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Realism a school of thought that examines, explains, 

and predicts international politics in terms of power. 
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The Realist Tradition: Major Postulates 
 

 International actors are sovereign states pursuing their interests.  

 States’ most fundamental interests are survival and security.  

 Power is a major asset, goal, and a means to achieve state interests.  

 Trying to protect their interests, states are engaged in permanent 
competition. 

 Because of this competition, anarchy is a constant threat that states 
attempt to avoid. 

 To avoid anarchy and survive, states bargain with each other, pursue 
mutual balancing of interests, build coalitions, and use force. 

 The use of force including war is a natural and likely consequence of the 
attempts to balance interests among states. 

 

 

The Realist’s vision of the world events. Selected cases (1937-1994) From Eric 

Shiraev & Vlad Zubok. International Relations. NY: McGraw-Hill (forthcoming) 

1937. Spain. A military revolt is 
staged against a democratically 
elected government. Germany 
secretly intervened on behalf of 
the rebels. 

France, the U.S., and GB did not intervene. The 
revolt was anti-communist and Franco suggested 
he would advocate national self-isolationism. 

1938. Germany demanded the 
Sudeten lands to be taken away 
from Czechoslovakia. 

Agreement concluded at Munich, between 
Germany, Great Britain, France and Italy was said 
to had secured “peace in our time.” 

1973. Chile. Augusto Pinochet 
staged a coup de tat to dismantle 
the democratically elected 
government of Salvador Allende. 

The U.S. supported the coup because of its anti-
socialist nature; the USSR did not intervene 
considering Allende a “weak” link. 

1980-88. Iran-Iraq. A war took 
the lives of almost 1 million people 
on both sides. 

The U.S. sided with Iraq; U.S. was motivated by 
the desire to prevent the spread of the Iranian 
revolution. 

1994. Rwanda. As estimated, 1 
million people were killed and 3 
mln. displaced as a result of an 
tribal/civil war. 

Germany, Russia, France, the U.S., and Japan did 
not intervene. The civil war did not affect the 
strategic balance of forces. 
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 Shiraev, E. & Zubok, V. International Relations (McGraw-Hill, forthcoming) 

Neo-Realist arguments about war 

Neo-realist views Main assumptions 

Defensive Realists  Wars are not inevitable. National leaders, in most occasions could recognize 

that the costs and risk of military-driven expansions outweigh the benefits of 

gains. Therefore, the war will not be chosen out of pragmatic calculations. 

Offensive Realists  Some states ignore cost-benefits calculations and choose to become 

“predators” and to exercise aggressive, belligerent policies against their 

neighbors. Therefore, national leaders should not expect moderation from such 

leaders and choose any possible means to overwhelm the aggressors. 

 
 
 
 
 
The Realist tradition in a context of leadership 

 Shiraev, E. & Zubok, V. International Relations (McGraw-Hill, forthcoming) 
 

Assassination of a nation’s leader Consequences in foreign policy 

John Kennedy, President of the 

United States. Date:  11/22/63 

There were no significant changes in the U.S. foreign policy. The 

war in Vietnam and the Cold War continued by Kennedy’s 

successor, Lyndon Johnson. 

Sardar Daoud Khan, self-

appointed President of 

Afghanistan. Date: 04/28/78 

There was a significant change in Afghanistan’s foreign policy; the 

left-wing groups took the power and immediately sought help from 

the Soviet Union thus sparkling an international conflict. 

Anwar Sadat, President of Egypt      

Date: 10/6/81 

There was no significant change in Egypt’s foreign policy. Egypt 

continued to pursue two major goals: support of the Palestinians 

and reconciliation with Israel  

Assassination of Izhak Rabin  Attempt by the Israeli religious fanatics to torpedo the Oslo accords 

and the peace negotiations with the Palestinians did not make a 

significant impact on the situation. 
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Class video:  Wars in Africa  

"The feeling was very strong in Washington that the Soviets were pursuing a policy of expansion into the Third World and 
our objective was to prevent that."  Joseph Sisco, U.S. State Department  

"In Europe, the borders were set in stone and there was no opportunity of expansion there for either side -- it would have 
started a new world war. Where could the hunting take place? To be rather crude, in those areas where there was still 
prey. That was the Third World and each.” Karen Brutents, Head of Foreign Policy Department, USSR Communist Party 
Central Committee 

 
 
I. DESERT WAR 

The Cold War takes on a new dimension as the Soviet Union, the United States and their allies become involved in wars between rivals 
in Africa and the Middle East.  In the mid-1950s, after a split with the West, the Egyptian government of Gamal Abdel Nasser turned to 
the Soviet Union for aid and arms. Nasser and the Arab states wanted to destroy Israel. But the Soviet Union, which had supported the 
creation of Israel on Arab lands in 1948, did not. By 1967, the Arab threat from Egypt against Israel had become intense. Israel 
launched a pre-emptive strike against Arab forces. Within six days, the armies of Egypt, Syria and Jordan were routed. One million 
Arabs lived in lands under Israeli occupation. It was a devastating blow to Arab morale and Soviet influence in the region. In 1970, 
Nasser's death from a heart attack raised new questions about who would follow as Egyptian leader.  
II. ENTANGLEMENTS 

