


5th Edition

Principles of
INTERNATIONAL
POLITICS
 





To the memory of Abraham and Clara Bueno de Mesquita, A. F. K. Organski, William H.
Riker, and Robert Jackman. They were master mentors and exemplars of lives well lived.
They taught me to reflect on how our world works for which I am forever in their debt.
Though I can no longer turn to them for counsel, still I listen for their whispers on the

wind.



5th Edition

Bruce Bueno de Mesquita

Principles of
INTERNATIONAL
POLITICS
 



FOR INFORMATION:

CQ Press
An Imprint of SAGE Publications, Inc.
2455 Teller Road
Thousand Oaks, California 91320
E-mail: order@sagepub.com

SAGE Publications Ltd.
1 Oliver’s Yard
55 City Road
London EC1Y 1SP
United Kingdom

SAGE Publications India Pvt. Ltd.
B 1/I 1 Mohan Cooperative Industrial Area
Mathura Road, New Delhi 110 044
India

SAGE Publications Asia-Pacific Pte. Ltd.
3 Church Street
#10-04 Samsung Hub
Singapore 049483

 

Acquisitions Editor:   Elise Frasier
Production Editor:   Laura Barrett

mailto://order@sagepub.com


Copy Editor:   Megan Markanich
Typesetter:   C&M Digitals (P) Ltd.
Proofreader:   Stefanie Storholt
Indexer:   Kathleen Paparchontis
Cover Designer:   Karine Hovsepian
Marketing Manager:   Jonathan Mason
Permissions Editor:   Adele Hutchinson

Copyright © 2014 by CQ Press, an Imprint of SAGE Publications, Inc. CQ Press is a
registered trademark of Congressional Quarterly Inc.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or utilized in any form or by
any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any
information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

 

Printed in the United States of America

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Bueno de Mesquita, Bruce, 1946-

Principles of international politics / Bruce Bueno de Mesquita. — 5th ed.

p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978-1-4522-0298-3 (pbk.)

1. International relations. I. Title.

JZ1242.B84 2014
327.101—dc23        2012038576

This book is printed on acid-free paper.

 



12 13 14 15 16 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1



Brief Contents
 

Maps, Tables, and Figures

Preface

About the Author
 

SECTION I. FOUNDATIONS

      Introduction

  1. Evaluating Arguments about International Politics

  2. The Strategic Perspective: When Foreign Policy Collides with
Domestic Politics

  3. Tools for Analyzing International Affairs

  4. An Introduction to Game Theory
 

SECTION II. WAR

  5. Why War? The Big Picture

  6. Domestic Theories of War
 

SECTION III. PEACE

  7. How International Organizations Work or Don’t Work

  8. Global Warming: Designing a Solution

  9. Human Rights, International Law, and Norms



10. Free Trade or Fair: The Domestic Politics of Tariffs

11. Globalization: International Winners and Losers
 

SECTION IV. WORLD ORDER

12. Foreign Aid, Poverty, and Revolution

13. Can Terrorism Be Rational?

14. A Democratic World Order: Peace without Democratization

Appendix. Modern Political Economic History and International Politics

Bibliography

Glossary of Key Terms

Photo Credits

Citations of Key Authors

Index



Detailed Contents
 

Maps, Tables, and Figures

Preface

About the Author

SECTION I. FOUNDATIONS

Introduction
Domestic Politics Shape International Politics
Policy and Rationality
Is There a National Interest?

Arrow and Social—National—Welfare
This Book and Important Alternative Points of View

Neorealism
Liberalism
Constructivism
A First Look at the Strategic Perspective

The Book’s Plan
Wrap-Up
Exercises
Suggested Readings

  1. Evaluating Arguments about International Politics
What Is a Theory?
Constructing Theories
Judging Theories

The Importance of Logical Consistency
Truth and Falsity in Assumptions

The First Principle of Wing Walking
The Case Study Method and Testing Theories



A Standard for Comparing Theories
The Scientific Method

When a Theory Is Wrong
Scientific Theories Must Be Falsifiable

Practical Uses of Theories
Summary

  2. The Strategic Perspective: When Foreign Policy Collides with Domestic
Politics
International Politics: Domestic Politics with a Twist

The Afghan Taliban’s Problem in 2001
The Israeli Prime Minister’s Problem

Who and What to Study in International Affairs
The Strategic Perspective
Domestic Theories of International Affairs: A First Look

Selectorate Theory
Public and Private Goods: Who Gets Rewarded as W and S Change?
The Value of Being Needed When W/S Is Small
The Value of Being Needed When W/S Is Large
The Loyalty Norm (W/S) and Conventional Regime Types
Leader Survival

Summary

  3. Tools for Analyzing International Affairs
The Example: North Korea’s Nuclear Policy
The Median Voter Theorem: A Spatial Model

Assumption 1: Unidimensionality
Assumption 2: Single-Peaked Preferences
Assumption 3: Majority Rule

Win Sets: The Median Voter and Issue Linkage
Expected Utility

Computing Expected Utilities
Probability
Combining Probability, Costs, and Benefits

Summary

  4. An Introduction to Game Theory
Prisoner’s Dilemma: Illustrating a Simple Game



Simple Games with Multiple Equilibria
A Simple North Korea-US Nuclear Game: An Extensive Form Game

Subgame Perfection and Backward Induction
Counterfactual Reasoning
Solving the North Korea-US Game with Uncertainty

Summary

SECTION II. WAR

  5. Why War? The Big Picture
War, Clarity, and Uncertainty

Seeking Compromise When a Dispute Is about an Indivisible Good:
Winner-Takes-All

War, Compromise, and Uncertainty
War, Compromise, and Commitment Problems

Realist Theories of War
How Well Does Neorealism Do in Explaining War and Instability?
Bipolarity and Stability
Neorealism’s Bipolarity Hypothesis Does Not Follow from the

Theory’s Assumptions
Bipolarity and Stability: A Second Look
History and Neorealist Empirical Claims

Other Neorealist Hypotheses and the Historical Record
The Survival of Essential and Inessential States
Balance of Power and Neorealism

The Power Transition: A Structural Alternative to Neorealism
Examples of International Rules and Norms
Dissatisfaction, the Status Quo, and War

Summary

  6. Domestic Theories of War
The Domestic Politics of International Crises
When Might War Be Ex-Post Efficient: Thatcher and the Falkland Islands
War
Audience Costs

Solving without Audience Costs
Solving with Audience Costs
Crisis Selection in Democracies and Autocracies



Diversionary War
The Resurrection Hypothesis
Pacific Dove Hypothesis

Selectorate Theory and the Conduct of War
Selectorate Reasons for War
War-Selection Calculations

Selectorate Theory and War Effort
War Effort Logic
Evidence for the War Effort Logic
War Effort, War Loss, and Leader Deposition

Summary

SECTION III. PEACE

  7. How International Organizations Work or Don’t Work
The Purpose of International Rules and Institutions
The Problems of Rivalry and Nonexcludability
The Collective Action Problem
Organizational Solutions to Collective Action

Cooperation through Repeated Bilateral Interaction
Flexibility Can Be a Virtue
Information, Reputation, and the Value Added by Institutions

Multilateral Organizations and Cooperation
Inclusiveness: Trade-Offs between Regime Efficiency and

Effectiveness
Alternative Views of Inclusiveness
The United Nations: Shallow Decisions or Inaction

Summary

  8. Global Warming: Designing a Solution
Global Warming: A Problem of Collective Action

Collective Action and Free Riding
Seeking Agreement: Allocating Abatement Costs
Shallow Agreements = Compliance; Deep Global Agreements = Failure
Monitoring and Punishing Noncompliance with Kyoto

Flexibility
Were Kyoto’s Lessons Learned?
An Illustrative Strategy for Reduced Global Warming



Summary

  9. Human Rights, International Law, and Norms
What Is International Law?
International Regimes: The Idea of Ideas and Norms
What Rights Are Recognized as Human Rights?
Is Poverty a Credible Argument against the Enjoyment of Human Rights?
Why Promote Freedom Rights? Some Useful Facts
Does International Law or Norms Improve Human Rights?

