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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

THE DISSOLUTION OF THE SOVIET UNION marked the emergence of
historically unprecedented U.S. advantages in the scales of world
power. No system of sovereign states has ever contained one state
with comparable material preponderance.! Following its invasion of
Afghanistan in 2001, the United States loomed so large on the world
stage that many scholars called it an empire,? but the costly turmoil
that engulfed Iraq following the toppling of Saddam Hussein in 2003
quieted such talk. Suddenly, the limits of U.S. power became the
new preoccupation. Many analysts began to compare the United States
to Britain at the beginning of the twentieth century—an overstretched,
declining, “weary Titan” that “staggers under the too vast orb of
his fate.”

! This point has been stressed by political scientists, historians, and policymakers. Pol
litical scientist G. John Ikenberry observes that “since the end of the Cold War, the
United States has emerged as an unrivaled and unprecedented global superpower. At
no other time in modern history has a single state loomed so large over the rest of the
world.” “Is American Multilateralism in Decline?” Perspectives on Politics 3 (2003): 533.
Historian Paul Kennedy stresses: “A statistician could have a wild time compiling lists
of the fields in which the US leads. . . . It seems to me there is no point in the Europeans
or Chinese wringing their hands about US predominance, and wishing it would go
away. It is as if, among the various inhabitants of the apes and monkeys cage at the
London Zoo, one creature had grown bigger and bigger—and bigger—until it became a
500Ib gorilla.” “The Eagle Has Landed: The New U.S. Global Military Position,” Financial
Times, February 1, 2002. And former secretary of state Henry Kissinger maintains, “The
U.S. is enjoying a preeminence unrivaled by even the greatest empires of the past. From
weaponry to entrepreneurship, from science to technology, from higher education to
popular culture, America exercises an unparalleled ascendancy around the globe.” Does
America Need a Foreign Policy? Toward a Diplomacy for the 21st Century (New York: Simon
and Schuster, 2001), 17.

?See, for example, Michael Cox, “Empire, Imperialism and the Bush Doctrine,” Re-
view of International Studies 30 (2004); Niall Ferguson, Colossus: The Price of America’s Em-
pire (New York: Penguin, 2004); and Stephen Rosen, “An Empire, If You Can Keep It,”
National Interest 72 (2003). Ivo Daalder and James Lindsay report that in the six-month
period leading up to May 2003, the phrase “American empire” appeared more than 1,000
times in news stories; see “American Empire, Not ‘If’ but “What Kind,” New York Times,
May 10, 2003.

* The weary Titan metaphor was advanced by Joseph Chamberlain, Britain’s colonial
secretary, to describe Britain’s strategic situation in 1902; Timothy Garton Ash uses this
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What accounts for this sudden shift in assessments of American
power? For most observers, it was not new information about material
capabilities. As Robert Jervis observes, “Measured in any conceivable
way, the United States has a greater share of world power than any
other country in history.”* That statement was as accurate when it was
written in 2006 as it would have been at any time after 1991, and the
primacy it describes will long persist, even if the most pessimistic
prognostications about U.S. economic, military, and technological comi
petitiveness come true. For most scholars of international relations,
what really changed after 2003 were estimates of the political utility of
America’s primacy. Suddenly, scholars were impressed by the fact that
material preponderance does not always translate into desired outl
comes. For many, theories of international relations (IR) that explain
constraints on the use of power were vindicated by American setbacks
in Iraq and elsewhere.

For more than three decades, much IR scholarship has been devoted
to theories about how the international environment shapes states’ bel
havior.> Applying them to the case at hand, scholars have drawn on
each of the main IR theories—realism, institutionalism, constructivism,
and liberalism—to identify external (or “systemic”) constraints that
undermine the value of the United States” primacy, greatly restricting
the range of security policies it can pursue. Scholars emphasize a varil
ety of elements in the international system that constrain U.S. security
policy: international institutions, balancing dynamics, global economic
interdependence, and legitimacy. The upshot is simple but portentous
for the contours of international politics in the decades to come: the
political utility of U.S. material primacy is attenuated or even negated
by enduring properties of the international system.

Chamberlain quote as the starting point for his argument that “[t]he United States is
now that weary Titan.” “Stagger On, Weary Titan: The US Is Reeling, Like Imperial Britl
ain after the Boer War—but Don’t Gloat,” The Guardian, August 25, 2005.

*Robert Jervis, “The Remaking of a Unipolar World,” Washington Quarterly 29
(2006): 7.

® As Ned Lebow stresses, a core assumption of most international relations theory is
that “actors respond primarily to external stimuli. . . . They reward certain kinds of bell
havior and punish others, and shape actors indirectly through a process of natural selecl
tion, or directly by influencing their cost calculus.” Lebow notes that “[r]ealist, liberal,
and institutional approaches all focus on the constraints and opportunities created by
the environment” and that this emphasis also extends to what he calls “thin constructivil
ist” accounts, such as those forwarded by “Alexander Wendt, for whom behavior is
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The purpose of this book is to undertake a systematic evaluation of
the external constraints that scholars have highlighted and thereby
gain a better understanding of the United States” global role. This enl
tails answering four questions: Does the United States face the immil
nent prospect of having its power checked by a balancing coalition of
other great powers? As it has become increasingly exposed to the interl
national economy, has the United States become more vulnerable to
other actors” attempts to influence its security policies? Is the United
States tightly bound by the need to maintain a good general reputation
for cooperation in international institutions? Does the United States
need to adhere to existing rules to sustain legitimacy and thus main
tain today’s international institutional order?

