
Chapter Six 
Great Powers in Action 
 
My theory offered in Chapter 2 attempts to explain why great powers tend to have 

aggressive intentions and why they aim to maximize their share of world power. I tried there to 
provide a sound logical foundation for my claims that status quo powers are rarely seen in the 
international system, and that especially powerful states usually pursue regional hegemony. 
Whether my theory is ultimately persuasive, however, depends on how well it explains the 
actual behavior of the great powers. Is there substantial evidence that great powers think and 
act as offensive realism predicts? 

To answer yes to this question and show that offensive realism provides the best account of 
great-power behavior, I must demonstrate that 1) the history of great-power politics involves 
primarily the clashing of revisionist states, and 2) the only status quo powers that appear in the 
story are regional hegemons—i.e., states that have achieved the pinnacle of power. In other 
words, the evidence must show that great powers look for opportunities to gain power and take 
advantage of them when they arise. It must also show that great powers do not practice self-
denial when they have the wherewithal to shift the balance of power in their favor, and that the 
appetite for power does not decline once states have a lot of it. Instead, powerful states should 
seek regional hegemony whenever the possibility arises. Finally, there should be little evidence 
of policymakers saying that they are satisfied with their share of world power when they have 
the capability to gain more. Indeed, we should almost always find leaders thinking that it is 
imperative to gain more power to enhance their state's prospects for survival. 

Demonstrating that the international system is populated by revisionist powers is not a 
simple matter, because the universe of potential cases is vast.1 After all, great powers have 
been competing among themselves for centuries, and there is lots of state behavior that is fair 
game for testing my argument. To make the inquiry manageable, this study takes four different 
perspectives on the historical record. Although I am naturally anxious to find evidence that 
supports offensive realism, I make a serious effort to argue against myself by looking for 
evidence that might refute the theory. Specifically, I try to pay equal attention to instances of 
expansion and of non-expansion and to show that the cases of non-expansion were largely the 
result of successful deterrence. I also attempt to employ consistent standards when measuring 
the constraints on expansion in the cases examined. 

First, I examine the foreign policy behavior of the five dominant great powers of the past 150 
years: Japan from the time of the Meiji Restoration in 1868 until the country's defeat in World 
War II; Germany from the coming to power of Otto von Bismarck in 1862 until Adolf Hitler's final 
defeat in 1945; the Soviet Union from its inception in 1917 until its collapse in 1991; Great 
Britain/the United Kingdom from 1792 until 1945; and the United States from 1800 to 1990.21 
choose to examine wide swaths of each state's history rather than more discrete time periods 
because doing so helps show that particular acts of aggression were not instances of aberrant 
behavior caused by domestic politics, but, as offensive realism would predict, part of a broader 
pattern of aggressive behavior. 

Japan, Germany, and the Soviet Union are straightforward cases that provide strong 
support for my theory. They were almost always looking for opportunities to expand through 
conquest, and when they saw an opening, they usually jumped at it. Gaining power did not 
temper their offensive proclivities; it whetted them. In fact, all three great powers sought regional 
hegemony. Germany and Japan fought major wars in pursuit of that goal; only the United States 
and its allies deterred the Soviet Union from trying to conquer Europe. Furthermore, there is 
considerable evidence that policymakers in these states talked and thought like offensive 
realists. It is certainly hard to find evidence of key leaders expressing satisfaction with the 
existing balance of power, especially when their state had the capability to alter it. In sum, 



security considerations appear to have been the main driving force behind the aggressive 
policies of Germany, Japan, and the Soviet Union. 

The United Kingdom and the United States, however, might appear to have behaved in 
ways that contradict offensive realism. For example, the United Kingdom was by far the 
wealthiest state in Europe during much of the nineteenth century, but it made no attempt to 
translate its considerable wealth into military might and gain regional hegemony. Thus, it seems 
that the United Kingdom was not interested in gaining relative power, despite the fact that it had 
the wherewithal to do so. During the first half of the twentieth century, it looks like the United 
States passed up a number of opportunities to project power into Northeast Asia and Europe, 
yet instead it pursued an isolationist foreign policy—hardly evidence of aggressive behavior. 

Nonetheless, I will argue that the United Kingdom and the United States did behave in 
accordance with offensive realism. The United States aggressively pursued hegemony in the 
Western Hemisphere during the nineteenth century, mainly to maximize its prospects of 
surviving in a hostile world. It succeeded, and it stands as the only great power in modern 
history to have achieved regional hegemony. The United States did not attempt to conquer 
territory in either Europe or Northeast Asia during the twentieth century, because of the great 
difficulty of projecting power across the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. Nevertheless, it acted as 
an offshore balancer in those strategically important areas. The stopping power of water also 
explains why the United Kingdom never attempted to dominate Europe in the nineteenth 
century. Because they require detailed discussion, the American and British cases are dealt 
with in the next chapter. 

Second, I examine the foreign policy behavior of Italy from its creation as a unified state in 
1861 until its defeat in World War II. Some might concede that the mightiest great powers look 
for opportunities to gain power, yet still think that the other great powers, especially the weaker 
ones, behave like status quo powers. Italy is a good test case for this line of argument, because 
it was clearly "the least of the great powers" for virtually the entire time it ranked as a player in 
European politics.3 Despite Italy's lack of military might, its leaders were constantly probing for 
opportunities to gain power, and when one presented itself, they rarely hesitated to seize it. 
Furthermore, Italian policymakers were motivated to be aggressive in large part by balance-of-
power considerations. 

Third, one might concede that "the number of cases in which a strong dynamic state has 
stopped expanding because of satiation or has set modest limits to its power aims has been few 
indeed" but nevertheless maintain that those great powers were foolish to behave aggressively, 
because offense usually led to catastrophe.4 Those states ultimately would have been more 
secure if they had concentrated on maintaining the balance of power, not attempting to alter it 
by force. This self-defeating behavior, so the argument goes, cannot be explained by strategic 
logic but must instead be the result of misguided policies pushed by selfish interest groups on 
the home front. Defensive realists often adopt this line of argument. Their favorite examples of 
self-defeating behavior are Japan before World War II, Germany before World War I, and 
Germany before World War II: each state suffered a crushing military defeat in the ensuing war. 
I challenge this general line of argument, paying careful attention to the German and Japanese 
cases, where the evidence shows that they were not engaged in self-defeating behavior fueled 
by malign domestic politics. 

Finally, I examine the nuclear arms race between the United States and the Soviet Union 
during the Cold War. Defensive realists suggest that once nuclear-armed rivals develop the 
capability to destroy each other as functioning societies, they should be content with the world 
they have created and not attempt to change it. In other words, they should become status quo 
powers at the nuclear level. According to offensive realism, however, those rival nuclear powers 
will not simply accept mutual assured destruction (MAD) but instead will strive to gain nuclear 
superiority over the other side. I will attempt to show that the nuclear weapons policies of both 
superpowers were largely consistent with the predictions of offensive realism. 



