
Chapter Ten 
Great Power Politics in the Twenty-First Century 
 
A large body of opinion holds that international politics underwent a fundamental 

transformation with the end of the Cold War. Cooperation, not security competition and conflict, 
is now the defining feature of relations among the great powers. Not surprisingly, the optimists 
who hold this view claim that realism no longer has much explanatory power. It is old thinking 
and is largely irrelevant to the new realities of world politics. Realists have gone the way of the 
dinosaurs; they just don't realize it. The best that might be said about theories such as offensive 
realism is that they are helpful for understanding how great powers interacted before 1990, but 
they are useless now and for the foreseeable future. Therefore, we need new theories to 
comprehend the world around us. 

President Bill Clinton articulated this perspective throughout the 1990s. For example, he 
declared in 1992 that, "in a world where freedom, not tyranny, is on the march, the cynical 
calculus of pure power politics simply does not compute. It is ill-suited to a new era." Five years 
later he sounded the same theme when defending the expansion of the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) to include some of the formerly communist Warsaw Pact states. Clinton 
argued that the charge that this expansion policy might isolate Russia was based on the belief 
"that the great power territorial politics of the 20th century will dominate the 21st century," which 
he rejected. Instead, he emphasized his belief that "enlightened self-interest, as well as shared 
values, will compel countries to define their greatness in more constructive ways . . . and will 
compel us to cooperate in more constructive ways."1 

The optimists' claim that security competition and war among the great powers has been 
burned out of the system is wrong. In fact, all of the major states around the globe still care 
deeply about the balance of power and are destined to compete for power among themselves 
for the foreseeable future. Consequently, realism will offer the most powerful explanations of 
international politics over the next century, and this will be true even if the debates among 
academic and policy elites are dominated by non-realist theories. In short, the real world 
remains a realist world. 

States still fear each other and seek to gain power at each other's expense, because 
international anarchy—the driving force behind great-power behavior—did not change with the 
end of the Cold War, and there are few signs that such change is likely any time soon. States 
remain the principal actors in world politics and there is still no night watchman standing above 
them. For sure, the collapse of the Soviet Union caused a major shift in the global distribution of 
power. But it did not give rise to a change in the anarchic structure of the system, and without 
that kind of profound change, there is no reason to expect the great powers to behave much 
differently in the new century than they did in previous centuries. 

Indeed, considerable evidence from the 1990s indicates that power politics has not 
disappeared from Europe and Northeast Asia, the regions in which there are two or more great 
powers, as well as possible great powers such as Germany and Japan. There is no question, 
however, that the competition for power over the past decade has been low-key. Still, there is 
potential for intense security competition among the great powers that might lead to a major 
war. Probably the best evidence of that possibility is the fact that the United States maintains 
about one hundred thousand troops each in Europe and in Northeast Asia for the explicit 
purpose of keeping the major states in each region at peace. 

These relatively peaceful circumstances are largely the result of benign distributions of 
power in each region. Europe remains bipolar (Russia and the United States are the major 
powers), which is the most stable kind of power structure. Northeast Asia is multipolar (China, 
Russia, and the United States), a configuration more prone to instability; but fortunately there is 
no potential hegemon in that system. Furthermore, stability is enhanced in both regions by 
nuclear weapons, the continued presence of U.S. forces, and the relative weakness of China 



and Russia. These power structures in Europe and Northeast Asia are likely to change over the 
next two decades, however, leading to intensified security competition and possibly war among 
the great powers. 

The remainder of this chapter is organized as follows. In the next section, I analyze the 
claims that international politics has changed or is about to change in essential ways, thus 
undermining realism. Because of space limitations, it is impossible to deal with each argument 
in detail. Nevertheless, it should be apparent from my analysis that the basic structure of the 
international system did not change with the end of the Cold War, and that there is little reason 
to think that change is in the offing. I attempt to show in the following section the considerable 
evidence from the decade 1991-2000 that security competition among the great powers is not 
obsolete, either in Europe or in Northeast Asia: In the subsequent four sections, I make the case 
that we are likely to see greater instability in those important regions over the next twenty years. 
Finally, in a brief conclusion, I argue that a rising China is the most dangerous potential threat to 
the United States in the early twenty-first century. 

 
Persistent Anarchy 
 
The structure of the international system, as emphasized in Chapter 2, is defined by five 

assumptions about how the world is organized that have some basis in fact: 1) states are the 
key actors in world politics and they operate in an anarchic system, 2) great powers invariably 
have some offensive military capability, 3) states can never be certain whether other states 
have hostile intentions toward them, 4) great powers place a high premium on survival, and 5) 
states are rational actors who are reasonably effective at designing strategies that maximize 
their chances of survival. 

These features of the international system appear to be intact as we begin the twenty-first 
century. The world still comprises states that operate in an anarchic setting. Neither the United 
Nations nor any other international institution has much coercive leverage over the great 
powers. Furthermore, virtually every state has at least some offensive military capability, and 
there is little evidence that world disarmament is in sight. On the contrary, the world arms trade 
is flourishing, and nuclear proliferation, not abolition, is likely to concern tomorrow's 
policymakers. In addition, great powers have yet to discover a way to divine each other's 
intentions. For example, nobody can predict with any degree of certainty what Chinese or 
German foreign policy goals will be in 2020. Moreover, there is no good evidence that survival is 
a less important goal for states today than it was before 1990. Nor is there much reason to 
believe that the ability of great powers to think strategically has declined since the Cold War 
ended. 

This description of continuity in great-power politics has been challenged on a variety of 
fronts by experts who believe that significant changes have recently occurred in the structure of 
the international system—changes that portend a welcome peace among the great powers. 
Although there are sharp differences among these optimists about the root causes of this 
purported transformation, each argument is essentially a direct challenge to one of the realist 
assumptions described above. The only claim that the optimists do not challenge is the claim 
that states are rational actors. Instead, they concentrate their fire on the other four realist beliefs 
about the international system. Let us consider, in turn, their best arguments against each of 
those core assumptions. 

 
Sovereignty at Bay 
 
Some suggest that international institutions are growing in number and in their ability to 

push states to cooperate with each other.2 Specifically, institutions can dampen security 
competition and promote world peace because they have the capability to get states to reject 



power-maximizing behavior and to refrain from calculating each important move according to 
how it affects their position in the balance of power. Institutions, so the argument goes, have an 
independent effect on state behavior that at least mitigates and possibly might put an end to 
anarchy. 

The rhetoric about the growing strength of international institutions notwithstanding, there is 
little evidence that they can get great powers to act contrary to the dictates of realism.3 I know of 
no study that provides evidence to support that claim. The United Nations is the only worldwide 
organization with any hope of wielding such power, but it could not even shut down the war in 
Bosnia between 1992 and 1995, much less push a great power around. Moreover, what little 
influence the United Nations (UN) holds over states is likely to wane even further in the new 
century, because its key decision-making body, the Security Council, is sure to grow in size. 
Creating a larger council, especially one with more permanent members who have a veto over 
UN policy, would make it virtually impossible to formulate and enforce policies designed to limit 
the actions of the great powers. 

There is no institution with any real power in Asia. Although there are a handful of 
impressive institutions in Europe, such" as. NATO and the European Union, there is little 
evidence that they can compel member states to act against their strategic interests. What is 
most impressive about international institutions is how little independent effect they seem to 
have on great-power behavior. 

Of course, states sometimes operate through institutions and benefit from doing so. 
However, the most powerful states in the system create and shape institutions so that they can 
maintain, if not increase, their own share of world power. Institutions are essentially "arenas for 
acting out power relationships."4 When the United States decided it did not want Secretary-
General Boutros Boutros-Ghali to head the UN for a second term, it forced him out, despite the 
fact that all the other members of the Security Council wanted him to stay on the job. The United 
States is the most powerful state in the world, and it usually gets its way on issues it judges 
important. If it does not, it ignores the institution and does what it deems to be in its own national 
interest. 

Others argue that the state is being rendered impotent by globalization or by today's 
unprecedented levels of economic interdependence. In particular, great powers are said to be 
incapable of dealing with the mighty forces unleashed by global capitalism and are becoming 
marginal players in world politics.5 "Where states were once the masters of markets, now it is 
the markets which, on many crucial issues, are the masters over the governments of states."6 
For some, the key actor in the market is the multinational corporation (MNC), which is seen as 
threatening to overwhelm the state.7 

The fact is that the levels of economic transactions among states today, when compared 
with domestic economic dealings, are probably no greater than they were in the early twentieth 
century.8 The international economy has been buffeting states for centuries, and they have 
proved remarkably resilient in the face of that pressure. Contemporary states are no exception 
in this regard; they are not being overwhelmed by market forces or MNCs but are making the 
adjustments necessary to ensure their survival.9 

Another reason to doubt these claims about the state's impending demise is that there is no 
plausible alternative on the horizon. If the state disappears, presumably some new political 
entity would have to take its place, but it seems that nobody has identified that replacement. 
Even if the state disappeared, however, that would not necessarily mean the end of security 
competition and war. After all, Thucydides and Machiavelli wrote long before the birth of the 
state system. Realism merely requires anarchy; it does not matter what kind of political units 
make up the system. They could be states, city-states, cults, empires, tribes, gangs, feudal 
principalities, or whatever. Rhetoric aside, we are not moving toward a hierarchic international 
system, which would effectively mean some kind of world government. In fact, anarchy looks 
like it will be with us for a long time. 