Our answer to each of these questions is no—a finding that overl
turns the scholarly conventional wisdom, according to which these facl
tors strongly constrain U.S. security policy. On the contrary, the unl
precedented concentration of power resources in the United States
generally renders inoperative the constraining effects of the systemic
properties long central to research in international relations.

Given the likely longevity of American primacy, this general finding
has important repercussions for thinking about international relations
scholarship and U.S. foreign policy. In the concluding chapter, we outll
line a new research agenda to address the analytical challenge of
American primacy, and identify an important and heretofore neglected
grand strategic alternative for the United States.

THE ARGUMENT

Our purpose is to analyze propositions drawn from all the theoretical
schools that deal with the systemic constraints on U.S. security policy.
Following many other scholars, we treat security policy as not simply
the use and threat of military force, but also the use of nonmilitary
tools to advance security interests. By systemic constraints, we mean
constraints that are external to the United States itself, and that operate
in the international system generally rather than within one set of
actors or in response to a particular issue. More specifically, a systemic

shaped by external incentives and constraints.” Richard Ned Lebow, “Reason, Emotion,
and Cooperation,” International Politics 42 (2005): 42.
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constraint is a property of the international system that restricts freel
dom of action by forbidding, or raising the costs of, certain kinds of
actions, or compelling other kinds of actions.

Scholars stress that the shift from the bipolarity of the Cold War to
the current unipolarity is not an unalloyed benefit for the United States
because it comes with the prospect of counterbalancing, increased del
pendence on the international economy, a greater need to maintain a
favorable reputation to sustain cooperation within international instil
tutions, and greater challenges to American legitimacy. The convenl
tional wisdom is that these systemic constraints impede the translation
of U.S. power capabilities into influence over security outcomes, renl
dering the United States much less capable than its material capabilil
ties imply. Put more generally, existing theoretical arguments sum up
to the contention that once a state is at or near the top of the internal
tional heap, it confronts more and stronger properties of the internal
tional system that greatly diminish the marginal utility of additional
capabilities for pursuing its security objectives.®

The validity of this view depends on whether systemic constraints
function in a unipolar system as they did in the bi- and multipolar
systems on which most IR research is based. Yet answering that critical
question has not been the explicit object of study. As a result, the rel
search underlying the conventional wisdom suffers from one or more
of the following problems: it uncritically applies theories developed
to explain past international systems; it does not subject arguments to
systematic theoretical or empirical analysis; it considers only a single
theoretical perspective; and it is not specifically focused upon the conl
straints on U.S. security policy. To assess the conventional wisdom, it
is necessary to examine the key systemic constraints to determine
whether and to what degree their operation is transformed in a unipol
lar system. Ours is the first book to do this, and it does so for all the
systemic constraints highlighted by IR theory.

This study turns the conventional wisdom on its head: our asl
sessment is that as the concentration of power in a state increases
beyond a certain threshold, systemic constraints on its security policy
become generally inoperative. Scholars are right to hold that systemic

¢ Although we call this summation of current scholarship the conventional wisdom,
scholars thus far have only focused on the individual arguments that comprise it and
not on how they all fit together to produce a general proposition that increased capabilil
ties for the leading state do not lead to a commensurate increase in sway or influence.
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constraints are potentially important, but wrong to assume that
theories developed to explain previous international systems apply
to unipolarity.

BeHIND THE CONVENTIONAL WISDOM

Two sets of constraints on U.S. security policy are featured in the scholl
arly literature: systemic constraints and those that emanate from the
United States” domestic politics and institutions. The core domestic
question is whether the public acts as a constraint on American secul
rity policy.” Most of the scholarship focuses on how the public reacts
to the use of force, and finds that the effect of public opinion varies
according to case-specific factors, including the perceived likelihood
of battlefield success,® the number of actual or expected casualties,’
the nature of discourse among policymakers and political elites,"

7 This specific literature is, in turn, situated within a broader literature that examines
how political institutions can affect the relationship between public opinion and foreign
policy; for a useful overview of this literature, see Dan Reiter and Allan Stam, “Democl
racy, Peace, and War,” in Oxford Handbook of Political Economy, ed. Barry Weingast and
Donald Wittman (New York: Oxford University Press, New York, 2006).

¥ See, for example, Peter D. Feaver and Christopher Gelpi, Choosing Your Battles: Amer-
ican Civil-Military Relations and the Use of Force (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2004); and Steven Kull and Ramsey Clay, “The Myth of the Reactive Public: American
Public Attitudes on Military Fatalities in the Post-Cold War Period,” in Public Opinion
and the International Use of Force, ed. Phillip Everts and Pierangelo Isneria (London:
Routledge, 2001), who note that “the critical determinant of the public’s response is not
whether US vital interests are involved, but whether the operation is perceived as likely
to succeed” (205).

’ The dominant view among academics is that U.S. public support for a given military
deployment will be lower if large casualties are expected and also that the level of public
support will decline if U.S. casualties increase after a deployment occurs. See the overl
view of the literature on this point in Adam Berinsky, “Assuming the Costs of War:
Events, Elites, and American Public Support for Military Conflict,” MIT Working Paper,
April 2005, available at http:/ /web.mit.edu/berinsky/www /war.pdf (consulted Sepl
tember 19, 2007), 2-3. For a contrasting view, see Christopher Gelpi, Peter Feaver, and
Jason Reifler, “Casualty Sensitivity in the War in Iraq,” paper presented at the Wielding
American Power Working Conference, Duke University, February 7, 2004, who conclude
that “under the right conditions, the public will continue to support military operations
even when they come with a relatively high human cost. . . . The public has the stomach
for costly military action provided the action is successful. The image of the American
public as a paper tiger—a mirage of strength that collapses in the face of casualties—is
as incorrect as it is popular” (3—4).