With the exception of the American and British cases, which are discussed in the next 
chapter, my four different cuts at the historical record are dealt with here in the order in which 
they were described above. Therefore, let us begin with an assessment of Japanese foreign 
policy between the Meiji Restoration and Hiroshima. 

 
The Soviet Union (1917-91) 
 
Russia had a rich history of expansionist behavior before the Bolsheviks came to power in 

October 1917. Indeed, "the Russian Empire as it appeared in 1917 was the product of nearly 
four centuries of continuous expansion."53 There is considerable evidence that Vladimir Lenin, 
Josef Stalin, and their successors wanted to follow in the tsars' footsteps and further expand 
Soviet borders. But opportunities for expansion were limited in the Soviet Union's seventy-five-
year history. Between 1917 and 1933, the country was essentially too weak to take the 
offensive against rival major powers. After 1933, it had its hands full just trying to contain 
dangerous threats on its flanks: imperial Japan in Northeast Asia and Nazi Germany in Europe. 
During the Cold War, the United States and its allies were determined to check Soviet 
expansion all across the globe. Nevertheless, the Soviets had some chances to expand, and 
they almost always took advantage of them. 

There was a deep-seated and long-standing fear among Russia's rulers that their country 
was vulnerable to invasion, and that the best way to deal with that problem was to expand 
Russia's borders. Not surprisingly, Russian thinking about foreign policy before and after the 
Bolshevik Revolution was motivated largely by realist logic. Describing the "discourse of 
Russia's statesmen" between 1600 and 1914, William Fuller writes, "They generally employed 
the cold-blooded language of strategy and analysis. They weighed the international impact of 
what, they proposed to do; they pondered the strengths and weaknesses of their prospective 
enemies; and they justified their policies in terms of the benefits they anticipated for Russian 
power and security. One is struck by the omnipresence of this style of reasoning."54 

When the Bolsheviks came to power in 1917, they apparently believed that international 
politics would immediately undergo a fundamental transformation and that balance-of-power 
logic would be relegated to the boneyard of history. Specifically, they thought that with some 
help from the Soviet Union, communist revolutions would spread across Europe and the rest of 
the world, creating like-minded states that would live in peace before finally withering away 
altogether. Thus, Leon Trotsky's famous quip in November 1917, when he was appointed 
commissar for foreign affairs: "I shall issue some revolutionary proclamations to the peoples and 
then close up shop." Similarly, Lenin said in October 1917, "What, are we going to have foreign 
affairs?"55 

World revolution never happened, however, and Lenin quickly became "a political realist 
second to none."56 In fact, Richard Debo argues that Lenin abandoned the idea of spreading 
communism so fast that he doubts Lenin ever took the idea seriously.57 Stalin, who ran Soviet 
foreign policy for almost thirty years after Lenin died, was also driven in large part by the cold 
logic of realism, as exemplified by his willingness to cooperate with Nazi Germany between 
1939 and 1941.58 Ideology mattered little for Stalin's successors, not simply because they too 
were deeply affected by the imperatives of life in an anarchic system, but also because "Stalin 
had undercut deep faith in Marxist-Leninist ideological universalism and killed its genuine 
advocates; he had reduced the party ideologues to propagandist pawns in his global 
schemes."59 

In short, Soviet foreign policy behavior over time was driven mainly by calculations about 
relative power, not by communist ideology. "In the international sphere," as Barrington Moore 
notes, "the Communist rulers of Russia have depended to a great extent on techniques that 
owe more to Bismarck, Machiavelli, and even Aristotle than they do to Karl Marx or Lenin. This 



pattern of world politics has been widely recognized as a system of inherently unstable 
equilibrium, described in the concept of the balance of power."60 

This is not to say that communist ideology did not matter at all in the conduct of Soviet 
foreign policy.61 Soviet leaders paid some attention to promoting world revolution in the 1920s, 
and they also paid attention to ideology in their dealings with the Third World during the Cold 
War. Moreover, there was often no conflict between the dictates of Marxist ideology and 
realism. The Soviet Union, for example, clashed with the United States from 1945 until 1990 for 
ideological as well as balance-of-power reasons. Also, virtually every time the Soviet Union 
behaved aggressively for security-related reasons, the action could be justified as promoting the 
spread of communism. But whenever there was a conflict between the two approaches, realism 
invariably won out. States do whatever is necessary to survive and the Soviet Union was no 
exception in this regard. 

 
Targets and Rivals 
 
The Soviet Union was concerned mainly with controlling territory and dominating other 

states in Europe and Northeast Asia, the two regions in which it is located. Until 1945, its 
principal rivals in those areas were local great powers. After 1945, its main adversary in both 
Europe and Northeast Asia was the United States, with which it competed all across the globe. 

Germany was the Soviet Union's main European rival between 1917 and 1945, although 
they were allies from 1922 to 1933 and from 1939 to 1941. The United Kingdom and France 
had frosty and sometimes hostile relations with Moscow from the time of the Bolshevik 
Revolution until the early years of World War II, when the United Kingdom and the Soviet Union 
finally came together to fight the Nazis. During the Cold War, the Soviet Union and its Eastern 
European allies were arrayed against the United States and its Western European allies; 
indeed, the Soviet Union's chief foreign policy goal over the course of its history was to control 
Eastern Europe. Soviet leaders surely would have liked to dominate Western Europe as well 
and become Europe's first hegemon, but that was not feasible, even after the Red Army 
destroyed the Wehrmacht in World War II, because the North Atlantic Treaty Organization stood 
squarely in its way. 

In Northeast Asia, Japan was the Soviet Union's archenemy from 1917 until 1945. Like 
tsarist Russia, the Soviet Union sought to control Korea, Manchuria, the Kurile Islands, and the 
southern half of Sakhalin Island, all of which were dominated by Japan during this period. When 
World War II ended in 1945, the United States became Moscow's main enemy in Northeast 
Asia; China became an important Soviet ally after Mao Zedong's victory over the Nationalists in 
1949. However, China and the Soviet Union had a serious falling out in the late 1950s, which 
led China to ally with the United States and Japan against the Soviet Union in the early 1970s. 
The Soviet Union gained control of the Kuriles and all of Sakhalin Island in 1945, and Manchuria 
came under the firm control of China after 1949, leaving Korea as the region's main 
battleground during the Cold War. 

Soviet leaders were also interested in expanding into the Persian Gulf region, especially into 
oil-rich Iran, which shared a border with the Soviet Union. Finally, during the Cold War, Soviet 
policymakers were determined to win allies and gain influence in virtually every area of the Third 
World, including Africa, Latin America, the Middle East, Southeast Asia, and the South Asian 
subcontinent. Moscow was not bent on conquering and controlling territory in those less-
developed regions, however. Instead, it sought client states that would be useful in its global 
competition with the United States. 