At the U.S.-Soviet summit in 1972, both sides decided to try a new approach to the Cold War: détente. Richard Nixon and Leonid 
Brezhnev agreed not to seek advantage at the other's expense. For the Soviets, better ties with America outweighed Moscow's 
commitments to the Arabs. Détente angered Egypt's new leader, Anwar Sadat, who felt the Soviets were giving priority to their relations 
with Washington rather than helping Egypt wage war. Frustrated by the Soviets, Sadat ordered all of their advisers out of Egypt.   
Sadat's break with Moscow ultimately led to a large arms deal with the Soviet Union. This he put to use in October 1973 -- attacking 
Israel during the Jewish holy day of Yom Kippur. Egyptian forces made large gains during the early part of their attack. To help Israeli 
forces blunt the Egyptian offensive, the United States increased arms shipments to Israel. The tide of the war was soon reversed, and 
Israeli forces surrounded much of the Egyptian army. U.S. Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, who wanted Egypt defeated but not 
destroyed, negotiated a cease-fire and the first ever face-to-face talks between Egypt and Israel. Kissinger's shuttle diplomacy showed 
that America was winning the Cold War in the Middle East. But it also weakened the U.S.-Soviet détente. 
III. ANGOLA 

In 1975, as Portugal was withdrawing from its former colonial possession in Angola, three factions emerged -- all trying to wrest control 
of the country. The MPLA, the largest group, was left-wing -- its leadership had received training from Cuba and arms from Moscow. 
The FNLA was anti-communist and was supplied with outdated U.S. arms from Zaire. UNITA, led by Jonas Savimbi, also received U.S. 
supplies.  The United States, just finished with the conflict in Vietnam, ruled out direct intervention in Angola with American troops. It 
sent support to the FNLA. Washington also turned secretly to South Africa, which sent troops and supplies to UNITA. Cuba, keen to 
show its support for the developing world, sent advisers and later thousands of troops to fight alongside the MPLA. Havana did not 
consult Moscow. 
IV. INVASION 

In Angola, the Cuban-led MPLA forces were able to turn back the U.S.-supported FNLA. But a bigger challenge awaited the MPLA. In 
October 1975, South African troops invaded Angola from their bases in Namibia and joined forces with UNITA. After a series of 
setbacks, the combined Cuban-MPLA forces -- well-equipped with Soviet weaponry -- were able to outgun the UNITA-South African 
army.  The CIA, meanwhile, was secretly providing money to anti-communist forces in Angola to recruit mercenaries from Africa, 
America and Europe. Several of these mercenaries were captured, tried and executed by the MPLA. Opposition to events in Angola 
grew in the U.S. Congress -- and lawmakers there cut off additional CIA funds. But the civil war continued, outlasting the Cold War 
itself. 
V. HORN OF AFRICA 

In 1977 U.S. and Soviet attention shifted to the Horn of Africa. In Ethiopia, emperor Haile Selassie had been deposed and replaced by 
Marxists. The new regime turned against the United States -- expelling Americans and ending the U.S. aid program. Neighboring 
Somalia had been a Soviet ally for years, and its army was equipped with Soviet weapons. But now that Moscow was also linked with 
Ethiopia, the Somalis considered turning to Washington.   Against Moscow's advice, Somalia prepared for war with Ethiopia. A Somali 
appeal for American arms was turned down by President Jimmy Carter. Nevertheless, the Somalis seized large tracts of the Ogaden 
desert in July 1977. Soviet support was now switched to Ethiopia. Soviet weapons and thousands of Cuban troops were sent to fight 
against the Somalis. With Cuban troops and Soviet support, the Ethiopians drove the Somalis out of the Ogaden. Meanwhile, détente 
deteriorated -- as solemn promises of restraint were blown to the winds 
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The Cuban missile Crisis (class video) 
 

 

I. [ REVOLUCION ] 

Throughout the 1940s and '50s, the Caribbean island of Cuba had been a playground for the United States. Cuban land 
and industry were almost entirely owned by U.S. corporations. But after years of guerrilla fighting against the dictatorship 
of Cuban leader Fulgencio Batista, revolutionary forces headed by Fidel Castro entered Havana in January 1959. More 
than 500 people were tried and executed in Cuba, after appearing before the revolutionary judges. Thousands fled to exile 
in the United States. But to most Cubans, Castro was a hero. 
 

II. NATIONALIZATION 

Castro's new government nationalized millions of acres of Cuban land previously held by American companies and 
distributed it to the people. Castro flew to New York to speak at the United Nations. U.S. President Eisenhower would not 
meet with him. But Soviet leader Khrushchev was delighted to embrace a new revolutionary and offered Cuba economic 
assistance. Cuba decided to purchase oil from the U.S.S.R., but U.S. companies refused to refine it. Castro then 
nationalized the U.S.-owned refineries and other industries in Cuba. Washington retaliated with a complete trade embargo 
against Cuba. It also launched the first of several CIA campaigns to topple Castro's regime. 
 

III. BAY OF PIGS 

A plan to overthrow Castro was presented to the new U.S. president, John F. Kennedy, soon after his inauguration in 
1961. CIA agents had been secretly training Cuban exiles to invade their homeland. They thought the Cuban people 
would welcome such an invasion and rise up to overthrow Castro. Kennedy agreed to the invasion plan -- but demanded 
crucial changes to hide U.S. involvement. On April 15, 1961, six U.S. bombers disguised as Cuban aircraft took off from 
Nicaragua and attacked Cuban airfields -- but caused only minimal damage. The next day, a CIA-trained force of 1,500 
guerrillas arrived at the Bay of Pigs, 125 miles south of Havana. But their plans soon turned into disaster. Kennedy, now 
faced with international condemnation for the bombing, canceled additional air support for the invasion. Castro's 
remaining air force quickly destroyed ships carrying vital ammunition supplies for the invaders. Without American air 
support or supply, the invasion force was quickly outnumbered and outmaneuvered. All of the invaders were captured or 
dead within 72 hours.  
 