! The best analysis of this question is by Berinsky, “Costs of War,” who concludes
that “patterns of elite discourse determine the nature of opinion toward war. When politl
ical elites disagree as to the wisdom of intervention, the public divides as well. But
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the objectives in a given case," whether the mission is backed by multil
lateral institutions,”? and the nature of media coverage.”® The signifil
cance of public support or opposition also depends on the normative
and political beliefs of the particular president who is fashioning
policy.*

In contrast to these complex influences is scholars’ stark portrait of
the systemic constraints facing the United States: rising power meets
rising constraints. Perhaps because of the appeal of this relative clarity,
scholars who evaluate U.S. policy generally focus on systemic conl
straints.” Their conclusions, however, are not backed up by research
that is as careful as that which addresses domestic constraints. Instead,
their stark perspective on systemic constraints is initially plausible bel
cause it resonates with decades of theorizing on international relations.

Since World War II scholars have pursued general, systematic
knowledge about international relations. Starting in the 1950s, this led
to a preoccupation with systemic theory. A hallmark of the approach
is its commitment to general explanations of patterns over long spans
of time, as opposed to details of specific interstate interactions. Scholl
ars developed and tested general propositions about the social system

when—for whatever reason—elites come to a common interpretation of a political reall
ity, the public gives them great latitude to wage war” (1-2).

1 See, for example, Bruce Jentleson and Rebecca L. Britton, “Still Pretty Prudent: Post—
Cold War American Public Opinion on the Use of Military Force,” Journal of Conflict Reso-
lution 42 (1998); and Eric Larson, “Putting Theory to Work: Diagnosing Public Opinion
on the U.S. Intervention in Bosnia,” in Being Useful: Policy Relevance and International Rela-
tions Theory, ed. Miroslav Nincic and Joseph Lepgold (Ann Arbor: University of Michill
gan Press, 2000).

12See I. M. Destler and Steven Kull, Misreading the Public: The Myth of a New Isolation-
ism (Washington, D.C.: Brookings, 1999).

13 See, for example, Richard Brody, Assessing the President: The Media, Elite Opinion, and
Public Support (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1991); Richard Brody, “Crisis,
War, and Public Opinion: The Media and Public Support for the President,” in Taken by
Storm: The Media, Public Opinion, and U.S. Foreign Policy in the Gulf War, ed. Lance Bennett
and David Paletz (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994).

" Douglas Foyle, Counting the Public In: Presidents, Public Opinion, and Foreign Policy
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1999).

5 This is true across the various theoretical schools; see, for example, Robert Pape,
“Soft Balancing against the United States,” International Security 30 (2005); Richard Ned
Lebow, The Tragic Vision of Politics: Ethics, Interests, and Order (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2003); Christian Reus-Smit, American Power and World Order (Cami
bridge, Mass.: Polity Press, 2004); Kenneth N. Waltz, “Structural Realism after the Cold
War,” International Security 25 (2000); and Lisa Martin, “Multilateral Organizations after
the U.S.-Iraq War,” in The Irag War and Its Consequences: Thoughts of Nobel Peace Laureates
and Eminent Scholars, ed. Irwin Abrams and Wang Gungwu (Singapore: World Scientific
Publishing, 2003).
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INTRODUCTION

of states with little reference to their internal properties.'® Even though
the influence of systemic theory declined in the late 1980s, most rel
search in the field still either reacts to or develops this approach.”” Tol
day’s scholarship concerning constraints on the United States is the
product of this intellectual history.

The provenance of the conventional wisdom on systemic constraints
is clearest for realism. Indelibly associated with realism is balance-off
power theory, a quintessential theory of systemic constraints. It stipull
lates that the absence of a central authority that can enforce agreements
(i.e., the condition of anarchy) puts a premium on states’ long-term
survival (security), which leads them to counter potentially dangerous
concentrations of power (which balance-of-power theorists frequently
call hegemony) through alliances (external balancing) or military buildD
ups (internal balancing). According to the theory, the stronger a state
gets, the more powerful become the incentives for other states to ball
ance it. “Hegemony leads to balance,” Kenneth N. Waltz observes,
“through all of the centuries we can contemplate.”*

It is little wonder that scholars reached for this theory to analyze
systemic constraints on the United States after the Cold War. No other
single proposition about international politics has attracted more
scholarly effort than the balance of power. It is perhaps as central in
today’s thinking as it has been at any time since the Enlightenment,
when Rousseau and Hume transformed familiar lore about balancing
diplomacy into coherent theoretical arguments.” Waltz, who turned
those arguments into a structural systemic theory in the 1970s, has
been one of the most influential scholars of international relations over
the last three decades. The theory’s basic proposition, the self-negating
nature of power, seemed tailor-made for the post-Cold War era, when

1® See Torbjern L. Knutsen, History of International Relations Theory (Manchester: Manl
chester University Press, 1997).

7See, for example, the discussion in Helen Milner, “Rationalizing Politics: The
Emerging Synthesis of International, American, and Comparative Politics,” International
Organization 52 (1998); Alexander Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics (Cami
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999); and Michael Horowitz, Rose McDermott,
and Allan Stam, “Leader Age, Regime Type, and Violent International Relations,” Journal
of Conflict Resolution 49 (2005).

18 Kenneth N. Waltz, “The Emerging Structure of International Politics,” International
Security 18 (1993): 77.

1 Between 1991 and 2001, for example, citations of the chief contributions to the ball
ance-of-power literature dwarfed those concerning all the other major propositions in
conflict studies, including the democratic peace. D. Scott Bennett and Allan C. Stam, The
Behavioral Origins of War (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2004).
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the United States assumed unprecedented material preponderance in
the international system.