 
 
 
 



The Soviet Union's Record of Expansion 
 
The Soviet Union was engaged in a desperate fight for survival during the first three years of 

its existence (1917-20) ,62 Immediately after the Bolshevik Revolution, Lenin pulled the Soviet 
Union out of World War I, but in the process he was forced to make huge territorial concessions 
to Germany in the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk (March 15, 1918).63 Shortly thereafter, the Western 
allies, who were still fighting against Germany on the western front, inserted ground forces into 
the Soviet Union.64 Their aim was to force the Soviet Union to rejoin the war against Germany. 
That did not happen, however, in large part because the German army was defeated on the 
battlefield in the late summer and early fall of 1918, and World War I ended on November 11, 
1918. 

Germany's defeat was good news for the Soviet leaders, because it spelled the death of the 
Brest-Litovsk treaty, which had robbed the Soviet Union of so much of its territory. Moscow's 
troubles were far from over, however. A bloody civil war between the Bolsheviks and various 
rival groups had broken out in the first months of 1918. To make matters worse, the Western 
allies supported the anti-Bolshevik forces, also known as the "Whites," in their fight with the 
Bolshevik "Reds" and kept their intervention forces in the Soviet Union until the summer of 
1920. Although the Bolsheviks sometimes appeared to be on the verge of losing the civil war, 
the balance of power shifted decisively against the Whites in early 1920, and it was then only a 
matter of time before they were defeated. But before that could happen, the newly created state 
of Poland took advantage of Soviet weakness and invaded the Ukraine in April 1920. Poland 
hoped to break apart the Soviet Union and make Belorussia and Ukraine independent states. 
The hope was that those new states would then join a Polish-dominated federation of 
independent eastern European states. 

The Polish army scored major victories in the early fighting, capturing Kiev in May 1920. But 
later that summer the Red Army turned the tide of battle, so much so that by the end of July, 
Soviet forces reached the Soviet-Polish border. Amazingly, the Soviets now had an opportunity 
to invade and conquer Poland, and maybe with help from Germany (the other great power 
unhappy about Poland's existence), redraw the map of eastern Europe. Lenin quickly seized the 
opportunity and sent the Red Army toward Warsaw.65 But the Polish army, with help from 
France, routed the invading Soviet forces and pushed them out- of Poland. Both sides were 
exhausted from the fighting by then, so they signed an armistice in October 1920 and a formal 
peace treaty in March 1921. By that point the civil war was effectively over and the Western 
allies had withdrawn their troops from Soviet territory.66 

Soviet leaders were in no position to pursue an expansionist foreign policy during the 1920s 
or early 1930s, mainly because they had to concentrate on consolidating their rule at home and 
rebuilding their economy, which had been devastated by all the years of war.67 For example, the 
Soviet Union controlled a mere 2 percent of European industrial might by 1920 (see Table 3.3). 
But Moscow did pay some attention to foreign affairs. In particular, it maintained close relations 
with Germany from April 1922, when the Treaty of Rapallo was signed, until Hitler came to 
power in early 1933.6S Although both states were deeply interested in altering the territorial 
status quo, neither possessed a serious offensive military capability. Soviet leaders also made 
an effort in the 1920s to spread communism around the globe. But they were always careful not 
to provoke the other great powers into moving against the Soviet Union and threatening its 
survival. Virtually all of these efforts to foment revolution, whether in Asia or Europe, came up 
short. 

Probably the most important Soviet initiative of the 1920s was Stalin's decision to modernize 
the Soviet economy through forced industrialization and the ruthless collectivization of 
agriculture. He was motivated in large part by security concerns. In particular, he believed that if 
the Soviet economy continued to lag behind those of the world's other industrialized states, the 
Soviet Union would be destroyed in a future great-power war. Speaking in 1931, Stalin said, 



"We have lagged behind the advanced countries by fifty to a hundred years. We must cover that 
distance in ten years. Either we'll do it or they will crush us."69 A series of five-year plans, 
initiated in October 1928, transformed the Soviet Union from a destitute great power in the 
1920s into Europe's most powerful state by the end of World War II. 

The 1930s was a decade of great peril for the Soviet Union; it faced deadly threats from 
Nazi Germany in Europe and imperial Japan in Northeast Asia. Although the Red Army ended 
up in a life-and-death struggle with the Wehrmacht during World War II, not with the Japanese 
army, Japan was probably the more dangerous threat to the Soviet Union throughout the 
1930s.70 Indeed, Soviet and Japanese troops engaged in a series of border clashes in the late 
1930s, culminating in a brief war at Nomonhan in the summer of 1939. Moscow was in no 
position to take the offensive in Asia during the 1930s, but instead concentrated on containing 
Japanese expansion. Toward that end, the Soviets maintained a powerful military presence in 
the region and provided considerable assistance to China after the start of the Sino-Japanese 
War in the summer of 1937. Their aim was to keep Japan bogged down in a war of attrition with 
China. 

The Soviet Union's main strategy for dealing with Nazi Germany contained an important 
offensive dimension.71 Stalin apparently understood soon after Hitler came to power that the 
Third Reich was likely to start a great-power war in Europe and that there was not much chance 
of reconstituting the Triple Entente (the United Kingdom, France, Russia) to deter Nazi 
Germany or fight against it if war broke out. So Stalin pursued a buck-passing strategy. 
Specifically, he went to considerable lengths to develop friendly relations with Hitler, so that the 
Nazi leader would strike first against the United Kingdom and France, not the Soviet Union. 
Stalin hoped that the ensuing war would be long and costly for both sides, like World War I on 
the western front, and thus would allow the Soviet Union to gain power and territory at the 
expense of the United Kingdom, France, and especially Germany. 

Stalin finally succeeded in passing the buck to the United Kingdom and France in the 
summer of 1939 with the signing of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, in which Hitler and Stalin 
agreed to gang up on Poland and divide it between them, and Hitler agreed to allow the Soviet 
Union a free hand in the Baltic states (Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania) and Finland. This 
agreement meant that the Wehrmacht would fight against the United Kingdom and France, not 
the Soviet Union. The Soviets moved quickly to implement the pact. After conquering the 
eastern half of Poland in September 1939, Stalin forced the Baltic countries in October to allow 
Soviet forces to be stationed on their territory. Less than a year later, in June 1940, the Soviet 
Union annexed those three tiny states. Stalin demanded territorial concessions from Finland in 
the fall of 1939, but the Finns refused to make a deal. So Stalin sent the Red Army into Finland 
in November 1939 and took the territory he wanted by force.72 He was also able to convince 
Hitler in June 1940 to allow the Soviet Union to absorb Bessarabia and Northern Bukovina, 
which were part of Romania. In short, the Soviet Union made substantial territorial gains in 
eastern Europe between the summers of 1939 and 1940. 