Human Rights: The Constructivist Case
The Strategic Case

Sovereignty: The Case against Human Rights
International Borders as Institutions
Breaking Down the Unitary Actor View Can Improve Human Rights

Summary

10. Free Trade or Fair: The Domestic Politics of Tariffs
Government’s Minimalist Role in Trade
Trade in Historical Perspective
An Economics Primer

Comparative Advantage
Supply and Demand

Politics of Trade: Adding Tariffs to the Mix
Trade as a Public or Private Good
Trade and Domestic Winners and Losers
The Consequence of Free Trade: Some Evidence
Summary

11. Globalization: International Winners and Losers
Globalization’s Goals
Currency Mobility
Factors of Production
Mobility of Factors of Production

Interindustry Factor Mobility
No Interindustry Factor Mobility
Specific Factor Mobility

Some Evidence
Summary



SECTION IV. WORLD ORDER

12. Foreign Aid, Poverty, and Revolution
Foreign Aid: The Problem

The Marshall Plan: A Model for Foreign Aid?
Aid Outside Europe: Not a Pretty Picture
The Aid Debate
A Third Explanation for Aid
Giving and Getting Aid

Evidence for the Aid Hypotheses
Aid, Revolution, and Democratization
Summary

13. Can Terrorism Be Rational?
Beliefs about Terrorism
Terrorism, Credible Commitments, and Strategic Dilemmas

The Government’s Credibility Problem
Solving the Credible Commitment Problem

Why Violence Might Increase after Successful Negotiations
Land for Peace: A Credible Commitment Problem
Summary

14. A Democratic World Order: Peace Without Democratization
The Democratic Peace

Some Evidence
Explanations of the Democratic Peace

Pacifying Benefits from Trying Hard
Enforcing the Postwar Peace

Democracy: A Hindrance to Democratization
Democracies and Nation Building
Autocracies and Nation Building
The United Nations and Nation Building
What Do We Expect, and What Does the Evidence Show?

Germany and Japan: Seemingly Hard Cases
The Usual Suspects: Iran, Congo, and Other Failed Cases

Summary

Appendix. Modern Political Economic History and International Politics



The Fifteenth Century
The Sixteenth Century
The Seventeenth Century
The Eighteenth Century
The Nineteenth Century
The Twentieth Century

The World through the First World War
The Interregnum between World Wars
The World War II Years
The Cold War Years
The Post–Cold War World

Summary

Bibliography

Glossary of Key Terms

Photo Credits

Citations of Key Authors

Index



Maps, Tables, and Figures
 

MAPS
A.1   Holy Roman, Ottoman, and Russian Empires, 1400s–1500s
A.2   Europe in
A.3   US, British, and Japanese Colonialism, Circa 1900
A.4   Divided Germany

TABLES
1.1   Regime and Cooperation: Necessary but Not Sufficient Condition
1.2   Regime and Cooperation: Sufficient but Not Necessary Condition
1.3   Regime and Cooperation: Necessary and Sufficient Condition
1.4   Regime and Cooperation: Necessary but Not Sufficient Condition
2.1   Chicken: A Stylized Depiction of the Palestinian-Israeli Conundrum
4.1   The Prisoner’s Dilemma
4.2   The Battle of the Sexes
4.3   The US and North Korean Governments: Game of Chicken
5.1   The Major Powers’ Balance of Power in 1896
5.2   Empirical Evidence for the Power Transition Theory, 1815–1980
6.1   Why Fight? Domestic Institutions and the Reasons for Conflict
6.2   Winning Coalition Size and Likelihood of War Given a Dispute
7.1   Conditions in Search of International Solutions
8.1   Global Warming National Threats
8.2   Top Ten Greenhouse Gas Emitters
8.3   Bilateral Brazilian-US Emission Reduction Game
9.1   Human Rights Treaties
9.2   Poverty and Human Rights: A Statistical Scorecard

10.1   Labor Productivity in Making Wine and Cloth
11.1   Valuing Money



12.1   Foreign Aid: Who Gives, Who Gets, and How Much?
13.1   Preference Orderings for a Terrorism Game
14.1   Change in Democracy Ten Years after a Military Intervention

Compared to Cases without an Intervention (%)

FIGURES
I.1   What Is in the National Interest?
2.1   The Risk of Ouster, Time in Office, and Type of Regime 76
2.2   Governance Institutions
2.3   Standard Regime Types and Coalition and Selectorate Size
2.4   Ten Countries in 2006: W and S
2.5   Selectorate View of Policy Choices
3.1   What Changes in North Korean Nuclear Policy Can We Expect in the

Next Five Years if Kim Jung-Un Retains Power in North Korea?
3.2   Selected Policy Preferences
3.3a   Examples of Preferences That Are Single-Peaked
3.3b   Examples of Preferences That Are Not Single-Peaked
3.4   Power Distribution by Nuclear Policy Preference
3.5   Cumulative Power: Finding the Median Voter
3.6   Preferences of a Few Key Players about the Democratic People’s

Republic of Korea’s Nuclear Policy and Foreign Aid
3.7   Russia’s Preferred-To Set: Policies Russian Leaders Like Better Than

the Status Quo
3.8   Win Sets for Aid Policy Versus Nuclear Policy
3.9   Compromises Acceptable or Unacceptable to the United States
4.1   Spin the Dial: Green or Not Green
4.2   Chicken in Extensive Form: United States Moves First
4.3   Solving Chicken in Extensive Form: United States Moves First
4.4a   The United States Versus the Democratic People’s Republic of

Korea, the United States Is Prepared to Fight
4.4b   The United States Versus the Democratic People’s Republic of

Korea, the United States Lacks Will to Fight
5.1   A Hypothetical Palestinian-Israeli Compromise over Land
5.2   European Great Power Alliance Commitments, 1914
5.3   European Great Power Alliance Commitments, 1989
5.4   Stability of International Systems



5.5   The Power Transition Power Triangle
5.6   Power Transition Theory and the Likelihood of War
6.1   An Audience Costs Crisis Escalation Game
6.2   Military Expenditure, Regime Type, and Duration of War
6.3   Case Study of War Effort: Per Capita Military Expenditures in the

First World War
9.1   Coalition Size in 2004 and Per Capita Income in 2009
9.2   Respect for Human Rights and Coalition Size

10.1   The Production Possibility Frontiers: Portugal and England
10.2   Marginal Costs and Gains
10.3   Supply and Demand
10.4   Supply and Demand with Tax or Tariff
11.1   Japanese Yen to Dollar Exchange Rate: 1971–2012
11.2   US Dollar Gold Exchange Rate: 1945–2011
11.3   Euro-US Dollar Exchange Rate: 2000–2012
12.1   A Natural Experiment: Election to the UN Security Council
12.2   Incumbent Strategies to Avoid Rebellion
12.3   To Revolt or Not to Revolt?
12.4   Leader Incentives to Contract Public Goods and Increase Private