Remarkably, scholars from normally competing theoretical traditions
have reached similar conclusions about the self-negating nature of conl
temporary American power. Institutionalist, constructivist, and modern
liberal theories all developed in part as critical reactions to realism. All
reject simple power-centric models like the balance of power; all feature
causal mechanisms that are downplayed or ignored in realist writings.
Yet these theoretical schools reach the same general conclusion about
the constraints facing the United States today: as its share of power in
the international system increases, the systemic constraints on U.S. sell
curity policy also increase (though the link between them is not a matf
ter of balancing—the causal pathways are less direct and linear than
realism’s notion of power begetting countervailing power).

Institutionalist theory shows how states gain from cooperating withl
in international institutions and, conversely, how much they can lose
if they fail to cooperate in a world with high levels of interdependence.
To avoid these losses, institutionalists stress, states must bind themil
selves to institutional rules. While these constraints apply to all states
that want to benefit from institutionalized cooperation, they are, acl
cording to recent analyses, especially salient for the leading state. As
it becomes more powerful—as when the relative power of the United
States increased with the Soviet Union’s fall—it has a greater ability to
exempt itself from inconvenient institutional rules of the game without
being punished in the short term.” Therefore, “the more that a powerl
ful state is capable of dominating or abandoning weaker states, the
more the weaker states will care about constraints on the leading
state’s policy autonomy.””

The basic proposition emerging from institutionalist scholarship is
that the United States faces a critical need to maintain a favorable repul
tation for international cooperation; any effort to revise or insulate it
self from the current institutional order is dangerous, institutionalists
maintain, because it will undermine America’s “multilateral reputal
tion,” reducing other states” cooperation in areas where Washington

» Martin, “Multilateral Organizations,” 365, 369.

2 Tkenberry, “American Multilateralism in Decline?” 535. In this regard, David A.
Lake maintains, “In bipolarity, the competition with the Soviet Union constrained Amerl
ican capriciousness. Today, the United States binds itself through institutions that limit
its ability to exploit others.” “Beyond Anarchy: The Importance of Security Institutions,”
International Security 26 (2001): 159.
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INTRODUCTION

strongly values it, such as trade. If true, this argument has major implil
cations for U.S. security policy: to sustain institutionalized cooperation
from weaker countries, the United States more than other nations
needs to accept the constraints associated with multilateral agreements
and rules.

Constructivist scholarship makes a similar argument regarding the
constraining force of the international order, in which the concept of
legitimacy plays the key role. Constructivists emphasize that Ameril
ca’s material resources can translate into political influence only when
they are bound by the rules of the institutional order. Christian Reus-
Smit summarizes the core claims, namely “that all political power is
deeply embedded in webs of social exchange and mutual constitution;
that stable political power ... ultimately rests on legitimacy; and that
institutions play a crucial role in sustaining such power.”* It follows
that the more powerful a state is, the more it has to gain by legitimizing
its power, and the more it has to lose if others question that legitimacy.
The shift from bi- to unipolarity has magnified the salience of this basic
proposition. Constructivist scholarship thus generates an argument
with profound implications for the United States: failure to hew to the
accepted rules in the security realm will degrade American legitimacy
and thereby complicate and weaken American hegemony.” However
inconvenient accepted practices may be, departing from them will
erode the foundations of American hegemony.

Thus, both constructivist and institutionalist analyses emphasize the
institutional constraints on U.S. security policy. Liberalism, meanl
while, points to another aspect of the international environment: global
economic interdependence, which has accelerated dramatically in rel
cent decades. The liberal proposition is that economic interdependence
can constrain the security policies of states, including those at the top
of the power hierarchy.* This effect is particularly significant today bel
cause the opportunity cost of reduced access to the world economy is

2 Reus-Smit, American Power, 41.

¥ See especially Bruce Cronin, “The Paradox of Hegemony: America’s Ambiguous
Relationship with the United Nations,” European Journal of International Relations 7 (2001);
Reus-Smit, American Power; and Lebow, Tragic Vision of Politics.

 See, for example, Richard Rosecrance, The Rise of the Trading State: Commerce and Con-
quest in the Modern World (New York: Basic Books, 1986); John R. Oneal and Bruce M.
Russett, “The Classical Liberals Were Right: Democracy, Independence and Conflict,
1950-1985,” International Studies Quarterly 41 (1997); and Robert Keohane and Joseph S.
Nye, Power and Interdependence, 2nd ed. (Glenview, IlL.: Scott, Foresman, 1989).
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now so high. By embracing globalization to an ever greater extent, the
United States has enhanced its economic capacity and hence its overall
power. However, this is a Faustian bargain, according to many anal
lysts, because U.S. security policy is more exposed to potential conl
straints associated with economic interdependence.

The convergence of all of the major schools in international relations
on the same basic argument regarding systemic constraints is grounded
in scholarship: in each case, the proposition that rising power generates
rising constraints is a reasonable first-cut inference from existing theol
retical and empirical analyses. It is hardly surprising that when conl
fronted with the novel condition of unipolarity, scholars plumbed exl
isting theories and research for inferences regarding constraints on the
United States. After all, scholars are only human. They are cognitive
misers. When the world changes, they do not abandon all their theories
and start afresh. “Instead of radical change,” Jack Snyder notes, “acadel
mia has adjusted existing theories to meet new realities.””

While this reaction is understandable, it is not optimal in the long
run. The degree of U.S. dominance is unprecedented, and this alone is
enough to place a question mark after inferences derived from research
on previous systems. Unfortunately, the incentive to subject convenl
tional wisdom to theoretical and empirical scrutiny is reduced when
normally competitive theoretical schools converge on a proposition—
one that initially seems compelling and also aligns with the prescripl
tion for foreign policy the overwhelming majority of IR scholars would
endorse: restraint in the face of the temptations of power.

