's later behavior, that understand 
ing is not well served by trying to deal with each action separately. Rather, 
the actors m1.1si: be seen as forming a system, and it is the system that we must 
seek to understand. The characteristics and idiosyncrasies of the individual 
states do . not matter and their behavior is insensitive to a wide range of varia• 
tion in their goal!. Some of the best ·known examples are spirals of arms and 
hostility, called "Richardson proccases" after the scholar who performed the 
path-breaking investigations of them. In arguing that mathematical equations 
can portray Uatc behavior, Richard90n -admits that they describe "how peo
ple would behave if they· did not stop to think.' ' 11 But, he claims, this docs not 
do .injustice to the process because the states are responding .to each other 
almost auto111atically. 

ecause the behavior of states is interconnected, their goals conflict, and 
none of them is strong enough to control all ihe others, states' actions often 
produce. unil'!.tended consequences.'" Behavior frequently yields results that · 
arc opposite from, or at a tangent to, those sought and predicted, thus leading 
to what are ()ften called ironies of history. In 1938 representatives of British 
bicyclists argued that if bicycles were required to have rear lamps •~ 
.&:ality aroa n!J e,dists .. e11IEI iroroedjatc ly go up eno rmousl y" because 
motorists would drive faster, expecting to be able to sec all bicycles, and 
would run over those whose lights had burned out.•• One of the reasons why 
the United States annexed Texas was the fear that if the latter remained in
dependent she would fall under the away of European powers, especially 
England. Indeed, because the slaverY. issue was so divisive, thia was the most 
powe"rlul appeal that could .be made to all sections of the American polity. Bri
tain wanted ~o prevent annexation in order to curb American power, and she 
developed several diplomatic maneuvers to this end. But their main effect was 
to increase American incentives to take Texas into the Union." · 

results ~an also be 
s. ·For example, at the same time 

th~t Britain was trying to form the first coalition against Napoleon, RUll.!lia 
and Prussia were excluding Austria from the second partition of Poland . Bri
tain's ' need for Russian support against France gave Russia much of the 
leverage she needed to carry out this maneuver. But the result of this anti
Austrian move was to embitter Russo -Austrian relations to the point where 
no coalition was possiblc. 21 Thus, Britain's strong incentives to rally other 
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states to the alliance encouraged others to follow policies that underm ined h er 
own efforts. A more recent, altho ugh debatable, example is provided by Lid· 

dell Hart in discussing 

what would have happened in Europe if we had nor committed ourselves to the 
Polish Guarantee [in 1939). How would our restraint have affected the strategic 
balance? If we had not given that dclusory guarantee; Poland would have been 
forced to accept Russia'• help, as the only chance of withstanding German 
prcaoure. And Russia would have been forced to give Poland . •_uch support,. 
because of her then existing value as a buffer-State, and as an auxiliary army. In 
theie circumstances, it would have been much less likely that Germany would have 
attacked Poland than it was when an isolated Poland depended merely on an il
lusory promise of help from the Western Powcn, and Russia had been temporarily 
bought o!T.11 · 

At times the result will be desired by the state but the steps intervenin g -
between its actions and the outcome will be very different from those it ex
pected. The existence of many powcr .ful actors pulling in different directions 
means that sometimes their moves will cancel each other out . For example, 
once they recovered from their surprise, most American decision makers 
welcomed Sadat's visit to Jerusalem in 1977. It is probable that American 
policy helped bring about this outcome, but not in the way t_hat. President 
Carter expected . By pushing for a comprehensive settlement which included a 
large role for the Soviets and Palestinians, the United States menace~ Sa~at. 
The latter apparently saw that the only way to regain control of the s1tua~1on 
was to take a dramatic initiative . He was trying to counteract Amcncan 
policy, but in doing so he was also moving toward a goal that America 

roughl. . 
More often the unintended consequences are undeS1rcd. Perhaps the 

m&t common ; xamples arc the operauon of a balance of power, men tioned 
earlier, and arms races in which states end up worse off than they were before 
the in ction started '. The latter dynamic can be seen in terms of th sccur 
ty dilemm one of the foundations ·of international politics. u Because of the 

of an international ,ouen;tgn, states must be prepared to protect L:.:.--+-=~ 
themselves. But the means cho5Cn to reach this end - for example, armed 
~ r alliances-usually decrease the security of others. The state may not 
seek this objective. It may have no a ressive des' and may even want·to 
see the other secure . But t c other cannot know that the state is peaceful or be 
sure that, even if it is, it will remain so. The other must regard the stat~•s 
arms as threatening and act accordingly. I bis means that twO states wh1:£h 
want only security and wish to ma intain the statu s quo c~ get into con~ic ts 
-.iiitb each other. The compatibility of their goals docs not msurc coopcralton . 
To look at this process from another perspective, the existence of war .s does 
not prove that men and states arc evil or greedy or misunderstand each 
other." Conflict is created by the anarchic system and resulting security . 

dilemma. ..-::::::=:::, 
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Q The problem is most acute when offen,ive miJitacy strategies ace mored: 
fe,;;ti~ than dsfensjy~ es-that is, when it is highly advantageous to strike 
first. Both long • and short-run problems are thereby created. In the short run, 
there are strong pressures to attack in a crisis. Even a state that prefers the 
maintenance of the status quo to launching a war will attack if the altemative 
to striking is not the status quo, but being defeated by an adversary that gets 
in the first blow. This is part of the explanation for the immediate outbreak of 
World War I. Because each side thought tha t moving first gave great milit.ary 
advantages..J-the mohi)iza tioo cares were patti~nlacly difficult to srgp. The 
sifuation was unstable because measures taken to protect the state if-war 
broke out made war more likely. Long-run dynamics also magnified the 
security dilemma. It is not clear that either side could have increased its 
security without endangering the other side. One scholar poses the common 
question about the origins of the war by asking: "Did Germany unleash the 
war deliberately to become a world power or did she support Austria merely 
to defend a weakening ally?"" This implies that it was possible for Germany 
to have just maintained her position-to have neither lost power nor to have 
expanded. But, could Germany have been able to gain a good measure of 
security without gravely menacing several of the other powers? -The title of 
one of Friti Fischer~s boob-"world power or decline"-may catch the 
nature of the situation more accurately than Fischer's argumcnt.2' That this 
phrase was orginally the title of a book by a German expansionist should not 
lead us to conclude that this view was nothing more than a rationalization for 
aggression. Even if it is not driven by unreasonable ambitions, deep internal 
conflicts, or unstable leaders, a state may choose expansionism rather than ac
cept decline if the status quo cannot be maintained. 

· !,l.nin tended consegue.ni:es are also common in domestic politics when 
there are many independent actors whose behavior affects each other in com
plicated ways . Jay Forrester argues that for this reason urban policies usually , 
produce outcomes opposite from those that are sought. Most official attempts 
to increase employment and the sup.ply of housing reduce these commodities. 
Straightforward polic;ies fail because the environment in which they operate is 
a complex one, with large numbers of strong and obscure connections among 
its elem ents, A move that initially increaac s the supply of low-cost housing 
will have lots of side effects-for example, mak ing a whole area of its city 
more valuable-and these, in tum, have unforeseen consequences-such ru; 

attracting more people into the area and reducing the land available for em
ployment-generating industry-which will defeat the purposes or the policy," 

An implication of this analysis is that in politics, as in' military endeavors, 
the indirect approach is often best. To pursue a policy that heads straight for 
your goal may be to insure that you will not reach it. You must i~stead head 
off on a tangent, or even in the opposite direction. Thus, during the first 
stages of the Berlin blockade, allied authorities feared a water shortage 
because much of the water had been supplied by the East. West Berliners 
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knew this and started to fill their tubs as insurance, thus dangerously 
depleting the water supply. The authorities reacted no t by urging people to 
use less water, but by assuring them that the supplies were ample and that 
they could use all the water they wanted. As a result, the demand for water 
quickly dropped to manageable levels. 29 