Finally, there is good reason to think that the state has a bright future. Nationalism is 
probably the most powerful political ideology in the world, and it glorifies the state.10 Indeed, it is 
apparent that a large number of nations around the world want their own state, or rather nation-
state, and they seem to have little interest in any alternative political arrangement. Consider, for 
example, how badly the Palestinians want their own state, and before 1948, how desperately 
the Jews wanted their own state. Now that the Jews have Israel it is unthinkable that they would 
give it up. If the Palestinians get their own state, they surely will go to great lengths to ensure its 
survival. 

The usual rejoinder to this perspective is to argue that the recent history of the European 
Union contradicts it. The states of western Europe have largely abandoned nationalism and are 
well on their way toward achieving political unity, providing powerful evidence that the state 
system's days are numbered. Although the members of the European Union have certainly 
achieved substantial economic integration, there is little evidence that this path will lead to the 
creation of a superstate. In fact, both nationalism and the existing states in western Europe 
appear to be alive and well. Consider French thinking on the matter, as reflected in the 
comments of French president Jacques Chirac to the German Bundestag in June 2000: he said 
that he envisioned a "united Europe of states rather than a United States of Europe."11 He went 
on to say, "Neither you nor we envisage the creation of a European superstate that would take 
the place of our nation states and end their role as actors on the international stage. ... In the 
future, our nations will stay the first reference point for our people." But even if Chirac proves 
wrong and western Europe becomes a superstate, it would still be a state, albeit a powerful one, 
operating in a system of states. 

Nothing is forever, but there is no good reason to think that the sovereign state's time has 
passed. 

 
The Futility of Offense 
 
Some suggest that great powers no longer have a meaningful offensive military capability 

against each other, because great-power war has become prohibitively costly. In essence, war 
is no longer a useful instrument of statecraft. John Mueller maintains that offense had become 
too costly for rational leaders even before the advent of nuclear weapons.12 World War I was 
decisive proof, he argues, that conventional war among the great powers had degenerated to 
the point where it was essentially senseless slaughter. The main flaw in this line of argument is 
that great-power conventional wars do not have to be protracted and bloody affairs. Quick and 
decisive victories are possible, as Germany demonstrated against France in 1940—which 
means that great powers can still have a viable offensive capability against one another. 

The more persuasive variant of this argument is that nuclear weapons make it almost 
impossible for great powers to attack each other. After all, it is difficult to imagine winning any 
kind of meaningful victory in an all-out nuclear war. This argument, too, falls apart on close 
inspection. There is no question that nuclear weapons significantly reduce the likelihood of 
great-power war, but as discussed in Chapter 4, war between nuclear-armed great powers is 
still a serious possibility. Remember that during the Cold War, the United States and its NATO 
allies were deeply worried about a Soviet conventional attack into Western Europe, and after 
1979 about a Soviet invasion of Iran. The fact that both superpowers had massive nuclear 
arsenals apparently did not persuade either side that the other had no offensive military 
capability. 

 
Certain Intentions 
 
Democratic peace theory is built on the premises that democracies can be more certain of 

each other's intentions and that those intentions are generally benign; thus they do not fight 



among themselves.13 If all the great powers were democracies, each could be certain that the 
others had friendly intentions, and thus they would have no need to compete for power or 
prepare for major war. Since democracy appears to be spreading across the globe, it is 
reasonable to think that the world will eventually become one giant zone of peace. 

As challenges to realism go, democratic peace theory is among the strongest. Still, it has 
serious problems that ultimately make it unconvincing. The theory's proponents maintain that 
the available evidence shows that democracies do not fight other democracies. But other 
scholars who have examined the historical record dispute this claim. Perhaps the most telling 
evidence against the theory is Christopher Layne's careful analysis of four crises in which rival 
democracies almost went to war with each other.14 When one looks at how the decision not to 
fight was reached in each case, the fact that both sides were democracies appears to have 
mattered little. There certainly is no evidence that the rival democracies had benign intentions 
toward each other. In fact, the outcome each time was largely determined by balance-of-power 
considerations. 

Another reason to doubt democratic peace theory is the problem of backsliding. No 
democracy can be sure that another democracy will not someday become an authoritarian 
state, in which case the remaining democracy would no longer be safe and secure.15 Prudence 
dictates that democracies prepare for that eventuality, which means striving to have as much 
power as possible just in case a friendly neighbor turns into the neighborhood bully. But even if 
one rejects these criticisms and embraces democratic peace theory, it is still unlikely that all the 
great powers, in the system will become democratic and stay that way over the long term. It 
would only take a non-democratic China or Russia to keep power politics in play, and both of 
those states are likely to be non-democratic for at least part of the twenty-first century.16 

Social constructivists provide another perspective on how to create a world of states with 
benign intentions that are readily recognizable by other states.17 They maintain that the way 
states behave toward each other is not a function of how the material world is structured—as 
realists argue—but instead is largely determined by how individuals think and talk about 
international politics. This perspective is nicely captured by Alexander Wendt's famous claim 
that "anarchy is what states make of it."18 Discourse, in short, is the motor that drives 
international politics. But unfortunately, say social constructivists, realism has been the 
dominant discourse for at least the past seven centuries, and realism tells states to distrust 
other states and to take advantage of them whenever possible. What is needed to create a 
more peaceful world is a replacement discourse that emphasizes trust and cooperation among 
states, rather than suspicion and hostility. 

One reason to doubt this perspective is the simple fact that realism has dominated the 
international relations discourse for the past seven centuries or more. Such remarkable staying 
power over a lengthy period that has seen profound change in almost every other aspect of 
daily life strongly suggests that the basic structure of the international system—which has 
remained anarchic over that entire period—largely determines how states think and act toward 
each other. But even if we reject my materialist interpretation, what is going to cause the 
reigning discourse about world politics to change? What is the causal mechanism that will 
delegitimize realism after seven hundred years and put a better substitute in its place? What 
determines whether the replacement discourse will be benign or malign? What guarantee is 
there that realism will not rise from the dead and once again become the hegemonic discourse? 
The social constructivists provide no answers to these important questions, which makes it hard 
to believe that a marked change in our discourse about international politics is in the offing.19 

Social constructivists sometimes argue that the end of the Cold War represents a significant 
triumph for their perspective and is evidence of a more promising future.20 In particular, they 
maintain that in the 1980s a group of influential and dovish Western intellectuals convinced 
Soviet president Mikhail Gorbachev to eschew realist thinking and instead work to foster 
peaceful relations with the United States and his neighbors in Europe. The result was Soviet 



withdrawal from Eastern Europe and the end of the Cold War, a Soviet Union with an 
enlightened foreign policy, and fundamental change in the norms that underpin great-power 
politics. 

Although Gorbachev surely played the key role in ending the Cold War, there are good 
reasons to doubt that his actions fundamentally transformed international politics. As discussed 
in Chapter 6, his decision to liquidate the Soviet empire in Eastern Europe can be explained by 
realism. By the mid-1980s, it was clear that the Soviet Union was losing the Cold War and that it 
had little hope of catching up with the United States, which was in the midst of a massive arms 
buildup. In particular, the Soviet Union was suffering an economic and political crisis at home 
that made the costs of empire prohibitive and created powerful incentives to cooperate with the 
West to gain access to its technology. 

Many empires collapsed and many states broke apart before 1989, and many of them 
sought to give dire necessity the appearance of virtue. But the basic nature of international 
politics remained unchanged. That pattern certainly appears to be holding up in the wake of the 
collapse of the Soviet Union. Consider that Gorbachev has been out of office and without much 
influence in Russia since the early 1990s, and there is little evidence that his "new thinking" 
about international politics carries much weight inside Russia today.21 In fact, contemporary 
Russian leaders view the world largely in terms of power politics, as discussed below. 
Moreover, Western leaders, as well as Russia's neighbors in eastern Europe, continue to fear 
that a resurgent Russia might be an expansionist state, which explains in part why NATO 
expanded eastward. In sum, it is not true that the collapse of the Soviet Union was 
unprecedented, that it violated realist conceptions, or that it is a harbinger of a new, post-realist 
international system. 

 
Survival in the Global Commons 
 
Realist thinking about survival gets challenged in two ways. Proponents of globalization 

often argue that states today are concerned more with achieving prosperity than with worrying 
about their survival.22 Getting rich is the main goal of post-industrial states, maybe even the all-
consuming goal. The basic logic here is that if all the great powers are prospering, none has any 
incentive to start a war, because conflict in today's interdependent world economy would 
redound to every state's disadvantage. Why torpedo a system that is making everyone rich? If 
war makes no sense, survival becomes a much less salient concern than realists would have 
you believe, and states can concentrate instead on accumulating wealth. 