However, given the importance of systemic constraints on power
for evaluating both U.S. foreign policy and international security
more generally, scholarly assessments should rest on firm foundations.
Our book provides a thorough analysis of the five key theoretical
arguments concerning the systemic constraints facing the United
States today.

¥ See, for example, Jonathan Kirshner, “Processes of Globalization and Challenges
to National Security,” paper prepared for the conference “Globalization and National
Security,” Harvard University, November 14-15, 2003; Stanley Hoffmann, “Clash of
Globalizations,” Foreign Affairs 81 (2002); Theodore Moran, “Defense Economics and Sell
curity,” in Grave New World: Security Challenges in the 21st Century, ed. Michael Brown
(Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2003); and Audrey Kurth Cronin, “Bel
hind the Curve: Globalization and International Terrorism,” International Security 27
(2002-3).

* Jack Snyder, “One World: Rival Theories,” Foreign Policy 145 (2004): 53.
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TERMS OF REFERENCE

The question for us is this: how do systemic constraints featured in
IR scholarship operate on the United States, given its weight in the
interstate scales of power? To address this question, we need to be
clear about what we mean by power and the strength of various
constraints.

Power and Polarity

In the wake of a Cold War that had been shaped by two leading states,
analysts recognized that a world without a nation capable of rivaling
the United States would be different in important ways. Observers
grappling with the post-bipolar international system have characterl
ized it in such terms as empire, unipolarity, imperium, and uni-multil
polarity.” These terms reflect a search for theoretical constructions to
place in historical and comparative perspective the distinctive political
formation that has taken shape around American power. But our anall
ysis concerns constraints on the conversion of material resources into
desired outcomes. That topic requires a basic distinction between
power as material resources and power as the ability to realize ends.”
Following the practice of many scholars, we use the term power in the
former sense to denote the resources a government can draw upon.
The global system today—seen in comparative historical perspective—
has very concentrated means of power. Using the term power to dell
note these material capabilities does not prejudge the character of inll
fluence or the logic of political relationships within the global system.”

7 As indicated in note 2, a huge literature has emerged depicting America as an
empire. On imperium, see Katzenstein, A World of Regions. On uni-multipolarity, see
Samuel P. Huntington, “The Lonely Superpower,” Foreign Affairs 78 (1999).

*In this way, we are following a basic distinction that is made in the power theory
literature; see, in particular, David A. Baldwin, Paradoxes of Power (New York: Basil
Blackwell, 1989).

# In using this terminology, we nonetheless agree with Steven Lukes that “having the
means to power is not the same as being powerful,” as he defines that term; see “Power
and the Battle for Hearts and Minds,” Millennium 33 (2005): 478. In addition, by juxtaposl
ing power as resources with power as the ability to attain desired ends, we are aware
that there are a great many other ways to conceptualize power, many of which (espel
cially those associated with the works of Lukes and Michel Foucault) have gained curl
rency in international relations scholarship. For an illuminating treatment and guide to
this literature, see Stefano Guzzini, “The Concept of Power: A Constructivist Analysis,”
Millennium 33 (2005).

11
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Our analysis does not hinge on the particular term used to describe
the current system; our analytical starting point—that the United
States has a greater share of power than any single state has ever had
in 300 years—is uncontested among IR scholars. Of all the shorthand
terms to describe the current system, unipolarity is the most accurate
and presents the smallest risk of conflating power as resources with
power as political relations of influence and control. Some discussion
of the applicability of this term helps to put the unique nature of tol
day’s system in sharper relief.

Scholars use the term unipolarity to distinguish a system with one
extremely capable state from systems with two or more such states
(bi-, tri-, and multipolarity), and from empire, which generally refers
to relations of political influence and control rather than distributions
of capability. The adjective unipolar describes something that has a sinl
gle pole. To occupy a pole in the international system, a state must (a)
command an especially large share of the resources states can use to
achieve their ends; and (b) excel in all the component elements of state
capability (conventionally defined as size of population and territory,
resource endowment, economic capacity, military might, and organizal
tional-institutional “competence”).” By definition, in a unipolar system
only one state meets these criteria.

The concept of polarity has deep roots in scholarship on internal
tional relations. The core contention is that polarity structures states’
probable actions, providing incentives and disincentives for different
types of behavior. However, the concept yields few important insights
into patterns in international politics over the long term. Even those
scholars most persuaded of its analytical utility see polarity as a necesl
sary component of, rather than a complete, explanation of behavior.”
In part because it suggests a dependence on Kenneth Waltz’s writings
on polarity, the term is not ideal for our purposes. As we make clear
in the chapters that follow, our analysis is not based on the neorealist
system of explanation; because we seek to evaluate each school of
thought on its own terms, our approach is theoretically agnostic. That
said, the concept of polarity is an efficient way to keep clear the vital

% Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1979), 131.

' For a comprehensive critical review of the polarity literature, see Barry Buzan, The
United States and the Great Powers: World Politics in the Twenty-first Century (New York:
Polity Press, 2004).

12



INTRODUCTION

distinction between power as resources and power as the ability to atl
tain desired ends.

