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American Political Science Review Vol. 87, No. 1 March 1993

POLARITY AND INTERNATIONAL STABILITY
In his article in the June 1991 issue of this Review, Ted Hopf challenged the argument that bipolar
systems are inherently more stable than multipolar configurations of power. He reported that the
international situation in sixteenth century Europe became only marginally more stable with a

shift from a multipolar to a bipolar system. He argued for attention to the offensive-defensive balance,
rather than systemic polarity. Manus Midlarsky accounts for Hopf's findings, and for evidence of

multipolarity and increased conflict in the early seventeenth and twentieth centuries, by proposing a
relationship between polarity and war that is contingent on scarcity of desired international resources.
Midlarsky argues for more attention to contingent relationships generally and draws implications for

current and future probabilities of conflict in a multipolar world. Hopf responds by pointing out the
need for further development of Midlarsky's analysis, the possible compatibility between Midlarsky's
formulation and his own focus on the offensive-defensive balance, and the desirability of a productive
unity of the two research programs.

COMMENT

tory power in this variable. But was he justified in
that hasty abandonment?

Ted Hopf (1991) is to be commended for his use of
systematic methods to examine a hypothesized relationship between polarity and international stability.
His use of historical materials, statistics, and dimensions of comparison all appear to be satisfactory. I
accept his conclusion concerning the absence of a
relationship between polarity and stability for his
time period of investigation. I also accept his measurement of international stability by various war
indicators. In fact, for purposes of this critique, I will
assume that all is well within the confines of his
study, as far as it goes. The basic problem with his
article is that it does not go far enough. That difficulty
is compounded by the implications that Hopf draws
for a benign multipolar future that simply cannot be
accepted at face value, given the confines of his
analysis.
My purpose is twofold. First, I will demonstrate the
problems of inference incurred by the limited theoretical and empirical domain of Hopf's study. Second, by widening that domain, I seek to introduce an
entire literature that on the face of it, may not appear
to be especially relevant to the issue of polarity and
international stability but, in fact, may be critical to
that relationship.
Hopf purports to demonstrate the irrelevance of

A CONTINGENT RELATIONSHIP
BETWEEN POLARITY AND STABILITY
Hopf presents the relationship between polarity and
stability as if it were unconditional, that is, as if there
are no variables upon which that relationship is
contingent. In that view, finding no difference between a multipolar and bipolar period in regard to
war dooms the hypothesis to perdition or, in our
lexicon, disconfirmation. But if there are studies finding that this relationship-at least analytically, if not
empirically-is indeed contingent on a third variable,
then one cannot so readily reject the hypothesized
relationship. And this, in effect, was found in my
studies of the relationship between polarity and systemic stability (Midlarsky 1988, chaps. 3 and 4; Midlarsky 1989). Instead of an unconditional relationship,
the association between polarity and international
stability was found to be contingent on the scarcity of
international desiderata. If such desiderata are abundant in the international system, then there is not
much, if any, difference between the stability of
bipolar and multipolar systems. Under scarcity conditions, however, there is a great difference between
the two, with the multipolar condition tending toward greater instability, the greater the scarcity of
desired commodities. Bipolarity is not subject to such
constraint, experiencing stability whether under conditions of scarcity or abundance.
This contingent relationship between polarity and
stability was discovered using a probabilistic relationship between scarcity and inequality. In multipolar
systems, the greater the scarcity of desiderata, the
greater the inequality between most- and leastfavored actors. This inequality can then lead to envy
by the less-favored actors and the rupture or formation of alliance bonds targeting as "enemy" the most