IV. MISSILE CRISIS 

The failure of the Bay of Pigs invasion did not keep the United States from plotting new plans to get rid of Castro -- even 
assassination was carefully weighed. Cuba, meanwhile, looked to Moscow for military support. Nikita Khrushchev offered 
to deploy Soviet nuclear missiles in Cuba. After initial resistance, Castro accepted. By July 1962, the CIA had noticed an 
increase in Soviet ships heading for Cuba. By mid-October, U-2 spy planes flying over Cuba brought back pictures of 
ballistic missile sites. With nuclear warheads less than 100 miles from the United States, the Soviets had the ability to 
strike without warning. Kennedy formed a special inner cabinet of advisers -- the Executive Committee of the National 
Security Council, or ExCom -- to weigh the options. Under consideration: a military invasion to topple Castro and "surgical 
air strikes" against the missiles bases. But taking either step without warning risked turning world opinion against the 
United States. Another solution was devised: The U.S. Navy would stop and search all ships heading for Cuba. 
Washington called it a "quarantine."  
 

IV. AT THE BRINK 

On October 22, President Kennedy told the world about the discovery of Soviet missiles in Cuba and announced that a 
blockade was in force against all ships bound for Cuba. Kennedy demanded the removal of the missiles from Cuba. For 
several days the world held its breath as the United States and Soviet Union appeared to be moving toward nuclear war. 
Washington took its case to the United Nations and prepared for air strikes and a massive invasion of Cuba. Havana 
announced a "combat alarm" -- more than a quarter-million Cubans stood ready to repel a U.S. invasion. Soviet forces on 
the island were equipped with nuclear-tipped tactical missiles, ready to answer any invader.  In the United States, a wave 
of panic buying swept across the country as people tried to prepare for a possible nuclear holocaust. And though Soviet 
leaders tried to keep the crisis from their people, the news was leaking out, raising fears. 

 

V. A WAY OUT 

On October 26, with tensions increasing, Kennedy received an offer from Khrushchev. The Soviet leader offered to 
withdraw his missiles from Cuba -- if the United States promised never to invade the island. The next morning, 
Khrushchev added another condition: the United States was to remove all its missiles from Turkey. As Kennedy 
considered the options, the crisis escalated again -- when a Soviet-led Cuban missile battery shot down a U-2 spy plane. 
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The Pentagon was prepared to bomb the missile site, as contingency plans required -- but Kennedy ordered that no 
action be taken. He wanted time to deal with Khrushchev. The president sent his brother, Attorney General Robert 
Kennedy, to meet with Soviet Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin. They struck a deal: Soviet missiles would be removed from 
Cuba in return for the unpublicized removal of missiles from Turkey. On Sunday October 28, Khrushchev announced the 
withdrawal of the Soviet missiles from Cuba. Under close American surveillance, Soviet ships took the missiles back 
home. The crisis was over, but both sides were well aware how close they had come to nuclear annihilation. 

 

THE MONROE DOCTRINE (1823) 

The end of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815 marked the breakup of the Spanish empire in the New 

World. Between 1815 and 1822 Jose de San Martin led Argentina to independence, while Bernardo 

O'Higgins in Chile and Simon Bolivar in Venezuela guided their countries out of colonialism. The new 

republics sought -- and expected -- recognition by the United States, and many Americans endorsed 

that idea. 

But President James Monroe and his secretary of state, John Quincy Adams, were not willing to risk 

war for nations they did not know would survive. From their point of view, as long as the other 

European powers did not intervene, the government of the United States could just let Spain and her 

rebellious colonies fight it out. 

Great Britain was torn between monarchical principle and a desire for new markets; South America 

as a whole constituted, at the time, a much larger market for English goods than the United States. 

When Russia and France proposed that England join in helping Spain regain her New World 

colonies, Great Britain vetoed the idea. 

The United States was also negotiating with Spain to purchase the Floridas, and once that treaty was 

ratified, the Monroe administration began to extend recognition to the new Latin American republics -- 

Argentina, Chile, Peru, Colombia and Mexico were all recognized in 1822. 

In 1823, France invited Spain to restore the Bourbon power, and there was talk of France and Spain 

warring upon the new republics with the backing of the Holy Alliance (Russia, Prussia and Austria). 

This news appalled the British government -- all the work of Wolfe, Chatham and other eighteenth-

century British statesmen to get France out of the New World would be undone, and France would 

again be a power in the Americas. 

George Canning, the British foreign minister, proposed that the United States and Great Britain join to 

warn off France and Spain from intervention. Both Jefferson and Madison urged Monroe to accept the 

offer, but John Quincy Adams was more suspicious. Adams also was quite concerned about Russia's 
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efforts to extend its influence down the Pacific coast from Alaska south to California, then owned by 

Mexico. 

At the Cabinet meeting of November 7, 1823, Adams argued against Canning's offer, and declared, 

"It would be more candid, as well as more dignified, to avow our principles explicitly to Russia and 

France, than to come in as a cockboat in the wake of the British man-of-war." 