Polarity is a theoretical construct; real international systems only apl
proximate ideal types. The concept of unipolarity implies a threshold
value in the distribution of capabilities among states. How do we
know whether a system has passed the threshold, becoming unipolar?
According to the definition of a pole presented earlier, an international
system is unipolar if it contains one state whose share of capabilities
places it in a class by itself compared to all other states. This definition
reflects the fact that a state’s capabilities are measured not on an absol
lute scale but relative to those of other states. In keeping with this
definition, a unipolar state is preponderant in all relevant categories of
capability.”? According to a narrower, but also frequently used, critel
rion, a system is unipolar if it has only one state capable of organizing
major politico-military action anywhere in the system.®

There are periods of history about which scholars disagree over pol
larity, but ours is not one of them. By consensus, four or more states
qualified as poles before 1945; by 1950 or so, only two measured up;
and now one of these poles is gone. Since the dissolution of the Soviet
Union, no other power—not Japan, China, India, or Russia, nor any
European country, nor the European Union—has increased its capabilil
ties sufficiently to transform itself into a pole. The United States alone
retains the wherewithal to organize major politico-military action anyl
where in the system. The more definite is American material preemil
nence, the more apt is the term unipolarity. As the empirical analysis
in chapter 2 shows, in today’s system the term is very apt indeed.

The Power of Constraints

Clarity about our definition of power must be accompanied by clarity
about constraints. Each of the theoretical arguments we shall assess is
complex, often subsuming numerous propositions, and each has been

2 Wohlforth, “The Stability of a Unipolar World,” International Security 21 (1999); and
Wohlforth, “U.S. Strategy in a Unipolar World,” in America Unrivaled: The Future of the
Balance of Power, ed. G. John Ikenberry (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2002).

¥ David Wilkinson, “Unipolarity without Hegemon,” International Studies Review 1,
no. 2 (1999): 141-72; Birthe Hansen, Unipolarity and the Middle East (New York: St. Marll
tin’s, 2000); and Stuart Kaufman, Richard Little, and William C. Wohlforth, eds., The Bal-
ance of Power in World History (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007).

13



CHAPTER ONE

articulated in subtle ways by different scholars. Although these theol
ries sum up to what we have called a conventional wisdom on sysl
temic constraints, scholars make distinct claims about the strength of
the constraints their theories identify.*

Constraints vary along two key dimensions. The first is conditionality.
The key issue is whether the constraint is triggered by a state’s policies:
as we move along this continuum from the less to the more condil
tional, a constraint may be inescapable, avoidable if a state pursues
appropriate policies, or inapplicable no matter what it does. The secl
ond dimension is strength. A strong constraint is one that significantly
reduces the practical utility of a state’s power resources, whereas a
weak constraint has a less consequential effect. The strength of a conll
straint is a function of both its scope—that is, how large a range of
policies it applies to—and how malleable and reversible it is.

These considerations produce a continuum of constraints on U.S. sel
curity policy as follows:

1. A structural constraint exists as a result of the United States” position
in the international system; it will affect any effort to use power in the
pursuit of security, no matter what policies the United States follows.
Theoretically, a structural constraint may be weak—that is, it only
marginally affects the utility of resources—but in practice, scholars
almost always contend that structural constraints are strong. As a rell
sult, it is not necessary to distinguish between weak and strong strucl
tural constraints, since the former do not exist within IR scholarship.

2. A strong conditional constraint powerfully affects the ability to use rel
sources in pursuit of security interests, but is triggered only if the
United States adopts certain policies.

3. A weak conditional constraint imposes relatively minor impediments
on the use of power to advance security interests, and then only if
the United States adopts certain policies.

4. A constraint is inoperative if it is extremely unlikely to apply to the
United States under unipolarity, or its scope and significance is so
restricted as to render it essentially inconsequential.

The conventional wisdom in IR scholarship is that the international
environment tightly constrains U.S. security policy: most systemic conl
straints that scholars highlight are strongly conditional, and some are

*1IR scholarship lacks a general theory of constraints. The theoretical understanding
of constraints we develop here is consistent with—and allows us to evaluate—the range
of propositions we examine from each of the major theoretical schools.
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structural. Our conclusion, in contrast, is that the international envil
ronment does not tightly constrain U.S. security policy; systemic conl
straints are generally inoperative.

THE STAKES FOR PoLicy

The core of this book is a thorough evaluation of theoretical arguments,
but the results of this assessment directly bear on three overarching
questions of policy: Can the United States sustain an expansive range
of security commitments around the globe? Is the United States well
positioned to reshape the international system to better advance its sel
curity interests? What are the general costs of unilateralism?

A contentious debate is under way over how large a security “footl
print” the United States should have. Three positions dominate this del
bate: “offshore balancing” (the United States should sharply reduce its
security commitments and military deployments overseas, pulling back
toward its own borders);® “engagement” (the United States should
maintain the security role and military profile it had overseas prior to
9/11, wary of any significant expansion);* and “primacy” (the United
States should augment the footprint it had overseas before 9/11).%

Our general conclusion, that the United States does not face strong
systemic constraints, has great relevance for this debate. Specifically, if
current IR scholarship is right, then, because of external constraints, the
United States will have difficulty maintaining its current security prol
file (engagement) let alone enhancing its military footprint (primacy).

% See, for example, Pape, “Soft Balancing against the United States”; Christopher
Layne, “The Unipolar Illusion Revisited: The Coming End of the United States” Unipolar
Moment,” International Security 31 (2006); and John Mearsheimer, “The Future of the
American Pacifier,” Foreign Affairs 80 (2001). The extreme version of this perspective is
that the United States should pull back from all of its foreign security commitments; see
Eugene Gholz, Daryl Press, and Harvey Sapolsky, “Come Home America: The Strategy
of Restraint in the Face of Temptation,” International Security 21 (1997).

% See, for example, Robert Art, A Grand Strategy for America (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell Unill
versity Press, 2003); Joseph S. Nye, The Paradox of American Power: Why the World’s Only
Superpower Can’t Go It Alone (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002); and Stephen
Walt, “Keeping the World Off-Balance: Self-Restraint and U.S. Foreign Policy,” in Ikenl
berry, America Unrivaled.