Policy makers, too, must use the forces generated by the effects that their 
policies have on other states. One definition of a skillful .diplomat would be 
one who can do this, who can see the interconnections in the system, undcr 
st~nd how others see their interests, predict their reactions , and take advan
tage of the complexities rather than work against them. The policies adopted 
then will not be the obvious ones and the links between them and the 
statesman's goals will be obscure to many at home (raising prob lems for 
democracies) and abroad (raising a question discussed below). For example, 
one way in which Germany reduced French resistance to British entry into 
the Common Market was by advocating monetary policies that France and 
Britain opposed. The former could then reason that the latter's participation 
in the EEC would bring it a needed ally on this imp ortant issue. Similarly, in 
the first decade of the twentieth century, some of the British officials in Sou th 
Africa advocated a paradoxical policy for insuring consolidation of Brit ish 
power over the Boers . They called for 

the immediate consolidation or the various areas or British South Africa into one 
nation. Although unification would at fint pla~ Boera in authority over all ·of 
South Africa, it would, they believed, ironically cause their eventual political 
decline. No mailer which group stepped into power, unification would create con
ditions of economic prosperity and political 11ecurity which had been lacking ever 
since the war. With prosperity and accurity would come Britiah immigrants in 
greater and greater numbers. As.>uming a condition containing equitable franchiee 
and constituency provisions, the re&ult, they insisted, would be an eventual 
transfer or political power from the Boer population to the British.•• 

More recently, the main gains to the United States of its opening to China 
were not improved Sino-American relations-since the se are of little impor
tance-but the changes in Soviet-Am erican rdations. 

These examples raise the question alluded to above: Can policy mak ers 
_learn to take advantage of these pro cesses when others with conflicting in
terests are also trying to do so? The systems we arc dealing with are composed 
not of inanimate objects, but of people.:....goal-seeking actors who are try ing to 
manipulate each other. If they all realize that straightforward policies are not 
likely to reach the desired goals, how will they react to each other? If the 
oth~rs arc expecting indirect policies of the type outlined above, will those 
policies then fail? I have no good answers to these quest ions except to note 
that in some cases others lack sufficient freedom of maneuver to be able to 
take advantage of an understanding of thi; system. Some strategic positions 
make a state vulnerable and rob a person of the ability to turn the tables on 
his advers aries even if he knows what they are up to . 
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Systems Effects 

What kinds of effects arc produced by the dynamics that we have dis
cussed? We cannot give anything like an exhaustive list, nor, more impor
tant, can we specify the detailed conditions under which each will occur . But 
we can at least make a start. 

First, we should note that the concepts of positive and negative feedback 
help clarify two well known processes and theories. Positivefwiback leads to in
stability and can be defined as being present when a change that pushes a 
variable in one direction calls up reinforcing changes that move the variabl e 
even further in that direction, NegaJiv, J«dhack occurs when a change that 
pushes a Val'iablc in one direction calla up counterbalancing forces that restore 
the variable to something approximating its original position. Therefore, it 
makes the system stable." In most systems · theories, in realms other than in
temational politics, negative feedback is a way in which the actor protects 
himself from changes .in the environment. If.a cold-blooded animal begins to 
overheat, it will move into the shade. or turn its body so that less of it is ex
posed· to the sunlight. In international politics, negative feedback is displayed 
in the ways in which the members of the system control a disturbing actor . 
The most obvious and important illustration is the operation of the balance of 
p~wer. If one actor grows powerful enough to threaten domination, others 
will submerge their differences and unite against him. If they arc succellllful 
(and succes, . is neither automatic nor easy), the power of the offending state 
will be curbed, and the basic ~haracteristics of the syatem will be maintained. 
·· ·· :ositive feedback occun when accretions -of power to one actor, far from 
.callmg up counteracting forces; lead to further gains. Hitler's victori es in the 
spring of 1940 led Mussolini to join him. Just at delegates in a presidential 
convention rush to get on the bandwagon .of a winning candidate, so many 
states will aide with .a-·power that is gaining the ascendancy. And the more 
states that do so, the more othera will follow suit. Some go more willingly than 
others; some may go out of fear and others out of the hope to get a share of 
the spoils; 6Clmc may go because of changes in internal politics. But the result 
is t~at more and more states fall -under the sway nf the leading power. A 
~anant of this process is described by the domino theory, which uresscs the 
importance .of . perceptions of the .. major . powcn' resolve .. In defending the 
Truman Doctrine, an administration spokesman argued: "Anything · that 
happens in ·Orcccc and Turkey inevitably has an effect on the rest of the Mid
dle East, on western Europe, and clear around into the Pacific, because all 
th.cse people arc watching what the United States i1 doing .• . . [I)fthc coun
tne1 of the world lose confidence in us they may in effect pass under the Iron 
Curtain ." 12 Similarly, President Nixon defended his refusal to compromise 
on U.S . control of the Panama Canal by arguing: "If the United States 
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retreats one inch in this respect, we will have raised serious doubts about our 
bases throughout the world.',., In pushing for aid to Vietnam in the spring of 
1975, Kissinger argued: "We cannot pursue a policy of selective reliabi lity. 
We cannot abandon friends in one part of the world without jeopardizing the 
security of friends everywhere.'' He felt a heightened sense of urgency 
because at this time negotiations in the Middle East were resuming and he 
believed that both Egypt and Israel would not place much faith in American 
pledges to them if the United States did not do all it could in Southeast Asia.•• 

Of course other infer ences and ramificatiom arc possible, Other states 
might be less influenced by the fact that the United States finally "aban
doned'' Vietnam than by the fact that it spent tens of thousands of lives and 
billions of dollars to try to save it, Or, they might conclude that once America 
was no longer tied down in V ietnam she would be able to concentrate on 
areas of greater importance, such as Europe and the .Middle East. If others 
accepted either of these chains of rcaaoning , they would place more, rather 
than less, faith in America 's other commitments. 
· Furthermore, the domino theory · neglects or denies an important 

counteracting dynamic. A power may react to a defeat py becoming more . 
resolute in the next conflict in order to avoid the very effects described above. 
Herc is a possible situation where the a,ctora' anticipation of the system's 
dynamitll can lead them to alter their behavior to avoid the "natural" out
come. This is not an uncommon pattern. One reason why Britain fdt she had 
to support Russia in 1914 was that she had failed to do so in the prev ious 
Balkan crisis and feared a Russian defection from the entente if Russia were 
disappointed too often. And the United States followed thi s logic when she 
jumped at the chance to use foree in the-Mayaguez inciden t to demonstrate 
that her defeats in Vietnam and Cambodia did not mean, as she had been 
predicting, that her resolve would henceforth be eroded. (Of course, it :will be 
dangerous if the state that retreats once fccls compe lled to stand firm the next 
time, but its adversary expects the retreat to be repeated.) 

In the kinds of cases described by both the domino theory and the balance 
of power theory, the bchavioi:- of the major power produce changes 
throughout the system. But the content of the changes is very different, and 
the obvious question is under what conditions each kind of feedback occurs. 
Negative feedback is likely to occur when decision makers believe that the 
gains of opposing the potential hegemonic state arc greater than those of f~l
ing to do so. This calculation is determined by estimates of the value of con
trolling the hcgemon, the value of siding with it, the costs of opposition 
(which will vary, depending on whether or not the hegcmon is brought 
down), and the perceived probability that the hegcmon will fail (which, in 
turn, is influenced by what each state, including the decision maker's own 
state, docs). While some of these estimates arc influenced by nonsystemic fac· 
tors and thus require detailed examination of each state and each. decision 
maker, one important factor involves the international system. When each 
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state wants to see the hegemon controlled, but believes that participating in 
the opposition is costly and dangerous, we have an example of what is called a 
public or collective goods problem." Coll«till4 goods are those that , if acquired, 
benefit everyone whether or not he has contributed to their acquisition. Na
tional defense, for example, is a collective good. If the nation is defended, 
everyone in it is defended, whether or not he has paid his taiccs. If the 
hegemon is defeated, all states benefit, whether or not they participated in the 
coalition. Since joining the coalition is·costly, the state's first choice would be 
to have the hegcmon defeated without having to join in the opposition. In 
other words, the state would like to be the "free rider," taking advantage of 
the efforts of others. But since this is true of each of the states, there is a 
danger that no one will oppose the hegemon, even though all want it.stopped. 
Indeed, all would join a coalition if the only choices were doing so or being 
dominated by the •hegcmon. Furthermore, if the state thinks that the hegemon 
will win even if the state opposes it, joining is pointless. Since the participa• 
tion of small s~tes makes iess of a· difference in· the outcome than does the 
participation of larger states, we would · expect them to follow balance-of
power prescriptions less frequently and · to · be· mote· subject · to ·domino · 
dynamics than are larger · powers. Systems composed of many small powers 
will therefore be more subject to positive feedback and instability than will a 
system that contains several powers large enough to believe that their action 
could tip the balance. 