He argued and finally won over the Cabinet to an independent policy. In Monroe's message to 

Congress on December 2, 1823, he delivered what we have always called the Monroe Doctrine, 

although in truth it should have been called the Adams Doctrine. Essentially, the United States was 

informing the powers of the Old World that the American continents were no longer open to European 

colonization, and that any effort to extend European political influence into the New World would be 

considered by the United States "as dangerous to our peace and safety." The United States would 

not interfere in European wars or internal affairs, and expected Europe to stay out of American affairs. 

Although it would take decades to coalesce into an identifiable policy, John Quincy Adams did raise a 

standard of an independent American foreign policy so strongly that future administrations could not 

ignore it. One should note, however, that the policy succeeded because it met British interests as well 

as American, and for the next 100 years was secured by the backing of the British fleet. 

 

Source: Monroe, James (1823). Seventh annual message to Congress, December 2, 1823. Full text can be found 

at:   www.ourdocuements.gov 

 

 

 

 

Realism: The case of the three empires 
Materials are from: Eric Shiraev and Vlad Zubok. International relations. McGraw-Hill (forthcoming, 2009) 
 

Realism: A case of Three Empires 

 

The Ottoman Empire 

The Ottoman Empire had its original roots in Anatolia (Turkey) but spread through the entire Middle East, parts 

of Europe, and North Africa. By the 1400s, while taking over the disintegrating Byzantine Empire, the 

Ottomans (descended from a small tribe led by Seljuk) had managed to extend their influence over the whole 

Anatolia and eastern Balkans. In 1453 the Ottomans, in a remarkable display of power and resolve, took 

Constantinople, one of the most formidably fortified cities of the world and renamed it Istanbul. The Ottoman 

rulers maintained both expansionist and protectionist policies: the empire grew while the ruling sultans offered 

the leaders of the conquered territories protection over their resources. The main goal of the sultans was to gain 

control over the Mediterranean Sea, protect Egypt and the Mesopotamia, and to obtain possession of the 

Balkans in Europe. The Ottoman’s main rivals were the nomadic forces coming from the East (e.g. the Mongols 

or the Timurides) and the kingdoms of Europe organized by the Roman Church in the West. For centuries, the 

empire could manage the struggle against its major rivals. As the power of the empire grew, especially after the 

conquest of Constantinople, the balance of power, as it was perceived by European rulers, began to shift in 

http://www.ourdocuements.gov/
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favor of the Ottoman Empire. European kingdoms formed a counter-coalition to stop any further expansion of 

the Ottomans into Europe beyond the Balkans. By 1683, after a series of decisive battles, the Ottoman 

expansion into Europe was stopped.  

The Ottoman Empire began to deteriorate in the 18
th

-19
th

 centuries due to its overstretching, rampant 

corruption, stagnant trade, and outdated technologies. Witnessing the empire’s weakening, Russia, its northern 

neighbor, sought to seize some of Istanbul’s strategic possessions. In the late 18
th

 century, Russia was able to 

conquer the areas along the northern coasts of the Black Sea, the Crimea, Bessarabia (contemporary Moldova) 

and developed further aspirations for Istanbul (Constantinople) and the Turkish straits between the Black Sea 

and the Mediterranean Sea. Russia’s success was a threat to the regional power balance. For that reason, major 

European states including France and Great Britain began to act in support of their centuries-old enemy, the 

Ottomans, against Russia. In 1851-55, these states defeated Russia in the Crimean War, and in 1877-78 

prevented Russia from taking Istanbul and establishing its hegemony in the Balkans. Numerous domestic 

problems plagued the Ottoman Empire in the early 20th century, but its disintegration took place largely from 

external causes. The Ottomans’ defeat in World War I allowed Great Britain and France to break the empire 

into pieces and establish their domination in the Middle East and North Africa for years to come.  

 

The British Empire 

The history of the British Empire is linked to its great geographic location, industrial and trade power, and its 

naval superiority. Great Britain skillfully managed the European balance of power for a long time. London was 

able to prevent any European state from becoming strong enough to threaten the British Isles. In particular, 

London was able to keep its major continual European rival, France, in check. Great Britain had seized most 

French colonial possessions after the Seven Years War (1756-1763). During the Napoleonic Wars in the early 

1800s, when France was dominating over Europe, Britain successfully supported Russia, Prussia, and Austria—

all fighting against France—with money and troops. London rulers finally ensured the defeat of Napoleon in 

1815 and the establishment of a new European balance of power. In the first half of the 19
th

 century, major 

European monarchies had agreed to set up the political system to prevent any major political changes that 

would threaten the status quo. After the defeat of the aspiring Russia in the Crimean War (1854-1856), Great 

Britain confirmed its role of the most dominant world authority. Leading British officials during that period, 

William Gladstone (1809-1898), and Benjamin Disraeli (1804-1881), in spite of their ideological and political 

differences, continued to combine the policy of balance-keeping among European powers with the construction 

of the largest colonial empire in the world.  

British colonial policies in India became a classic realist example about the importance of military 

power. A relatively small British military force with the superior technology (navy, rifles, and machine guns) 

assumed control of the subcontinent that contained a population almost ten times greater than the population of 

the imperial metropolis. The British honed and perfected the ancient Roman divide and conquer principle, while 

governing in the name of Indian rulers, protecting them from enemies and acting resolutely to any outside 

threat. The British suppressed several revolts inside India (such as the Sepoy rebellion in 1857-59) and sought 

to contain other states’ expansion (such as Russia’s rapid expansion into Central Asia in the 1840s and 1870s). 