7 See, for example, Bradley Thayer’s contribution in Christopher Layne and Bradley
Thayer, American Empire: A Debate (New York: Taylor and Francis, 2007); Michael Manll
delbaum, The Case for Goliath: How America Acts as the World's Government in the 21st Cen-
tury (New York: Public Affairs, 2005); and Rosen, “An Empire.”
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It is perhaps not a coincidence that many who advocate the remaining
option (offshore balancing) have also argued that the United States now
faces very strong systemic constraints on its security policy.*

Our analysis, by contrast, shows that the systemic environment does
not undermine, let alone rule out, any of the three options. But it does
not show what choice the United States should make. It is important to
distinguish dispassionate analysis of the underlying structure of interl
national politics from advocacy for one strategic choice.”” We argue
from theory and evidence that the current unipolar system is durable
and that the systemic constraints on U.S. security policy are generally
inoperative. One can agree with our assessment of the systemic envil
ronment while promoting any of the three grand strategies reviewed
above, including offshore balancing.

The debate about the long-term direction of U.S. security policy
is often restricted to how and where the United States deploys its
military resources. Largely unaddressed is a second issue, one for
which our analysis has important implications: whether the United
States should consider changing the international system. In his
groundbreaking book War and Change in World Politics, Robert Gilpin
argued that leading states “will attempt to change the international
system if the expected benefits exceed the expected costs.”* In the
quarter century since that book’s publication, scholars have never seril
ously debated whether the “expected net gain” of such change might
be positive for the United States. It is hardly surprising that scholars
set aside the question of large-scale revisions of the territorial status
quo—plausible arguments for the utility of widespread conquest in an
age of nuclear weapons and low economic benefits of holding territory
are hard to imagine. But Gilpin emphasizes that revising the territorial
status quo is only one of three objectives that powerful states might
pursue; the other two are nonterritorial: gaining influence over the
global economy, and “creating an international political environment
and rules of the system that will be conducive to their political, ecol
nomic, and ideological interests.”*! Why is there no sustained scholarly

% See, for example, Pape, “Soft Balancing against the United States”; and Layne, “The
Unipolar Illusion Revisited.”

¥ An example of such a mistaken conflation of our work is Layne, “The Unipolar
Illusion Revisited,” 37.

“ Robert Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1981), chap. 2.

“1bid., 24.
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debate on the costs and benefits of system change in pursuit of these
nonterritorial objectives?

The answer is in assessments of the distribution of power. In the
1980s, scholars believed that the United States was in relative decline.
The costs of changing the system would thus be too high, and conserl
vatism was the order of the day. With the collapse of Soviet power in
1989-91 came a dramatic shift of power in favor of the United States,
presumably increasing the attractiveness of system change. Yet most
observers assumed that unipolarity was but a “moment,” and so long-
range projects of systemic activism did not appear germane.

By the end of the millennium, however, most scholars accepted that
unipolarity was not about to erode any time soon, and still the ques0
tion of U.S. systemic activism was neglected. This inattention can be
traced to two prevalent assumptions. The first is that any effort to rel
vise the system would be fruitless, costly, or both, in large part because
of systemic constraints on the exercise of power. John Ikenberry, for
example, stresses the need for the United States “to operate through
mutually agreed rules”# and emphasizes that “the more willing the
U.S. is to act within institutional constraints and tie itself to others . . .
the less likely it is that states will seek to balance against it or seek to
establish a rival international order.”* The second assumption is that,
in the words of Robert Jervis, “[t]he current international system, all
though not necessarily perfect, is certainly satisfactory.”* These asl
sumptions yield a negative cost-benefit ratio for U.S. efforts to revise
the system even if unipolarity will long endure. And if activism makes
no sense, then conservatism is the only practical route. This perhaps
explains why IR scholars have been so reluctant to address the quesl
tion of system change, and why they instead counsel the United States
to be a “very conservative state” and to “seek to maintain the prevaill
ing international system.”*

This book reveals that the first assumption underlying conservatism
has no basis. As we show, systemic constraints on U.S. security policy
do not rise with American power; there is no reason to expect that for
the next two decades external constraints will meaningfully impede

“ G. John Ikenberry, “Strategic Reactions to American Preeminence: Great Power Polil
tics in the Age of Unipolarity,” manuscript, Princeton University, July 2003, 4.

“ G. John Ikenberry, “The Rise of China, Power Transitions, and the Western Order,”
manuscript, Princeton University, December 2005, 33-34.

“Jervis, “Remaking of Unipolar World,” 7.

 Ibid.
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USS. efforts to revise the international system. It then becomes clear
that the second assumption at the root of conservatism is debatable,
and ought to be debated. Our concluding chapter addresses the pressl
ing need to begin a serious discussion of the potential security benefits
of revising the system. That debate would both provide helpful guid
ance to policymakers and lead to a better understanding of the true
security environment in today’s unipolar system and how U.S. polil
cymakers are likely to respond to it.

The final long-term policy issue our analysis bears upon is the costs
of unilateralism.* IR scholars invariably see going it alone as costly,
particularly for the United States today. Stanley Hoffman’s warning,
that “nothing is more dangerous for a "hyperpower’ than the temptal
tion of unilateralism,” is typical of scholarly assessments.”” The general
argument is that unilateralism is prohibitively costly because it augf
ments systemic constraints: enhanced efforts to balance U.S. power, rel
duced legitimacy of the U.S.-led international order, and a damaged
American reputation that will curtail prospects for cooperation in inf
ternational institutions. Our finding, that for the United States systemic
constraints are generally inoperative, thus undermines the scholarly
consensus on the high costs of unilateral policies.