Other interactions involve dynamics more complex than positive and 
negative feedback and can best be seen in relations among three states. Un
fortunately, many of the limits apparent in our earlier discussion r~ppear; 
we cannot always determine which pattern will occur, partly because many of . 
the influences at work invoive not the system ·but the decision makers' values, 
beliefs, and calculations. Nevertheless, ·we can isolate a riumber "of recuITing 
patterns. 

When a·state is faced with two possible adversaries ·, for example, it ·usually 
seeks to in.sure that they do not collaborate against it. At best, the state may 
be able to "divide and conquer" the other two. But-even ifit cannot, it can at 
least try to avoid the worst contingency. The Anglo-French dispute over 
Egypt ·gave · Bismarck ·greater ·freedom of maneuver ·becatise it made · it uri
likely that these two powers could cooperate and increased their need for Ger· 
rriart ·support; thereby eriablinlf Germai'iy t6 ."takc ·actions ·which could harm 
either or them. ··One · scholar arguei that this conflict "is probably the main · 
reason why Bism·arck was soon quarrelling with England over colonial rivalry 
in Africa.•••• When two of the state's potential adversaries do not of their own 
accord oppose ·each other, the state may . sow diacord between them. Thus, 
after a war, the winner may change ·borders to create conflict among those 
who might ·seek ·revenge. Philip of Macedon made Thebes cede a border ter
ritory to Athens so that the ·latter c~uld not afford to alienate him," and in 
1945 Russia insisted on moving Poland a hundred miles to the west, not only 
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gaining land for herself, but also increasing Poland's need far Soviet support 
against Germany. 

Alternatively, the state may conciliate another to patch up a quarrel which 
is making either of them dependent on a third party . In the 1880s, Gie_rs, the 
Russian foreign minister, wanted to curb his country's expansion in Central 
Asia, which was threatening British India and thus limiting Russia's 
diplomatic flexibility. As long as war with England was a real possibility, 
Russia's bargaining power witli others was reduced because her need for 
allica was so great.'" In other callC3 the third party can, even without knowing 
it, open the way to conflict between two other s by decreasing its pressure on 
one or both of them. It has been .argued that the "U.S. self-limitation on use 
of its military power againat China [in the mid and· late 1950s] .. . first 
reduced, and then eliminated Chinese dependence on the military power of 
the Soviet Union to ward off attack from the United States. Without this tacit 
American reassurance to the Chincae, the breach between_the Soviet · Union 
and China might never have taken place."•• And to the extent that .China 
feared the possibility of a Soviet- American common front, the Vietnam War 
was a blcasing to her, for it allowed her to work against the interests of either 
or both those powers in relative safety. 

Of course, refraining from behavior that would bring potential adver
saries together may be at some cost to the state if it means not stopping othe(s 
from reaching goals which arc not in the state's interest. Thus, Brit_ain might 
have been able to split the Axis by granting Mussolini a free hand in the 
Mediterranean, but the international and domestic price might not have been 
worth paying. At least in the short run, it is cheaper to break up a potentially 
hostile coalition by creating and playing on divi"sions among its members than 
to make concessions to one of them. But even when the former alternative is 
available, it carries a longer run cost: if the conflict between two of the others 
is not only sufficient to prevent them from allying, but also high enough to 
create a risk of war between them, the state may have avoided one danger 
only to have created others. Although it may be able to take advantage of 
these tensions, it may also find itself draw!' iI)tO them. It may face pressures 
to join one or the other of the disputing pair. Or one of the others may find 
that the best way to attract allies is to promise opposition to the state. These, 
of course, were some of the dangers in Bismarck's policies toward Russia and 
Austria after the Franco-Prussian War. Bismarck and his.r;:o.Ueagucs argued 
that ''because of her weak geographical location Germany had no interest in a 
lasting peace in the Near East; she was hated by her neighbours who wou ld 
probal;ily unite again.st her as soon as they had their hands .free."•• However, 
for a power to encourage conflict between her neighbors not as a temporary 
expedient to tide her over a particularly vulnerable period, but as the basis for 
long-term security, is to court multi pie dangers . 

In dealing with relations among thr~ states, one obvious question is 
whether two will form a firm alliance against one. For this to happen requires 
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either that one issue dominates the states' concerns or that all the issues divide 
the states in the same way. When issues cross-cut, on the other hand, coun• 
tries that are adversaries on one issue arc allies on another, thus giving each 
state incentives to find solutions to each conflict that are relatively satisfactory 
to all concerned . There may even be competition in reasonableness as states 
that are nominally working together on an isauc vie with each other to get in 
the good graces of the adversary whose he.Ip they will need later. This condi· 
tion of multiple cross-cutting conflicts is most likely to arise when security 
threats arc diffuse. (Of course, states can unite against another in the hope of 
making positive gains, but offensive coalitions arc hard to maintain because 
the benefits arc often uncertain, mutual rivalries and suspicions are great, 
and the incentives for the victim to split the coalition by buying off one of its 
members are high.) 

A state must calculate whether pursuing quarrels with several others will 
unite them against it or whether the conflicts among the others are so strong 
that they cannot cooperate . If the others cannot unite, then the state is free to 
exert pressure on each of them. Indeed, at least some of the others may be 
compelled to seek the state's support if they cannot find allies elsewhere. This 
was the expectation that_ underlay Germany's policy toward England in the · 
late nineteenth and early twentieth ce-nturics. Most of· the powers had 
grievances against England , and it ·was the fear of facing. a united front on 
which Bismarck successfully played during the Balkan crisis of 1887 in order 
to gain British support for the coalition that he built to stalemate Russia in the 
Balkans. 

As the previous example shows, a atate's bargaining power is determined 
largely liy the availability of alternatives rather than by its economic and 
military resources.or -its contribu tions to the common cause. A state which has 
no choice but to ally itself with another cannot exact much of a price for its 
commitment. The easier it is for the state to defect, the more it can compe.l its 
partners .to conform to.its .wishes. The threat to defect is credible if there are 
other · policies nea.rly as ~ttraetive· as the alliance. This can be the case either 
because the alliance is failing to meet the state's needs or because joining with 
others · has positive attractions. The pull can come from having relatively few 
direct conflicts with the other side (and in the first yean of this century Britain 
had few direct conflicts with Germany and probably could have exploited this 
in her bargaining with France more effectively-than she did) and 'from want• 
ing things that the other side can grant rdatively easily, such as the territory 
of a former ally. The push can be generated by the belief that the current 
alliance will .. ilOt last or by the ·state's ne.ed for a!sistanc:e 'that its alliei cannot 
or will not supply. 

Since statesmen understand the advantages to be derived from the ability 
to change sides, they often exaggerate both their disaatisfaction with their cur• 
rent allian ce and the attractiveness of the other side. In the mid• 1920s Ger• 
many played up the possibility of ties with Russia in order to try to extract 
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concessions from the West." Similarly, in May 1972 Russia argued that the 
American mining of Haiphong was increasing the pressure on her to draw 
closer to China. The Sino-Soviet split wu not irreconcilable, Russia implied, 
and there were limits to the indignities she would endure in cooperating with 
the United States.42 The same logic was at work in the summer of 1977 when 
Chinese leade!i, angered at President Carter's unwillingness to make the 
concessions that would lead to normalization of relations, argued that Russia 
threatened the West more than she did China. " [I)f you compare the two 
sides, Europe and China, in tenns of which part is of greater interest to the 
Soviet Union, I think it is Europe.'' Dismissing the aignifieance of the Soviet
American detente, the Chine&e spokesman said: ' 'If one poses the question as 
to which will be the first to be bitten by the polar bear, · it is not necessarily 
China. Perhaps it will. be Europe.' ••3 If the Ch inese leaders believed this , they 
had less need for American support . 