polarity to stability by comparing two adjacent time
periods in the European system, one multipolar
(1495-1521) and the other bipolar (1521-1559). His
finding of virtually no observable difference between
the two periods in various indicators of warfare,
contrary to Waltz's (1979) arguments, is taken as
confirmation of the irrelevance of polarity to international stability. He further states that this finding
implies a relatively peaceful multipolar future. Abandoning the polarity variable because of its seeming
failure to predict any difference in warlike behavior
between the two periods, Hopf turns primarily to the
offense-defense balance and finds greater explana-
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favored international actor. Bipolar systems experience equality between the two poles regardless of
scarcity conditions. Possibilities for direct negotiation
and fine-tuning between the two blocs add directly to
the equalization process.
Now how does this contingent relationship play
out in the context of Hopf's study? One must first
examine the overall environment of scarcity or abundance in his chosen time periods. This is especially
important, of course, for the multipolar condition,
perhaps subject to scarcity-induced inequality and
instability. Using sources cited by Hopf, alas, there is
no reason to expect that the two periods-one bipolar
and the other multipolar-should behave differently
with regard to indicators of stability. Both periods are
part of an overall period of expansion in the European and world systems that Braudel dates at least
from 1470, if not 1450 (1972-73, vol. 2, 893). The end
of this period of strong expansion and prosperity
coincided approximately with the ending of the sixteenth century if not later in the early seventeenth
century, as economic processes slowed and, in some
instances, actually reversed course. Thus, Hopf's
overall time period of 1495-1559 is well within this
period of abundance. Bipolar and multipolar systems
should exhibit no significant differences regarding
stability under this condition of abundance-as, in
fact, they do not in his analysis.
Consider this period of expansion in more detail.
The New World was discovered in 1492, engendering
a vast new set of opportunities (especially for plunder) to be exploited by Spain, Portugal, and England
within the context of an already-burgeoning prosperity. France was in the process of state building after
the successful expulsion of the English from virtually
all of their French possessions during the fifteenth
century. Successful rationalization of tax collection
and a general increase in government revenue characterized this period. Braudel, for example, quotes
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1993

Lane writes: "The power of a sultan ruling from the
walls of Vienna to Arabia and to the border of
Morocco turned Constantinople into a flourishing
city again. Its population rose from less then 100,000
in 1453 to about 700,000 in 1580, and the wealth of the
sultan's court made it a major market for Venetian
merchandise" (p. 304). Only in central Europe was
the prosperity enjoyed by the elite mitigated by a
rising peasant wrath that would have strong implications beyond this period (Huppert 1986, 82-88).
Braudel summarizes the economic activity of the
sixteenth century: "A slow but powerful upsurge
favoured the advance of the material economy and of
everything dependent on it. It was the secret of the
fundamental healthiness of the economy. 'In the
sixteenth century' Earl J. Hamilton once told me,
'every wound heals over"' (1972-73, vol. 2, 893). In

consequence of this fundamental health, "the constant pressure of the mounting secular trend clearly
appears to have encouraged the growth first of territorial states and then of empires" (pp. 895-96). This is
in marked contrast to later periods, such as the first
several decades of the seventeenth century and those
immediately preceding the onset of World War I, as I
shall demonstrate shortly.
At one level, then, given this state of increasing
abundance and expansion, Hopf's finding concerning polarity can be understood as a confirmation of
the contingent relationship between polarity and
stability. The theory predicts little if any difference in
warlike behavior between bipolarity and multipolarity under conditions of abundance and this is precisely what Hopf found. At another level, however,
his finding can be viewed as a confirmation of the
obvious; for without substantial variation on the
contingent variable of concern-namely, the extent of
scarcity or abundance-one simply would not expect
any difference between his two time periods of analysis. Another period is required for comparative
purposes-one subject to contractions or at least one
in which significant scarcities appear. If such a multipolar period exists in relative temporal proximity to
the others, then it can contribute variation and expand the empirical test.
One can choose an earlier multipolar time period
demonstrating significant scarcites for comparative
purposes, but information availability is circumscribed prior to 1495, the beginning of Hopf's period
of analysis. Among time periods subsequent to histhat is, after 1559-the first serious choice is presented by the beginning decades of the seventeenth
century, as the first subsequent period during which
scarcities were evident. The expansions of the preceding century had slowed and contractions now
began to appear. Again, Braudel informs us of general conditions in the Mediterranean region but
which had echoes throughout the whole of Europe:

one Gilles Caster, who tells us that "energy returned
to Toulouse in the years 1460-1470" and also writes
that this city experienced a full century (1460-1560) of
prosperity (1972-73, vol. 2, 895).
Concerning Venice, one of the poles of the multipolar system identified by Hopf, Braudel writes:
In Venice, which I have personally studied in some
detail, I am impressed, for example, by the scale of public
building and decoration in the city after 1450: the replacement of the wooden bridges over the canals by stone
bridges, the digging of the great wall near the church of
Santa Maria di Brolio in August, 1445, the construction in
May, 1459 of the new loggia in loco Rivoalto, where the
weavers' shops were demolished to make way for the
extension to the Doges' Palace. "The city increases in

beauty every day" notes a document of 1494, "let us
hope people will respect its beauties." (1972-73, vol. 2,
894-95).