Goods Allocations as Labor-Free Sources of Revenue Increase
13.1   Negotiating with Terrorists: Problems and Prospects
13.2a   National Resources Supporting Alternative Antigovernment Policies

before a Deal is Struck
13.2b   National Resources Supporting Alternative Antigovernment

Policies after a Deal is Struck
14.1   Expectations of Difficulty of Victory and Level of Effort to Win
14.2   Coalition Size, War Effort, and Postwar Demobilization
14.3   All Democratic Interveners Foster the Symbolic Trappings of

Democracy in Target States



I

Preface
 

am most excited about the fifth edition of Principles of International
Politics as it represents the fulfillment of my dream to provide a readily
understood, better way to study and practice international politics. This

edition provides a holistic investigation of international affairs, completely
reorganized, rewritten, filled with up-to-date examples—ranging from the
Arab Spring to the latest efforts to solve global warming—and even with new
main themes—War, Peace, and World Order—intended to emphasize the
breadth of its theoretical perspective. It provides a focused approach that
develops the logic and evidence behind international security concerns (war),
international political economy concerns (peace) and interest in improving
the quality of people’s lives around the world (world order)—always tying
these issues back to the way in which domestic political interests and
divisions shape what happens in international affairs. This edition provides a
detailed look at how international organizations work and a new chapter to
examine the problems and prospects in achieving significant progress on
global climate change through global international agreements. It also offers
a careful, new evaluation of international law and domestic political interests
and how they influence respect for human rights, as well as exploring central
issues, especially globalization and its ties to domestic politics, and how these
concerns shape global trade in goods, services and money. I also offer a close
look at foreign aid policy; efforts to spread democracy and to stymie
terrorism; and how, in each case, domestic politics create unintended and
undesirable consequences.

The book’s changes are the consequence of advances in our knowledge
coupled with the incorporation of the thoughtful feedback that many of you
who have taught from or studied from this book have offered me. Because of
your insights, this new edition is not merely a rearrangement and update of
material. It has been rewritten from the ground up. It is, in essence, a
nontechnical explanation of the selectorate theory and contending alternative



theories as applied to all aspects of international affairs, examining in each
case the strengths and weaknesses of approaches ranging from realism and its
offshoots to constructivism and associated ideas. More so than any other
introductory international relations text, this volume emphasizes how
intertwined and inseparable domestic and international politics are. It shows
that so many standard ideas, such as the importance of the balance of power
or the benefit of global agreements, are overrated and lead to bad policy
decisions. I believe we now know enough and have amassed sufficient
evidence and compelling logic to conclude that we can safely move beyond
structural theories and much received wisdom to examine what is actually
consistent with logic and with the current state of evidence. This book strives
vigorously to do just that while keeping the explanation of logic and evidence
easy to follow and exciting to probe and discuss in class.

The great attraction in writing this textbook is that through its pages I
gain the opportunity to give students their first exposure to international
affairs and to shape how they think about international events for the rest of
their lives. Today’s students are our future leaders in government, business,
and academia and so must be well informed not only about the facts of
history but also about ideas that will guide their thinking. I have tried to
present students with a view of international relations grounded in the
scientific method, anchored in history and current events, and focused on a
unified theoretical theme. I hope instructors will steer their students to the
history appendix to be read in tandem with the introduction to the book. That
way, students will begin to gain both an idea of how to think about
international affairs and a common grounding in the essential trends and
developments in history over the past 500 years right up to the present day. It
is, after all, ideas and history that shape today’s international environment.

I have used theory to explore important policy questions and to challenge
intuition. Through chapter-opening, entertaining quizzes focused on
surprising insights and through serious, probing evaluations of critical issues,
the fifth edition urges all of us to rely on logic and evidence rather than
opinion or personal predilections in forming and evaluating foreign policy.

International relations too often are studied as if they were divorced from
daily politics or as a scattershot sampling of competing ideas and conjectures.
It frequently is presented as a mysterious subject that depends on wisdom
without the assistance of science, rather than as a subject amenable to the
scientific method. And all too often it is treated as if events were



unpredictable when they can be predicted and explained through the
judicious application of analytic tools, logic, and empirical rigor. This book
gives students those tools and logic.

THE APPROACH
Principles of International Politics is unique in its theoretical focus across
every aspect of international relations; its attention to logical, empirical, and
analytic rigor; and its historical sweep. Central among my convictions is that
international politics is a product of the normal pulls and tugs of domestic
affairs and that leaders (not nations) make policy decisions and do so to
maximize their prospects of staying in office. Their decisions, therefore, are
strategic, taking into account expected responses by adversaries and
supporters and designed to maximize the leader’s (not the state’s) welfare. I
call this view the strategic perspective. The quest for personal political power
guides policy choices, and the cumulative effect of policy choices gives rise
to what we call the international system. Therefore, domestic politics, foreign
policy, and international politics are inextricably linked. We cannot make
sense of international relations without considering all three.

As the theoretical backbone, the strategic perspective—especially in its
selectorate guise—is always at the core of each explanation and comparison
within the book, whether I discuss contemporary terrorism, trade and
currency policies, global warming, human rights abuses, or the emergence of
the modern sovereign state during the High Middle Ages. At the outset, the
fifth edition introduces Arrow’s impossibility theorem and implications from
it to demonstrate why there either is no such thing as “the national interest”
or, if there is, why we cannot know that we have correctly identified it. This
new material alone represents one of the most important lessons a student can
learn about why so many seemingly odd choices are made in international
political life. But the fifth edition does much more. Building on the ideas
behind Arrow’s theorem and related insights, I explain why terrible leaders
who bankrupt their countries, steal foreign aid, and oppress their citizens
persist in office for a long time, whereas leaders who provide peace and
prosperity are frequently ousted. The empirical regularities known as the
democratic peace are explained, as is the role of power in the initiation and
escalation of disputes. The book explores at length trade sanctions; pressures
for trade protectionism; the links of these sanctions and pressures to domestic



political considerations; and issues of international law, international
organizations, and the role that “We, the People” play in shaping foreign aid
policies or nation building and their unfortunate consequences for many of
the world’s poorest and most oppressed. I suggest why North Korea or Iran
could sensibly oppose international pressures to abandon their nuclear
programs and why a global problem, such as climate change, is not best
solved through global solutions. Students learn why and how unwanted trade
wars can occur and the conditions in which economic sanctions are likely to
be effective or ineffective. I take them through a careful examination of
globalization, with clear arguments about who the winners and losers are
likely to be from free trade. I explore paths to war and peace, as well as
questions about the functioning of international organizations, international
law, and the promotion or abuse of human rights. Nation building, military
intervention, and innumerable other topics are related to the volume’s
theoretical framework.