There are problems with this perspective, too.23 In particular, there is always the possibility 
that a serious economic crisis in some important region, or in the world at large, will undermine 
the prosperity that this theory needs to work. For example, it is widely believed that Asia's 
"economic miracle" worked to dampen security competition in that region before 1997, but that 
the 1997-98 financial crisis in Asia helped foster a "new geopolitics."24 It is also worth noting that 
although the United States led a successful effort to contain that financial crisis, it was a close 
call, and there is no guarantee that the next crisis will not spread across the globe. But even in 
the absence of a major economic crisis, one or more states might not prosper; such a state 
would have little to lose economically, and maybe even something to gain, by starting a war. A 
key reason that Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait in August 1990 was that Kuwait 
was exceeding its oil production quotas (set by the Organization of Petroleum Exporting 
Countries, or OPEC) and driving down Iraq's oil profits, which the Iraqi economy could ill-
afford.25 

There are two other reasons to doubt the claim that economic interdependence makes 
great-power war unlikely. States usually go to war against a single rival, and they aim to win a 
quick and decisive victory. Also, they invariably seek to discourage other states from joining with 
the other side in the fight. But a war against one or even two opponents is unlikely to do much 



damage to a state's economy, because typically only a tiny percentage of a state's wealth is tied 
up in economic intercourse with any other state. It is even possible, as discussed in Chapter 5, 
that conquest will produce significant economic benefits. 

Finally, an important historical case contradicts this perspective. As noted above, there was 
probably about as much economic interdependence in Europe between 1900 and 1914 as there 
is today. Those were also prosperous years for the European great powers. Yet World War I 
broke out in 1914. Thus a highly interdependent world economy does not make great-power war 
more or less likely. Great powers must be forever vigilant and never subordinate survival to any 
other goal, including prosperity. 

Another challenge to the realist perspective on survival emphasizes that the dangers states 
face today come not from the traditional kind of military threats that realists worry about, but 
instead from non-traditional threats such as AIDS, environmental degradation, unbounded 
population growth, and global warming.26 Problems of this magnitude, so the argument goes, 
can be solved only by the collective action of all the major states in the system. The selfish 
behavior associated with realism, on the other hand, will undermine efforts to neutralize these 
threats. States surely will recognize this fact and cooperate to find workable solutions. 

This perspective raises two problems. Although these dangers are a cause for concern, 
there is little evidence that any of them is serious enough to threaten the survival of a great 
power. The gravity of these threats may change over time, but for now they are at most second-
order problems.27 Furthermore, if any of these threats becomes deadly serious, it is not clear 
that the great powers would respond by acting collectively. For example, there may be cases 
where the relevant states cooperate to deal with a particular environmental problem, but an 
impressive literature discusses how such problems might also lead to inter-state war.28 

In sum, claims that the end of the Cold War ushered in sweeping changes in the structure of 
the international system are ultimately unpersuasive. On the contrary, international anarchy 
remains firmly intact, which means that there should not have been any significant changes in 
great-power behavior during the past decade. 

 
Great-Power Behavior in the 1990s 
 
The optimists' contention that international politics has undergone a great transformation 

applies mainly to relations among the great powers, who are no longer supposed to engage in 
security competition and fight wars with each other, or with minor powers in their region. 
Therefore, Europe and Northeast Asia, the areas that feature clusters of great powers, should 
be zones of peace, or what Karl Deutsch famously calls "pluralistic security communities."29 

Optimists do not argue, however, that the threat of armed conflict has been eliminated from 
regions without great powers, such as 1) the South Asian subcontinent, where India and 
Pakistan are bitter enemies armed with nuclear weapons and caught up in a raging dispute over 
Kashmir; 2) the Persian Gulf, where Iraq and Iran are bent on acquiring nuclear weapons and 
show no signs of becoming status quo powers; or 3) Africa, where seven different states are 
fighting a war in the Democratic Republic of the Congo that some are calling "Africa's first world 
war."30 Nor do optimists claim that great powers no longer fight wars with states in these 
troubled regions; thus, the American-led war against Iraq in early 1991 is not evidence against 
their position. In short, great powers are not yet out of the war business altogether, only in 
Europe and Northeast Asia. 

There is no question that security competition among the great powers in Europe and 
Northeast Asia has been subdued during the 1990s, and with the possible exception of the 1996 
dispute between China and the United States over Taiwan, there has been no hint of war 
between any of the great powers. Periods of relative peacefulness like this one, however, are 
not unprecedented in history. For example, there was little open conflict among the great 
powers in Europe from 1816 through 1852, or from 1871 through 1913. But this did not mean 



then, and it does not mean now, that the great powers stopped thinking and behaving according 
to realist logic. Indeed, there is substantial evidence that the major states in Europe and 
Northeast Asia still fear each other and continue to worry about how much relative power they 
control. Moreover, sitting below the surface in both regions is significant potential for intense 
security competition and possibly even war among the leading states. 

 
Security Competition in Northeast Asia 
 
In the large literature on security issues in Northeast Asia after the Cold War, almost every 

author recognizes that power politics is alive and well in the region, and that there are good 
reasons to worry about armed conflict involving the great powers.31 

The American experience in the region since 1991 provides considerable evidence to 
support this pessimistic perspective. The United States came close to fighting a war against 
North Korea in June 1994 to prevent it from acquiring nuclear weapons.32 War still might break 
out between North and South Korea, in which case the United States would automatically 
become involved, since it has 37,000 troops stationed in South Korea to help counter a North 
Korean invasion. If such a war happened, American and South Korean forces would probably 
trounce the invading North Korean army, creating an opportunity for them to strike north of the 
38th parallel and unify the two Koreas.33 This is what happened in 1950, prompting China, 
which shares a border with North Korea, to feel threatened and go to war against the United 
States. This could plausibly happen again if there is a second Korean war. 

One might argue that the Korean problem is likely to go away soon, because relations are 
improving between the two Koreas, and there is actually a reasonable chance they will reunify in 
the decade ahead. Although future relations between North and South Korea are difficult to 
predict, both sides are still poised to fight a major war along the border separating them, which 
remains the most heavily armed strip of territory in the world. Moreover, there is hardly any 
evidence—at least at this point—that North Korea intends to surrender its independence and 
become part of a unified Korea. But even if reunification happens, there is no reason to think 
that it will enhance stability in Northeast Asia, because it will surely create pressures to remove 
American troops from Korea and will also revive competition among China, Japan, and Russia 
for influence in Korea. 

Taiwan is another dangerous place where China and the United States could end up in a 
shooting war.34 Taiwan appears determined to maintain its de facto independence from China, 
and possibly to gain de jure independence, while China seems equally determined to 
reincorporate Taiwan into China. In fact, China has left little doubt that it would go to war to 
prevent Taiwanese independence. The United States, however, is committed to help Taiwan 
defend itself if it is attacked by China, a scenario which could plausibly lead to American troops 
fighting with Taiwan against China. After all, between July 1995 and March 1996, China fired 
live missiles into the waters around Taiwan and conducted military exercises off the coast of its 
Fujian province, just across the strait from Taiwan. China rattled its saber because it thought 
that Taiwan was taking major steps toward independence. The United States responded by 
sending two aircraft-carrier battle groups into the waters around Taiwan. Fortunately, the crisis 
ended peacefully. 

The Taiwan problem, however, shows no signs of going away. China is deploying large 
numbers  of missiles   (ballistic and cruise)  in Fujian province, and it is procuring aircraft and 
naval ships from Russia that might some day make it risky for the United States to deploy naval 
forces in the region during a crisis. Furthermore, China issued a document in February 2000 in 
which it said that it was prepared to go to war before it would allow "the Taiwan issue to be 
postponed indefinitely."35 Immediately thereafter, China and the United States exchanged thinly 
disguised nuclear threats.36 Taiwan, for its part, is shopping for new weapons to counter China's 



growing arsenal, while remaining determined to maintain its independence from China. The 
United States could therefore get pulled into war with China over both Korea and Taiwan. 

More needs to be said about China, the principal great-power rival of the United States in 
Northeast Asia. Many Americans may think that realism is outmoded thinking, but this is not 
how China's leaders view the world. According to one prominent Sinologist, China "may well be 
the high church of realpolitik in the post-Cold War world."37 This is not surprising when you 
consider China's history over the past 150 years and its present threat environment. It shares 
borders, a number of which are still disputed, with thirteen different states. China fought over 
territory with India in 1962, the Soviet Union in 1969, and Vietnam in 1979. All of these borders 
are still contested. China also claims ownership of Taiwan, the Senkaku/Diaoyutai Islands, and 
various island groups in the South China Sea, many of which it does not now control.38 

Furthermore, China tends to view both Japan and the United States as potential enemies. 
Chinese leaders maintain a deep-seated fear that Japan will become militaristic again, like it 
was before 1945. They also worry that the United States is bent on preventing China from 
becoming the dominant great power in Northeast Asia. "Many Chinese foreign- and defense-
policy analysts," according to one scholar, "believe that U.S. alliances with Asian countries, 
particularly with Japan, pose a serious, long-term challenge, if not a threat, to China's national 
security, national unification, and modernization."39 