Lane concurs: "The general economic growth of the
sixteenth century affected Venice most strikingly by
expanding the markets for her manufactures" (1973,

There is no doubt that during the fifteenth century,
when the population was small, new land became available to the peasants of the Mediterranean. It was a time
of expansion, or rather of recovery of a former prosperity, that of the thirteenth century. An agricultural revo-

309). The Ottoman Empire, too, was expanding during this period. Concerning its effects on Venice,
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lution undoubtedly preceded and supported all the expansionist movements of the sixteenth century as
Ruggiero Romano has rightly argued. But in the end this
forward movement was brought to a halt by the very
inelasticity of agriculture, under the same conditions as

the extreme. For example, the Catholic League, a
coalition of smaller Catholic states with Bavaria as its
mainstay, was able to field an army of 30,000 under
Tilly early in the Thirty Years' War in 1620 (Parker
1984, 61). This army was quite successful against its
in the thirteenth century. The reclaimed land often Protestant
gave
opponents (army sizes of this magnitude
an inferior yield. The number of mouths to feed was
were typical of the time period) (Hale 1985, 63). Later
increasing more quickly than the resources and the logic
in the seventeenth century and during the Thirty
of later Malthusian arguments was already visible....
Years'
War, army sizes increased so that only the
The basic explanation must lie in the inelasticity of
larger and most deeply involved powers such as
agricultural production. It had reached its ceiling and the
Austria, France, and Sweden could compete effecresult of this impasse was to be the "refeudalization" of
tively.
At their heights of activity in the war, Sweden
the seventeenth century, an agricultural revolution in
had approximately 100,000 men in the field; France,
reverse. (1972-73, vol. 1, 426-27)
125,000; and Austria, 151,000 (Parker 1984, 100, 133,
147). Even by this more exacting standard-effecRegarding central Europe of the early seventeenth
tively controlling for size, extractive capacity, and
century, Wedgewood, among others, points to popresolve as the result of intense involvement in the
ulation growth and the agricultural crises of that
period (1972, 28). In England, too, such processes led
conflict-the system still is multipolar but not to the
same extent as earlier. Further descriptions can be
to a class of unskilled urban poor and increases in the
found in Langer 1980, Pages 1970, Polisensky 1971
work-dependent working population (Wrightson
and 1978, Rabb 1972 and 1975, Steinberg 1966, and
1982, 138-40). Other references to population growth
Wedgwood 1938.
and its economic consequences can be found in
Had Hopf used the early seventeenth-century mulBriggs and Slack (Briggs 1983, 122; Slack 1985, 181tipolar period reflecting significant scarcities to com82). In short, the situation that faced Europe in the
pare with his previous two-one multipolar and the
early seventeenth century was radically different
from that of the preceding century. Instead of an
other bipolar-he might have reached a radically
different conclusion. The Thirty Years' War of
expanding period of the formation of states, empires,
1618-48 (beginning its intense phase in 1621) is
and thriving economies, Europe faced a set of con-

clearly relevant. The number of battle deaths and
duration associated with this war alone would have
established a clear distinction between multipolarity
under scarcity versus the same system under relative
abundance. Of central importance here, the much
greater instability of multipolarity under scarcity
when compared with bipolarity would also have
become evident.
Most interesting about the instability of multipolarity under scarcity conditions is that one can see the
dangers without necessarily having to derive the
relationship formally, as I did. The period preceding
World War I is a case in point. The international
politics of that period were driven very much by the
acquisition of colonies (a distinctly limited resource),
either in the form of direct rule by Great Britain,
France, and Germany or in the form of political satellites to be heavily influenced by Austria-Hungary
or Russia. As the Ottoman Empire began to come
apart, especially in Europe, the emerging independent states either found themselves under AustroHungarian or Russian tutelage. Indeed, so important
does Kennan (1979, 1984) deem this process that he
attributes the breakdown of the Dreikaiserbund (uniting Austria-Hungary, Germany, and Russia) and the
consequent formation of the Franco-Russian alliance
to Russian failure to acquire such satellites, especially
Bulgaria in 1885. The Franco-Russian alliance, of
course, was the building block of the Triple Entente
that was to oppose the Dual Alliance in war in 1914.
Great Britain's conflicts with France on the one hand
and Germany on the other over colonial acquisitions
at Algeciras (1906), the "Casablanca Incident" (1908),
Agadir (1911), and the Berlin-Baghdad railway, of