Another vital interest of the British Empire was control over the Mediterranean Sea including the Suez 

Canal in Egypt. Not only did the British seized the canal’s control from the French who had built it in 1869, but 

also established their control over Egypt and Palestine. Throughout most of the 19
th

 century, the British Empire 

competed against Russia for the domination in Central Asia and Afghanistan. The British suspected that 

Russian expansion would threaten their positions in India. In Afghanistan, however, London had suffered two 

military defeats (1842 and 1882).  It did not stop the British from reaching an agreement with Russia about the 

spheres of influence in Persia and Afghanistan. Eventually, Britain and France reached agreements on the 

distribution of their colonies in Africa.  

The rise of Germany after 1871 marked the beginning of the end of the previously successful British 

policy of power balancing in Europe. By the beginning of the 20
th

 century, London had to join a coalition with 

its historic adversaries such as France and Russia in order to curb the rising Germany’s military and economic 
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power. World War I (1914-1918) was a breaking point for Great Britain. Despite a difficult victory over 

Germany,  London’s power was in a steady decline and British policies of appeasing Nazi Germany in 1935-39 

backfired. Germany then acted as a predatory power: it wanted to destroy the entire old European power 

balance, defeat and dismember the British Empire, and expand the German state deep into Asia. During the 

second disastrous confrontation with German power in 1939-45, Great Britain reached the limits of its 

economic and political resources and accepted a lesser (but still very important) role in international affairs 

(Buchanan, 2008).  

 

The United States: an “empire by invitation?”  

During the 19
th

 century, the United States practiced territorial expansion in North America and non-involvement 

in European affairs. From the realist view, it was a reasonable policy of establishing its own sphere of influence 

in the Western hemisphere and staying away from power struggle in Europe. This foreign policy ensured that 

the United States never acted as a junior partner to any powerful European state (see Table 2.3 in this chapter 

on the Monroe Doctrine). By the early 20
th

 century, however, the United States was the greatest power in the 

hemisphere and the second strongest naval power after Great Britain. This power, along with its unique 

geographic location, gave the United States the best possible vantage point to act as a superior world player. 

First, it acted as an anti-colonial power in the war against Spain in 1899-1900. Second, Washington served as a 

mediator after the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-1905. In 1916-17, Washington chose to side with the Triple 

Entente, an alliance that included Great Britain, France, and Russia in World War I against Germany and its 

allies. In 1940, the United States also opposed the rising power of Germany and Japan. The Japanese attack on 

the American Pacific fleet at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941 brought the United States into the Second 

World War, and launched a new era of American global involvement. From that moment, the United States 

acted as a pro-active global power using its superior military and economic force to protect its interests and 

maintain the favorable balance of power. 

 

 

Table 2.3. A case in point. The Monroe Doctrine. This is an example of how the United States foreign policy 

began to shape up almost two hundred years ago. On December 2, 1823,  President James Monroe outlined a set 

of unilateralist principles of American foreign policy in the Western hemisphere. These principles or rules of 

behavior on the international arena are known today as the Monroe Doctrine. According to the doctrine, the 

United States declared it had no interest in European conflicts. Nevertheless, the United States would resist any 

attempt of a European power to intervene in the Western hemisphere. Such attempts would be considered 

dangerous to peace and safety of the United States (Monroe, 1823). 

When you read this brief excerpt, pay attention to the reasons why the United States chose to act alone 

and resist European powers’ possible intrusions in the North, South, and Central Americas. 

 

In the wars of the European powers in matters relating to themselves we have never taken any part, nor does it 

comport with our policy to do so. It is only when our rights are invaded or seriously menaced that we resent 

injuries or make preparation for our defense. With the movements in this hemisphere we are of necessity more 

immediately connected, and by causes which must be obvious to all enlightened and impartial observers. The 

political system of the allied powers is essentially different in this respect from that of America. We owe it, 

therefore, to candor and to the amicable relations existing between the United States and those powers to 

declare that we should consider any attempt on their part to extend their system to any portion of this 

hemisphere as dangerous to our peace and safety. With the existing colonies or dependencies of any European 

power we have not interfered and shall not interfere. But with the Governments who have declared their 

independence and maintain it, and whose independence we have, on great consideration and on just principles, 

acknowledged, we could not view any interposition for the purpose of oppressing them, or controlling in any 

other manner their destiny, by any European power in any other light than as the manifestation of an unfriendly 

disposition toward the United States.  
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Source: Monroe, James (1823). Seventh Annual Message to Congress, December 2, 1823. Full text can be 

found at:  www.ourdocuements.gov 

 

Several U.S. Presidents, among them Theodore Roosevelt (serving in 1901-1909), Dwight Eisenhower 

(1953-1961), and Ronald Reagan (1981-1989) interpreted the Monroe doctrine as a justification for their actions 

in the Western hemisphere. The United States’ armed forces intervened in Latin America continuously 

whenever Washington saw a political, economic, or ideological threat to its interests in the Western hemisphere. 

The examples include Mexico (1911-1912), Guatemala (1954), Cuba (1961), Chile (1973), and Panama (1989).   

 

By 1945, the United States held a position to build a favorable world order. Most realist scholars 

maintain that the United States was the leading international player after 1945. Washington generally defined 

the basic rules of post-World War II international relations; it created a set of alliances to contain the Soviet 

Union (and later Communist China); moreover, it pursued policies maintaining U.S. global military superiority. 

