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The great events of history are often due to secular changes in the growth of
population and other fundamental economic causes, which, escaping by their
gradual character the notice of contemporary observers, are attributed to the
follies of statesmen or the fanaticism of atheists.

John Maynard Keynes, The Economic Consequences of the Peace



Preface

In his excellent book Sociologists, Economists and Democracy
(1970), Brian Barry identified and analyzed two of the foremost
approaches to theorizing in contemporary social science: the so-
ciological and economic modes of theory construction. This study
will draw on the insights provided by these two types of social
theories in an attempt to understand international political
change. Each type of social theory makes its own contribution.
However, in this study we shall regard both as suggestive, rather
than as methodologies to be applied rigorously. Thus their
strengths and weaknesses will be discussed here briefly to famil-
iarize the reader with the intellectual background and underly-
ing methodology of this book.

The fundamental feature of sociological theory is its emphasis
on whole societies or whole social systems. Although definitions
of social systems vary, they have in common the notion of a set
of identifiable elements characterized by explicit or implicit in-
terrelationships. Whether these elements are individuals, groups,
social roles, or other factors, sociological theory assumes that
individual behavior is explained by the nature of the system and
one’s place in it. The social system is the primary determinant of
behavior, either by socializing the actor with respect to a particu-
lar set of norms and values or by exercising constraints on the
actor. In brief, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts, and
the social system itself must be the focus of theorizing.

In contrast to the holistic approach of sociological theory, eco-

ix
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nomic theory, or what some call rational-choice theory, focuses
on the individual (Becker, 1976, p. 5; Rogowski, 1978). It as-
sumes that individual behavior is determined wholly by rational-
ity; that is, individuals seek to maximize, or at least to satisfy,
certain values or interests at the lowest possible cost to them-
selves. In this context, rationality applies only to endeavor, not
to outcome; failure to achieve an objective because of ignorance
or some other factor does not invalidate the rationalist premise
that individuals act on the basis of a cost/benefit or means/ends
calculation. Finally, it holds that individuals will seek to acquire
their objectives until a market equilibrium is reached; that is,
individuals will pursue an objective until the associated costs are
equal to the realized benefits. Following these individualistic and
rationalistic assumptions, economists attempt to explain human
behavior.

The strength of the sociological approach is its focus on the
structural and institutional determinants of individual behavior.
Individuals make choices and act in a world of rules and norms
not entirely of their own making. Moreover, these constraining
rules and social structures cannot be reduced wholly to self-
interest; in many cases individuals can even be viewed as behav-
ing in ways opposed to their self-interest. Although individuals
(acting alone or through groups or states) seek to change rules
and structures in accordance with their interests, they can never
escape completely the constraints of social structure. Moreover,
as Percey S. Cohen has stressed (1968, p. 126), although indi-
viduals and groups attempt to promote their interests, their ac-
tions invariably lead to unanticipated consequences. Both self-in-
terest and social structure are determinants of human behavior.

The strength of economic theory is that it embodies a general
conception of social and political change that can be useful in
understanding international political change. As John Harsanyi
has argued, the problem of social change “must be ultimately
explained in terms of personal incentives for some people to
change their behavior” (1969, p. 532). That is, a theory of
change seeks to explain why “some people have decided that
their interests would be better served by a new type of institu-
tional arrangement” (Harsanyi, 1969, p. 532). It focuses on how
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technological, economic, and other changes affect the power and
interests of individuals (organized in coalitions and states) and
thereby influence them to modify their behavior and institutions.

Underlying this economic view of social or political change is
the assumption that the purposes and natures of social institu-
tions are determined principally by the self-interest and relative
power of individual members. In the words of James Buchanan,
“political structure is conceived as something that emerges from
the choice processes of individual participants” (1966, p. 26).
Individuals, groups, and other actors use their powers to create
social and political institutions that they believe will advance
their interests. Thus the objectives of a social or political institu-
tion primarily reflect the interests of its more powerful members.
When these interests or the relative powers of individuals (or of
groups and states) change, there will be attempts to change the
nature of the institution and its objectives in order to reflect
significant changes in interest and power.

A second advantage of the theory of rational choice is that it
can draw on a large and well-tested body of economic theory. In
fact, economics provides a highly developed theory of social be-
havior, and for this reason economic theory has been applied to
an ever-increasing range of social and political phenomena. In
some cases the application of economic theory to conventionally
conceived noneconomic behavior such as suicide or the choice of
a marriage partner has bordered on the ridiculous. Yet, if used
with discretion, the so-called laws of microeconomics (demand,
marginal utility, and diminishing returns), as well as those from
public finance and other subcategories of economics, can help
explain political behavior.

Thus economic theory suggests that the study of international
political change must consider how political, economic, and tech-
nological developments affect the relative incomes (powers) of
political actors and the costs of obtaining the objectives sought
by groups and states. Among these objectives, the most impor-
tant ones are sociopolitical arrangements favorable to the inter-
ests of a group or state. Thus, this study will argue that a group
or a state will attempt to change the political system in response
to developments that increase its relative power or decrease the
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costs of modifying political arrangements and will continue its
efforts until an equilibrium is reached between the costs and
benefits of further change.!

Although it is helpful to assume that social systems and politi-
cal institutions emerge from the decisions of powerful actors in
pursuit of perceived interests, the resulting social arrangements
are not completely willed or controlled by these actors. Further-
more, social and political institutions, once in place, operate ac-
cording to a logic of their own. For example, the actions of indi-
vidual consumers or sellers give rise to an economic market, but
these individuals in a freely competitive market cannot control
the price at which they buy or sell goods. Similarly, as Kenneth
Waltz (1979) pointed out, individual states compose an interna-
tional system, but they have only limited control over its opera-
tions and to varying degrees must conform to the logic of a
competitive, anarchic system of interacting states. Waltz’s insight
is indicative of the value of the sociological approach (or systems
approach) to the theory of international relations.

Because this book will analyze political change in the past, as
well as in the modern world, a relevant question is whether or
not economic theory is universally applicable. Is its utility re-
stricted to market economies composed of acquisitive individuals
pursuing rational self-interest?? In this book we shall assume that
rationality is not historically or culturally bound but that indi-
viduals in all societies past and present attempt to achieve their
interests and goals by the most efficient means possible. How-
ever, the specific interests or objectives that individuals pursue
and the appropriateness of the means they employ are depen-
dent on prevailing social norms and the material environment.
For this reason, although here we employ the economic mode of
analysis in an effort to understand political change, we appre-
ciate that the sociological perspective is also necessary to an

' A noteworthy example of this approach to political change is that of Haskel (1976), who
applied rational-choice theory to foreign-policy decision making. Haskel's book was a
pioneering effort that deserves much more attention than it has thus far received.

? This so-called formal-substantive issue was the subject of a famous exchange between
the anthropologist Melville Herskovits and the economist Frank Knight. Herskovits
eventually conceded the argument and wrote a precedent-setting book applying formal
economic theory to nonmarket and primitive societies (1952).
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understanding of the context of rational behavior. In short, the
economic and sociological approaches must be integrated to ex-
plain international political change.

Thus this study will draw on both the sociological approach
and the economic approach to social theory in an attempt to
develop a theory or conception of international political change.
At the same time, we are mindful of the severe limitations of
both types of social theories and of the fact that even though
each approach partially compensates for the weaknesses of the
other, a combination of the two approaches does not provide a
comprehensive explanation of political change nor resolve the
basic dilemma of social science: whether to explain trivial mat-
ters with exactitude or to treat significant matters with impreci-
sion. In this study we have chosen to follow the latter course in
the belief that possible errors and certain oversimplification are
the price one must pay if one is to deal with the important issues
of our age. This sacrifice of precision is justifiable only if this
study clarifies the issues of war and change in world politics
more than it obfuscates.

I have benefited enormously in the writing of this book from
the assistance of others. The Lehrman Institute of New York
City provided the initial funding and intellectual encouragement.
Additional financial support was received from the Rockefeller
Foundation and its program on conflict studies. Princeton Uni-
versity granted me leave from my teaching and academic re-
sponsibilities; its Woodrow Wilson School and the Center of In-
ternational Studies helped me in financial and other ways. I
thank all these institutions for making it possible for me to com-
plete the book.

Further, I would like to thank those individuals who criticized
the manuscript or helped me in other ways. I would like particu-
larly to express my deep appreciation to several colleagues, stu-
dents, and others for their comments on the manuscript: David
Caploe, Michael Doyle, Robert Heilbroner, Miles Kahler, Peter
Katzenstein, Marion J.Levey, Jr., Jim Keagle, Robert Keohane,
Michael Loriaux, Michael Mastanduno, Ralph Pettman, Mark
A. Sinz, David Spiro, and Kenneth N. Waltz. A special debt is
owed to my colleague William Branson for his suggestion of the
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appropriateness of economic theory in seeking to explain politi-
cal change and for his tutoring in economics over the years.
Participants in my graduate seminar on international relations
and colloquia at Boston College and Stanford University were
very helpful. They raised more issues than I could possibly
answer. My secretary, Dorothy Gronet, and the professional typ-
ing service of Winifred Donahue have my thanks for preparing
the typescript. Behind the scenes, my wife Jean orchestrated it
all as editor, prodder, and critic par excellence.

Finally, I would like to express my appreciation of the late
Harold Sprout, to whom I have dedicated this volume. He never
read the text, nor even knew of its existence, and probably
would have disagreed with much of it. Yet he contributed to its
conception and influenced it, and its author, in more ways than
he ever appreciated. He was an outstanding leader in the Ameri-
can study of international relations, forever at the frontier of the
field. Those of us who had the privilege of knowing him and
being his colleagues will always treasure our memories of him.