straints that prevented such expansion and indeed,
in certain instances, actually led to contractions.
A consequence of this overall process was the
"deeply felt crisis of 1619-1623" (Braudel 1972-73,
vol. 2, 893). Although there were earlier downturns
in the sixteenth century, Braudel singles out no other
in this fashion for its severity. Additionally, for
Central Europe, no other downturn has the magnitude shown in Braudel's graph of money devaluations, especially for Austria, initially and subsequently, the single most heavily involved great
power in the Thirty Years' War (1972-73, vol. 1, 528).
This was one of the economic crises that led Braudel
to the general observation, "In fair weather, family
quarrels came to the fore; when times were bad, war
was declared against the Infidel" (1972-73, vol. 2,
898). Wars of the latter type reflecting religious or
ideological differences during this period (e.g., the
Austro-Turkish War, the Thirty Years' War) were far
more intense and enduring than those among states
with like-minded world views.
Only in its multipolar status was this period similar
to its sixteenth-century counterparts. The Ottoman
Empire, the Habsburgs (Austria and Spain), Denmark, the Catholic League, the Protestant Union, the
United Provinces (Netherlands), England, France,
and Sweden all were polar actors during this period.
My understanding of polarity in this context is
straightforward. To qualify as a pole of the system,
any state (or coalition of states) must be able to mount
an effective-in the sense of having a reasonable
probability of success-military engagement with any
other state (or coalition) of the system. By this standard, the early seventeenth century is multipolar in
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Hopf certainly cannot be faulted for having been
unaware of Saperstein's work, given its publication
date. My purpose in discussing it is not only to
highlight those of Saperstein's findings that I believe
to be important but to suggest strategies of inquiry
that may be more productive than Hopf's examination of one hypothesized bivariate relationship between polarity and war, its rejection, and separate
consideration of other possibilities. More on that
later.

course, fueled conflict matters in the West (Thomson
1966, 483-87).

Here the dominant scarcity appeared in the availability of colonies or political satellites that diminished rapidly toward the end of the nineteenth century and contributed strongly to the conflict patterns
in both Western and Eastern Europe prior to World
War I. Indeed, this halt in empire formation in the
early twentieth century bears strong similarities with
the virtual termination of such processes in early
seventeenth century continental Europe. While most
scholars treat the twentieth century pre-World War I
period as one of economic expansion (see Goldstein
1988, 67), it was precisely during the preceding
period of economic downturn (circa 1893) that the
basic alliance structure of France and Russia versus
Austria-Hungary and Germany was consummated.
The upturn that occurred during the early twentieth

DIMENSIONS OF SCARCITY
AND ABUNDANCE
Turning now to the second of my purposes, the
introduction of an important cognate-but not transparently relevant-literature, the specific scarcity
contributing to political conflict is a matter of importance. At any given historical time, one may identify
(but not with certainty) some major dimensions of
scarcity or abundance. And this, in fact, is one of the
axes of the vigorous debate between Paul Ehrlich and
Julian Simon. Ehrlich sees population growth and
consequent pressure on resources as ushering in a
period of increasing scarcity of valued commodities.
Simon, on the other hand, views increased population as contributing to greater output and technological innovation in generating new resources. The
various issues are laid out in the debates in Science
(Singer et al. 1980; Simon 1980), Public Opinion (Hardin and Simon 1982) and the Social Science Quarterly
(Ehrlich 1981a, 1981b; Simon 1981). The New York
Times Magazine featured an article on a bet between
Ehrlich and Simon concerning the rise or fall in the
price of certain metals (Tierney 1990), a bet that
Simon recently won. Basic views of both writers can
be found in Ehrlich, Ehrlich, and Holdren 1977 and
Simon 1990.
Ehrlich's concerns have been with processes such
as desertification, loss of agricultural land to cities,
environmental disruptions (e.g., pollution), and too
much energy use. To him, these are symptomatic of a
general environmental degradation that can only get
worse as population increases and puts increasing
pressure on these increasingly scarce resources. Simon's response has been that problems of this sort,
although serious, have generated human responses
of great ingenuity and discovery so that society winds
up in a more advantageous position than before the
problems arose.
It is clear that much of contemporary technical and
social thought sides with Ehrlich. I personally veer
toward Ehrlich's interpretation, especially in light of
the uniquely social consequences of scarcity, such as
inequality, and the consequences of scarcity in the
form of the American urban disorders of the 1960s as
an early response to scarcity-induced inequality (Midlarsky 1982, n.d.). The current decline of the American middle class and the urban environment, as well
as hard-fought battles with the Japanese and Europe-