This does not mean that unilateralism is wise. Any policy may be
wise or unwise, and many unilateral policies pursued by the United
States undoubtedly fall into the latter category. The core question is
whether punishing general costs arise from unilateral policies regardl
less of their substance. The findings in this book provide no evidence
for such costs, although scholars habitually write about them as if there
were such evidence. Again, this result does not mean that the United
States should be more or less unilateral, or more or less multilateral.
What our findings reveal is that the benefit of acting multilaterally rests
on the substance of a given policy, not on the purported general costs
of unilateralism. Analysts must distinguish procedural criticisms of
unilateral policies from criticisms based on substance. The benefits of
acting unilaterally in particular circumstances need to be considered,

* A complete version of the argument in the paragraphs that follow on the costs of
unilateralism is advanced in Stephen Brooks and William Wohlforth, “International Rell
lations Theory and the Case against Unilateralism,” Perspectives on Politics 3 (2005).

¥ Hoffmann, “Clash of Globalizations,” 3. For a representative general treatment, see
John Ruggie, ed., Multilateralism Matters: The Theory and Praxis of an Institutional Form
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1993).
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not neglected because of the general presumption that systemic incenl
tives ineluctably make such action costly and impractical.

A single point lies at the root of all three of these implications for
policy: inoperative systemic constraints mean that, much more than
scholars generally believe, U.S. foreign policy is a realm of choice,
rather than necessity. IR scholars, now noticeably silent on what
choices the United States should make on all three issues, must be
heard. As we stress in our final chapter, the fact that IR scholarship
currently cannot provide much guidance on optimal choices does not
mean that it will never do so; rather, much more research on these isl
sues is needed.

PLAN oF THE Book

Our study is as wide-ranging as the theories we consider. It contains
purely theoretical critiques, contemporary and historical case studies,
and careful analysis of numerical data. Along the way, we develop
and evaluate our own theoretical arguments about how balancing,
globalization, legitimacy, and institutionalized cooperation operate in
a unipolar world.

In chapters 2 and 3, we address balancing—the most prominent
proposition within realism and, arguably, IR theory generally. The ball
ancing proposition has two branches, balance-of-power theory and
balance-of-threat theory. Chapter 2 addresses the former, which prel
dicts that states will try to prevent the rise of a hegemon. While scholl
ars debate the empirical veracity of this proposition historically, they
have not registered a more important point concerning its implications
for constraints on U.S. power today: Even if a potential hegemon needs
to be concerned about a counterbalancing constraint, as the theory
predicts, the theory does not yield this implication for a hegemon that
is already firmly established. Indeed, we argue that once a country
passes that threshold, the theory’s causal arrows are reversed.

Chapter 3 evaluates the argument on constraints that has been del
rived from balance-of-threat theory. Scholars who have applied the
theory argue that balancing dynamics under unipolarity will, at least
initially, operate more subtly than the counterbalancing predicted by
balance-of-power theory. Arguably the most frequently cited systemic
constraint in discussions of American foreign policy, this argument
has never been tested empirically against alternative explanations.

19



CHAPTER ONE

We present such a test, and find that the actions analysts regard as
balancing are, in fact, better explained by factors that fall outside
balance-of-threat theory.

The key liberal argument that enhanced economic interdependence
leads to increased exposure to constraints on the security policy of the
United States is the subject of chapter 4. The argument comes in many
forms, but we show that most founder on the problem of “asymmetric
interdependence”: the immense presence of the United States within
the global economy makes other states more economically dependent
on it than it is dependent on them. Precisely because it occupies such
a dominant position, the United States is able to grow economically
via globalization without the prospect that other countries will use ecol
nomic statecraft to constrain its security policy. Thus, a systemic conl
straint widely thought to be strongly conditional—to use one of the
terms we have defined above—is largely inoperative. Chapter 4 also
evaluates more general, indirect mechanisms by which economic inter(
dependence might constrain U.S. security policy. We find that rising
economic interdependence is likely neither to change other countries’
ability or preference to constrain U.S. policies, nor lead to constraining
actions by nonstate actors.

Chapter 5 addresses the institutionalist argument that the institul
tional order is imperiled if the United States does not strongly invest
in maintaining a reputation for multilateralism. This core argument,
we show, depends upon an assumption about the way reputations
work that is theoretically implausible and empirically unsubstantiated.
There is an alternative conception of reputations that rests on firmer
theoretical foundations and is consistent with the empirical record. We
thus find that the reputational constraint is inoperative, not strongly
conditional as now posited by institutionalist scholarship.

Chapter 6 analyzes the key argument on constraints derived from
constructivism, which concerns legitimacy. We establish several conl
siderations that undermine the constructivists’ argument. Reviewing
key episodes alleged to have imposed legitimacy costs on the United
States, we demonstrate the contingent and malleable nature of the supl
posed constraint. Legitimacy both limits and enables power, and
power can fuel legitimacy. The United States needs legitimacy, but the
constraint this need imposes on U.S. security policy is conditional and
weak, rather than conditional and strong or even structural, as conl
structivist treatments contend.
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The concluding chapter discusses two chief implications. Rather
than vindicating existing theories, the reversals and challenges U.S.
foreign policy encountered after 2003 underscore the need for a new
research agenda for IR scholars. To explain the nature of the constraints
on U.S. security policy, scholars must shift away from the standard
focus on the external environment and examine other kinds of factors.
Analysts also need to examine how the United States can best take adl
vantage of its unprecedented opportunity to change the international
system in its long-term security interests. The debate about U.S. grand
strategy needs to consider a new alternative: using American leverage
to reshape international institutions, standards of legitimacy and ecol
nomic globalization.
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