The other side of this coin is that the state which benefits greatly from an 
alllance or which can defect to the other side only at great cost will have to 
make concessions to its present partners. To admit one's need for the alliance 
and one's lack of alternatives is to invite depredation. For this ·reason, 
Thomas Sanderson, the British permanent undenecretary at the Foreign Of
fice, in 1905 wrote the ambassador in Berlin: "I wiah we could make the 
lunatics here who denounce Germany in such unmeasured terms and howl for 
an agreement with Russia understand that the natural effect is to drive Ger
many into the Russian camp and encourage the Russian& to believe that they 
can get all they want at our expense and without coming to any agreement 
with us.,, .. 

A state that is trying to rally others to a coalition against what it perceives 
to be a grave menace faces a dilemma. In order to persuade others to join , the 
state will want to stress the danger that the adversary constitutes to them all 
and its commitment to the common defense. But to do this is to acknowledge 
that it believes it imperative to form an alliance ; thus allowing others who are, 
or pretend to be, less alarmed to exact a higher price for their cooperation. 

These factors help to explain the relations within and between the Triple 
Alliance and the Triple Entente. Britain was in a weak position vis-a-vis her 
partners because she could not be sure that they would ·not defect. In 1911 
Grey denied that Germany's annexation of Alsace-Lorraine " has made a 
combination between France and Germany against us impossib le,,, .. and 
therefore took great care not to offend France. He also doubted whether they 
could rely upon Russia. Russian leaders realized this and understood that it 
gave them the freedom to disregard British interests in areas like Persia. Since 
Britain felt that one reason why her partners might desert the Entente was the 
fear that the coalition was not strong and re1olute -enough to contain the Tri· 
pie Alliance , she had to reassure France and Russia. For if they thought the 
Entente was failing, they would rush to strike a bargain with Germany; signs 
of weakness in the Entente could set off poBitivc feedback that would destroy 
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it. The very vulnerability of France and, to a lesser 'extent, Russia made them 
more likely than England to cut their los!IC5 if the Entente could not provide 
for their security. As Grey put it as early u 1905, "The weak point is that 
[France] might some day have a scare that we intend to change [our policy of 
supporting her) .. . . If ... by some misfortune or blunder our Entente 
were to be broken up, France will have to make her own term s with Ger
many. "fl So in the next nin e years France had few causes for complaint on 
this score. Britain even decided against sending a military band to Germany 
on the grounds that it might unduly cfuturb her ally. More significant , one of 
the reasons why she did not try to restrain her allies in l 9 I 4 waii the fear that 
the attempt to do so would break up the ~ntcntc, leaving her at Germany's 
mercy. 

This analysis indicates that the common claim that the rigidity of the 
alliances was a major power cause of the war is misleading. Although no ma
j or power had shifted sides during the ten years preceding the war, Britain, 
and to a lesser extent Germany," feared such shilh and so mad.c concessions 
to p'artners. Had the alliances been rigid- or had l3ritain .and Germany 
thought they were-the distributiqn of pow.er .within them would hav e been 
different and the outcome of the disputea between the two sides might hav e 
been di!Terent. A second point follows: Even if it is true that this configuration 
contributed to the war, one cannot claim that the same logic makes the 
bipolarity of the Cold War al.,o unstab le. The two .kinds of systems are very 
different, although _ both are often labeled bipo lar ... In the earlier period each 
camp was composed of states of relatively equal strength. Therefore, the 
defection of any one of them could .tip the balance. Thia produced the internal 
bargaining situation described above . The post-World War II bipolarity is 
different. Herc each camp is dominated by a single state. The others con• 
tribute relatively little. When France threatened to virtually withdraw from 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, the United Statea .did not offer ma
jor coµccssiona to dis.,uade her, and when she acted on her threat the effects 
were hardl y noticeable. Thus, in the current system, small allies cannot drag 
their men tors into conflicts in the way that they could before World War I. (It 
should also be noted that the pre-World War I configuration ia not 
au tomatically cond ucive to war. Allies could use their greater -bargaining 
power to restrain their partners.) 

"The Enc .my of My Enemy Is 

One kind of interaction dynamic merits special attention. Although there 
are many exceptions to the rule , it can be thought of aa providing a baseline 
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that represe nt.a what would ha ppen if the main forces in the situation were the 
only things at work. It neglects blunders, exceptional skill, and idiosyncratic 
choices. · 

Known as balance or consistency theory, this view echoes the old Arab 
pr~bs: "'Ifi e lnend of my friend is my frjend · the eoemy of my fricnd""Ts 
my enemy; the enem y of my enemy is my friew;!." Actors who are friendly 
with each other share mutual friendships and enmities . A con figurati on which 
is described by these proverbs is J!.alanced or consisten t .. Consistency 
develops through interconnections. Two states with no direct bilateral con
flicts can become enemies if one supports and the other opposes a third state . 
States can cooperate not because their direct interests coincide, but because 
they are linked through support of or opposition to a third power. Often the 
relations between two states are determined by the relations between each of 
them and others in the system. Thus, a state that wants to form an alliance 
with another may.become hostile to the o.ther's advenary. In 1914 , for exam-
ple, several British leaders argued that "the best method of persuading the 
Ballcan States to join the Allies would be in alliance against their common and 
traditional enemy , the Turk. " 30 

• Although many configura tions are not perfectly balanc~ topic to which 
we will return, the reasons for balance are fairly obviou . o states wl:ijch 
have a uar · · hird can benefit from working to e ~- It is hard to 
unagin e that Ch ina and the U_nited States wo ave main tained indefinit~ly 
a high level of hostility in the face of Soviet conflicts with both of them. ~ @, 
state which o oses another will usuall dcvdo bad re · s with a third 
sta te t supports the other because this support will have the effect , even if it 
gar• Rot AA"rC the iAtcAt1 ot ha= iRg :lie !11'9{ 1lalc.. PmaJly, two states which /4J 
have good r:r;latians wjth ll thin:J c'ale MC liltels1 to gaiohy working togeth er. LY 
I; many instances, the same considerations that lead each of them to 
cooperate with the third state will lead each .to cooperate with each other. In 
other irutances, the linka that each country has to the third will earn them a 
common enerny .,.Ao.d-!Jte tmrd elate may vck to bri ng its two allies together. 
Doing so will sacrifice the benefit of.being indispensable to two others who 
must rely on the state because .they cannot cooperate with each other, but thi s 
advantage is hard to gain when there are fourth states around that can bid for 
the friendship of either of the other two. If a state's two allies have serious 
conflicts with each other, the obvious danger is that the one the state fails to 
support will gravitate to the state'~ enemies. Developing good re lations 
among all three states will help maintain the alliance and so will bolster the 
state's position. Therefore, it i, not surprising that the German ambassador 
to Japan in 1941 argued that his instructio ns to encourage ()crman-Japanese
Ruasian cooperation ju stified his pledge that Germany would "do everything 
within her power to promote a friendly .unde rstanding' ' between Russia and 
Japan.s 1 And in 1906 the Fren ch prime minister told the Russian foreign 
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minister that France was "anxious that Russia and England should come to 
agreement,, that France meant to remain the Ally of Russia and the friend of 
England and would not drop either one or the other. " 32 

In consistent . international systems the states . are divided into two camps. 
Each state hae friendly relations with all other members of its alliance and 
hostile relations with all members of the opposite camp. No states are cross
pressured by supporting or opposing only one of two allied states, or by sup 
porting or opposing two states which are at odds with each other. Systems are 
likely to be most consistent when there is a dominant conflict a.rQund which all 
states orient themselves. There is, then, only a single question that a state 
asks another: Is it aiding the state or supporting the main adverAar)'? Thus, 
Churchill's defense of aiding the Soviet Union in June 1941: "I have only 
one purpose, the destruction of Hitler, and my life is much simplified 
thereby. If Hitler invaded He)! ~.would . make at least a favourable reference 
to the Devil in the House of Commons.• '55 The same thought was put leas 
gi:aphically by George.Canning in 1808 when he described the basic principle 
of his foreign policy : '' Any nation of Europe that starts up with a determina
tion to oppose a power which . . . is the common· enemy of all nations, what
ever may be the existing political relations of that nation and Great Britain, 
becomes instantly our essential ally.",. In the tense atmosphere of 1948, 
~neral Eisenhower similarly defined a friendly .country as one tliat opposed 
the Sovi et Union. 55 