century was apparently insufficient to overcome the
already entrenched hostilities manifested by these
two opposing coalitions and their intensifying conflicts over colonies and satellites that would eventually embroil Great Britain, as well.
One may also interpret the onset of World War II as
having been conditioned strongly by scarcity in the
form of the economic depression of 1929 and the
various national and international political responses
to it in that multipolar environment. The rise of
authoritarian polities and consequent patterns of alliance formation can be attributed, in part, to the
dominant scarcities of employment, trade, and other
opportunities during that period. Uncertainties in the
identification of politically relevant scarcities will be
treated shortly.
A related perspective is suggested by the recent
work of Saperstein (1991). Using a model of the arms
race, he demonstrated a substantial increase in instability upon the transformation of a bipolar system
into a tripolar one. Small perturbations of the system
led to large changes in the tripolar case but not in the
bipolar. Of greatest interest here is the finding that a
weak coupling of the third pole to the first two does
not yield much change; but the stronger the coupling
of the third pole to the competitive international
structure, the greater the descent of the system into
chaotic behavior.
A plausible interpretation of these findings is that
as additional major powers compete for ever-scarcer
resources, the stronger coupling of the new actors
into the competitive international environment is
transformed into new armaments competitions that
fuel the instability of the multipolar system. The
period preceding the Thirty Years' War-and especially that prior to World War I-can be characterized
in this fashion. In this interpretation, arms competitions are not treated in isolation from polarity and the
scarcity or abundance of desiderata (as Hopf did in
his separate treatments of polarity and the offensedefense balance) but as part of the same competitive
process that has several different manifestations of
that competition.
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ans for domestic and international markets is further
evidence for growing economic scarcity as a general
societal condition in the United States.
Yet there is much to be said for Simon's position.
Although worldwide population growth is a reality,
presumably exacerbating the scarcity condition, he
won the 10-year-old bet with Ehrlich concerning the
prices of metals (Tierney 1990). Instead of rising, as
Ehrlich predicted, they declined, indicating new resources and technological innovation to counter the
unremitting population pressure successfully.
Whether Ehrlich or Simon is correct, of course,
bears heavily on the contingent relationship between
polarity and war. If Simon is correct, then multipolarity under conditions of abundance and bipolarity
should behave in a similarly benign fashion, thus
making Hopf's implications concerning a peaceful
multipolar future essentially correct. However, if
Ehrlich is right, then multipolarity under conditions
of increasing worldwide scarcity could be perilous.
The battle for markets and other axes of conflict could
set up new alliance arrangements to counter economic "enemies." Multipolarity under these conditions could yield extremely dangerous international
conditions. Thus, my response to Hopf's implications
for a nonthreatening multipolar future, is that it all
depends. In the final analysis, this should not be
surprising.
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period. Although at the time of this writing there is
intense political violence occurring in the former
Yugoslavia, it is extraordinarily unlikely that it will
intersect with a multipolar conflict system in Western
Europe, since as yet, one does not exist and is
unlikely to come into being in the foreseeable future.
It is the absence of a multipolar Europe that ensures
the absence of widespread European warfare at this
time, despite the rumblings in the Balkans. (Indeed,
whatever peace was achieved at the outset apparently resulted from the concerted efforts of European
Community representatives.) Thus, the absence of a
multipolar system in the post-World War II period
and its replacement by. a bipolar one combined with
nuclear weapons in a defense-dominant system could
have contributed to recent international stability. The
possible conjunction of two or more necessary conditions for war or peace, therefore, should not be
overlooked; neither should we ignore the contingent
relationships that can define our domains of inquiry.
MANUS I. MIDLARSKY
Rutgers University

RESPONSE
I have four general points. First, Midlarsky attributes more ambitious claims to my argument than
I intended to make. Second, while I find Midlarsky's
suggestions for improvement to be a provocative line
of reasoning, I think its ultimate fruitfulness as an
avenue of research will depend on clearing up several
logical ambiguities and on a great deal more empirical
investigation. Third, I think it quite likely that one of
the elements of my offense-defense balance, namely,
the cumulative nature of power resources, nicely captures
the essence of Midlarsky's suggested alternative.
Finally, I see no obstacle at all to a most productive
marriage between Midlarsky's research program and