The fifth edition sets out competing arguments and evaluates both their
logical coherence and empirical reliability, frequently combining historical
examples with nontechnical summaries of statistical evidence. It sets out an
assessment of constructivist, realist, and liberal theories, all the while
employing the strategic perspective to compare and contrast to these other
perspectives. Through these comparisons, I seek to bring coherence to a topic
that is often seen as overwhelming. In this new edition, I have tried to make
even the most demanding concepts readily accessible and interesting to
beginning students by offering many illustrative applications in each chapter
and by writing in a more easily understood style. A key component of the
book’s new accessibility is to introduce very early on the scientific method
and the ways in which it can be used to sort out logically and empirically
compelling explanations of events from casual reasoning or wishful thinking.
I concentrate most of the essential technical material, in mostly nontechnical
form, at the beginning of the book, where it is interwoven through a series of
ongoing examples. Readers are thus exposed from the start—and in an
intuitive way—to selectorate theory and a set of other game-theoretic tools
that they then see applied to and developed in the subsequent issues discussed
in the book. At the same time, I have attempted to make the book meaty
enough so that students will want to return to it long after they have
completed the introductory course. This should be a book to keep and use as
a ready reference guide to seemingly puzzling developments in the



international arena.

METHODOLOGY
My primary purpose in writing this book is to provide students with a better
understanding of international relations. The book teaches students how to
use sophisticated analytic tools, making them accessible, easily understood,
and easily applied to today’s problems and crises. These “tools” include
spatial models, the median voter theorem (and how it relates to estimating
security), win sets, expected utility calculations, noncooperative game theory,
and Bayes’ rule. These methods are illustrated with a single, extended
example concerned with the international dispute over North Korea’s nuclear
ambitions but also applied to a richly diverse set of other issues and
questions. In this way, students get to see from the start how analytic methods
and careful thinking can help tease out subtle implications of alternative
approaches to major foreign policy problems, and they can even experiment
with ways to solve such problems. Although the ideas are sophisticated, they
require only skills possessed by beginning college students to be understood.
I have worked from the assumption that readers have had no prior exposure
to international relations, statistics, or model building. Additionally, to ensure
that the methods are easy to understand and apply and that their relevance is
apparent, the book has been classroom tested in a host of different
institutions, from large state schools to small private colleges and two-year
community colleges. I have incorporated feedback from students into every
aspect of the presentation.

Students are taught to look beneath international problems to find the
small set of key factors that contribute to cooperation or conflict. They gain
exposure to problems of collective action and the difficulties of monitoring
and sanctioning international misconduct, as well as to the problems that
arise in trying to coordinate international interactions and deal with the
distribution of valuable, scarce resources. They learn to distinguish between
private goods, public goods, club goods, and common-pool resources and
how each of these creates its own set of distributional, informational, and
coordination problems and solutions. In each case, they are also guided
toward means to resolve these problems, learning to recognize the difference
between cheap talk and meaningful statements, between commitment
problems and ways to design institutions to ensure commitment, and between



wishful thinking and reality.

ORGANIZATION AND PEDAGOGY
The book is organized so that the introduction and fourteen subsequent
chapters follow a natural sequence for use in either a semester or quarter
system. The fifth edition builds on the objectives of its predecessors while
offering a more comprehensive understanding of essential insights into how
to think carefully about international politics. It is organized into four large
sections: (1) foundations, consisting of the introduction and chapters 1
through 4; (2) war, investigated in chapters 5 and 6; (3) peace, which
occupies chapters 7 through 11; and (4) world order, consisting of the final
three chapters.

The introduction discusses alternative views of international politics and
explains how problematic it is to think about states as rational, unitary actors.
By developing Arrow’s theorem with lots of supporting examples, it squarely
challenges the common belief that states pursue their national interest.
Chapter 1 builds on the lessons in the introduction to explain how to use logic
and evidence through the scientific method to study and understand
international relations. Chapter 2 offers an account of the book’s central focus
on the strategic perspective and the selectorate theory in particular,
emphasizing how domestic politics, rather than national interest, shapes
international interactions. Chapters 3 and 4 then provide all the analytic tools
needed to think more deeply and carefully about international affairs. These
chapters combine well with the book’s appendix, which provides a common
base of historical knowledge for the readers and for use to generate
additional, historical examples for classroom exploration. Chapter 4
examines structural theories of war while chapter 5 reprises that subject from
the strategic vantage point. Chapter 5 introduces a greatly simplified audience
costs model that allows students to compare the expected results in crises
when domestic politics are irrelevant (as in realist and liberal theories) from
when they are relevant (as in audience cost models and the selectorate theory)
to see which offers a more cogent understanding of crisis bargaining and
escalation. Throughout these chapters, in addition to their thorough
examination of realist and liberal theories, the book also offers extended
discussion and evaluation of the constructivist approach and suggests ways to
link constructivism with the strategic perspective, emphasizing their



complementarity.
Chapter 7 opens the peace section by addressing how international

organizations work, or don’t work and why. It delves into the collective
action and free rider problem with a very simple and very generally
applicable model and with numerous examples that highlight why good
intentions often do not translate into good outcomes. Chapter 8 takes the
lessons learned up to and including chapter 7 to investigate global warming.
It highlights why global problems often do not have global solutions and
concludes with a suggested partial improvement in the treatment of global
warming by looking realistically at the sort of deal that the United States and
Brazil—two of the four largest greenhouse gas emitters—could strike.
Chapter 9 then turns our attention to another global blight: violations of
human rights. It looks at the meaning, limitations, and strengths of
international law and the domestic and international politics behind human
rights policies. Here we see a carefully developed counterpoint between the
expectations of constructivist theories, the selectorate approach, and
empirical reality. Chapters 10 and 11 examine trade policy. Chapter 10
explores the domestic politics behind free trade or fair trade (protectionist)
approaches while chapter 11 looks at the same trade issues in the context of
globalization and its winners and losers. These chapters introduce important
concepts from economics such as comparative advantage, the production
possibility frontier, opportunity costs, and supply and demand to tease out
how different international and domestic circumstances shape international
exchange. The chapters also offer original statistical assessments of the
consequences of alternative trade policies for income inequality and for the
welfare of workers and investors in rich countries and poor countries.
Students may be surprised at the difference between partisan rhetoric and
reality on the ground. In the final section, we look in chapter 12 at foreign aid
policy to extract lessons about who benefits and who is harmed by foreign
aid, what its purposes are, and how it may influence the prospects of
revolutions such as we saw during the Arab Spring. Taking the lessons from
chapter 12 to heart, we turn in chapter 13 to an investigation of terrorism and
its links to poverty and aid-donor policies. We examine whether commonly
adopted anti-terrorist approaches reduce or increase terrorism, and we explore
a game theoretic model that provides considerable insight into the difficulties
in resolving terrorist threats, whether in the Middle East or at home. Finally,
chapter 14 applies all that we have learned to understand why efforts at



nation building and declarations of interest in spreading democracy
throughout the world almost always fail and how we might improve the
chances of success. Every chapter is full of timely examples, reflections on
historical developments from various theoretical perspectives, and carefully
explained insights from the most recent research.

Because historical examples, concepts, and techniques are interspersed
throughout, always in mutual support of each other, the book can readily be
taught from a variety of perspectives. The instructor can emphasize events;
ideas; hypotheses; historical analysis; formal analysis; or statistical analysis
as suits his or her style, needs, and preferences.

To facilitate learning, the fifth edition offers a number of pedagogical
features and enhancements. Each chapter begins with an outline of the major
ideas and arguments of the chapter (the Overview section) and ends with a
summary that highlights the major points, helping to set up the discussion and
bring it to a logical conclusion. Following the Overview section, every
chapter has a brief, entertaining quiz in the Assumptions Check section. I say
entertaining because these quizzes are designed to ask big questions for
which most people think they know the answer, and the answer they think
they know is incorrect or incomplete. These quizzes are intended to initiate
thinking about how to think about international issues in a subtle and nuanced
way. As I have learned in my own classroom experience, they are a handy
way to introduce ideas about selection effects; sampling bias; counterfactual
reasoning; reverse causality; and strategic, endogenous choices. Each of the
quizzes is followed by answers printed at the chapter’s end. I encourage
instructors and students to explore these questions and contemplate the
implications of alternative responses.