In such .cases the major powers, and many minor ones, -feel that the con
flict is the most important cleavage in the system. For states big enough to be 
able to influence the outcome significantly, doing 80 ir worth the use of a large 
proportion of their resources . The gains that might accrue from maintaining 
good relations with both sides are less than the value of helping to determine 
the shap e of the postwar world. Great. pressure will be put on smaller ·states 
for them to take a stand too, aa each side strives for every possible advantage. 
So most states will feel both pushes and pulls toward alignment. Few signifi
cant states :wanted and were able to stay neutral in world wars I and II . As the 
French ambassador to Moscow reported .before World War II, the question 
was not "whether the U.S.S.R. will, or will not, be with .us, but with whom 
they will be. " 96 

If two great powers feel their relations are characterized by overriding 
conflict, but the smaller states are more concerned with local conflicts, then 
the pressures for balance .lead to negative feedback. The ~ns for a great 
power lead, not to dominoes falling, but to compensating gains for the other 
side, because the power that wins the support of a local state will find itself op 
posed by the state's enemies. Thus, the. British plans for getting all the Balkan 
states on their side in World War I foundered on the rock of local conflicts. 
Bulgaria would not fight on the same side as Rumania and Greece. Recent 
events in the Horn of Africa show the same dynamics. A !efti.at revolution led 
Ethiopia to switch allegiance from the United States to the USSR. But 
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Ethiopia was engaged in serious qua rrels with its neighbors, some of whom 
also had close tiea to the Soviet Union. These sta tes reacted with hostili ty to 
Ethiopia's new patron and with friendship to her enemy. The Suqan's move
ment away from the Soviet Union was accelerated and Somalia closed the 
Soviet base at Berbera, expelled all .Soviet and Cuban personnel, and broke 
diplomatic relations with those states. Furthermore, even though the United 
States was trying to decrease arms sales to the Thir d World, it was willing to 
sell arms to the Sudan, and it might well have sold them to Somalia had that 
country not attacked Ethiopia. So if the pressures toward balance are strong, 
a state that seeks to win over several countries in an area must encourage 
good relations among them. This strategy is risky because it entail s the 
danger that they all will turn against the state, but it may be the only route to 
a major diplomatic victory. 

If the existence of conflicts among the small states limits the damage suf
fered by a great power which falls out of favor with one of them, the friction 
between two great powers gives the smaller states freedom of action." The 
small power that becomes the target of hostility from a larger state is likely to 
re;;,,ive the support of the latter ' a rivals. Most of us have had the experience of 
angering a powerful person and finding that, instead of being an isolated, one 
had ·gained the support of those who disliked or op_posed the person. The same 
effect occurs with political alignments . Russian support for India was 
solidified by the Sino-Indian War. Egypt's break with ·Ruasia in 1972 made it 
possible for that country to obtain aid from the United States, ju st as the 
American refusal to help build the Aswan darn paved the way for closer rela.
tiona between Egypt and Russia. 

Because countries arc likel o devclo 

student of international politics, noted that state s on either side of a third state 
become allies, and states on either side of those two join with each ·other and 
the state in the middle . 58 Of course, few situations actually conform to all 
detail8 of this ideal, but many show traces of it as the und erlying dynamics 
make themselves felt. 

Although there are always pressures toward balance, they do not always 
prevail. Some of ·the special circumstances that produced imbalance in the 
pre-World War I era will be discussed later. · Here ·we want to atress the ten
sions created when a balanced configuration is not in the interest of one of the 
actors . Obeying one of the Arab proverbs-the enemy of my friend is my 
enemy-it often costly to the state. As we noted earlier, to increase its 
bargaining power, a state may try to make itself indispensable to two othe~s 
which are in conflict with each other rather than jo ining either side . The point 
of balance theory, however, is that this will be hard to do and there will-be·a 
tendency either for the two other states to overcome their antipathy ·and work 
together against the third, or for the state to become the enemy of one of 
them. 
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A state is also not likely to obey the rules of balance in its behavior toward 
another which is providing limited aS11istance to the state's adversary if it 
thinks that a conciliatory policy can woo the other to its side. Balance theory 
says that if relations between the United StatCB and Russia arc bad, Rwsil( 
should respond to a Sino-American rcapproachment by becoming hostile; or 
more hostile, to China. But if the Russian leaders believe that Chinfs sup
port for the United States ia not permanent, they could offer conccaaions in 
the expectation of winning her over. The predictions of balance theory will 
hold, however, once the state has concluded that the third power is ir
revocably tied to its enemy. 

Another balanced pattern that is not in the interest of some of the states ia 
one in which a single state faces a more powerful coalition. This was the situa
tion toward the end of the struggles against Napoleon and Hitler. Since this is 
not a situation that the weaker party desires, it will make .great efforts to avoid 
it, and, with a modicum ·of resources and skill, · should be ,able to do so. 
Napoleon and Hitler became isolated because of their great ambitions. A~ the 
beginning of the conflicts they thought they had sufficient power to win. ~y 
the time they realized that this was not true, they could not buy off any of the 
members of the opposing coalitions because theJatter were convinced both 
that victory was in sight and that it was necessary to maintain the coalition in 
order to coiit~i;, the aggressor who would remain a threat even after the war. 
But in the more common peacetime case, the problem facing an isolated state. 
is uaually not as great. The tics among the other states, not having been 
through the forge of wartime collaboration, are weaker, and the degree of 
hostility between the state and each of the others is lower and leas uniform. 

The more isolated the state is, the more it will be willing to sacrifice to. bet
ter its position. Unless the state is so weak as to be an obvious candidate for 
dismemberment (Poland in the late eighteenth !Vld early ninete enth 
centuries), or has been so reckless as to convince .all the others that it is such a 
menace that it must be stopped by force, it should be able to offer sufficient 
inducements to win over at least one ally . Even if it cannot succeed quickly, 
an iwlatcd state will rarely accept its vulnerability. In the B!llkan crisis of 
1 B87, Bismarck was able to threaten to unite all the continental powers 
against England unless she joined with Austria and Italy to contain Russia in 
the Balkans-a coalition in which Bismarck himself could not participate 
without sacrificing his good relations with Russia. This threat was potent 
because the others had grievances against England. So unless England were 
to accept dependence on Germany she had to change this situation. To do so 
was costly, and for years it appeared that working with Germany might be the 
best course. But the dangers of isolation and dependence were great enough 
so that Britain could not re:rt easy · with thfs configuration, and ~o sought to 
reduce the grievances others had against her and to generate alternative 
sources of support. The fact that a system in which all were united against 
England would be balanced did not thereby make it a likely outcome. 
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Britain was less successful in the interwar period. As early as the first 
defense reviews of the 1930s, British leaders realized that even with the sup
port of France she could not simultaneously oppose Germany, Italy, and 
Japan: 

We consider it lo be a cardinal requirement of our national and imperial sccu,rity 
that our foreign policy should be so conducted as to avoid the possible development 
of a 1ituation in which we might be confronted simultaneously with the hostility, 
open or veiled, of Japan in the Far East, Germany in the Wut, and any Power on 
the main line of communication between the two.•• 

That her efforts failed is largely explained by nonsystcmic factors. Public opi
nion made it difficult for England to buy off Italy . American policy , based to 
a large extent on considerations of morality and public opinion, made con
ciliation of Japan very costly. The view that Chamberlain expressed in 1934 
was a common one: "I have no doubt we could easily make an agreement 
with {the Japanese] if the U.S.A. were out of the picture. It is the Americans 
who are the difficulty and I don't know how we can get over 'it. " 60 And 
British state smanship in the period was deficient. So the bonds among Ger
many, Italy, and Japan tightened. But even though she did not succeed in do
ing so, preventing this was one of England's prime objectives. 

The utility of balance theory can best be demonstrated by taking a period 
of history and showing how the kinds of propositions we have been discussing 
can bring together disparate phenomena, shed new light on familiar in
cidents, locate previously unnoticed patterns, and provide satisfactory ex
planations for puzzling behavior. These are the tasks of the next section. 