STRATEGIES OF INQUIRY
There may be a larger epistemological truth underlying all of this. Relationships between two nontautologous societal variables are seldom, if ever, absolute;
they are almost always contingent on third, fourth,
and perhaps even additional valuables. These contingent relationships are most likely to reveal the structures of political life; for they indicate the domains
(theoretical, spatial, temporal) within which bivariate
relationships hold and by implication, of course,
where they do not.
Parallel to this observation is one concerning the
etiology of large-scale international conflict that can
distinguish one time period from another. It is often
the combination of two or more simultaneous processes that sets the stage for major and enduring
political violence. Skocpol (1979), for example, found
that it was the simultaneous presence of conflict
within the societal elite and between that elite and the
peasantry that increased the likelihood of mass revolution. Similarly, I found that it was the conjunction
of major power conflicts alone (essentially in Western
Europe) and those between major powers involving
at least one minor power (largely in the Balkans) that
set the stage for World War I (Midlarsky 1988, chap.
5). Each of these conflict sets alone was found to be
insufficient to initiate serious instability. Only jointly
were they found to be associated with the onset of
systemic war.
Obviously, the absence of one or more of these
conditions can increase the likelihood of a peaceful

my own.

VALIDATION NO, INVALIDATION YES
In part, Midlarsky is responding to claims I have
not made for my theoretical alternative to Waltz. I
did suggest that my own conceptualization of the
offense-defense balance should be explored as an
alternative to polarity. I still maintain that position on
the grounds that polarity failed its test in sixteenthcentury Europe and that the predictions of the offense-defense balance were consistent with the empirical record for the period. But I did not suggest that
this one rather successful test was any kind of general
validation of the theory. Indeed, on the very first
page, I cautioned the reader that "solid support" for
my theory still awaited "definitive demonstration"
(p. 475). I stressed this difference between disconfirming Waltz and confirming my alternative and
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suggested a list of historical cases of bipolar and
multipolar systems in which the competitors should
be tested (p. 487, n. 14). Having just criticized Waltz
for relying on only the single case of post-World War
II bipolarity to ground his claims, I could hardly hold
myself up to weaker standards of evidence.
Midlarsky is right, however, to believe that I think
my empirical test has given polarity a failing grade.
Polarity's standing as a causal predictor of greatpower war has been seriously undermined. Multipolar Europe was no more unstable than bipolar Europe
from 1495-1559. This empirical finding is inconsistent
with Waltz's theory. Moreover, Waltz's argument
that bipolarity kept the peace during the Cold War is
confounded by the defense dominance provided by
nuclear weapons.

to 1559; yet Midlarsky calls this a period of abundance. If rate of population growth is just one component in a more complex indicator of scarcity/abundance, then we need to have this explicitly specified
in the theory. Moreover, we should expect that
different states will prove more and less able to take
advantage of factors of abundance and so will behave
differently in response to conditions of plenty and
scarcity. This consideration, too, must be taken into
account when specifying the elements of this alternative theory.
It is also hard to understand why imperial expansion is a sign of plenty. If plenty is associated with
peace, how does imperial expansion, also an associate of plenty, play it itself out without threatening
peace among the great-power competitors? I can
easily conceive of good arguments for both cases and
so am inclined to think of the logical implications of
this variable as indeterminate. Moreover, it is hard to
accept the logic underpinning the idea that scarcity is
more likely to cause instability under multipolarity
than bipolarity. When faced by scarcity, it is no
longer possible for a state to defend itself through
"internal balancing" (i.e., exploitation of economic
resources at home). In a bipolar world, there is only
one alternative, external balancing through conquest.
Under multipolarity, however, there are two alternatives: conquest and alliance formation. Therefore,
there is a lower, not higher, probability of instability

SCARCELY AN ABUNDANT
ALTERNATIVE
Midlarsky argues that the unimportance of polarity in
sixteenth-century Europe was due to its being an era
of abundance. Multipolar systems are marked by war
only in eras of scarcity, so that it is only to be
expected that one would see no change from 1495 to
1559, despite the change from multi- to bipolarity in
1521. If this is correct, then the offense-defense
balance is irrelevant to the level of stability in international systems; and polarity is relevant, in combination with "international desiderata." For reasons
logical, methodological, and empirical, I believe Midlarsky's alternative to be flawed.
First of all, Midlarsky leaves international scarcity
and abundance ill defined. At various places in his
essay, he lists state building, "increase in government revenue," "the replacement of the wooden
bridges over the canals by stone bridges," Venice's
increasing beauty, imperial expansion, employment,
and trade as indicators of this concept. Obviously,
this variable needs to be tightened up and clarified.
Unless otherwise noted, I shall assume that Midlarsky means average level of economic growth in the
international system. (Even this seemingly simple
operationalization is problematic. Why should we
care about everyone's economic growth? Why not
just the great powers? Or an individual great power?
Or great powers' economic growth rates relative to
each other? Much more theoretical guidance is required here before this "alternative theory" can be
considered adequately specified.)
Second, there are areas of clear logical indeterminacy in many of the hypotheses generated from this
alternative theory. For example, Midlarsky uses
"population growth" as evidence of scarcity. Why
should this be? In periods where manual labor contributes to productivity growth, one could imagine
population growth being positively associated with
abundance. Where economies cannot absorb such
demographic increases, we would term it a sign of
scarcity. After all, population grew rapidly from 1495