Nevertheless, Stalin's buck-passing strategy came up short in the spring of 1940 when the 
Wehrmacht overran France in six weeks and pushed the British army off the continent at 
Dunkirk. Nazi Germany was now more powerful than ever and it was free to invade the Soviet 
Union without having to worry much about its western flank. Recalling how Stalin and his 
lieutenants reacted to news of the debacle on the western front, Nikita Khrushchev wrote, 
"Stalin's nerves cracked when he learned about the fall of France. . . . The most pressing and 
deadly threat in all history faced the Soviet Union. We felt as though we were facing the threat 
all by ourselves."73 The German onslaught came a year later, on June 22, 1941. 

The Soviet Union suffered enormous losses in the early years of World War II but eventually 
turned the tide against the Third Reich and began launching major offensives westward, toward 
Berlin, in early 1943. The Red Army, however, was not simply concerned with defeating the 
Wehrmacht and recapturing lost Soviet territory. Stalin was also determined to conquer territory 



in Eastern Europe that the Soviets would dominate after Germany was defeated.74 The Red 
Army had to conquer Poland and the Baltic states to defeat the German army, but the Soviets 
also launched major military operations to capture Bulgaria, Hungary, and Romania, even 
though those offensives were not essential for defeating Germany and probably delayed the 
final victory. 

The Soviet Union's appetite for power and influence in Northeast Asia was also evident 
during World War II. In fact, Stalin managed to win back more territory than Russia had 
controlled in the Far East before its defeat by Japan in 1905. The Soviets had managed to keep 
out of the Pacific war until the final days of that conflict, when the Red Army attacked Japan's 
Kwantung Army in Manchuria on August 9, 1945. This Soviet offensive was in large part a 
response to long-standing pressure from the United States to join the war against Japan after 
Germany was defeated. Stalin, however, demanded a price for Soviet participation, and 
Winston Churchill and Franklin Roosevelt responded by striking a secret deal with him at Yalta 
in February 1945.75 For joining the fight against Japan, the Soviets were promised the Kurile 
Islands and the southern half of Sakhalin Island. In Manchuria, they were given a lease on Port 
Arthur as a naval base and recognition of the Soviet Union's "preeminent interests" over the 
commercial port of Dairen and the region's two most important railroads. 

No firm decision was reached on Korea's future during World War II, although the Red Army 
occupied the northern part of that country during the closing days of the conflict.76 In December 
1945, the United States and the Soviet Union effectively agreed to jointly administer Korea as a 
trusteeship. But that plan fell apart quickly, and in February 1946, Stalin began building a client 
state in North Korea. The United States did the same in South Korea. 

With Germany and Japan in ruins, the Soviet Union emerged from World War II as a 
potential hegemon in Europe and Northeast Asia. If it were possible, the Soviets surely would 
have moved to dominate both of those regions. Indeed, if ever a state had good reason to want 
to rule over Europe it was the Soviet Union in 1945. It had been invaded twice by Germany over 
a thirty-year period, and each time Germany made its victim pay an enormous blood price. No 
responsible Soviet leader would have passed up an opportunity to be Europe's hegemon in the 
wake of World War II. 

Hegemony was not feasible, however, for two reasons. First, given the enormous amount of 
damage the Third Reich inflicted on Soviet society, Stalin had to concentrate on rebuilding and 
recovering after 1945, not fighting another war. Thus, he cut the size of the Soviet military from 
12.5 million troops at the end of World War II to 2.87 million by 1948.77 Second, the United 
States was an enormously wealthy country that had no intention of allowing the Soviet Union to 
dominate either Europe or Northeast Asia.78 

In light of these constraints, Stalin sought to expand Soviet influence as far as possible 
without provoking a shooting war with the United States and its allies.79 Actually, the available 
evidence indicates that he hoped to avoid an intense security competition with the United 
States, although he was not successful in that endeavor. In short, Stalin was a cautious 
expansionist during the early part of the Cold War. His four main targets were Iran, Turkey, 
Eastern Europe, and South Korea. 

The Soviets occupied northern Iran during World War II, while the British and the Americans 
occupied southern Iran.80 All three great powers agreed at the time to evacuate Iran within six 
months after the war against Japan ended. The United States pulled its troops out on January 1, 
1946, and British troops were on schedule to come out by March 2, 1946. Moscow, however, 
made no move to leave Iran. Furthermore, it was supporting separatist movements among both 
the Azeri and the Kurdish populations in northern Iran, as well as Iran's communist Tudeh Party. 
Both the United Kingdom and the United States put pressure on Stalin to remove his troops 
from Iran, which he did in the spring of 1946. 

Regarding Turkey, which was neutral during World War II until March 1945, Stalin 
demanded in June 1945 that the Turkish provinces of Ardahan and Kars, which had been part 



of Russia from 1878 to 1918, be given back to the Soviet Union.81 He also asked for military 
bases on Turkish territory so that the Soviets could help control the Dardanelles, the Turkish 
straits linking the Black Sea with the Mediterranean Sea. In support of these demands, Stalin 
massed Soviet troops on the Turkish border at one point. But these wants were never realized 
because the United States was determined to prevent Soviet expansion in the eastern 
Mediterranean. 

The principal realm of Soviet expansion in the early Cold War was Eastern Europe, and 
almost all of it was due to the fact that the Red Army conquered most of the area in the final 
stages of World War II. Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania were formally incorporated into the Soviet 
Union after the war, as was the eastern one-third of Poland, part of East Prussia, Bessarabia, 
northern Bukovina, Czechoslovakia's eastern province of Subcarpathian Ruthenia, and three 
slices of territory on Finland's eastern border (see Map 6.3). Bulgaria, Hungary, Poland, and 
Romania were turned into satellite states immediately after the war. Czechoslovakia suffered 
the same fate in February 1948, and a year later the Soviets created another satellite state in 
East Germany. 

Finland and Yugoslavia were the only states in Eastern Europe to escape complete Soviet 
domination. Their good fortune was due mainly to two factors. First, both states had clearly 
demonstrated in World War II that it would be difficult and costly for the Soviet army to conquer 
and occupy them for an extended period of time. The Soviet Union, which was attempting to 
recover from the massive damage it had suffered at the hands of the Nazis, already had its 
hands full occupying the other states in Eastern Europe. Thus, it was inclined to avoid costly 
operations in Finland and Yugoslavia. Second, both states were willing to maintain a neutral 
position in the East-West conflict, which meant that they were not a military threat to the Soviet 
Union. If either Finland or Yugoslavia had shown an inclination to ally with NATO, the Soviet 
army probably would have invaded it.82 

The Soviet Union also attempted to gain power and influence in Northeast Asia during the 
early Cold War, although that region clearly received less attention than did Europe.83 Despite 
some distrust between Stalin and Mao, the Soviets provided aid to the Chinese Communists in 
their fight against the Nationalist forces under Chiang Kai-shek. The Chinese Communists won 
the civil war in 1949 and allied with the Soviet Union against the United States. One year later, 
the Soviets supported North Korea's invasion of South Korea, which led to a three-year war that 
left Korea divided along roughly the same line that had divided it before the war.84 

By the early 1950s, the United States and its allies around the globe had a formidable 
containment policy firmly in place, and there was little opportunity for further Soviet expansion in 
Europe, Northeast Asia, or the Persian Gulf. In fact, Stalin's decision to back North Korea's 
invasion of South Korea in late June 1950 was the last case of Soviet-sponsored aggression in 
any of those critically important areas for the remainder of the Cold War. Soviet efforts at 
expansion between 1950 and 1990 were confined to the Third World, where it met with 
occasional success, but always with firm resistance from the United States.85 

After decades of competition with the United States for control over Europe, the Soviet 
Union suddenly reversed course in 1989 and abandoned its empire in Eastern Europe. That 
bold move effectively brought the Cold War to an end. The Soviet Union itself then broke apart 
into fifteen remnant states in late 1991. With few exceptions, the first wave of scholars to study 
these events argued that the Cold War ended because key Soviet leaders, especially Mikhail 
Gorbachev, underwent a fundamental transformation in their thinking about international politics 
during the 1980s.86 Rather than seeking to maximize the Soviet Union's share of world power, 
Moscow's new thinkers were motivated by the pursuit of economic prosperity and liberal norms 
of restraint in the use of force. Soviet policymakers, in short, stopped thinking and acting like 
realists and instead adopted a new perspective emphasizing the virtues of cooperation among 
states. 



As more evidence becomes available, however, it is becoming increasingly apparent that 
the first-wave explanation of Soviet behavior at the end of the Cold War is incomplete, if not 
wrong. The Soviet Union and its empire disappeared in large part because its smokestack 
economy could no longer keep up with the technological progress of the world's major economic 
powers.87 Unless something drastic was done to reverse this economic decline, the Soviet 
Union's years as a superpower were numbered. 

To fix the problem, Soviet leaders sought to gain access to Western technology by greatly 
reducing East-West security competition in Europe, liberalizing their political system at home, 
and cutting their losses in the Third World. But that approach backfired because political 
liberalization unleashed the long-dormant forces of nationalism, causing the Soviet Union itself 
to fall apart.88 In sum, the conventional wisdom from the initial wave of scholarship on the end of 
the Cold War had it backwards: far from abandoning realist principles, the behavior and thinking 
of Soviet leaders reinforce the pattern of history that states seek to maximize their power in 
order to remain secure from international rivals ..89 

 
Self-Defeating Behavior? 
 
The preceding four cases—Japan, Germany, the Soviet Union, and Italy—support the claim 

that great powers seek to increase their share of world power. Moreover, these cases also show 
that great powers are often willing to use force to achieve that goal. Satiated great powers are 
rare in international politics. This description of how great powers have acted over time is, in 
fact, not that controversial, even among defensive realists. Jack Snyder, for example, writes that 
"the idea that security can be achieved through expansion is a pervasive theme in the grand 
strategy of great powers in the industrial era."108 Furthermore, in Myths of Empire, he offers 
detailed case studies of great-power behavior in the past that provide abundant evidence of the 
offensive proclivities of such states. 

One might recognize that history is replete with examples of great powers acting 
aggressively but still argue that this behavior cannot be explained by the logic of offensive 
realism. The basis of this claim, which is common among defensive realists, is that expansion is 
misguided. Indeed, they regard it as a prescription for national suicide. Conquest does not pay, 
so the argument runs, because states that try to expand ultimately meet defeat. States would be 
wiser to maintain the status quo by pursuing policies of "retrenchment, selective appeasement, 
shoring up vital rather than peripheral areas, or simply benign neglect."109 That states do 
otherwise is evidence of irrational or nonstrategic behavior, behavior that cannot be prompted 
by the imperatives of the international system. Rather, this behavior is primarily the result of 
malign domestic political forces.110 

There are two problems with this line of argument. As I have already discussed, the 
historical record does not support the claim that conquest hardly ever pays and that aggressors 
invariably end up worse off than they were before the war. Expansion sometimes pays big 
dividends; at other times it does not. Furthermore, the claim that great powers behave 
aggressively because of pernicious domestic politics is hard to sustain, because all kinds of 
states with very different kinds of political systems have adopted offensive military policies. It is 
not even the case that there is at least one type of political system or culture—including 
democracy— that routinely eschews aggression and works instead to defend the status quo. 
Nor does the record indicate that there are especially dangerous periods—for example, the 
nuclear age—during which great powers sharply curtail their offensive tendencies. To argue that 
expansion is inherently misguided implies that all great powers over the past 350 years have 
failed to comprehend how the international system works. This is an implausible argument on its 
face. 

There is a more sophisticated fallback position, however, that may be discerned in the 
writings of the defensive realists.111 Although they usually argue that conquest rarely pays, they 



also admit on other occasions that aggression succeeds a good part of the time. Building on 
that more variegated perspective, they divide the universe of aggressors into "expanders" and 
"overexpanders." Expanders are basically the smart aggressors who win wars. They recognize 
that only limited expansion makes good strategic sense. Attempts to dominate an entire region 
are likely to be self-defeating, because balancing coalitions invariably form against states with 
large appetites, and such states end up suffering devastating defeats. Expanders might 
occasionally start a losing war, but once they see the writing on the wall, they quickly retreat in 
the face of defeat. In essence, they are "good learners."112 For defensive realists, Bismarck is 
the archetypical smart aggressor, because he won a series of wars without committing the fatal 
error of trying to become a European hegemon. The former Soviet Union is also held up as an 
example of an intelligent aggressor, mainly because it had the good sense not to try to conquer 
all of Europe. 

Overexpanders, on the other hand, are the irrational aggressors who start losing wars yet do 
not have the good sense to quit when it becomes apparent that they are doomed to lose. In 
particular, they are the great powers who recklessly pursue regional hegemony, which invariably 
leads to their own catastrophic defeat. Defensive realists contend that these states should know 
better, because it is clear from history that the pursuit of hegemony almost always fails. This 
self-defeating behavior, so the argument goes, must be the result of warped domestic politics. 
Defensive realists usually point to three prominent overexpanders: Wilhelmine Germany from 
1890 to 1914, Nazi Germany from 1933 to 1941, and imperial Japan from 1937 to 1941. Each of 
these aggressors started a war that led to a devastating loss. It is not an exaggeration say that 
the claim that offensive military policies lead to self-defeating behavior rests primarily on these 
three cases. 

The main problem with this "moderation is good" perspective is that it mistakenly equates 
irrational expansion with military defeat. The fact that a great power loses a war does not 
necessarily mean that the decision to initiate it was the result of an ill-informed or irrational 
decision-making process. States should not start wars that they are certain to lose, of course, 
but it is hard to predict with a high degree of certainty how wars will turn out. After a war is over, 
pundits and scholars often assume that the outcome was obvious from the start; hindsight is 20-
20. In practice, however, forecasting is difficult, and states sometimes guess wrong and get 
punished as a result. Thus, it is possible for a rational state to initiate a war that it ultimately 
loses. 

The best way to determine whether an aggressor such as Japan or Germany was engaged 
in self-defeating behavior is to focus on the decision-making process that led it to initiate war, 
not the outcome of the conflict. A careful analysis of the Japanese and German cases reveals 
that, in each instance, the decision for war was a reasonable response to the particular 
circumstances each state faced. As the discussion below makes clear, these were not irrational 
decisions fueled by malign political forces on the home front. 

There are also problems with the related argument that pursuing regional hegemony is akin 
to tilting at windmills. To be sure, the United States is the only state that has attempted to 
conquer its region and succeeded. Napoleonic France, Wilhelmine Germany, Nazi Germany, 
and imperial Japan all tried but failed. One out of five is not an impressive success rate. Still, the 
American case demonstrates that it is possible to achieve regional hegemony. There are also 
examples of success from the distant past: the Roman Empire in Europe (133 B.C.,-235 A.D..), 
the Mughal Dynasty on the South Asian subcontinent (1556-1707), and the Ch'ing Dynasty in 
Asia (1683-1839), to name a few. Furthermore, even though Napoleon, Kaiser Wilhelm, and 
Hitler all lost their bids to dominate Europe, each won major battlefield victories, conquered 
huge tracts of territory, and came close to achieving their goals. Only Japan stood little chance 
of winning hegemony on the battlefield. But as we shall see, Japanese policymakers knew that 
they would probably lose, and went to war only because the United States left them with no 
reasonable alternative. 



Critics of offensive policies claim that balancing coalitions form to defeat aspiring hegemons, 
but history shows that such coalitions are difficult to put together in a timely and efficient 
manner. Threatened states prefer to buck-pass to each other rather than form an alliance 
against their dangerous foe. For example, the balancing coalitions that finished off Napoleonic 
France and Nazi Germany came together only after these aggressors had conquered much of 
Europe. Moreover, in both cases, the defensive alliances did not form until after the drive for 
hegemony had been blunted by a significant military defeat in Russia, which effectively fought 
both Napoleon and Hitler without allies.113 The difficulty of constructing effective defensive 
alliances sometimes provides powerful states with opportunities for aggression. 

Finally, the claim that great powers should have learned from the historical record that 
attempts at regional hegemony .are doomed is not persuasive. Not only does the American 
case contradict the basic point, but it is hard to apply the argument to the first states that made 
a run at regional hegemony. After all, they had few precedents, and the evidence from the 
earliest cases was mixed. Wilhelmine Germany, for example, could look at both Napoleonic 
France, which failed, and the United States, which succeeded. It is hard to argue that German 
policymakers should have read history to say that they were sure to lose if they attempted to 
conquer Europe. One might concede that point but argue that Hitler certainly should have 
known better, because he could see that Wilhelmine Germany as well as Napoleonic France 
had failed to conquer Europe. But, as discussed below, what Hitler learned from those cases 
was not that aggression did not pay, but rather that he should not repeat his predecessor's 
mistakes when the Third Reich made its run at hegemony. Learning, in other words, does not 
always lead to choosing a peaceful outcome. 

Thus, the pursuit of regional hegemony is not a quixotic ambition, although there is no 
denying that it is difficult to achieve. Since the security benefits of hegemony are enormous, 
powerful states will invariably be tempted to emulate the United States and try to dominate their 
region of the world .. 

 
 
The Nuclear Arms Race 
 
My final test of offensive realism is to examine whether its prediction that great powers seek 

nuclear superiority is correct. The opposing position, which is closely identified with the 
defensive realists, is that once nuclear-armed rivals find themselves operating in a MAD world—
that is, a world in which each side has the capability to destroy the other side after absorbing a 
first strike—they should willingly accept the status quo and not pursue nuclear advantage. 
States should therefore not build counterforce weapons or defensive systems that could 
neutralize the other side's retaliatory capability and undermine MAD. An examination of the 
superpowers' nuclear policies during the Cold War thus provides an ideal case for assessing 
these competing realist perspectives. 

The historical record makes it clear that offensive realism better accounts for the nuclear 
policies of the United States and the Soviet Union during the Cold War. Neither superpower 
accepted the defensive realists' advice about the virtues of MAD. Instead, both sides developed 
and deployed large, sophisticated counterforce arsenals, either to gain nuclear advantage or to 
prevent the other side from doing so. Moreover, both sides sought to develop defenses against 
the other side's nuclear weapons, as well as elaborate clever strategies for fighting and winning 
a nuclear war. 

 
U.S. Nuclear Policy 
 
The nuclear arms race between the superpowers did not become serious until about 1950. 

The United States enjoyed a nuclear monopoly in the early years of the Cold War, and the 



Soviet Union did not explode its first nuclear device until August 1949. Thus, concepts such as 
counterforce were irrelevant in the late 1940s, because the Soviets had no nuclear weapons for 
the United States to target. The main concern of American strategists during this period was 
how to stop the Red Army from overrunning Western Europe. They believed that the best way 
to deal with that threat was to launch a nuclear bombing campaign against the Soviet industrial 
base.155 In essence, the strategy was "an extension" of the American strategic bombing 
campaign against Germany in World War II, although "greatly compressed in time, magnified in 
effect, and reduced in cost."156 

After the Soviets developed the atomic bomb, the United States sought to develop a 
splendid first-strike capability—that is, a strike that would preemptively destroy all of the Soviets' 
nuclear capabilities in one fell swoop. American nuclear policy during the 1950s was called 
"massive retaliation," although that label was probably a misnomer, since the word "retaliation" 
implies that the United States planned to wait to strike the Soviet Union until after absorbing a 
Soviet nuclear strike.157 In fact, there is considerable evidence that the United States intended to 
launch its nuclear weapons first in a crisis in order to eliminate the small Soviet nuclear force 
before it could get off the ground. General Curtis LeMay, the head of the Strategic Air Command 
(SAC), made this point clear in the mid-1950s, when he declared that the vulnerability of SAC's 
bombers—a cause for worry at the time—did not concern him much, because his script for a 
nuclear war called for the United States to strike first and disarm the Soviet Union. "If I see that 
the Russians are amassing their planes for an attack," he said, "I'm going to kick the shit out of 
them before they take off the ground."158 It would thus be more accurate to define U.S. nuclear 
policy in the 1950s as "massive preemption" rather than massive retaliation. Regardless, the 
key point is that during the 1950s, the United States was committed to gaining nuclear 
superiority over the Soviet Union. 