Balance Theory and Pre-World War I Diplomacy 

The broad outlines of pre-World War I diplomacy conform to much of 
balance theory . One of the striking things about this war is that many states 
seem to be on the wrong aide. If we look at the bilateral conflicts, it is not sur
prising that France fought Germany and Russia fought Austria . But Austria 
and France had no quarrels and Russia and France had few common in
terests. Even more strikingly, ~ and England seemed like natural 
~ as many German statesmen and not a Few Enghshmcn notccl 
throughout this period. By contrast, the far-flung British Empire was directly 
threatened by Russia and France. British and French colonies touched each 
other at many points, and the French outrage at the British occupation of 
Egypt created constant friction from 1886 to 1904. Russia was even more ofa 
threat. Her expansion in Central Asia brought the two coW1tries close to ·war 
and even her defeat by Japan and the revision of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance 
in 1905 that insured Japanese support in the event of a war with Russia did 
not totally set England's mind at rest. The Russian desire for Constantinople 
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was another source of tension, one that diminished but did not disappear 
when Britain decided tha t the J?Ortheastcm Mediterranean could not be 
defended and that she had to rely on her Egyptian bases. 

Man of the · al developed in this period can be understood only 
in m ics of balance. tates developed enemies and allies out 
oft 1r relations with others. o concentrate on the main features, we will ig• 
nore Italy and Japan and postpone treatment of England . Of the relations 
amo~g the other four major powers-Germany, Austria, France, ~d 
Russia-the main line of conflict was between Germany and fnnc;c and a 
secondary line was between R;mia and A 11scri.a,. Even had France become 
reconciled to the loss of Alsace-Lorraine, geography would have made France 
and Germany rivals if not enemies. The clash between Austria and Russia 
":'as n_ot quit e a, deep. Although controlling if not suppressing Balkan na• 
tlonahsm was a vital interest _for Austria, the Russian stake in the Balkans was 
not immutable. There wen: other outlets from Russian expansionism and the 
depth of Pan-Slav feeling was much less in some Russian factions and leaders 
than in others . But as long ru; the Russians did sponsor Balkan nationalism, 
she _v:-ould menace Aus tria-Hungary's international standing and domestic 

· stria wcr ies, balance theory predicts that 
Germany cannot be friends with both . bus, during the Balkan crisis of 
1875- 1878., "Any mar e unprove en in friendship . with Russia wou)d 
have to be purchased with a deterioration in ~elations with her rivals.• '61 Of 
course, Bismarck did maintain good relations with both adversaries which is 
tes:imony both to special circumstances and to · his great skill-~either of 
which, however, might have lasted out the century . 

Even if the system becomes balanced, the theory canno t •cU m bow it •¥ill 
be balanced-that is, whether German)( will 1idc with Ruu ia oc A.u11J>ie.. On 
thi s po_in_t other syst~ms dynamics are relevant, although not completely 
determining. German statesmen believed that Austria, being the weaker of 
the two, would more surely be forced into alliance .with France if she wen: 
deserted by Germany. Russia was strong enough to ·stand by her8Clf. Further
more, the reactionary nature of Russia's regime inhibited cooperation with 
France and conflict over Central Asia and Constantinople made a link be
tween Russia and England unlikely. Russia was then strong but isolated and 
even without a tic to Germany, might not be able to afford bad relations with 
her or establi~~ good relations with her enemies, Thus, part of the reason why 
German decmon makers chose Austria was that they underestimated the 
strengt~ of the forces impelling the system toward balance. They thought that 
the _antipath~ between France and Russia wag great enough to prevent their 
allying even 1r both had grievances against Germany. . 

.Dn cc ?c .rm anj('s cboicc was made, however, balance theory docs offer a 
..firrn ~ied •cl~ Germany had allied with Ru.sia, the theory says that 
Aust'."1a and ~r~e w~uld hav e worked together. Austria was the enemy of 
Russia, and since Russ1a and-Ger;nany were allies, would become the enemy 
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of Germany too. Since F.rancc was also Germany's enemy, they would 
become friends . Another positive bond would have been the shared enmity 
toward Russia . In Austria's case, this was a direct relationship; in France's 
case, mediated by the ties between Russia and Germany . If England became 
involved, the theory says that she woul~ have either-developed friendly rela
tions with ~any and Russia, coupled with hostile relations with France 
and Austria, or else allied with the latter two powers and opposed the former ¥ 
two. Again, it cannot sa.)' whjch of these patterns would have occurred . but it 
dQ$:& say that England would not have allied with Germany and against 
Russia or with France and against Austria. Of course, Germany did not 
choose Russia as a partner, and so we cann ot say whether the theory'a predi c-
tions would have been borne out . But I think they arc plausible. So did Ger-
man statesmen, who feared that abandoning Austria would lead that country 
to turn to France . 

Before turning our attention to England, we should discuss the obviou s 
and important exception to our generalization-the period from the Fran• 
co- Prussian War to 1890 (excepting 1878-1881), in w~e?nt~""main
tained good relations with both Russia and Austria.~~ ~ ~ilJ..h,as a 
necessary ingredient. By its nature, skill is• difficult to generalize about, and 
all we can do here is note Bismarck's ability to empathize with others, to alter 
forms of inducements and pressures as the situation changed, and to construct 
intricate arrangemen ts that were hard for bis contemporaries-and later 
scholars-to folly understand, let alone combat. Because his alliance systems 
were not balanced, he had to walk a number of delicate lines . "It was 
necessary to support Russia j ust enough to convince her of the advantages of 
German goodwill, but not enough to make her believe this could be got for 
nothing, and not enough to estrange England or irritate Austria . On the other 
hand ; he had to support England and Austria enough to maintain good rela
tions ... as well as to preserve the atmosphere of suspicion between England 
and Russia. Too much support here, or the appearance of it, might, however , 
antagonize the Ruasians.'' 41 Whether this -skill waa put to the best uses and 
whether a less devious ·policy would have better served the cause of peace and 
the long-run interests of Germany is beyond the scope of this chapter, but the 
virtuosity of his performance is not to be doubted . 

Even Bismarck's skill might have been to no avail had it not been for pro· 
pitious circumstances. His primary goal was to isolate France. To reach both 
this end and to make secondary gains, he aought to make Germany indispen
sable to all the others and insure that they could not get what they wanted 
without his brokerage . French weakness in the years immediately following 
the Franco-Prussian War helped reduce her value as an ally. Colonial cxpan 
aion, encouraged by Bismarck, both distracted France from continental issues 
and created conflicts with England, thus increas ing both states' need for Ger
man diplomatic assistance. Britain , although stronger, was potentially 
vulnerable, as her leaden fully realiicd by the turn of the century . Her de-
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cision not to intervene in the war for Schleswig-H9lstein despite her previous 
pledge,•• her weakness on the issue of the Belgian railroada in 1869, which 
raised doubts about her willingness to run risks even for Belgian in
dependence,"' the sorry state of her navy in the period before the 1890s,•• all 
diminished her diplomatic weight. Her widespread empire, furthermore, 
brought her many enemies. Germany, which cared less for new territory 
could afford to help Britain. And she could extract a price for such coopera
tion because she could also afford to remain neutral in England's disputes or 
even rally the others against her. Even after the signing of the Anglo
Japanese Alliance in 1902 cased Britain's position, she was still partly depen
dent on German goodwill because of her severe conflicts wilh France and 
Russia. · 

Germany's policy in the pcist-Bismarckian era relied on these conflicts for 
its success . Because England cou!d not ally with France and Russia, German 
leade rs believed that she would have to tum for aupport to the Triple 
Alliance. So it was safe, inde(d wise, to antagonize Englapd and to threaten 
her interests in order to show p.cr that failing to support Germany would be 
very costly. Of course , the fatal errors were the linked ones of overestimating 
the strengths of the conflicts dividing England from Russia and France and 
failing to see that .German pressure was lcad_ing England to see Germany as 
an unreasonable and greedy state that waa not a fit alliance partner. But this 
should .not obscure -the point that England's alternatives were sharp ly limited , 
especially before Fashoda and the Russo-Japanese War. 