Because the book introduces students to many new and important
concepts, students will find those key concepts boldfaced in the text. There is
also a well-refined, extensive glossary of key terms and ideas at the end of
the book so that students can spend their time learning ideas rather than
memorizing terms. The book also has two indexes (subject and author)—both
of which serve as valuable guides for students who want to explore the field
further or begin to do bibliographic or original research.

As in previous editions, the theoretical arguments and historical and
contemporary examples are accompanied by an array of figures, charts,
tables, maps, and images. These include substantial, contextual captions that
allow the illustrations and figures to stand alone as summary statements of



important ideas. In addition, Try This boxes found throughout each chapter
pose questions that students can solve by applying concepts introduced in the
book. (Some of these are picked up in the student workbook, Applying the
Strategic Perspective, as problem sets.) Everything has been designed to
stimulate students’ interest and understanding and encourage students to
continue their investigation of international relations while having fun with
the subject and filling them with aha moments as they listen to news reports
or take other courses where the ideas here will provide an aha perspective.

A UNIQUE TEACHING AND LEARNING PACKAGE
More than ever, students and adopters will find excellent support for these
diverse approaches in the ancillary materials that accompany the text,
including the student workbook, the companion website for students, and the
instructor’s resources that are available for download. The superb student
workbook—Applying the Strategic Perspective—thoroughly revamped for
the fifth edition by Professors Alejandro Quiroz Flores and Anna Getmansky,
provides detailed coverage and more extensive problem sets than in earlier
editions. New problems early in the chapters help beginning students work
through some of the nuts-and-bolts aspects of the strategic perspective—
everything from learning to create and interpret symbolic expressions to
helping identify independent and dependent variables. At the end of each
chapter, students who wish to do so are able to stretch their capabilities with
more complex problems in the Extensions section.

Students will find a host of resources available to them on the companion
website at http://bdm.cqpress.com. Brief chapter summaries and questions for
review help guide student learning by identifying and clarifying key concepts
in each chapter. An interactive Flashcard feature enables students to study
and review key terms and tells them where each is located in the text. Online
quizzes feature multiple-choice and true/false questions to allow students to
self-test and report scores to instructors. Exercises for each chapter provide
students and instructors with opportunities to practice basic problems either
alone or in class. Finally, Walk Throughs allow students to explore difficult
problems in an interactive setting, helping them see how to conceptualize and
solve significant international relations problems tackled in the text and the
supporting materials.

Students and instructors interested in my online policy forecasting

http://bdm.cqpress.com


software for classroom use can register for free at
www.predictioneersgame.com. Just click on the game tab, click on “Access
the online game here,” register for the student version, and once authorized (I
do this almost daily; if there is a delay, send me an email at bbd2@nyu.edu
and I’ll get on it right away), read the online training manual and you are
ready to go. This software is similar to that used by the US government in
making major foreign policy decisions and by large corporations in dealing
with significant policy choices. Simplified for easy use and interpretation,
students can use the Predictioneer’s Game to explain and predict current
international problems, whether these involve issues of international political
economy, security studies, or anything else.

A full set of instructor’s resources is available for download at
www.cqpress.com/prof/Ancillaries-Download.html. These include the
following:

•  A comprehensive test bank with more than 400 multiple-choice and
short essay questions created by Anna Getmansky. The test bank is available
in Word and WordPerfect formats as well as fully loaded in Respondus, a
flexible and easy-to-use test-generation software that allows instructors to
build, customize, and integrate exams into course management systems.

•  A set of 280 PowerPoint lecture slides and a full set of Walk Throughs
from the web, written and edited by Anna Getmansky for the fifth edition, for
use in lectures and to help ease class preparation.

•  All of the tables and figures from the fifth edition textbook and
workbook in .pdf format and PowerPoint slides for classroom presentation.

•  An instructor’s manual with “at a glance” lists of topics and methods,
discussion of key topics and arguments, lists of important points to bring up
in class, discussion questions, and links to relevant topics in the book.
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Introduction

 

Leaders in democracies, like President Obama, generally get elected by
winning support for their domestic policies but then they must go ahead and
formulate foreign policies whether they were selected on that basis or not.
Here we see President Obama campaigning among prospective Hispanic
voters with whom his immigration policies gave him a significant edge over
his Republican rival, Mitt Romney. With their support, he has won a second
term in which he will need to confront economic and security problems all
around the globe, many of which were not high on the list of priorities of his
voters. All of international affairs is shaped by domestic political
considerations.

OVERVIEW

We begin the study of international politics by outlining an



approach to the field that differs from traditional ones: we focus on
leaders and their constituents, not states.
Arrow’s theorem provides an explanation for why talking about the
national interest or states as unitary actors is problematic and
prone to important policy errors and mistaken explanations of
patterns of international interactions.
National leaders are thought here to be motivated by personal, not
national, interests. Their foreign policy decisions are constrained by
domestic politics as much as they are by forces external to the
nation.
Yet, whatever their policy preferences, leaders must coordinate
their foreign policy actions with other leaders and rivals, both
domestic and foreign.
The study of international relations may best be understood as the
individually motivated strategies that shape war, peace, and world
order.

Assumptions Check

Before we even get started, let’s take a moment to have fun with some
facts. Try answering the next five questions. They will give you a peek
into how to think about international politics:

1. It is a fact that about 70 percent of the time when a country with
allies is attacked, the allies don’t come to their partner’s aid. With
this fact under your belt, which do you think is more likely?

 a. Alliances are unreliable.
 b. Alliances are reliable.
2. Protecting American workers from unfair foreign competition (in

which foreign goods are sold more cheaply than their cost)
__________.

 a. increases employment in the United States
 b. decreases employment in the United States
3. When power is balanced between rivals, war is __________.



I

 a. more likely
 b. less likely
 c. neither more nor less likely
4. If we had a worldwide agreement to reduce greenhouse gas

emissions, then we would see __________.
 a. significant compliance and a significant decrease in greenhouse

gas emissions
 b. significant compliance and little decrease in greenhouse gas

emissions
 c. little compliance and little decrease in greenhouse gas emissions
5. Giving government-to-government foreign aid __________.
 a. improves the quality of life for the poor in poor countries
 b. decreases the quality of life for the poor in poor countries

Okay, we’ve had some stuff to think about. The rest of this book is
about establishing why these answers are the right answers, and we’ll
see lots more puzzles and solutions besides.

See end of chapter for answers.

 

nternational politics is about war, peace, and world order. These three
categories may seem straightforward enough, but they are fraught with
complications. Everyone says they are against war and for peace, yet war

happens (although with less frequency than in the past) and the peace of
ordinary citizens in places like North Korea, Zimbabwe, or Cuba is no bed of
roses. Everyone says they want an orderly, predictable world, yet the world
of international affairs looks messy and even chaotic. Questions about the
causes and impediments to war, peace, and world order frame three important
sections of this book just as they form the major subjects of international
politics, and, for that matter, of all politics. But before we can tackle those
topics, we need some ways to organize our thoughts about them, which we
acquire in this first, foundations section of the book. Then we can analyze
why things happen the way they do whether the subject is war, peace, or



world order.
We examine really carefully what the causes and consequences of war

are. In doing so, we recognize that war and lesser uses of force reflect a
breakdown of peace, but they can also represent the necessary foundation for
establishing an enduring peace. War is a poor way to settle differences, but
the peace imposed by Hitler surely would have been even worse. War is,
indeed, hell, but sometimes it is not possible to justify peace over war. So
being for peace—who isn’t—and being against war is not quite the same
thing.