Most importantly, by contrast to the European continental empires and the British Empire, the United States did 

not use its power to acquire multiple colonies. Washington had stopped seeking new territories by the end of the 

19
th

 century. Some scholars even suggested that the United States acted as the “empire by invitation” 

(Lundestad, 1991). It meant that most European states and some other countries had joint together seeking the 

United States’ protection mostly from the Soviet Union and other international threats. The United States in 

response was treating these states as members of an alliance rather than satellites (Nelson, 1992). When France 

in 1966 had decided to abandon the military organization of NATO, to regain greater sovereignty in its foreign 

policy, the United States respected this decision. Close political and economic ties between the United States 

and France survived.  

 

 What should we learn from these three cases? Realism as a view of international relations explains that 

an inescapable feature of all empires and great powers, including the United States as a special case, was to 

spread their influence far beyond their borders to establish a favorable to them balance of power. These states 

sought to maintain an overwhelming superiority over other states. As in the historical cases of the Ottoman 

Empire and Great Britain, Washington today relies on a formidable military force. In order to maintain their 

power and influence in dealing with other states, allies and enemies, the great empires had to practice power 

politics. To this last item we are now turning.   
 
 
 
 
 
 

Featured Articles  
 
Contemporary Realism  

 

The founding fathers of a contemporary American realism were Austrian émigré philosopher 

Hans J. Morgenthau (1904-80), and theologian of American-German descent Reinhold Niebuhr. 

Both Morgenthau and Niebuhr were deeply pessimistic about the human nature and people’s 

ability to settle conflict peacefully. Both thinkers considered wars as an inevitable product of 

human innate greed and irrationality. They challenged the ideas of global pacifism and world 

federalism, the views popular among some intellectuals in the 1930s-1940s. They argued that 

http://www.ourdocuements.gov/
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pacifism, or policy of refuting any violence in attempts to resolve international conflicts, was 

suicidal in the presence of totalitarian aggressive states.  

 

Question: What are the differences between interventions in the 19
th
 century and the 

interventions in the 1960s, the subject of the article? What are the differences between the 

interventions of the past and today’s interventions?  

 

Source: Hans J. Morgenthau, "To Intervene or Not To Intervene," Foreign Affairs, April 1967 

 

Hans J. Morgenthau argues that intervention is as ancient and well-established an instrument of 

foreign policy as are diplomatic pressure, negotiations, and war. From the time of the ancient 

Greeks to this day, some states have found it advantageous to intervene in the affairs of other 

states on behalf of their own interests and against the latters' will. Other states, in view of their 

interests, have opposed such interventions and have intervened on behalf of theirs. 

 

Link: http://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/vietnam/morgenthau.htm 

 
 
 

 Professor’s comments: an essay by Edward Luttwak written 2 years ago in the 
Realist “key”. Are his predictions making sense from the view of today’s global 
situation?  

Two Alliances  

 

BY EDWARD N. LUTTWAK   

Sunday, January 14, 2007  

It was the hugely ambitious project of the Bush administration to transform the entire Middle East by 

remaking Iraq into an irresistible model of prosperous democracy. Having failed in that worthy purpose, 

another, more prosaic result has inadvertently been achieved: divide and rule, the classic formula for 

imperial power on the cheap. The ancient antipathy between Sunni and Shiite has become a dynamic 

conflict, not just within Iraq but across the Middle East, and key protagonists on each side seek the 

support of American power. Once the Bush administration realizes what it has wrought, it will cease to 

scramble for more troops that can be sent to Iraq, because it has become pointless to patrol and outpost a 

civil war, while a mere quarter or less of the troops already there are quite enough to control the 

outcome. And that is just the start of what can now be achieved across the region with very little force, 
and some competent diplomacy. 

On Dec. 4, 2006, Abdul Aziz al-Hakim, head of Iraq's largest political party, went to the White House to 

plead his case with President Bush. The son of an ayatollah, and himself a lifelong militant cleric, Mr. 

Hakim is hardly a natural partner for the U.S.--while living in Iran for 23 years he must have declaimed 

"death to America" on many an occasion. But as the chief leader of Iraq's Arab Shiite population, he has 

no choice. Each day brings deadly Sunni attacks, and just as the Sunnis are strengthened by volunteers 

and money from outside Iraq, the Shiites, too, need all the help they can get, especially American military 

training for the Shiite-dominated army and police. For President Bush, the visiting Mr. Hakim brought 

welcome promises of cooperation against his aggressive Shiite rival Moqtada al-Sadr as well as the Sunni 

http://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/vietnam/morgenthau.htm
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insurgents. It no longer even seems strange that the best ally of the U.S. in Iraq is Mr. Hakim's party, the 

Sciri: the Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq, whose very title evokes the Iranian model of 
radically anti-Western theocracy. 

Just as the Sunni threat to majority rule in Iraq is forcing Sciri to cooperate with the U.S., the prospect of 

a Shiite-dominated Iraq is forcing Sunni Arab states, especially Saudi Arabia, the Emirates and Jordan, to 

seek American help against the rising power of the Shiites. Some Sunnis viewed Iran with suspicion even 

when it was still under the conservative rule of the shah, in part because its very existence as the only 

Shiite state could inspire unrest among the oppressed Shiite populations of Arabia. More recently, the 

nearby Sunni Arab states have been increasingly worried by the military alliance between Iran, Syria and 

the Hezbollah of Lebanon. But now that a Shiite-ruled Iraq could add territorial contiguity to the alliance, 

forming a "Shiite crescent" extending all the way from Pakistan to the Mediterranean, it is not only the 

Sunnis of nearby Arabia that feel very seriously threatened. The entire order of Muslim orthodoxy is 

challenged by the expansion of heterodox Shiite rule. 