under multipolarity than bipolarity.'
Inadequate specification of his alternative is manifest in Midlarsky's identifying imperial expansion as
evidence of plenty in the sixteenth century; but he
calls the very same variable an indicator of scarcity
before World War I! Indeed, the race for colonies in
the Americas, which he argues is an indicator of
plenty in the sixteenth century, becomes an indicator
of scarcity in the run-up to World War I when it takes
place in Africa. Moreover, in Midlarsky's empirical
treatment of the latter period, he ignores some indicators of plenty he had previously identified, namely,
economic growth, population growth, and expanding government revenues. Each of these would have
shown abundance in the international system prior to
an event of epic instability.
I have no argument with Midlarsky's empirical
evidence for instability in the early seventeenth century, but he considers no alternative explanations.
While the European world economy was contracting,
the ability to wage offensive warfare, given new
advances in field and siege artillery, could have been
progressing simultaneously. This would have the
same effect as scarcity and should be investigated.
I agree that the early seventeenth century should
be examined. Indeed, I advocate testing the offensedefense balance in many other historical periods (as
suggested in my article). As far as Midlarsky's period
is concerned, we need figures on instability in his
period to compare to mine. While Midlarsky claims
that the many wars in the seventeenth century are
the product of multipolarity plus scarcity, he does not
show that the instability at that time was any greater
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than in the bipolar period from 1521 to 1559. One
the level of instability increased relative to the previous period of plenty. Instead, the constantly high
might also ask why we should choose the Thirty
Years' War as a random sample of history under
level of instability across the two periods of different
multipolarity. Its selection surely skews the results.
polarity is consistent with a military balance of tactical
Why not choose as a starting point the year when
offensive advantage, offensive strategic beliefs, and
available and extractable power resources.
seventeenth century economic contraction began and
A comprehensive offense-defense balance is necas a closing point the year when economic expansion
resumed?
essary, as well, to explain the Cold War. Midlarsky
In short, I think that international scarcity/plenty
argues that this was a period of plenty but then
must be defined far more rigorously if it is to form theacknowledges the relevance of nuclear weaponsimplying that he knows that the military balance
foundation for theorizing about international politics.
between offense and defense is a critical component
Moreover, its hypotheses must be logically so deduced that it may not predict both a and not-a with
of any theory of international politics. The high level
equal cogency. Finally, the theory's empirical fit is
of stability between the great powers was further
reinforced by the low amounts of available and exhighly questionable: the first half of the sixteenth
tractable resources. But we also know that while
century was fraught with great-power wars, though
an era of abundance by Midlarsky's measurements;
there was no war among the great powers, there was
the Thirty Years' War can hardly be considered a
a fair amount of war fought by the great powers
valid sample of seventeenth-century life under mul(either directly or through proxies) in the Third
tipolarity; and the 15 years leading up to World War I
World. Soviet and U.S. involvement in the periphery
were marked by an era of vigorous economic growth.
is not consistent with an "era of plenty." It is consistent, however, with offensive strategic beliefs about
credibility, bandwagoning, and dominoes.
In short, I suggest that the offense-defense balance
CAPTURING MIDLARSKY WITH THE
can both capture the economic and strategic dynamOFFENSE-DEFENSE BALANCE
ics implied in Midlarsky's alternative and, through its
two other components, account for outcomes left
Midlarsky's alternative needs much more refinement
unexplained by "international desiderata."
before it can be productively applied to international
politics. In the meantime, I believe that one of the
elements of the offense-defense balance-the cumuCONCLUSION
lative nature of material resources-does a very nice
I would like to present what I believe to be a fruitful
job in encompassing the theoretical territory Midlarsky would like settled. I hypothesized in my article
combination of Midlarsky's alternative and the ofthat when the resources that constitute the sinews of
fense-defense balance and then suggest a historical
power in an era are available and extractable, there
case that could be a productive test for the new
would be increased instability. For example, I noted
theory.
that in the early sixteenth century, grain was an
Midlarsky argues that polarity is a variable whose
available easily extractable power resource. It was