There are two really big questions about war that need to be answered.
First, why do wars happen? After all, if belligerents knew how a war will turn
out, they could always strike a deal beforehand that gives both sides the same
results as they will get from fighting, and they could avoid the bloodshed and
destruction of combat. Second, are there winners and losers in wars, or is
everyone a loser? Here we will see that while war has many losers often there
are a few winners and those few winners tend to be government leaders. We
will see that too often national leaders don’t seem to mind putting their
people at risk for their own personal political gains. The implications behind
the answers to these two big questions can sometimes be powerfully
unsettling—as we will see.

After sorting through questions about war, we evaluate international
affairs during times of relative peace. Here it is useful to recognize that war
and peace are a continuum and not two completely distinct circumstances.
During relatively peaceful times, governments can put more energy into
thinking about the policies they will follow to foster trade and to stimulate
business and industry at home. Of course, the policies that advance business
at home may be at odds with the policies that promote trade and so
government leaders have to work out how much they wish to emphasize one
means to promote prosperity at the expense of the other. And sometimes
solving problems about trade-offs in times of peace are the causes of
subsequent wars.

Peacetime also offers the opportunity to shore up friendships or forge
shared interests among former adversaries in the hope of promoting future
peace and prosperity. It is a time to establish laws and norms of conduct to
secure the prospects of continued peace but also to address differences that
might lead to future conflict. During periods of relative peace, there is an
enhanced opportunity to encourage respect for fundamental human rights



and civil liberties and equally, by some, an opportunity to resist pressure to
adhere to norms of good conduct toward other nations and one’s own
citizens. Some governments duck hard problems by turning responsibility for
them over to international, multilateral organizations like the United Nations,
the International Monetary Fund, or the Asian Development Bank, and
sometimes these organizations come up with compelling ways to address
hard problems. When they do, it can prove easier for the leadership in any
country to go along with externally suggested norms than it is for them to
establish those norms at home in the first place. We will try to understand
when international organizations can help promote the very peace and
order that individual governments have failed to impose, and we will try to
understand when and why such efforts, as with global warming thus far, have
failed.

Peace and war both provide time to lay the foundations for world order.
Between some idealized notion of peace and some extreme circumstance of
war lies the realm of world order in which carrots and sticks, rewards and
punishments, development and nation building, alliances and cartels are all
used to structure daily interactions and to provide solutions—for better or
worse—to fundamental foreign (and domestic) policy questions.

DOMESTIC POLITICS SHAPE INTERNATIONAL
POLITICS
Most explanations of international politics assume that states are the central
players. I disagree. I contend that decision makers are the main players and
that to understand their policies in the international arena we must evaluate
how their actions are colored and shaped by the domestic politics and
economics of their country. I will offer what I hope you will agree is
compelling logic and evidence for the claim that domestic politics shapes
international politics. If we persist in the dominant mode of thinking that
views states as actors, pretending that what happens inside them is not
important, we will find that international politics appears convoluted and
sometimes even perverse, and we will make really big errors in promoting
incorrect solutions to pressing foreign policy problems. If we look within
states at their domestic circumstances, then much of what now seems
confusing will fall into place.



Consider that variations in how free people are in different countries
markedly influences governmental trade and security policies, as well as
virtually all quality of life indicators. Freer countries, with few exceptions,
outperform more autocratic states on just about every measure of peace and
prosperity. Freer countries—meaning more democratic countries—just about
never fight wars with each other and just about always are more open to free
trade than more dictatorial regimes. Yet for all the positive effects of
freedom within a country, we will see that sometimes these very internal
freedoms act to jeopardize the extent to which a government tries to advance
freedom elsewhere in the world. For instance, the two greatest powers in the
contemporary world—(1) the United States and (2) most of the countries that
collectively make up the European Union—routinely declare themselves in
favor of freedom while doing little to advance it. In fact, just about every
president of the United States, at least since Woodrow Wilson (1913–1921),
has claimed he is committed to the spread of freedom, democracy, and self-
determination. Yet, as we will see, American presidents have largely failed to
fulfill the promise of freedom, democracy, and self-determination even when
the opportunity has landed in their lap. Although international pressures may
make the pursuit of democratic nation-building hard, domestic pressures to
promote policy compliance from foreign governments may be more
significant in deciding whether a hostile foreign democracy is preferable to a
docile foreign dictatorship.

Lest you think this is an overly cynical view, reflect on the fact that
President Barack Obama ordered his UN ambassador in 2011 to veto
Palestine’s bid for recognition as a sovereign state worthy of UN
membership. Does this mean that the United States is against Palestine’s
quest for statehood? The US government has repeatedly, in administration
after administration, said it favors the creation of a Palestinian state under the
right conditions. Does this mean that the president personally is against
Palestine’s quest for statehood? He personally declared the opposite in Cairo
on June 4, 2009, when he said, “[T]he situation for the Palestinian people is
intolerable. America will not turn our backs on the legitimate Palestinian
aspiration for dignity, opportunity, and a state of their own.”1 Does it mean
that a Palestinian state in the United Nations undermines US security? Does it
mean that a vote for Palestine might alienate critical swing voters in an
American presidential election? Does it mean that the United States values
Israel’s interests over Palestine’s? Does it mean that Palestine’s freely,



democratically, competitively elected government is not worthy of
representation in the United Nations even as dictatorial, oppressive North
Korea’s is? Answering these questions can be hard, even painful, but
answering them also compels us to think about what motivates important
foreign policy choices.

Each of these questions points to a deeply different way to think about
international affairs, ranging from some notion of the national interest
determining what “states” do to some notion of an individual leader’s
interests driving what that leader does in the name of her or his state. This
book is squarely in the camp of those who think that all politics—
international and domestic—is about leaders doing what they believe best
advances their personal interests. Sometimes, and under some methods for
choosing leaders, a leader’s personal interests will coincide with what most
of her citizenry want, making it hard to tell a leader’s interests apart from
what we might think is the national interest. But other times what “we the
people” want and what a leader does will be radically different, and then it
will be easier to tell whether leaders are concerned about their own political
well-being or the welfare of the state and people in whose name they govern.
Learning how to tell the difference between leader interests and citizen
interests is tricky, depressing, and hugely informative. Indeed, doing so is
central to understanding international politics and, in fact, all of politics.

To understand why telling the difference between leader interests and the
“national interest” is tricky, we need to learn to systematically evaluate what
individuals want and how to translate those individual wants into some
meaningful notion of the national interest or the general welfare. You may be
surprised to know that translating individual desires into some transparent
accounting of the national interest can be profoundly difficult and that
knowing whether or not we have done so is, in fact, impossible. Let’s see
why.

POLICY AND RATIONALITY
Whether we think of international affairs as the consequence of state actions
or individual actions, we must make some assumptions about how actions
and objectives are chosen. Surely we can agree that actions are chosen in the
hope that they will advance the chooser’s objectives, but exactly how that
happens is a trickier issue. If, for instance, we think cultural concerns



dominate what people desire, then we must assume that people act on their
culturally learned preferences. The same is true whether we assume that
internal power arrangements, leader incentives, national security concerns,
or pretty much anything else dictates what people, decision makers, or states
want and what they do to achieve their desired ends. The alternative to
making assumptions that tie actions to desires is to think of people making
choices blindly, without regard to what they want—almost like dust drifting
randomly up and down in the wind. I dismiss the idea of people as dust
particles moving chaotically as in Brownian motion and prefer, instead, to
think of each and every one of us as purposive, intent on trying to do what we
each think is best for ourselves.

Fortunately, if we analyze people as doing what they think is best for
them—and, of course, they could prove to be mistaken in their beliefs—then
we have a straightforward way to think about the relationships that tie
individual objectives to individual actions. That straightforward way is to
assume that whoever (i.e., individual citizens, leaders) or whatever (i.e.,
states, international organizations) makes choices, makes those choices
rationally. Standard accounts that treat states as the important players in
international affairs routinely assume that states are rational actors. Thus, the
commitment here to the assumption of rationality is nothing new or out of
the ordinary; it is standard practice. I depart from much international relations
thinking, however, in that I treat individual decision makers rather than whole
states as rational. As we will see, this makes for some very important
differences.

Rationality, unfortunately, has taken on lots of colloquial meanings that
have little to do with how I (and many others) use that term so let me lay out
what rationality does not mean as I use the term and then explain what it does
mean at least for me. An otherwise superb study by the historian H. A. Drake
(2000) states concisely common misconceptions or caricatures of rational
actor models—at least in the way that phrase is used by people who study
politics or economics from a rational actor point of view. Drake writes the
following:
 

In its purest form, the Rational Actor approach presumes that such a
figure [as the Emperor Constantine about whom Drake wrote] has
complete freedom of action to achieve goals that he or she has
articulated through a careful process of rational analysis involving full
and objective study of all pertinent information and alternatives. At



the same time, it presumes that this central actor is so fully in control
of the apparatus of government that a decision once made is as good
as implemented. There are no staffs on which to rely, no
constituencies to placate, no generals or governors to cajole. By
attributing all decision making to one central figure who is always
fully in control and who acts only after carefully weighing all options,
the Rational Actor method allows scholars to filter out extraneous
details and focus attention on central issues. (2000, 24)

Drake’s description highlights a fundamentally different view of
rationality than the one taken here or adopted by many economists. For
instance, Drake argues that to be rational one must undertake “analysis
involving full and objective study of all pertinent information and
alternatives” [emphasis added]. Such a study would surely be irrational. A
rational person, as thought of here, considers alternative courses of action
only up to the point when they conclude that the expected cost of continued
study of information and alternatives is equal to the expected benefit. If the
cost of searching out more information is expected to exceed the benefits
from such a search then it is time to stop searching. Just ask yourself, would
you spend $1.00 to earn 25 cents or even 99 cents? Of course not! You are
better off keeping your dollar than knowingly ending up with less. Naturally,
you might spend a dollar to have a chance to earn extra money—that is part
of why people buy lottery tickets or invest in education, like you are doing—
but it doesn’t make sense to inflict costs on yourself when the value of the
expected return is smaller to you than the cost.

Drake also portrays rationality as imposing the view that there is a
solitary decision maker who decides what to do and who is completely free to
ignore the views of advisers, constituents, and everybody else. This is
equivalent to the common assumption that states are unitary actors with
nothing pertinent going on inside their borders that might influence the
choice of actions. To be sure, a rational actor does what he/she/it thinks best
advances his/her/its interests, but for the sorts of problems we will learn
about, a rational political actor is not free to choose without considering the
consequences of those actions, including how others are expected to react.
The fundamental problem for rational politicians is to work out what is the
best action to take given not only their own preferences but their beliefs about
the expected actions and desires of others, including friends and foes. We



will see more carefully how important this distinction is when I introduce
game theory in chapter 4 as a way to think about the strategic interplay that
characterizes international affairs. Now, however, let’s define what is
minimally required to say that a person is rational. These criteria will be
applied throughout this book and can be usefully applied whether you are
thinking about international politics, deciding where to have dinner with
some friends, or doing something as mundane as buying a loaf of bread.

In its simplest, most minimalist form, rationality requires very few
assumptions about how people make choices. Each chooser is assumed to
have complete and transitive preferences and he or she acts on them.
Completeness means that any individual faced with choices, say between
alternatives x and y, can say “I prefer x to y” or “I prefer y to x” or “I am
indifferent between x and y.” For example, every rational person who is
asked to choose between spending an extra $1 billion on defense or on
unemployment benefits can link these alternatives with a relation of
preferences by saying, “I prefer to spend an extra $1 billion on defense over
spending an extra $1 billion on unemployment benefits” or “I prefer to spend
an extra $1 billion on unemployment benefits over spending an extra $1
billion on defense” or “I am equally happy to spend an extra $1 billion on
defense or on unemployment benefits, I don’t favor one over the other.” “I
prefer” is sometimes denoted as > and “I am indifferent” is denoted as ≈.

Transitivity adds one more burden to anyone who can be said to make
rational decisions. Suppose a person is asked to choose between spending an
extra $1 billion on defense or on unemployment benefits or on education (or,
for that matter, not spending an extra $1 billion on anything). Completeness
requires that our hypothetical rational individual can state preferences
between each pair of these choices. Transitivity imposes a limitation on those
preferences. In particular, if a person making a choice, let’s name her Ann,
prefers spending $1 billion more on defense over unemployment benefits and
prefers spending $1 billion more on unemployment benefits than on
education, then transitivity requires that Ann prefers to spend $1 billion more
on defense than on education. Using > to mean prefer, transitivity requires
that for any choices x, y, and z, if for Ann, x > y and y > z then x > z. That’s a
pretty minimal requirement that just asks people to have coherent
preferences. Consider what can happen if this is not true.

Imagine that Ann is a lobbyist who has $60 million to spend on trying to
influence Congress’s choice among policies x, y, or z. Furthermore, imagine



that Ann has intransitive preferences so Ann’s preferences look like this: x >
y > z > x. For the sake of argument, imagine that by spending $20 million on
lobbying Ann can persuade enough members of Congress to switch their
votes so that Ann can influence whether x, y, or z is chosen. At the time Ann
becomes energized to try to influence Congress the existing congressional
policy is y. Given that Ann wants x over y, we can see that Ann will happily
spend $20 million of her $60 million lobbying budget to shift Congress’s
policy away from y and to x. Now, with Congress prepared to vote for x, Ann
realizes that she can and should spend $20 million of her remaining $40
million to convince the Congress to favor policy z over x since, after all, she
likes z better than x (z > x). But seeing that z is about to become the new
policy, Ann is unhappy. She doesn’t like z as much as she likes y (y > z). So
Ann allocates $20 million, her entire remaining budget, to a lobbying effort
to alter the congressional vote so that it favors y instead of z. Having
launched a successful lobbying effort, Ann now finds herself just as unhappy
with the Congress’s policy as she was at the start (remember she started by
lobbying to switch the policy from y to x)—only now she has no money left
with which to persuade Congress to switch from y to x. It is evident that with
intransitive preferences, Ann will have spent her lobbying budget and will
have accomplished absolutely nothing. Intransitive preferences make it
impossible for a person to do what they believe is in their best interest
because they do not have a coherently defined interest.

The assumption of rationality is a starting point for constructing theories.
The rationality condition sets out the theorist’s view of how people are likely
to select actions given their motivations or preferences; it says nothing about
the content of those preferences (Zagare 1990; Jackman 1993). Rational
choice models are models of action. They predict what people are expected to
do depending on what their individual preferences are and depending on the
constraints they face, such as, for instance, the choices of other people. The
precise assumption about what actors prefer varies from theory to theory.
Sometimes critics mistakenly believe that the assumption of rationality means
that self-interested actors must want to maximize their income or wealth, a
condition commonly (but certainly not universally) assumed in models of
individual or firm behavior in market economics but uncommon in political
science rational actor models, even oligopoly models of international
relations (Powell 1993, 1999).

International relations models vary in what they assume as the ultimate



goal or set of goals of their actors. These goals may be national security;
national power; personal wealth; control over international rules, norms, or
policies; personal power; survival in office; decision-making discretion, or a
host of other possibilities. The actors may be individual citizens, elites,
leaders, states, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), international
governmental organizations, multinational corporations, or many other
entities. Thus, the assumption of rationality neither limits the goals to be
studied nor the identity of the actors pursuing those goals. It only limits how
actors choose actions given their desires and beliefs.

I have stipulated the assumptions of completeness and transitivity as the
minimal requirements for rational behavior. Later we will add more
constraints to establish more demanding definitions of rationality, but these
two requirements will always be there. And with these two minimal
requirements in place, we can move on to think carefully about what might
be in the national interest and why that concept proves wanting when we talk
about international relations and foreign policy. This is important to do
because there is a great divide between those who think of states as rational,
unitary actors and those who think of international politics being shaped by
the pulls and tugs of both domestic and foreign political actors. The national
interest, as we will see, is easily—but perhaps not meaningfully—specified if
we assume states are rational unitary actors. Such an assumption means that
states, and not any individuals within a state, are the holders of complete and
transitive preferences and that the state acts on them. The national interest,
then, is pretty much whatever the state—a solitary, dictatorial decision maker
—chooses it to be. But if there are political divides within a state—and when
aren’t there?—then the idea that the state reflects the national interest
requires that the state implements some rule for adding up individual
preferences to figure out what is in the collective, national interest. As we
will see, it turns out to be impossible to pick a rule that we can be assured
will routinely and accurately aggregate and translate our individual desires
into a meaningful specification of the national interest. That is, we will see
that we can almost never be confident that we have a way to go from what
lots of individuals want to what “We the People” want. Knowing that should
profoundly alter how we think about international politics.

IS THERE A NATIONAL INTEREST?



Two central tenets behind most studies of international relations are that there
is a national interest and that states pursue that interest. Different people
propose different core contents for the national interest. Hans Morgenthau
([1948] 1978), the father of modern realist thinking, thought that the highest
interest of any state was to increase its power in the world so that it can get
others to do what it wants even if they prefer doing something else. Kenneth
Waltz (1979) introduced neorealism as a friendly amendment to realism.
Neorealism argues that states are first and foremost interested in their
prospects of survival. Therefore, neorealist states always take whatever
actions they can to make themselves more secure against foreign threats.
Sometimes that can even mean giving up some power to gain security (Niou,
Ordeshook, and Rose 1989)—contrary to Morgenthau’s realist view. Liberal
and neoliberal thinkers, like Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye (1972, 1977),
agree that states have overriding interests but for them the premier interest is
to achieve prosperity within secure borders. A. F. K. Organski (1958), the
founder of power transition theory, maintained that states sought control
over the rules and norms governing international interactions and that power
and growth were the critical paths to such control. Others offer still other
principles that dictate what states want and what, therefore, serves their
purported national interest.

The very fact that different analytic perspectives emphasize different
interests as the core behind any state’s national interest should alert us that
there is something really problematic here. If, after all, there is a national
interest and all states share it then we might reasonably think that everyone
ought to agree on what it is. Yet the debates among realists, neorealists,
liberals, neoliberals, power transition theorists, hegemonic power theorists,
and many others make clear that there is not a consensus on what the national
interest is or ought to be or that it might vary from state to state. These
differences raise a legitimate concern about how we can know what the
national interest is, but that concern, troubling though it is, turns out to be
relatively minor. There is a much bigger concern called Arrow’s (1951)
impossibility theorem.

Arrow’s theorem teaches us that when a group of people must choose
among three or more alternatives no rule or voting system that meets some
basic fairness criteria can be designed to guarantee that it can take each
decision maker’s complete and transitive preference ordering into account
and create a group ranking that is also complete and transitive and that



represents the will of the group. Because no rule can assuredly work in all
cases, we can never really know whether the policy the rule chooses is
actually in the general interest. Since the theorem applies whether we are
talking about the people living in a state, or its voters, or committee
members, club members, or any other social grouping its application is
universal and its implications extremely serious.

Before explaining Arrow’s fairness criteria and what Arrow’s discovery
means for the idea of a national interest, let’s first talk about how we might
go about defining intuitively what we mean by the national interest.
Personally, it seems sensible to me to think of a foreign policy as being in the
national interest if it is supported by at least a majority of the people and
preferably by a large majority. Unfortunately, as we will see, such a simple
notion of the national interest, while appealing in its effort to reflect what
almost everyone wants, just doesn’t work. Let’s start with an illustrative
example that highlights how little we can infer about the national interest
even if we know or observe correctly that a supermajority favors a particular
foreign policy, say maximizing national security.

Consider two very important areas of foreign policy: (1) national defense
and (2) trade. Defense spending is at the heart of acquiring security against
foreign threats. Trade policy is critical to shaping national prosperity,
including, therefore, the ability to afford adequate defense. Now let’s imagine
that the American electorate is (for simplicity’s sake) divided into three
equal-sized camps. In reality, there are surely many more factions than that in
American politics or pretty much any country’s politics. More factions will
only exacerbate the problem I am about to demonstrate. Assume that the first
faction consists of those who favor a protectionist trade policy (high tariffs—
essentially a tax—to keep foreign goods from competing with American-
made goods in the United States) and who also support a larger defense
budget to protect the United States from foreign threats. The tea party
movement, which gained prominence within the ranks of the Republican
Party in 2010, fits this description rather well. In figure I.1, this set of
preferences is labeled as TP (trade protectionists) and DH (defense hawks).
The second group, denoted TF (free trade), DM (defense moderates) is made
up of those who are pro–free trade (i.e., no restrictions on goods imported to
the United States; TF) and those who believe current defense spending is
about right so they are defense moderates (DM). Many centrist, independent
voters fall within this camp. The third group is made up of trade moderates



(TM) who believe the US government has the right balance between tariffs
and free trade but believe that defense spending is too high (defense doves, or
DD) and needs to be cut. Many liberal Democrats fit this description. Each
group is in favor of maximizing national security, being convinced that doing
so is in the national interest. They just disagree about what policies best
accomplish this goal.

Each faction prefers any mix of defense and trade policy closer to its gray
dot in figure 1.1 than to the status quo. That range of preferred policies can be
easily identified by drawing an arc (or circle) through the status quo point and
making sure that the center of the arc is the faction’s most preferred policy
mix. Then the radius of the arc is exactly the distance from the faction’s
preferred policy—its gray dot—to the status quo.2 For instance, the green
area shows all of the policies that reflect the overlap between the policies
preferred by both TM/DD and the TP/DH factions. We know this because the
green area is in each faction’s arc, showing that each prefers the policies
represented by the shaded area over the status quo.

FIGURE I.1  What Is in the National Interest?