Although it was the U.S. that was responsible for ending Sunni supremacy in Iraq along with Saddam 

Hussein's dictatorship, it remains the only possible patron for the Sunni Arab states resisting the Shiite 

alliance. Americans have no interest in the secular-sectarian quarrel, but there is a very real convergence 

of interests with the Sunni Arab states because Iran is the main enemy for both. 

At this moment, it is in Lebanon that the new Sunni-U.S. alliance has become active. With continuing 

mass demonstrations and threatening speeches, the Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah is trying to force 

the government of Prime Minister Fuad Siniora to give way to a new coalition which he can dominate. 

Syria and Iran are supporting Mr. Nasrallah, while the U.S. is backing Mr. Siniora. He has the support of 

the Druze and of most Christians as well, but it is also very much as a Sunni leader that Mr. Siniora is 

firmly resisting so far. That has gained him the financial backing of Saudi Arabia, which is funding Sunni 

counterdemonstrations and has even tried to co-opt Hezbollah, among other things. It was in their Arab 

identity that Hezbollah claimed heroic status because they were not routed by the Israelis in the recent 

fighting, but evidently many Sunni Arabs in and out of Lebanon view them instead as Shiite sectarians, far 
too obedient to non-Arab Iran. That suits the U.S., for Iran and Hezbollah are its enemies, too. 

The Sunni-U.S. alignment in Lebanon, which interestingly coexists with the U.S.-Shiite alliance in Iraq, 

may yet achieve results of strategic importance if Syria is successfully detached from its alliance with Iran. 

Originally it was a necessary alliance for both countries because Saddam's Iraq was waging war on Iran, 

and periodically tried to overthrow the Assad regime of Syria. Now that Iraq is no longer a threat to either 

country, Iran still needs Syria as a bridge to Hezbollah, but for Syria the alliance is strategically obsolete, 

as well as inconsistent with the country's Arab identity. True, Syria is ruled primarily by members of the 

Alawite sect that is usually classified as a Shiite offshoot. But that extremely heterodox faith (it has 

Christmas and the transmigration of souls) is far different from the Shiism of Iraq, Lebanon or Iran--where 

it would be persecuted; and besides, at least 70% of Syrians are Sunnis. That may explain why the Syrian 

regime has not used its full influence to overthrow Mr. Siniora: His stand against the Shiite Hezbollah 

resonates with his fellow Sunnis of Syria. But another reason may be the promise of substantial aid and 

investment from Saudi Arabia and the Emirates for Syria's needy economy, if the regime diminishes its 

alliance with Iran and Hezbollah, or better, ends it altogether. The U.S., for its part, is no longer actively 

driving Syria into the arms of the Iranians by threatening a march on Damascus, while even the unofficial 

suggestions of negotiations by the Iraq Study Group made an impression, judging by some conciliatory 
Syrian statements. 

The U.S.-Sunni alliance, which is a plain fact in Lebanon, is still only tentative over Syria; but it would be 

greatly energized if Iran were successfully deprived of its only Arab ally. At the same time, the U.S.-Shiite 

alliance in Iraq has been strengthened in the wake of Mr. Hakim's visit. The Sunni insurgency is 

undiminished, but at least other Shiite groups are jointly weakening the only actively anti-American Shiite 
faction headed by Mr. Sadr. 
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When the Bush administration came into office, only Egypt and Jordan were functioning allies of the U.S. 

Iran and Iraq were already declared enemies, Syria was hostile, and even its supposed friends in the 

Arabian peninsula were so disinclined to help that none did anything to oppose al Qaeda. Some actively 

helped it, while others knowingly allowed private funds to reach the terrorists whose declared aim was to 

kill Americans. 

The Iraq war has indeed brought into existence a New Middle East, in which Arab Sunnis can no longer 

gleefully disregard American interests because they need help against the looming threat of Shiite 

supremacy, while in Iraq at the core of the Arab world, the Shia are allied with the U.S. What past 

imperial statesmen strove to achieve with much cunning and cynicism, the Bush administration has 
brought about accidentally. But the result is exactly the same. 

Mr. Luttwak, a senior adviser at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, i s the author of 

"Strategy: The Logic of War and Peace" (Belknap, 2002).  

 

 

 

 
 
Seeing Red: Why Communism Really Failed 

By Donald Sassoon 

From Foreign Affairs, July/August 2007 

Comrades!: A History of World Communism. Robert Service. : Harvard University Press, 2007, 592 pp.$35.00 

History has different levels, wrote the great French historian Fernand Braudel. There is, famously, the 

longue durée the slow, almost imperceptible movement of time over several centuries. Geography 

and climate play dominant roles in it, and ideas change slowly and gradually. The French Revolution 

was but a moment in the West's long tradition of violent struggles, Jean-Jacques Rousseau a mere 

comet in the galaxy of democratic theory. Braudel contrasted this historical time (he called it Level C) 

to the traditional subject of history writing (Level A), in which brute facts follow brute facts. The better 

exemplars of Level A history depict human beings galloping breathlessly along, as in a novel: in haste 

and excitement, from one event to the next, until the inevitable denouement. Even Braudel's elegant 

prose could barely conceal his disdain for the genre. 