causal power is contingent upon the level of scarcity
available, being grown in convenient places, such as
or plenty in the international system. In place of this
southern Italy; and it was extractable because the
formulation, I would argue that polarity has no causal
peasants who grew it had only the weakest preferpower. Furthermore, it is international abundance/
ences between exploitative feudal lords (pp. 477-78,
scarcity and the cumulative nature of material re483, 485). This argument, of course, is precisely the
sources that are contingent. And their causal releopposite of Midlarsky's. My logic is quite simple:
vance depends on the other two components of the
states will go to war, ceteris paribus, when there are
offense-defense balance: the technical military balrewards available and they can reap those rewards at
ance and strategic beliefs. The logic of this theory is
low cost.
that when a state is faced with declining economic
But there is more to the offense-defense balance
growth (according to Midlarsky) or available and
than just resource issues. There are the military
extractable power resources (according to me), it has
balance and strategic beliefs. Midlarsky interprets the
an incentive to go to war to reap these benefits. (It is
evidence from sixteenth century Europe (in my view,
still an open empirical question as to whose logicmistakenly) only by ignoring these elements. He
Midlarsky's or my own-is more robust in explaining
argues that sustained plenty erased the effects of a
when states expand. Midlarsky's theory assumes that
shift from multi- to bipolarity in the period. This
states are driven by need; the cumulativeness element
of the offense-defense balance assumes states are
could only be true if the level of stability across the
two periods had been stable at a low level of violence.
driven by opportunity.) But whether a state responds
But in fact, it was 65 years of virtually continual
to these opportunities is contingent on whether ofwarfare among the great powers, there being all of
fense has the advantage militarily and whether the
five years of peace during that period (see Table 4 of
decision maker's strategic beliefs about how the
the article). Midlarsky's position would be sound if
world works make expansionism look necessary.
he could show that after this period of abundance,
I think it would be very fruitful to test this refor-
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mutated model against Midlarsky's in the case of the
U.S.-Soviet competition during the Cold War. As I
have argued, I think the offense-defense balance
performs better because it not only predicts no war
between the two superpowers (as would Waltz and
Midlarsky also) but also accurately predicts the behavior of the United States and Soviet Union in the
Third World-which neither Waltz nor Midlarsky
were able to capture. But I do not think this at all
disposes of the matter. With the increasing availability of Soviet archives in Moscow and similar access in
Washington, a researcher can establish with a reasonable level of confidence what caused the peace, at
least in the minds of the decision makers from 194560. Was it fear of nuclear war, as the offense-defense
balance proponent would argue? Was it the confidence in one's security that comes with being a
duopolist, as Waltz would argue? Or was it satisfaction with one's economic security in an expanding
world economy, as Midlarsky would argue? Finally,
was superpower competition in the Third World in
fact due to high-level beliefs about the need to maintain credibility and to prevent bandwagoning and
falling dominoes, as the offense-defense balance sug-
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offense-defense balance. And I strongly agree that
neither one of our alternatives will achieve any level

of general validity until both are subjected to rigorous
empirical testing in a large number of cases.
TED HOPF

University of Michigan

Notes
Ted Hopf wishes to thank Mike Desch and Karl Mueller for
their very helpful comments.
1. I am very grateful to Mike Desch for developing this line
of argument for me.

References
Braudel, Fernand. 1972-73. The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II. 2 vols. New York: Harper
& Row.
Briggs, Asa. 1983. A Social History of England. London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson.

Ehrlich, Paul R. 1981a. "Environmental Disruption: Implications for the Social Sciences." Social Science Quarterly 62:722.
Ehrlich, Paul R. 1981b. "An Economist in Wonderland". Social
Science Quarterly 62:44 49.
Ehrlich, Paul R., Anne H. Ehrlich, and John P. Holdren. 1977.
Ecoscience: Population, Resources, Environment. 2d ed. San
Francisco: Freeman.
Goldstein, Joshua S. 1988. Long Cycles: Prosperity and War in the
Modern Age. New Haven: Yale University Press.
Hale, John R. 1985. War and Society in Renaissance Europe:
1450-1620. New York: St. Martin's.

180

This content downloaded from 86.133.137.245 on Mon, 30 Oct 2017 07:24:23 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms

