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Correspondence Robert 0. Keohane 
The Neorealist and His Critic Kenneth N. Waltz 

To the Editors: 

In his characteristically forceful essay "Structural Realism after the Cold War,"' Kenneth 
Waltz argues that institutional theory misses the key point about institutions: that they 
are based on treaties made by states (p. 20). But he later acknowledges that institutional 
theory rests on a modified version of structural realism: That is, it begins with power 
and interests (pp. 24-25). So institutional theory does not miss the point after all! 

It seems that Professor Waltz cannot decide whether to anathematize institutional 
theory for allegedly ignoring power and interests, or to embrace it as a minor branch of 
structural realism itself. Because, as Waltz recognizes, the former interpretation would 
be manifestly incorrect, in his better moments he recognizes the insights of institutional 
theory, merely claiming them for structural realism itself. 

If institutional theory acknowledges the role of state power and state interests, what 
does it contribute to the analysis of world politics? It provides an explanation of why 
states turn increasingly to international institutions to achieve their purposes: chiefly, 
because institutions reduce the informational and other transaction costs of action. It 
explains the persistence of institutions such as the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, 
which Waltz incorrectly forecast would disappear after the Cold War. It shows how in- 
stitutional characteristics alter the incentives, and actions, of states. International insti- 
tutions reduce the costs of operating within institutional rules and increase the costs of 
violating them. Sometimes states break the rules, since to increase costs is not to make 
them infinite. But when these costs are high, they indeed affect state behavior. If these 
arguments are, as Waltz says, "realist conclusions" (p. 25), then I welcome realists to a 
more sophisticated understanding of the roles played by international institutions than 
is evident in Waltz's classic work of 1979, Theory of International Politics. 

As Waltz acknowledges, the issue is not one of choosing between two mutually ex- 
clusive theories. It is, instead, how to synthesize different insights in order to enhance 
our understanding of world politics. Structural realism in my view provides a good ba- 
sis for such a synthesis, but it is not well defended by claiming that its 1970s formula- 
tion is sufficient for analyzing world politics in the twenty-first century. Waltz claims 
prescience by having written in 1988 that the Cold War "is firmly rooted in the structure 
of postwar international politics and will last only as long as that structure endures" 
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(p. 39). But he did not identify a change in the structure independent of the end of the 
Cold War, so his proposition reduces in operational terms to an unfalsifiable tautology. 
The unpredicted collapse of the Soviet Union simultaneously created the structural 
change and ended the Cold War. 

A theory that adduces a tautology as evidence for its power needs all the help it can 
get. Structural realism should not brush away the outstretched hand of institutionalist 
analysis. 

-Robert 0. Keohane 
Durham, North Carolina 

The Author Replies: 

Robert Keohane is right: I do not see "institutional theory" as being a distinct theory, al- 
though Keohane's and others' writings about institutions have often been insightful. 
He seems to cede this point in his last sentence where he shifts his claim of usefulness 
from institutional theory to "institutionalist analysis." 

Keohane asserts that my proposition about the end of the Cold War amounts to "an 
unfalsifiable tautology." My point, however, was that the old structure of international 
politics caused the Cold War and that structural realist theory predicted that only when 
that structure changed would the Cold War end. That proposition is neither tautological 
nor unfalsifiable. 

Keohane's comments on NATO ignore my main argument. Surely the point of ex- 
tending NATO eastward was not to save money by reducing transaction costs but to ex- 
pand the reach of America. The explanation of NATO's expansion is not found in 
NATO as an institution but in America's power and purpose. 

-Kenneth N. Waltz 
New York, New York 
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