It is worth noting that China's relations with Japan and the United States have gotten 
worse—not better—since the end of the Cold War.40 All three states were aligned against the 
Soviet Union during the 1980s, and they had little cause to fear each other. Even Taiwan was 
not a major source of friction between China and the United States during the last decade of the 
Cold War. But times have changed for the worse since 1990, and now China fears Japan and 
the United States, who, in turn, worry about China. For example, in the immediate aftermath of 
the Cold War, Japan was confident that growing economic interdependence in Asia would allow 
it to maintain peaceful relations with China for the indefinite future.41 By the mid-1990s, 
however, Japanese views about China had "hardened considerably," and showed evidence of 
"an anxious realism about China's strategic intentions."42 

China certainly has not been quick to employ military force over the past decade, although it 
has demonstrated more than once that it is willing to employ the sword to achieve particular 
political goals. Besides the missile firings and military maneuvers during the Taiwan crisis, 
Chinese military forces in early 1995 seized Mischief Reef, one of the disputed Spratly Islands 
claimed by the Philippines. These incidents notwithstanding, the Chinese military has limited 
power-projection capability, and therefore it cannot be too aggressive toward other states in the 
region.43 For example, China does not have the wherewithal to defeat and conquer Taiwan in a 
war. To rectify that problem, however, China has embarked on a major military modernization 
program. Indeed, China decided this year (2001) to increase its defense spending by 17.7 
percent, which represents its largest expansion in real terms in the last two decades.44 

Another indicator of security competition in Northeast Asia is the region's burgeoning arms 
race in missile technology.45 North Korea has been developing and testing ballistic missiles 
throughout the 1990s, and in August 1998 it fired a missile over Japan. In response to the 
growing North Korean missile threat, South Korea is making moves to increase the range of its 
own ballistic missiles, while Japan and the United States are moving to build a "theater missile 
defense" (TMD) system to protect Japan as well as American forces stationed in the region. The 
United States is also determined to build a "national missile defense" (NMD) system to protect 
the American homeland from nuclear attacks by small powers such as North Korea. China, 
however, has made it clear that if Japan and the United States deploy missile defenses of any 
kind, it will markedly increase its arsenal of ballistic missiles so that it can overwhelm them. 

Independent of these developments, China is deploying large numbers of missiles opposite 
Taiwan, which, not surprisingly, is now trying to acquire defensive systems from the United 
States. But if the United States aids Taiwan, especially if it helps Taiwan develop its own TMD 



system, China is sure to increase its arsenal of missiles, which would force the United States to 
upgrade its TMD system in the region, which would force China to build more missiles, and so 
on. How all this missile-building will play out over time is difficult to predict, but the key point is 
that an arms race centered on ballistic missiles is already underway in Asia and shows few 
signs of abating. 

Finally, the fact that the United States maintains one hundred thousand troops in Northeast 
Asia contradicts the claim that the region is "primed for peace."46 If that were so, those U.S. 
forces would be unnecessary and they could be sent home and demobilized, saving the 
American taxpayer an appreciable sum of money. Instead, they are kept in place to help pacify 
a potentially volatile region. 

Joseph Nye, one of the main architects of post-Cold War American policy in Northeast Asia 
and a scholar with a well-established reputation as a liberal international-relations theorist (not a 
realist), made this point in an important 1995 article in Foreign Affairs.*1 "It has become 
fashionable," he notes, "to say that the world after the Cold War has moved beyond the age of 
power politics to the age of geoeconomics. Such cliches reflect narrow analysis. Politics and 
economics are connected. International economic systems rest upon international political 
order." He then makes the "pacifier" argument: "The U.S. presence [in Asia] is a force for 
stability, reducing the need for arms buildups and deterring the rise of hegemonic forces." Not 
only do "forward-deployed forces in Asia ensure broad regional stability," they also "contribute to 
the tremendous political and economic advances made by the nations of the region." In short, 
"the United States is the critical variable in the East Asia security equation." 48 

 
Security Competition in Europe 
 
Europe might appear to be a better place than Northeast Asia to make the optimists' case, 

but on close inspection the evidence shows that security competition and the threat of great-
power war remain facts of life in Europe, too. Consider the series of wars that have been fought 
in the Balkans in the 1990s, and that the United States and its European allies have twice been 
directly involved in the fighting. American airpower was used against Serb ground forces in 
Bosnia during the summer of 1995, helping to end the fighting in that embattled country. In the 
spring of 1999, NATO went to war against Serbia over Kosovo. It was a minor conflict for sure, 
but the fact remains that in the years since the Cold War ended, the United States has fought a 
war in Europe, not in Northeast Asia. 

The evolution of Russian foreign policy during the 1990s provides further evidence that 
realism still has a lot to say about inter-state relations in Europe. After the Soviet Union 
collapsed, it was widely believed that Russia's new leaders would follow in Mikhail Gorbachev's 
footsteps and eschew the selfish pursuit of power, because they recognized that it made Russia 
less, not more, secure. Instead, they would work with the United States and its NATO allies to 
create a peaceful order that reached across all of Europe. 

But this is not what has happened. NATO's actions in the Balkans and its expansion 
eastward have angered and scared the Russians, who now view the world clearly through 
realist lenses and do not even pay lip service to the idea of working with the West to build what 
Gorbachev called "a common European home."49 Russia's hardheaded view of its external 
environment is reflected in "The National Security Concept of the Russian Federation," a 
seminal policy document that Russian president Vladimir Putin signed on January 10, 2000. 
"The formation of international relations," it states, "is accompanied by competition and also by 
the aspiration of a number of states to strengthen their influence on global politics, including by 
creating weapons of mass destruction. Military force and violence remain substantial aspects of 
international relations."50 

Russia also made it clear in 1993 that it would initiate nuclear war if its territorial integrity 
was threatened, thus abandoning the Soviet Union's long-standing pledge not to be the first 



state to use nuclear weapons in a war.51 Russia's military weakness, however, sharply limits 
what it can do outside of its borders to challenge the United States over issues such as NATO 
expansion and NATO policy in the Balkans. Nevertheless, Russia's actions in the breakaway 
republic of Chechnya make clear that it is willing to wage a brutal war if it thinks its vital interests 
are threatened.52 

More evidence that great-power war remains a serious threat in Europe arises from the fact 
that the United States maintains one hundred thousand troops in the region, and its leaders 
often emphasize the importance of keeping NATO intact. If Europe is "primed for peace," as 
many claim, NATO would surely be disbanded and American forces would be sent home. 
Instead, they are kept in place. In fact, NATO has moved eastward and incorporated the Czech 
Republic, Hungary, and Poland into its ranks. Why? Because there is potential for dangerous 
security competition in Europe, and the United States is determined to keep the forces of trouble 
at bay. Otherwise why would it be spending tens of billions of dollars annually to maintain a 
large military presence in Europe? 

There is considerable evidence that the pacifier argument is widely accepted among 
policymakers and scholars on both sides of the Atlantic. For example, President Clinton told the 
West Point graduating class of 1997, "Some say we no longer need NATO because there is no 
powerful threat to our security now. I say there is no powerful threat in part because NATO is 
there."53 That same year, Secretary of State Madeleine Albright told the U.S. Senate at her 
confirmation hearing, "We have an interest in European security, because we wish to avoid the 
instability that drew five million Americans across the Atlantic to fight in two world wars."54 It 
appears that many Europeans also believe in the pacifier argument. Between 1990 and 1994, 
Robert Art conducted more than one hundred interviews with European political-military elites. 
He found that most believed that "if the Americans removed their security blanket from Europe . 
. . the Western European states could well return to the destructive power politics that they had 
just spent the last forty-five years trying to banish from their part of the continent."55 Presumably 
that perspective is even more tightly held today, since the early 1990s was the heyday of 
optimism about the prospects for peace in Europe. 

Finally, it is worth noting that Art, Michael Mandelbaum, and Stephen Van Evera, all 
prominent scholars who believe that Europe is primed for peace, favor keeping American troops 
there and maintaining a formidable NATO. Might it be that they are ultimately guided by pacifier 
logic, not their stated belief that great-power war is no longer a danger in Europe?56 

 
Structure and Peace in the 1990s 
 
There is no question that the presence of U.S. troops in Europe and Northeast Asia has 

played an important role in moderating security competition and promoting stability over the past 
decade. But periods of relative peace in those regions cannot be explained simply by the 
presence or absence of American forces. After all, there were no U.S. troops in Europe during 
the nineteenth century; yet there were long periods of relative peace. Moreover, even if the 
United States had committed military forces to Europe in the late 1930s, there still would have 
been intense security competition among the great powers, and Nazi Germany might have 
started a major war anyway. 

To understand why the great powers were so tame in the 1990s, it is necessary to consider 
the overall distribution of power in each area, which means determining how much power is 
controlled by each major state in the region, as well as by the United States. In essence, we 
need to know whether the system is bipolar or multipolar, and if it- is multipolar, whether it is 
unbalanced by the presence of a potential hegemon. Bipolar systems, as we saw in Chapter 9, 
tend to be the most peaceful, whereas unbalanced multipolar systems are the most prone to 
conflict. Balanced multipolar systems fall somewhere in between. 