The isolation of England an~ France helps to explain why Bismarck was 
able to construct a system that violated balance theory. Although Russia was 
unhappy with the Cerrnao rnppo~t . le• f,11mia, she could not leave the coali
tion because she had no alternative allies. To make a Franco-Russian pact 
even more difficult, Bismarck tried to maintain good relations with .France, 
thereby putting Germany: in a position to grant or withhold assistan~e io her. 
Bismarck also made .sure that Russia received something from her ties with 
GermMJy .so that severing· them . would be a loss. The main gain for Russia 
was a moderation of German support for Ausiria. To break with Germ.µiy 
could easily lead to greater Austrian iJ\fluence over Germany, which Russia 
could ill afford. Thus, the Russians were forced to reestablish the Dreikaiser
bund after having broken it in .the wake of the Balkan crisis of 1877. The Rus
sians had recognized "the facts of life: lofty treatment of Germany did not 
mix well with .fear of English attack and Austrian intrigues,'••• Crucial here, 
as in the case of relat ions with England, was Germany's indispensability. 
Only if Germany could insure that Russia could not ally with France or 
England would even great skill permit the maintenance of this unbalanced 
system. Although Bismarck's successors ended I.his ambitious policy, it is 
doubtful whether even he could have maintained it indefinitely. Many of the 
important factors in Russia's isolation were beyond his contro l (e.g., the 
French recovery after her defeat in 1871) and even Bismarck made some er-
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rors-such as freezing Russia out of the Berlin money market, with the result 

that Rusaia turned to Paris. · 
If unusual circumstances and skill account for the one major and lasting 

de...-iation from balance theory, blunders and nonstrategic factors can also 
prClduce simila r results . Thus, the Kaiser sometimes mpported Austria's 
enc:mies and did .so not because of complex calculations, but because of ti~ of 
pe.tsonal loyalty. Similarly, strong ideological preferences can interfere with 
the operation of balance dynamics, as they delayed the ties betwee n .France 
and Russia in the 1890s and China and the Uni ted States in the 1960s. 

The pressures which brought E.n&.1and into alignment with Fra nce and 
R1.1ssia and into opposition to the Triple Alliance are similar to those dis
CU8sed earlier, but with the significant differen ce that the process was gradual 
and that English statesmen were not entirely aware of why events were un
folding as they were. Furthermore, if these leaders had been able to foresee 
the: consequences of their initial policies, they might have chosen differently. 
They did not want to join a conti nental alliance and strongly resisted the Ger· 
man blandishments to do so. Overt French approaches might not have been 
any more successful. It can be objected that the ties with France were not 
necessary to tum Britain into Germany's enemy. Since Germany was the 
strongest state on the contine nt , England had to oppose her. She would win 
any war in which England was neutral, and the result would be to gravely 
menace British security. In retrospect, this may be correct. Bu t British 
statesmen did not see it this way and did not automatically line up against the 

potentially dominating German power. 
Toe An glo-Japanese Allian ce of 1902 alleviated, but did not solve, 

England's problem of isolation . To solve it by reaching a gener al under
sti,nding with Germany would be to increMC French i!,nd Russian grievances 
against England and to divide Europe into two hostile alliances. The obvious 
alternative was to try to deal with the specific issues on which England claahed 
with France and Russia and which made England's isolation so dangerous. 
This led to negotiations for a.colonial entente in which France ended her two 
decades of opposition to British rule in Egypt in ret11m for England 's ac
quiescence in French control of Morocco. British leaders gave little thought to 
the implications of such an agreement for -continental politics-or, rather, 
they did not think there were any. Indeed, there might have been no such im
plication s if Cromer and Balfour had nqt insisted tha t France not only vote 
with England and Egyptian matters, but also provide active diplomatic sup
p<>rt to help overcome the opposition of other powers. The French resisted, 
but finally offered to concede in return for a reciprocal grant of. British _sup
port for the French efforts in Morocco. Lansdowne, who had not cared about 
the British demand in the first place, "immediately accepted, without reali z· 
ing how far this clause threatened to lead .him. In bis view, it was merely _a 
question of 'moral support.' " 67 Most Brit ish statesmen believed that this 
stance was compatib le with the maintenance of good relations with Germany. 
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As one leader said when denying that the entente . was a menace to the Triple 
Alliance, "Our earnest wish is to be friends with both [France and Germany], 
and not only them, but with other countries also."•• 

Even during the first Moroccan crisis, England did not consider that she 
had permanently aligned herself with France, as Grey made clear in his report 
of a conversation with the German ambassador in early 1906: "Count Met• 
ternich said that, if England was to use the French enlmte always to side with 
France against Germany, of course Germany would come to look on England 
as her enemy, I said there had been no question of always siding with France 
against Germany. Since the entente was framed there had been one point of 
difference-the subject of Morocco-which happened to be one of the very 
subjects covered by a definite agreement between England and France .... I 
could again assure him that, were the Morocco difficulty satisfactorily settled, 
it was our desire to show that the enlmte was not to be used in a sense hostile to 
Germany." 69 . 

But Grey was not able to act on his desire. The problem was twofold. 
First, the Germans misinterpreted the degree of British support for France. 
On the one hand, they overestimated the initial British commitment and 
thought that unless they reacted strongly a pattern of oooperation would be 
set. . On the other hand, they thought that strong opposition to the French 
claims on · Morocco would break up the entente. German pressure nearly 
worked, and might have done so had she not overplayed her hand. But the 
pressure was probably not needed. The colonial agreement would not have 
automatically led to continued and close-Anglo-French cooperation. In 1890 
Britain and Germany signed an agreement similar to the entente in which 
Germany limited her claims in East Africa in return for Britain's ceding 
Helgoland. But this agreement had no ramifications because the two states 
µiuld carry it out by themselves, They did not earn the enmity of any other 
state; there was no opposition to cause. the two states to work more closely 
together. Had there been no·opposition in Moroc;<:o, the ~ntente might have 
been similarly short lived. The second problem was that Britain did not 
understand the legitimacy of German grievances. Although the German 
claims of economic ·interests in Morocco were patently fal,se, her wider argu
ment had more validity. Franc;c had provided compeQsation _to EngllUld ar:id 
Italy, so why should Germany not claim her reward? Was Germany not a 
world power like England which had to be consulted on all changes of the 
status quo? Furthermore, England ·was at least potentially menacing Ger
many by even temporarily joining with France . 

Partly because she did not sec the degree of justification for Germany's 
demand for compensation and hostility toward England, English statesmen 
were greatly alarmed by Germany's behavior. Firat, they thought that Ger
many's attempt to bully France indicated that Germany would not tolerate an 
equal power on the Continent. Then, as Gertnan hostility became aimed as 
much toward England as toward France, British leaders saw a direct threat to 
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·their own security. Since they believed that ·the German behavior was not a 
reasonable response to anything they had done, they concluded that her 
hostility was gratuitous and showed that she wag a danger, being exception· 
ally greedy and believing that others could be bullied into doing her _ b_idding. 
A twofold response was needed: France had to be supported lest she give way 
and allow Germany full sway over the Continent, and England her self had to 
oppose Germany : Eyre Crow e put the British perception well: initially , the 
entente "had been _but a friendly settlement of particular outstanding dif
ferences, giving hope for future harmonious relations between two neighbour
ing countrie s that had got into the habit of looking at one another askance; 
now there had emerged an clement of common resistance to outside dictation 
and aggression, a unity of special interests tending to develop into active 
cooperation against a third power. It is•essential to bear in mind that this new 
feature of the 111/mtt was the direct effect produced by Germany's effort to 
break it up, ~nd that, failing the active or threa tening hostility of Germany, 
such anti-German bias as the nt.tente must be admitted to have at one time 
assumed, would certainly not exist at present, nor probably survive in the 
future. "' 0 

Of course, there were other sources of conflict between England and Ger· , 
many, especially the German naval building program . By itself this would 
have been a powerful impetus to close tics with France (although the German 
policy was initially predicated on the belief that England could never ally with 
France and Russ ia). But, in the absence of the dynamics discussed above, the 
chances for a negotiated settlement of the naval race would have been greater . 
And even without one, British hostility would have been significantly less. 
England still would have viewed the German navy with alarm, both because 
it constituted a threat to her power and because it indicated that German in
tentions were hostile. But the German actions were perceived wi especially 
dangerous because they were seen in the context of suspicion growing out of 
the German reactipn to the entente. The navy greatly contributed to the 
British decision makers' fears of Germany, but would their reaction have 
been as strong had they not been already predisposed to believe the worst? 