Nevertheless, the United States did not achieve a first-strike capability against the Soviet 
nuclear arsenal during either the 1950s or the early 1960s. Granted, had the United States 
struck first in a nuclear exchange during that period, it would have inflicted much greater 
damage on the Soviet Union than vice versa. And American planners certainly did put forth 
plausible best-case scenarios in which a U.S. first strike eliminated almost all of the Soviet 
Union's nuclear retaliatory force, thus raising doubts about whether Moscow truly had an 
assured-destruction capability.159 The United States, in other words, was close to having a first-
strike capability. Still, most American policymakers at the time believed that the United States 
was likely to suffer unacceptable damage in a nuclear war with the Soviet Union, even if that 
damage fell short of total destruction of the United States.160 

By the early 1960s, however, it was readily apparent that the growing size and diversity of 
the Soviet nuclear arsenal meant that it would soon be impossible, given existing technology, for 
the United States seriously to contemplate disarming the Soviet Union with a nuclear first 
strike.161 Moscow was on the verge of developing an invulnerable and robust second-strike 
capability, which would put the superpowers squarely in a MAD world. How did American 
policymakers view this development, and how did they respond to it? They were not only deeply 
unhappy about it, but for the remainder of the Cold War, they devoted considerable resources to 
escaping MAD and gaining a, nuclear advantage over the Soviet Union. 

Consider the sheer number of Soviet targets that the United States was planning to strike in 
a nuclear war, a number that went far beyond the requirements of MAD. It was generally agreed 
that to have an assured-destruction capability, the United States, after absorbing a Soviet first 
strike, had to be able to destroy about 30 percent of the Soviet Union's population and about 70 
percent of its industry.162 That level of destruction could have been achieved by destroying the 
200 largest cities in the Soviet Union. This task required about 400 one-megaton weapons, or 
an equivalent mix of weapons and megatonnage (hereinafter referred to as 400 EMT). 
However, the actual number of Soviet targets that the United States planned to destroy far 
exceeded the 200 cities required for assured destruction. For example, SIOP-5, the actual 



military plan for employing nuclear weapons that took effect on January 1, 1976, listed 25,000 
potential targets.163 SIOP-6, which the Reagan administration approved on October 1, 1983, 
contained a staggering 50,000 potential targets. 

Although the United States never acquired the capability to hit all of those potential targets 
at once, it deployed a huge arsenal of nuclear weapons, which grew steadily in size from the 
early 1960s until the Cold War ended in 1990. Moreover, most of those weapons had significant 
counterforce capability, because American strategic planners were not content merely to 
incinerate 200 Soviet cities, but were determined to destroy a large portion of the Soviet Union's 
retaliatory capability as well. For example, 3,127 nuclear bombs and warheads were in the U.S. 
inventory in December 1960, when SIOP-62 (the first SIOP) was approved.164 Twenty-three 
years later, when SIOP-6 was put into effect, the strategic nuclear arsenal had grown to include 
10,802 weapons. Although the United States needed a reasonably large retaliatory force for 
assured-destruction purposes—because it had to assume that some of its nuclear weapons 
might be lost to a Soviet first strike—there is no question that the size of the American nuclear 
arsenal during the last twenty-five years of the Cold War went far beyond the 400 EMT required 
to destroy 200 Soviet cities. 

The United States also pushed hard to develop technologies that would give it an advantage 
at the nuclear level. For example, it went to considerable lengths to improve the lethality of its 
counterforce weapons. The United States was especially concerned with improving missile 
accuracy, a concern that its weapons designers allayed with great success. America also 
pioneered the development of MIRVs (multiple independently targeted re-entry vehicles), which 
allowed it to increase significantly the number of strategic warheads in its inventory. By the end 
of the Cold War, the "hard-target kill capability" of U.S. ballistic missiles—that is, U.S. counter-
force capability—had reached the point at which the survivability of the Soviets' land-based 
missile silos was in question. Washington also invested heavily in protecting its command-and-
control systems from attack, thus augmenting its capability to wage a controlled nuclear war. In 
addition, the United States pushed hard, if unsuccessfully, to develop effective ballistic missile 
defenses. American policymakers sometimes said that the ultimate purpose of missile defense 
was to move away from a nuclear world that prized offense to a safer, defense-dominant world, 
but the truth is that they wanted defenses in order to facilitate winning a nuclear war at a 
reasonable cost.165 

Finally, the United States came up with an alternative to the strategy of massive retaliation 
that, it hoped, would allow it to wage and win a nuclear war against the Soviet Union. This 
alternative strategy was first formulated by the Kennedy administration in 1961 and came to be 
known as "limited nuclear options."166 The new policy assumed that neither superpower could 
eliminate the other side's assured-destruction capability, but that they could still engage in 
limited nuclear exchanges with their counterforce weapons. The United States would aim to 
avoid striking Soviet cities so as to limit civilian deaths and would concentrate instead on 
achieving victory by dominating the Soviet Union in the limited counter-force exchanges that 
were at the heart of the strategy. It was hoped that the Soviets would fight according to the 
same rules. This new policy was codified in SIOP-63, which took effect on August 1, 1962. 
There were four important successor SIOPs over the remainder of the Cold War, and each new 
SIOP essentially provided smaller, more precise, and more select counterforce options than its 
predecessor, as well as command-and-control improvements that would facilitate fighting a 
limited nuclear war.167 The ultimate aim of these refinements, of course, was to ensure that the 
United States had an advantage over the Soviet Union in a nuclear war.168 

In sum, the evidence is overwhelming that the United States did not abandon its efforts to 
gain nuclear superiority during the last twenty-five years of the Cold War.169 Nevertheless, it did 
not gain a meaningful advantage over the Soviets. In fact, it did not come as close to achieving 
that goal as it had during the 1950s and early 1960s. 

 



Soviet Nuclear Policy 
 
Although we know less about the Soviet side of the story than we do about the American 

side, it is not difficult to determine whether the Soviets sought nuclear advantage over the 
United States or were content to live in a MAD world. We not only have details on the size and 
composition of the Soviet nuclear arsenal during the course of the Cold War, but also have 
access to a large body of Soviet literature that lays out Moscow's thinking on nuclear strategy. 

The Soviet Union, like the United States, built a massive nuclear arsenal with abundant 
counterforce capability.170 The Soviets, however, were late bloomers. They did not explode their 
first nuclear weapon until August 1949, and their arsenal grew slowly in the 1950s. During that 
decade, the Soviet Union lagged behind the United States in developing and deploying nuclear 
weapons, as well as the systems to deliver them. By 1960 the Soviet inventory contained only 
354 strategic nuclear weapons, compared to 3,127 for the United States.171 But the Soviet force 
grew rapidly during the 1960s. By 1970 it numbered 2,216; ten years later it numbered 7,480. 
Soviet president Mikhail Gorbachev's "new thinking" notwithstanding, the Soviet Union added 
almost 4,000 bombs and warheads to its nuclear inventory during the 1980s, ending up with 
11,320 strategic nuclear weapons in 1989, the year the Berlin Wall came down. 