Europe remains bipolar in the wake of the Cold War, with Russia and the United States as 
the region's principal rivals. There are three particular aspects of Europe's bipolarity that make it 
especially stable. First, both Russia and the United States are armed with nuclear weapons, 
which are a force for peace. Second, the United States behaves-as an offshore balancer in 
Europe, acting primarily as a check on any local great power that tries to dominate the region. It 
has no hegemonic aspirations beyond the Western Hemisphere, which significantly reduces the 
threat it presents to the states of Europe." Third, Russia, which is a local great power that might 
have territorial ambitions, is too weak militarily to cause serious trouble outside of its own 
borders.58 

Northeast Asia, on the other hand, is now a balanced multipolar system; China, Russia, and 
the United States are the relevant great powers, and none has the markings of a potential 
hegemon. Balanced multipolarity tends to be less stable than bipolarity, but the same three 
factors that enhanced the prospects for peace in bipolar Europe do likewise in multi-polar 
Northeast Asia. First, China, Russia, and the United States all have nuclear arsenals, which 
makes them less likely to initiate war with each other. Second, although the United States is 
clearly the most powerful actor in the region, it is an offshore balancer without territorial 
aspirations. Third, neither the Chinese nor the Russian military has much power-projection 
capability, making it difficult for them to behave aggressively toward other states in the area. 

There are two possible objections to my description of how power is distributed in Europe 
and Northeast Asia. Some might argue that the post-Cold War world is unipolar, which is 
another way of saying that the United States is a global hegemon.59 If true, there would be 
hardly any security competition in Europe and Northeast Asia, because there would be no great 
powers in those areas—by definition—to challenge the mighty United States. This is certainly 
the state of affairs in the Western Hemisphere, where the United States is the only great power, 
and it is not involved in security competition with any of its neighbors. Canada and Mexico, for 
example, pose no military threat whatsoever to the United States. Nor does Cuba, which is a 
minor political irritant, not a serious threat to American security. 

But the international system is not unipolar.60 Although the United States is a hegemon in 
the Western Hemisphere, it is not a global hegemon. Certainly the United States is the 
preponderant economic and military power in the world, but there are two other great powers in 
the international system: China and Russia. Neither can match American military might, but both 
have nuclear arsenals, the capability to contest and probably thwart a U.S. invasion of their 
homeland, and limited power-projection capability.61 They are not Canada and Mexico. 

Furthermore, hardly any evidence indicates that the United States is about to take a stab at 
establishing global hegemony. It certainly is determined to remain the hegemon in the Western 
Hemisphere, but given the difficulty of projecting power across large bodies of water, the United 
States is not going to use its military for offensive purposes in either Europe or Northeast Asia. 
Indeed, America's allies worry mainly that U.S. troops will be sent home, not that they will be 
used for conquest. This lack of a hegemonic impulse outside the confines of the Western 
Hemisphere explains why no balancing coalition has formed against the United States since the 
Cold War ended.62 

Others might argue that America's allies from the Cold War—the United Kingdom, France, 
Germany, Italy, and Japan—should count as great powers, an accounting that would produce 
markedly different power distributions in Europe and Northeast Asia. There is little doubt that 
these states, especially Germany and Japan, have the potential in terms of population and 
wealth to become great powers (see Tables 10.1 and 10.2). They do not qualify for that ranking, 
however, because they depend in large part on the United States for their security; they are 
effectively semi-sovereign states, not great powers. In particular, Germany and Japan have no 
nuclear weapons of their own and instead rely on the American nuclear deterrent for protection. 

In addition, America's allies have little maneuver room in their foreign policy, because of the 
presence of U.S. troops on their territory. The United States continues to occupy Western 



Europe and to dominate NATO decision-making, much the way it did during the Cold War, not 
only making war among its members unlikely, but also making it difficult for any of those states 
(especially Germany) to cause trouble with Russia.63 Finally, the United States continues to 
maintain a formidable military presence in Japan, making it difficult for that potentially powerful 
state to engage in serious security competition with China. 

In sum, a good deal of evidence indicates that power politics has not been stamped out of 
Europe and Northeast Asia, and that there is potential for serious trouble involving the great 
powers. Nevertheless, both regions have been largely free of intense security competition and 
great-power war during the 1990s. The taproot of that stability is the particular distribution of 
power that has emerged in each area since the Cold War ended and the Soviet Union 
collapsed. The question we must now ask is whether the structure of power in each of those 
regions is likely to remain intact over the next two decades. 

 
Trouble Ahead 
 
Predicting what the distribution of power will look like in Europe and Northeast Asia by 2020 

involves two closely related tasks: 1) reckoning the power levels of the main actors located in 
each region, paying special attention to whether there is a potential hegemon among them; and 
2) assessing the likelihood that the United States will remain militarily engaged in those regions, 
which depends largely on whether there is a potential hegemon among the local great powers 
that can be contained only with American help. It is difficult to predict the balance of power in a 
region, because it depends in good part on determining how fast each state's economy will 
grow, as well as its long-term political viability. Unfortunately, we do not have theories that can 
anticipate economic and political developments with high confidence. For example, it is hard to 
know how powerful the Chinese and Russian economies will be in 2020, or whether China will 
survive as a single political entity or break apart like the Soviet Union. 

It is still possible, however, to make informed judgments about the architectures that are 
likely to emerge in Europe and Northeast Asia over the next twenty years. We can start with the 
conservative assumption that there will be no fundamental change in the relative wealth or 
political fortunes of the principal states in each region. In other words, the existing distribution of 
potential power remains essentially intact for the next two decades. Alternatively, we can 
assume significant change in state capabilities, focusing on the most weighty scenarios in each 
region, such as the complete collapse of Russian power or China's transformation into an eco-
nomic superpower. The future of the American military presence in each region will depend on 
whether there is a potential hegemon. 

I believe that the existing power structures in Europe and Northeast Asia are not sustainable 
through 2020. Two alternative futures loom on the horizon, both of which are likely to be less 
peaceful than the 1990s. If there is no significant change in the relative wealth or the political 
integrity of the key states located in each region, the United States is likely to bring its troops 
home, because they will not be needed to contain a potential hegemon. Removing American 
forces from either region, however, would change the structure of power in ways that would 
make conflict more likely than it is today. The structural change would be greater in Europe than 
in Northeast Asia, as would the likelihood of intensified security competition. 

But if fundamental economic or political change occurs in either region and a potential 
hegemon emerges that the local powers cannot contain, U.S. troops are likely to remain in place 
or come back to the region to balance against that threat. Should that happen, an intense 
security competition would likely ensue between the potential hegemon and its rivals, including 
the United States. In short, either the United States will leave Europe or Northeast Asia because 
it does not have to contain an emerging peer competitor, in which case the region would 
become less stable, or the United States will stay engaged to contain a formidable rival in what 
is likely to be a dangerous situation. Either way, relations between the great powers are likely to 



become less peaceful than they were during the 1990s. Before analyzing future power 
structures in Europe and Northeast Asia, it is necessary to look more closely at the claim that 
only the presence of a potential hegemon can keep the United States militarily engaged in those 
regions. A widely touted alternative perspective claims that American troops will stay put in the 
absence of a potential hegemon, because peace in those strategically important areas is a vital 
U.S. interest, and it would be difficult to achieve without the American pacifier. This claim needs 
to be examined. 

 
The Future of the American Pacifier 
 
The central aim of American foreign policy, as emphasized in Chapter 5, is to be the 

hegemon in the Western Hemisphere and have no rival hegemon in either Europe or Northeast 
Asia. The United States does not want a peer competitor. In the wake of the Cold War, U.S. 
policymakers remain firmly committed to that goal. Consider the following excerpt from an 
important Pentagon planning document that was leaked to the press in 1992: "Our first objective 
is to prevent the reemergence of a new rival . . . that poses a threat on the order of that posed 
formerly by the Soviet Union. . . . Our strategy must now refocus on precluding the emergence 
of any potential future global competitor."64 

In pursuit of this goal, the United States has historically behaved as an offshore balancer in 
Europe and Northeast Asia. As pointed out in Chapter 7, it has committed troops to those areas 
only when there was a potential hegemon in the neighborhood that the local great powers could 
not contain by themselves. In effect, the United States has traditionally pursued a buck-passing 
strategy when faced with a potential peer competitor Therefore, the future of the U.S. military 
commitments to Europe and Northeast Asia hinge on whether there is a potential hegemon in 
either of those regions that can be contained only with American help. If not, the one hundred 
thousand U.S. troops in each region would likely leave in the near future. As discussed below, 
no great power is likely to be in a position to overrun either Europe or Northeast Asia anytime 
soon, with the possible exception of China. Therefore, the United States will probably bring its 
troops home in the first decade or so of the new century.65 

 
America the Peacekeeper 
 
Nevertheless, a different rationale has emerged for maintaining a robust American military 

presence in those regions. The United States, so the argument goes, has a deep-seated 
interest in maintaining peace in Europe and Northeast Asia, and bringing its troops home would 
probably lead to instability, and maybe even great-power war.66 Peace in these regions is said 
to be of vital importance to the United States for two reasons. For one thing, American 
economic prosperity would be undermined by a major war in either area. Given the high levels 
of economic interdependence among the world's wealthiest powers, a great-power war would 
not only badly damage the economies of the warring states, it would also seriously hurt the 
American economy, even if the United States managed to stay out of the fighting. 