Ironically, the presence of specific disputes with France and Russia, and 
the absence of such disputes with Gennany, help explain. Britain's alignment 
with the former ." _Crowe's argument on this point has a-good-deal of merit: 
-with France and Russia ther e were "ancie nt and real sources of conflict, 
springing from imperfectly patched-up differencca of past centuries, the in-· 
elastic stipulations of antiquated treaties, or the troubles incidental to unset-
tled colonial frontiers.'' n These required special efforts if they were not to 
lead to a rupture . Thus, "T h~ g-Frco cb en/1:~ had a very material basis 
and tangible object-namely, the adjustment of a number of actually-ex
isting serious differences . The efforts now ..,_,,= ....,., 1907] being made by 
England to arrive at an understanding wi \- ..---:- ~ " justified by a very 
similar situation. But for an AnK!g!l~o-~G~e:!r:!;ma~ n~ ~ ~ ~ ,wlJDi~-R-l;lteH!lltffl<H ifMl- -
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there is no room since none could be built up on the •ame founda
tion .... [T]here are no questions of any importance nqw at issue between 
the two countries. Any understand ing must therefore be entirely different in 
object and scope.' m The fC!IUlting problem was described in a minute by 
Crowe six months earlier: "With Germany we have no differencea·whatever. 
An understanding which does not conai,t in the removal of differences can 
only mean a plan of cooperation in political transactions, whether offensive, 
defensive, or for the maintenance of neutrality. It is difficult to see on what 
point such cooperation betwee.n England and Germany is at this moment ap
propriate. " 7

• Grey agreed: "There wu nothing out of y,-hich [ an Anglo-Ger
man] mtente might be mad e. At prc:se111, there was nothi!}g to discuss be
tween the two Governments ... . , I_ regarded the relations between England 
and Germany as being now.-normal, an_c;l I saw no reason for saying anything 
about them."" 

Around the tum of the century, England rejected several German over - · 
lures, largely on the ground that she did not want to enter into a general 
agreement that would link her 10 the continental alignments . Instead she 
opted for limited ententes which, she believed, would have fewer implications 
and leave her with fewer obligations. But the effect of this course of action was 
the same as that of.the rejected alternative . In reply to a parliamentary ques
tion a.a to whether the negotiations with Russia involved "gene ral political 
relationships, " Grey said: 

The direct object of the negotiations i, to prevent conflict and difficulti" between 
the two Powers and in the part of Aaia which affects the Indian frontier and the 
Russian frontiers in that region. If these negotiations rcault in-an agreement, it will 
deal only with thcac questions. What the indirect rcault will be as regard general 
politicru relationships must depend on how 1ueb a,n agreement wooo in pta.:tice 
and what effect it bu on public opinion in both countries.•• 

As we ·have acen; the crucial "indirect results" of the ententes depended 
in part on the British ·statesmen's failure to anticipate the effects of their 
policy, their lack of empathy with the German position, and the alarming in
ferences they drew from Gentian behavior. Thia raises .the question of 
whether this outcome would have occurred in the absence of these 
peculiarities of British .statesmen and .decision making. To reply in the 
negative ·is to stress the importance of-factors that are, from the standpoint of 
the system, accidental, Obviously a definitive answer is impossible, but two 
points indicate that the British response was, at least in· part, the product of 
the dynamics of the system. First, the British interpretation of and reaction to 
German behavior, although questionable in light of cvidencc ·available to later 
scholars, wrui not · strikingly unusual. Statesmen often .fail to understand how 
others see their own state's actions and underestimate the degree to which 
their behavior harms others." Second, even had the British perceptions be.en 
more accurate, the initial decision _to support France in the face of German 
opposi tion did align England with the former. Given the competition between 
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the Triple Alliance and its adversaries, it is not at all clear that England could 
have maintained good relations with both sides. ft. better British under
standing of the situation might have led them to react a bit less sharply to the 
German hostility, but would not have altered the ba sic dilemma that to·sup
port Fran ce was to incur the wrath of Fran ce's enemiC$. Irre spective of the 
special problems of British decision making, there were strong pressures 
operating that made it likely that the system would be balanced. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has tried to demonstrate that focusing on the international 
system and the patterns of interaction within it illuminates a great deal of in
ternational politics. Much of the complexity of international affairs and many 
of the problem, of foreign policy making arise from the fact that policies 
operate in an interconnected environment in which the actors have diverse 
and conflicting goals. Thu s, small -issues can hav e great significance and 
minor acta can have major consequences. Often the results are not those ex
pected by any of the statesmen. The interconnections are difficult to detect 
and susceptible to the divergent pressures of independent actors. Never• 
theless, scholars can identify a number of common kinds of systems effects 
and specify some of the conditions under which they arc likely to occur. Such 
analysis ·is both limited and useful. Useful because it is highly parsimonious. 
Because systems theory starts with the most impo rtant factors, it allows us to 
grasp a great deal of what is happening by looking at only a few causes or in
dependent variables. It often gives us a baseline of expected behavio ·r which 
both predicts and explains a lot of state action and also calls our attention to 
deviations that call for special analysis. The principles that provide the 
dynamics of the systems are fairly simple; and this makes the theories we have 

. discussed manageable. But the ways that the dynamics work themselves out 
in any situation are usually complicated; and thia is why it is so useful to 
employ the theories. Without them it is easy to get lost in a mass of confusing 
detail and miss the essentials. 

But syatems theories of the kind I have presented arc also limited because 
they ignore domesti c politics, personalities, and accidents. Even when the ex
ternal pressu res are strong, they may be resisted. For example, to explain the 
British behavior in the last week of July 1914, one must understand not only 
the international system but also the internal conflict. Although those who 
had been moat active in setting British foreign policy in the previous years 
wanted to stand by the entente, others in the Cabinet disagreed, and the 
policy adopted had to satisfy both groups. In other cases, characteristics of in
dividual dcciaion makers matt er. Some statesmen are skilled; some arc 
blunderers. Some arc very timid; others will run risks that any sensible per· 
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son would avoid. Sometimes the aberrant behavior h<l.'l little long-run effect 
because it is counteracted by others. But, even when this is the case, the short• 
run impact-and the cost in resources and human lives-can be very high. 
And in other cases ihe behavior can produce ramifying changes whose effects 
will be fc:lt for generations. Starting with a syatems pe~pective helpa us to see 
the patterns that stay the same as personalities and domestic politics change; 
but it is clear that these patterns are not always present, and so we must also 
be alert to the role of chance and contingency. 
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10 
Theories of, and Approaches to, 

Alliance Politics 

Roger V. Dingman 

THE QUMTION OP HOW TO STUDY ALLIANCES does not lend itself to an easy 
answer. Although I have spent some years in doing so, I cannot provide a 
checklist of what one should do in analyzing either alliances in general c;,r a 
particular alliance. Instead, I propose to offer in this chapter some reflections, 
balled on my own experience, which may ·be of use to other scholars. My 
thoughts concern three broad issues: the limitations of much of the existing 
literature on the theory of alliance; the historian's need for a working concep · 
tual -understanding of alliances; and the relative utility of various methods, 
new and old, for analyzing alliances. 

Theories, Approaches, and Their Limitations 

Perhaps I can best begin by recalling an incident that occurred at Stanford 
University several years ago. In giving a talk on the 1951 alliance between 
Japan and the United . States, I proposed a definition of alliance, ancl then 
analyzed the formation of this particular one. When I had finished speaking, 
a distinguished phil~opher in the audience offered some advice. "Drop that 
definition," he counseled, "and just proceed with your story." When 'I asked 
why, he responded with a paradox . "Everyone," be said, "knows what an 
alliance is; but no two scholars or editor s can agree on · a definitio_n. Yours 
might well prejudice those who must pass on the merits of yo\!.r work against 
it..' 

At the time I thought such . advice politically wise but somehow intellec· 
tually unsound. But after examining relatively recent works of historians and 
international relations theorists, I came to the conclusion that my philosopher 
friend had spoken a truth of aort9 , Rare, indeed, was the historian who at· 
tempted to define an 'alliance. One of the most distinguished European 

2f5 