Furthermore, most Soviet strategists apparently believed that their country had to be 
prepared to fight and win a nuclear war.172 This is not to say that Soviet leaders were eager to 
fight such a war or that they were confident that they could gain a meaningful victory. Soviet 
strategists understood that nuclear war would involve untold destruction.173 But they were 
determined to limit damage to the Soviet Union and prevail in any nuclear exchange between 
the superpowers. There is little evidence to suggest that Soviet leaders bought the defensive 
realists' arguments about the virtues of MAD and the dangers of counterforce. 

American and Soviet strategists did differ, however, on the question of how best to win a 
nuclear war. It is apparent that Soviet planners never accepted U.S. thinking about limited 
nuclear options.174 Instead, they seemed to favor a targeting policy much like the U.S. policy of 
massive retaliation from the 1950s. Specifically, they maintained that the best way to wage a 
nuclear war and limit damage to the Soviet Union was to launch a rapid and massive 
counterforce strike against the entire war-making capacity of the United States and its allies. 
The Soviets did not emphasize targeting American civilians, as assured destruction demands, 
although a full-scale nuclear strike against the United States certainly would have killed many 
millions of Americans. 

Thus it seems that both superpowers went to considerable lengths during the Cold War to 
build huge counterforce nuclear arsenals so that they could gain nuclear advantage over the 
other. Neither side was content merely to build and maintain an assured-destruction capability. 

 
Misunderstanding the Nuclear Revolution 
 
One may recognize that the superpowers relentlessly sought nuclear superiority but still 

argue that this behavior was misguided, if not irrational, and that it cannot be explained by 
balance-of-power logic. Neither side could possibly have gained meaningful nuclear advantage 
over the other, and, what is more, MAD makes for a highly stable world. Thus, the pursuit of 
nuclear superiority must have been the result of bureaucratic politics or dysfunctional domestic 
politics in both the United States and the Soviet Union. This perspective is held by most 
defensive realists, who recognize that neither superpower accepted its own claims about the 
merits of MAD and the evils of counterforce.175 

It is not easy to apply this line of argument to the 1950s and the early 1960s, because the 
small size of the Soviet arsenal during that period gave the United States a real chance of 
gaining nuclear superiority. Indeed, some experts believe that the United States did have a 
"splendid first-strike" capability against the Soviet Union.176 I disagree with this assessment, but 



there is little question that during the early Cold War the United States would have suffered 
much less damage than its rival in a nuclear exchange. The defensive realists' best case thus 
covers roughly the last twenty-five years of the Cold War, when both the United States and the 
Soviet Union had an unambiguous assured-destruction capability. Yet even during this period of 
strategic parity, each superpower still sought to gain a nuclear advantage over the other. 

To begin with, the broad contours of strategic nuclear policy are consistent with the 
predictions of offensive realism. Specifically, the United States worked hardest at gaining 
nuclear superiority in the 1950s, when a first-strike capability was arguably within its grasp. 
Once the Soviet Union approached a secure retaliatory capability, however, the U.S. effort to 
gain superiority slackened, although it did not disappear. Although American policymakers 
never embraced the logic of assured destruction, the percentage of U.S. defense spending 
devoted to strategic nuclear forces declined steadily after I960.177 Moreover, both sides agreed 
not to deploy significant ballistic missile defenses and eventually placed qualitative and 
quantitative limits on their offensive forces as well. The nuclear arms race continued in a 
number of different ways, some of which were described above, but neither side made an all-out 
effort to acquire superiority once MAD was in place. 

Moreover, the continuation of the arms race was not misguided, even though nuclear 
superiority remained an elusive goal. In fact, it made good strategic sense for the United States 
and the Soviet Union to compete vigorously in the nuclear realm, because military technology 
tends to develop rapidly and in unforeseen ways. For example, few people in 1914 understood 
that the submarine would become a deadly and effective weapon during World War I. Few in 
1965 foresaw how the brewing revolution in information technology would profoundly affect 
conventional weapons such as fighter aircraft and tanks. The key point is that nobody could say 
for sure in 1965 whether some revolutionary new technology might not transform the nuclear 
balance and give one side a clear advantage. 

Furthermore, military competitions are usually characterized by what Robert Pape has called 
an "asymmetric diffusion of military technology."178 States do not acquire new technologies 
simultaneously, which means that the innovator often gains significant, albeit temporary, 
advantages over the laggard. Throughout the Cold War, for example, the United States 
maintained a significant advantage in developing technologies to detect the other side's 
submarines and to hide its own. 

Great powers always prefer to be the first to develop new technologies; they have to make 
sure that their opponents do not beat them to the punch and gain the advantage for themselves. 
Thus, it made sense for each superpower to make a serious effort to develop counterforce 
technology and ballistic missile defenses. At a maximum, a successful breakthrough might have 
brought clear superiority; at a minimum, these efforts prevented the other side from gaining a 
unilateral advantage. In short, given the strategic benefits that come with nuclear superiority, 
and the fact that it was hard to know throughout the Cold War whether it was achievable, it was 
neither illogical nor surprising that both superpowers pursued it. 

 
Conclusion 
  
The nuclear arms race between the superpowers and the foreign policy behavior of Japan 

(1868-1945), Germany (1862-1945), the Soviet Union (1917-91), and Italy (1861-1943) show 
that great powers look for opportunities to shift the balance of power in their favor and usually 
seize opportunities when they appear. Moreover, these cases support my claims that states do 
not lose their appetite for power as they gain more of it, and that especially powerful states are 
strongly inclined to seek regional hegemony. Japan, Germany, and the Soviet Union, for 
example, all set more ambitious foreign policy goals and behaved more aggressively as their 
power increased. In fact, both Japan and Germany fought wars in an attempt to dominate their 



areas of the world. Although the Soviet Union did not follow suit, that was because it was 
deterred by American military might, not because it was a satiated great power. 

The fallback argument, which allows that the major states have relentlessly pursued power 
in the past but characterizes this pursuit as self-defeating behavior caused by destructive 
domestic politics, is not persuasive. Aggression is not always counterproductive. States that 
initiate wars often win and frequently improve their strategic position in the process. 
Furthermore, the fact that so many different kinds of great powers have sought to gain 
advantage over their rivals over such broad spans of history renders implausible the claim that 
this was all foolish or irrational behavior brought about by domestic pathologies. A close look at 
the cases that might seem to be prime examples of aberrant strategic behavior—the final 
twenty-five years of the nuclear arms race, imperial Japan, Wilhelmine Germany, and Nazi 
Germany—suggests otherwise. Although domestic politics played some role in all of these 
cases, each state had good reason to try to gain advantage over its rivals and good reason to 
think that it would succeed. 

For the most part, the cases discussed in this chapter involve great powers taking active 
measures to gain advantage over their opponents—exactly what offensive realism predicts. Let 
us now turn to the American and British cases, which seem at first glance to provide evidence of 
great powers ignoring opportunities to gain power. As we shall see, however, each of these 
cases in fact provides further support for the theory. 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