Moreover, the United States invariably gets dragged into distant great-power wars, which 
means it is an illusion for Americans to think that they can sit out a big war in either Europe or 
Northeast Asia. It therefore makes sense for the United States to maintain forces in those 
regions and preserve the peace, so that large numbers of Americans do not die in a future war. 
Presumably this perspective leads to an open-ended commitment of U.S. troops across both the 
Atlantic and the Pacific Oceans. 

There is little doubt that peace in Europe and Northeast Asia is a desirable goal for the 
United States. The key issue, however, is whether peace is important enough to justify putting 
U.S. troops in harm's way, which is the risk the United States runs if it stations troops in those 
regions. In fact, peace in these two wealthy regions is not a vital American interest. The 



rationale for this alternative perspective is unconvincing and it receives little support from the 
historical record. 

Consider the claim that a war in Europe or Northeast Asia would undermine American 
prosperity. It is based on assertion, not analysis. Indeed, the only study I know of on the subject 
contradicts that claim. It concludes that "the primary effect of overseas wars on the economies 
of neutral countries is to redistribute wealth from belligerents to non-combatants, enriching 
neutrals rather than impoverishing them."67 In essence, the United States would probably 
become more prosperous in the event of an Asian or a European war, and it would probably 
also gain relative power over the warring great powers. This is what happened to the United 
States when it was neutral in World War I: after some initial problems, the American economy 
flourished, while the economies of the European great powers were badly damaged.68 There is 
little reason to think that a major war in Europe or Northeast Asia today would seriously damage 
the American economy, as it is "roughly as vulnerable to a major great power war in Asia as it 
was to World War I, but it is only half as vulnerable today to disruptions in Europe as it was early 
in the 20th Century."69 

But even if this analysis is wrong and a great-power war in Europe or Northeast Asia would 
make Americans less prosperous, the United States is still unlikely to fight a major war just to 
ensure continued economic prosperity. Two prominent cases in recent times support this point. 
The United States did not use, or even seriously consider using, military force against any of the 
members of OPEC during the oil crisis of the mid-1970s, even though OPEC's actions at the 
time undermined American prosperity.70 Furthermore, in the fall of 1990, the administration of 
President George H. W. Bush briefly tried to justify the impending Persian Gulf War on the 
grounds that Iraq's invasion of Kuwait had to be reversed because it threatened American jobs. 
This argument was heavily criticized and quickly abandoned.71 If the United States was unwilling 
to fight a war against weak oil-producing states for the sake of economic prosperity, it is hard to 
imagine it engaging in a great-power war for the same purpose. 

The claim that the United States invariably gets drawn into great-power wars in Europe and 
Northeast Asia is also not persuasive. Both the United Kingdom and the United States are 
offshore balancers who get pulled into great-power conflicts only when there is a potential 
hegemon in the region that the local great powers cannot contain by themselves. For example, 
both the United Kingdom and the United States were content to sit out the Franco-Prussian War 
(1870-71) and the Russo-Japanese War (1904-5), because neither was a hegemonic war. 
Moreover, the United States would not have entered World War I or World War II if the 
European great powers had been able to contain Germany by themselves. But in early 1917, 
and again in the summer of 1940, Germany threatened to overrun Europe, forcing the United 
States to accept a continental commitment. 

One might counter that, if the United States stays put in Europe and Northeast Asia, there 
would be no great-power war and therefore no danger that Americans might have to suffer the 
horrible costs of war. But there are two related problems with this line of argument. Although an 
American military presence would probably make war less likely, there is no guarantee that a 
great-power conflict would not break out. For example, if the U.S. military stays put in Northeast 
Asia, it could plausibly end up in a war with China over Taiwan. Furthermore, if a great-power 
war did occur, the United States would surely be involved from the start, which does not make 
good strategic sense. It would be best for the United States either not to become involved in the 
fighting or, if it had to join the war, to do so later rather than earlier. That way the United States 
would pay a much smaller price than would the states that fought from start to finish, and it 
would be well-positioned at the war's end to win the peace and shape the postwar world to its 
advantage. 

Putting these different rationales aside, what does the historical record tell us about 
American willingness to play the role of peacemaker or peacekeeper in Europe and Northeast 
Asia? As we saw in Chapter 7, hardly any evidence before 1990 shows that the United States is 



willing to commit troops to those regions to maintain peace. American armies were sent there to 
prevent the rise of peer competitors, not to maintain peace. One might concede this history but 
argue that the more relevant evidence is what happened during the 1990s, when American 
troops remained in Europe and Northeast Asia even though no great power threatened to 
dominate either region.  

 
The 1990s: Anomaly or Precedent? 
 
This is all true, of course, and what has happened so far does appear to contradict the 

predictions of offensive realism. A closer look at the situation, however, reveals that too little 
time has passed since the Cold War ended to make a judgment about whether U.S. forces will 
stay put in Europe and Northeast Asia in the absence of the Soviet Union or an equivalent 
great-power threat. The Soviet Union broke apart at the end of 1991, only ten years ago, and 
the last Russian troops were removed from the former East Germany in 1994, a mere seven 
years ago. Given the suddenness of the Soviet collapse, as well as its profound effect on the 
balance of power in Europe and Northeast Asia, there was no question that the United States 
would need time to figure out what the new architectures in each region meant for American 
interests. To give some historical perspective on this matter, remember that although World War 
I ended in 1918, U.S. troops were not completely withdrawn from Europe until 1923, and British 
troops remained on the continent until 1930 (twelve years after the war ended). 

Simple inertia is also an important factor in delaying the American withdrawal. The United 
States has deployed large-scale military forces in Europe since 1943, when it invaded Italy 
during World War II, and in Northeast Asia since 1945, when it occupied Japan at the end of 
World War II. Moreover, both NATO and the American alliance structure in Northeast Asia are 
institutions with deep roots that helped win a spectacular victory in the Cold War. The United 
States would not walk away from them overnight.72 Furthermore, maintaining forces in Europe 
and Northeast Asia since the 1990s has been relatively cheap and painless for the United 
States. Not only has the American economy flourished during that period, generating large 
budget surpluses in the process, but China and Russia have been easy to contain, because 
they are much weaker than the United States. 

This matter of a lag time aside, there is considerable evidence that the United States and its 
allies from the Cold War are "drifting apart."73 This trend is most apparent in Europe, where 
NATO's 1999 war against Serbia and its messy aftermath have damaged transatlantic relations 
and prompted the European Union to begin building a military force of its own that can operate 
independently of NATO—which means independently of the United States.74 The United 
Kingdom, France, Germany, and Italy are slowly but inexorably realizing that they want to 
provide for their own security and control their own destiny. They are less willing to take orders 
from the United States than they were during the Cold War. Japan, too, is showing signs of 
independent behavior.75 Moreover, the American commitment to defend Europe and Northeast 
Asia shows signs of weakening. Public opinion polls and congressional sentiment seem to 
indicate that the United States is at best a "reluctant sheriff" on the world stage, and that over 
time America's military role in those two strategically important areas is likely to diminish, not 
increase.76 

Given that the United States is widely recognized to be a pacifying force in Europe and 
Northeast Asia, one might wonder why its allies would assert their independence from the 
United States, a move that is almost certain to cause transatlantic friction, if not a divorce. Some 
might say that this is evidence that America's former allies are balancing against the mighty 
United States. But that response is not convincing, because the United States has no appetite 
for conquest and domination outside of the Western Hemisphere; offshore balancers do not 
provoke balancing coalitions against themselves. Indeed, their main mission is to balance 
against dangerous rivals. 



No, America's Cold War allies have started to act less like dependents of the United States 
and more like sovereign states because they fear that the offshore balancer that has protected 
them for so long might prove to be unreliable in a future crisis. The reliability of the United 
States was not a serious problem during the Cold War, because the Soviet threat provided a 
powerful incentive for the United States to protect its allies, who were too weak to defend 
themselves against an attack by the Warsaw Pact. Without that galvanizing threat, however, 
America has begun to look like a less dependable ally to states such as Germany and Japan, 
which are capable of protecting themselves from any threat in their own region. 

One source of concern among America's allies in Europe and Northeast Asia is the 
widespread belief that it will inevitably draw down its forces in those regions; this belief raises 
doubts about the seriousness of the U.S. commitment, as well as the ability of the United States 
to act in a crisis to defend its allies.77 The United States is also sure to pursue policies that will 
raise doubts about whether it is a wise and reliable ally, if only because U.S. interests are not 
identical to those of its allies. For example, President Clinton, hoping to improve Sino-American 
relations, visited China for nine days in 1998 without stopping in Japan. This trip's itinerary was 
seen by Japanese leaders as evidence that their alliance with the United States was 
weakening.78 In Europe, the ongoing Kosovo crisis has raised doubts about American 
leadership. Moreover, the United States and its European allies have conflicting views about 
Middle East policy, about employing NATO forces outside of Europe, and especially about 
developing a national missile defense. Over time, differences of this sort are likely to cause 
America's allies to provide for their own security, rather than rely on the United States for 
protection.79 The international system, as emphasized in Chapter 2, is a self-help world. 

In sum, the brief history of the 1990s is not a good indicator of what the future holds for 
American military involvement in Europe and Northeast Asia. That issue will be resolved in the 
early years of the twenty-first century, and the determining factor will be whether there is a 
potential hegemon in either region that the United States must help contain. Only the threat of a 
peer competitor is likely to provide sufficient incentive for the United States to risk involvement 
in a distant great-power war. The United States is an offshore balancer, not the world's sheriff. 

 
Structure and Conflict in Tomorrow’s Europe 
 
Five European states now have sufficient wealth and population to be a great power: the 

United Kingdom, France, Germany, Italy, and Russia. Furthermore, Germany has the 
earmarking of a potential hegemon. Among European states, it is clearly the wealthiest, has the 
largest population save for Russia, and has the most powerful army in the region (see Table 
10.2). Nevertheless, Germany is not a great power today, much less a potential hegemon, 
because it has no nuclear weapons of its own and because it is heavily dependent on the 
United States for its security. But if American troops were pulled out of Europe and Germany 
became responsible for its own defense, it would probably acquire its own nuclear arsenal and 
increase the size of its army, transforming itself into a potential hegemon. 

To illustrate Germany's potential military might, consider the population and wealth 
differentials between Germany and Russia during the twentieth century. Although Russia has 
always enjoyed a significant population advantage over Germany, its present advantage is 
smaller than at any other time in the past hundred years. For example, Russia had 
approximately 2.6 times as many people as Germany in 1913 (175 million vs. 67 million), one 
year before World War I broke out, and twice as many people in 1940 (170 million vs. 85 
million), one year before Nazi Germany invaded the Soviet Union.80 This population 
disadvantage notwithstanding, Germany was a potential hegemon in both of those years. In 
1987, a representative year of the Cold War, the Soviet Union had roughly 4.7 times as many 
people as West Germany (285 million vs. 61 million). Russia today, however, has only about 1.8 
times as many people as Germany (147 million vs. 82 million).81 



Despite its smaller population, Germany was a potential hegemon in Europe from 1903 to 
1918 and from 1939 to 1945, primarily because it had a marked advantage in wealth over 
Russia. For example, Germany enjoyed roughly a 3.6:1 advantage in industrial might over 
Russia in 1913, and an approximately 1.3:1 advantage over the Soviet Union in 1940. Today, 
Germany has a startling 6.6:1 advantage in wealth over Russia.82 Thus, Germany now has a 
significant advantage in latent military power over Russia, much like it had in the early twentieth 
century, when it was the dominant military power in Europe. 

Regarding actual military might, the German army is superior to the Russian army. The size 
of Germany's standing army is 221,100 soldiers, and it can be quickly augmented by 295,400 
reserves, thus creating a highly effective fighting force of more than half a million soldiers.83 
Russia has about 348,000 soldiers in its standing army, and although it has a large pool of 
reserves, they are poorly trained and Russia would have great difficulty mobilizing any of them 
quickly and efficiently in a crisis. Thus, those reserves contribute little to Russia's fighting power, 
and Germany therefore has a somewhat larger army than Russia. In terms of quality, the 
German army is well-trained and well-led, whereas the Russian army is neither. Only on the 
nuclear front does Russia dominate, but Germany has the wherewithal to rectify this asymmetry 
if it decides to acquire its own nuclear deterrent. 

Although Germany is likely to become a potential hegemon if it has to provide for its own 
security, the United States is still likely to pull its forces out of Europe. Despite Germany's 
significant military potential, the other European powers should be able to keep it from 
dominating Europe without help from the United States. The United Kingdom, France, Italy, and 
Russia together have about three times as many people as Germany, and their combined 
wealth is roughly three times greater than Germany's. Plus, the United Kingdom, France, and 
Russia have nuclear weapons, which should be a strong deterrent against an expansionist 
Germany, even if it has its own nuclear weapons. 

Yet Europe may not remain peaceful without the American pacifier. Indeed, there is likely to 
be intense security competition among the great powers, with the ever-present possibility that 
they might fight among themselves, because upon American withdrawal Europe would go from 
benign bipolarity to unbalanced multipolarity, the most dangerous kind of power structure. The 
United Kingdom, France, Italy, and Germany would have to build up their own military forces 
and provide for their own security. In effect, they would all become great powers, making 
Europe multi-polar. And as we saw above, Germany would probably become a potential 
hegemon and thus the main source of trouble in-the new Europe. 

To illustrate the kind of trouble that might lie ahead, consider how particular German 
measures aimed at enhancing its security might nevertheless lead to instability. As discussed 
above, Germany would likely move to acquire its own nuclear arsenal if the United States 
removed its security umbrella from over western Europe. Not only are nuclear weapons an 
excellent deterrent, a point widely recognized by Germany's governing elites during the Cold 
War, but Germany would be surrounded by three nuclear-armed states—the United Kingdom, 
France, and Russia—leaving it vulnerable to nuclear coercion.84 During the proliferation 
process, however, Germany's neighbors would probably contemplate using force to prevent it 
from going nuclear. 

Furthermore, without the American military on its territory, Germany would probably increase 
the size of its army and it certainly would be more inclined to try to dominate central Europe. 
Why? Germany would fear Russian control of that critically important buffer zone between them, 
a situation that would directly threaten Germany. Of course, Russia would have the same fear 
about Germany, which would likely lead to a serious security competition between them for 
control of central Europe. France would undoubtedly view such behavior by Germany with alarm 
and take measures to protect itself from Germany. For example, France might increase its 
defense spending and establish closer relations with Russia. Germany would likely view these 
actions as hostile and respond with measures of its own. 



So, the United States is likely to pull its troops back across the Atlantic Ocean in the years 
immediately ahead, if there is no significant change in the present distribution of potential 
power, even though that move is likely to intensify security competition in Europe and render it 
less peaceful. 

Europe's future could turn out differently, however. The two most consequential scenarios 
involve Russia. In the first, Russia, not Germany, will become Europe's next potential hegemon. 
For that to happen, Russia, which already has a larger population than Germany, must also 
become the wealthier of the two states. Although it is difficult to predict the future of the Russian 
economy, it is hard to imagine Russia becoming wealthier than Germany in the next twenty 
years. But in the unlikely event that happens and Russia is once again a potential hegemon, the 
other European powers—the United Kingdom, France, Germany, and Italy—should be able to 
contain Russia without help from the United States. After all, Germany is now unified and 
wealthy, and Russia has only about half the population of the former Soviet Union, which makes 
it almost impossible for Russia to build a military machine as powerful as the Soviet army was in 
its heyday.85 Of course, a wealthy Russia would not be a paper tiger, it would simply not be so 
formidable that American troops would be needed to contain it. 

In the other scenario, the Russian economy collapses, possibly causing severe political 
turmoil, and Russia is effectively removed from the ranks of the great powers. Thus it will be 
able to do little to help contain Germany. This alternative future is not likely, either, but should it 
come to pass, U.S. troops would surely remain in Europe to help the United Kingdom, France, 
Italy, and Russia check German expansion. Both of these scenarios involve a potential 
hegemon (either Russia or Germany) in a multipolar Europe, a situation that is likely to result in 
dangerous security competition among the great powers. 

 
Structure and Conflict in Tomorrow’s Northeast Asia 
 
Three Northeast Asian states presently have sufficient population and wealth to be great 

powers: China, Japan, and Russia. But none is a potential hegemon. Japan is by far the 
wealthiest state in the region. Its gross national product (GNP) is about 3.5 times as large as 
China's and more than 12 times as large as Russia's (see Table 10.1). Nevertheless, Japan is 
not in a position to convert its substantial wealth into a decisive military advantage that could be 
used to threaten the rest of Northeast Asia.86 Although Japan has much greater wealth than do 
either China or Russia, it has a relatively small population, especially compared to China's. In 
fact, China's population is almost ten times larger than Japan's, and it appears that the gap 
between them will widen further over the next fifty years.87 Thus, it would be almost impossible 
for Japan to build an army that is more powerful than China's army. Japan could certainly build 
an army that is qualitatively superior to China's, but not so much better that it would offset the 
10:1 advantage in numbers that China could maintain because of its huge population. 

Japan would also face a serious power-projection problem if it tried to overrun Northeast 
Asia. It is an insular state that is physically separated from the Asian mainland by a substantial 
body of water. Thus, unless Japan is able to secure a foothold on the Asian continent—which is 
unlikely—it would have to invade the Asian mainland from the sea to conquer it. This was not a 
problem between 1895 and 1945, because China and Korea were so weak that Japan had little 
difficulty establishing and maintaining a large army on the continent. China and Korea are much 
more formidable adversaries today, and they would surely use their armies to oppose a 
Japanese invasion of the Asian mainland. Amphibious operations against territory controlled by 
China and Korea would be a daunting task. In short, if Japan shakes loose the United States 
and becomes a great power in the next decade or so, it is more likely to look like the United 
Kingdom in mid-nineteenth-century Europe than Japan in the first half of the twentieth century. 

There is also little chance that Russia will become a potential hegemon in Northeast Asia by 
2020. It is hard to imagine Russia building a more powerful economy than Japan's anytime 



soon. But even if Russia experiences spectacular economic growth, it still has essentially the 
same population problem vis-a-vis China that Japan faces. Specifically, China has more than 
eight times as many people as Russia and the gap between them is likely to widen over time.88 
Thus, not even a wealthy Russia is likely to be able to field an army more powerful than China's. 
Russia's problems are further compounded by the fact it has significant security concerns in 
Europe and on its southern borders, which limit the military resources it can devote to Northeast 
Asia.89 

China is the key to understanding the future distribution of power in Northeast Asia.90 It is 
clearly not a potential hegemon today, because it is not nearly as wealthy as Japan. But if 
China's economy continues expanding over the next two decades at or near the rate it has been 
growing since the early 1980s, China will likely surpass Japan as the wealthiest state in Asia. 
Indeed, because of the vast size of China's population, it has the potential to become much 
wealthier than Japan, and even wealthier than the United States. 

To illustrate China's potential, consider the following scenarios. Japan's per capita GNP is 
now more than 40 times greater than China's. If China modernizes to the point where it has 
about the same per capita GNP as South Korea does today, China would have a GNP of 
$10.66 trillion, substantially larger than Japan's $4.09 trillion economy (see Table 10.3). If 
China's per capita GNP grew to be just half of Japan's present per capita GNP, China would 
have a GNP of $20.04 trillion, which would make China almost five times as wealthy as Japan. 
Finally, if China had about the same per capita GNP as Japan, China would be ten times as 
wealthy as Japan, because China has almost ten times as many people as Japan. 

Another way of illustrating how powerful China might become if its economy continues 
growing rapidly is to compare it with the United States. The GNP of the United States is $7.9 
trillion. If China's per capita GNP equals Korea's, China's overall GNP would be almost $10.66 
trillion, which is about 1.35 times the size of America's GNP. If China's per capita GNP is half of 
Japan's, China's overall GNP would then be roughly 2.5 times bigger than America's. For 
purposes of comparison, the Soviet Union was roughly one-half as wealthy as the United States 
during, most of the Cold War (see Table 3.5). China, in short, has the potential to be 
considerably more powerful than even the United States. 

It is difficult to predict where the Chinese economy is headed in the twenty-first century and 
thus whether China will overtake Japan and become a potential hegemon in Northeast Asia.91 
Nonetheless, the principal ingredients of military power in that region are likely to be distributed 
in one of two ways in the decades ahead. 

First, if China's economy stops growing at a rapid pace and Japan remains the wealthiest 
state in Northeast Asia, neither would become a potential hegemon and the United States would 
likely bring its troops home. If that happened, Japan would almost surely establish itself as a 
great power, building its own nuclear deterrent and significantly increasing the size of its 
conventional forces. But there would still be balanced multipolarity in the region: Japan would 
replace the United States, and China and Russia would remain the region's other great powers. 
In short, an American exit would not change the basic structure of power in Northeast Asia, and 
presumably would not make war more or less likely than it is today. 

Nevertheless, substituting Japan for the United States would increase the likelihood of 
instability in Northeast Asia. Whereas the United States has a robust nuclear deterrent that 
contributes to peace, Japan has no nuclear weapons of its own and would have to build its own 
nuclear arsenal. That proliferation process, however, would be fraught with dangers, especially 
because China, and maybe Russia, would be tempted to use force to prevent a nuclear Japan. 
In addition, the deep-seated fear of Japan in Asia that is a legacy of its behavior between 1931 
and 1945 would surely be fanned if Japan acquired a nuclear deterrent, intensifying security 
competition in the region. Furthermore, as an offshore balancer, the United States has hardly 
any interest in conquering territory in Northeast Asia. As noted above, Japan would face 
profound limits on its ability to project power onto the Asian mainland as long as China remains 



a great power. Still, Japan has territorial disputes with China over the Senkaku/Diaoyutai 
Islands, with Korea over the Takeshima/Tokyo Islets, and with Russia over the Kurile Islands. 
Finally, although China is militarily too weak to fight a major war with the mighty United States, 
China is not likely to be as outgunned by Japan, which simply does not have the population nor 
the wealth to fully replace America's military power. 

The second possible distribution of power would result if China's economy continues 
growing at a robust pace and it eventually becomes a potential hegemon. The United States 
would either remain in Northeast Asia or return someday to make sure that China does not 
become a peer competitor. Japan and Russia together are unlikely to have the wherewithal to 
contain China, even if India, South Korea, and Vietnam were to join the balancing coalition. Not 
only would China be much wealthier than any of its Asian rivals in this scenario, but its huge 
population advantage would allow it to build a far more powerful army than either Japan or 
Russia could. China would also have the resources to acquire an impressive nuclear arsenal. 
Northeast Asia would obviously be an unbalanced multipolar system if China threatened to 
dominate the entire region; as such it would be a far more dangerous place than it is now. 
China, like all previous potential hegemons, would be strongly inclined to become a real 
hegemon, and all of its rivals, including the United States, would encircle China to try to keep it 
from expanding. Engagement policies and the like would not dull China's appetite for power, 
which would be considerable. 

In sum, although the power structures that are., now in place in Europe and Northeast Asia 
are benign, they are not sustainable over the next twenty years. The most likely scenario in 
Europe is an American exit coupled with the emergence of Germany as the dominant state. In 
effect, the region will probably move from its present bipolarity to unbalanced multi-polarity, 
which will lead to more intense security competition among the European great powers. In 
Northeast Asia, the power structure is likely to evolve in one of two ways: 1) If China does not 
become a potential hegemon, the United States is likely to pull its troops out of the area, 
causing Japan to become a formidable great power. The system, however, would remain 
multipolar and balanced. Still, security competition would be somewhat more intense than it is 
today because of problems associated with Japan's replacing the United States in the regional 
lineup of great powers. 2) If China emerges as a potential hegemon, Northeast Asia's 
multipolarity would become unbalanced and the United States would keep forces in the region 
to contain China. 

 
Conclusion 
 
What are the implications of the preceding analysis for future American national security 

policy? It is clear that the most dangerous scenario the United States might face in the early 
twenty-first century is one in which China becomes a potential hegemon in Northeast Asia. Of 
course, China's prospects of becoming a potential hegemon depend largely on whether its 
economy continues modernizing at a rapid pace. If that happens, and China becomes not only a 
leading producer of cutting-edge technologies, but the world's wealthiest great power, it would 
almost certainly use its wealth to build a mighty military machine. Moreover, for sound strategic 
reasons, it would surely pursue regional hegemony, just as the United States did in the Western 
Hemisphere during the nineteenth century. So we would expect China to attempt to dominate 
Japan and Korea, as well as other regional actors, by building military forces that are so 
powerful that those other states would not dare challenge it. We would also expect China to 
develop its own version of the Monroe Doctrine, directed at the United States. Just as the 
United States made it clear to distant great powers that they were not allowed to meddle in the 
Western Hemisphere, China will make it clear that American interference in Asia is 
unacceptable. 



What makes a future Chinese threat so worrisome is that it might be far more powerful and 
dangerous than any of the potential hegemons that the United States confronted in the twentieth 
century. Neither Wilhelmine Germany, nor imperial Japan, nor Nazi Germany, nor the Soviet 
Union had nearly as much latent power as the United States had during their confrontations 
(see Tables 3.5 and 6.2). But if China were to become a giant Hong Kong, it would probably 
have somewhere on the order of four times as much latent power as the United States does, 
allowing China to gain a decisive military advantage over the United States in Northeast Asia.92 
In that circumstance, it is hard to see how the United States could prevent China from becoming 
a peer competitor. Moreover, China would likely be a more formidable superpower than the 
United States in the ensuing global competition between them. 

This analysis suggests that the United States has a profound interest in seeing Chinese 
economic growth slow considerably in the years ahead. For much of the past decade, however, 
the United States has pursued a strategy intended to have the opposite effect. The United 
States has been committed to "engaging" China, not "containing" it. Engagement is predicated 
on the liberal belief that if China could be made both democratic and prosperous, it would 
become a status quo power and not engage in security competition with the United States. As a 
result, American policy has sought to integrate China into the world economy and facilitate its 
rapid economic development, so that it becomes wealthy and, one would hope, content with its 
present position in the international system. 

This U.S. policy on China'is misguided. A wealthy China would not be a status quo power 
but an aggressive state determined to achieve regional hegemony. This is not because a rich 
China would have wicked motives, but because the best way for any state to maximize its 
prospects for survival is to be the hegemon in its region of the world. Although it is certainly in 
China's interest to be the hegemon in Northeast Asia, it is clearly not in America's interest to 
have that happen. 

China is still far away from the point where it has enough latent power to make a run at 
regional hegemony. So it is not too late for the United States to reverse course and do what it 
can to slow the rise of China. In fact, the structural imperatives of the international system, 
which are powerful, will probably force the United States to abandon its policy of constructive 
engagement in the near future. Indeed, there are signs that the new Bush administration has 
taken the first steps in this direction. 

Of course, states occasionally ignore the anarchic world in which they operate, choosing 
instead to pursue strategies that contradict balance-of-power logic. The United States is a good 
candidate for behaving in that way, because American political culture is deeply liberal and 
correspondingly hostile to realist ideas. It would be a grave mistake, however, for the United 
States to turn its back on the realist principles that have served it well since its founding. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