This is the kind of history that Robert Service has produced. His survey of the history of international 

communism is readable. Its verdict -- that the system was awful and deservedly collapsed -- is not 

contentious. Comrades! will be popular. But it will soon be forgotten because it leaves the reader with 

his original hunger for explanations about causes and effects, cycles and connections. 
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World communism deserved a better account: it was made to measure for Braudel's Level B, the 

analytic recounting of great blocks of history, whether they spanned one decade or two or five. 

Braudel devoted only a few perfunctory pages to communism in Grammaire des civilisations, his high 

school textbook from the early 1960s. He regarded it as a new "civilization" (a term he used with no 

normative implications), for, like many of his contemporaries, he could not fail to be impressed by the 

momentous industrialization it brought and the possibility that it might allow the Soviet Union to catch 

up with the West. 

Historians today know better, of course, hindsight being a great clarifier. Unlike Braudel, they know 

that the great communist experiment failed. But they need to resort to a Level B approach to explain 

properly the movement's itinerary, paying due attention to the differences between various forms of 

communism and their contrasting evolutions. A Level B account of communism must begin with the 

basic facts, of course, but it must also conceptualize the processes underlining communism's 

development.  

RISE AND FALL 

The communist movement was born on November 7, 1917, when the Bolsheviks seized the Winter 

Palace, and died between November 9, 1989, when the Berlin Wall came down, and December 25, 

1991, when the Soviet Union was abolished. The Bolsheviks claimed communism as their guiding 

ideology, but the slogans that earned them support, helped them win the Russian Civil War, and 

allowed them to complete their revolution -- peace, land, bread -- were not communist. The 

Bolsheviks rose in a power vacuum they had not brought about; when the tsar abdicated in March 

1917, they were a tiny group within the large and diverse Russian socialist movement. Lenin's 

complex explanations for the Communists' positions -- including his nonpacifist justification for the 

Bolsheviks' opposition to World War I -- were irrelevant. What mattered was what they did, not why 

they did it.  

Unlike their counterparts in relatively democratic western Europe, all the main strands of the Russian 

socialist movement opposed the war. The fate of Western Socialists had become entwined with that 

of the "bourgeois state" they claimed to despise, whether imperial Germany or republican France. All 

things considered, this was a state with which they could coexist: its institutions protected them 

somewhat, and its prosperity had started to trickle down to the working classes. This became the 

basis for the momentous split between Socialists and Communists in the West: the former's goal of 
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reforming capitalism could not be reconciled with the latter's objective of modernizing the state 

without it. 

In Russia, by contrast, the socialist movement -- of which the Bolsheviks were an integral part -- owed 

nothing to the state. The Bolsheviks believed tsardom deserved no support and gave it none -- hence 

the ease with which the two-headed, hook-beaked eagle of the Romanov dynasty was "spat out," as 

the poet Vladimir Mayakovsky put it, "like the chewed stump of a cigar." Yet what the Bolsheviks soon 

built was not a "socialist society" (as they described it) -- at least not according to the meaning 

generally ascribed to the term "socialist society" by traditional Socialists everywhere else, namely, a 

society in which property would be collectively owned and the state would begin to wither away. In 

fact, the Bolsheviks' first move was to give land to the peasants (who had started taking it anyway), 

thus increasing the importance of private property in the new state. Some of their subsequent 

measures -- from massive state intervention during the civil war to the limited market reforms of the 

New Economic Policy in the 1920s to the amazingly costly industrialization of the 1930s -- owed little 

to ideology and a lot to the kind of improvised pragmatism that societies in the midst of chaos and 

revolution tend to display. 

The Russian Communists faced a problem older than themselves, a problem that had pervaded their 

country throughout much of the nineteenth century: modernization. The consciousness of Russia's 

backwardness obsessed and united the elites. But the Bolsheviks were divided over what strategy to 

adopt in order to catch up with the West. Should they follow the same path as had advanced 

countries, pay the same price, and become as they were, or was there a distinctive Russian way? In 

Anna Karenina, Leo Tolstoy's alter ego, Levin, wonders why laws of development should be 

considered to be universal since Europe's are not applicable in Russia. He muses, "Why shouldn't we 

search for them on our own?" 

The victorious Communists' answer was a hybrid between East and West: they forged their own way 

to industrialization but under the aegis of an older ideology, Marxist socialism, that had originated in 

western Europe. Marx's socialism served the Bolsheviks well, offering a messianic goal that provided 

them, and the people they dragged along, with the necessary fervor and an ultimate objective -- a 

classless society -- that could justify anything, even the most atrocious crimes. 

The Russian Communists initially assumed that their revolution could not survive in isolation, that 

they would need the success of their Western comrades, and that they, in turn, would need the 
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prestige of Russia's success to supplant their local reformist rivals. But from its inception, the 

international communist movement was torn by an irresolvable structural tension. In the East, the 

Communists were in charge of an underdeveloped society that needed to be industrialized as rapidly 

as possible, whereas in the West, where industrialization was no issue, the Communists wanted a 

revolutionary break with capitalism. 

It became clear as early as 1921 -- before most communist parties had even been formed -- that the 

revolution in the West had failed, and the Bolsheviks found themselves directing an international 

network of communist parties, the Comintern, far too weak to do much for their new state. Nowhere in 

interwar Europe did the Communists succeed in establishing a dominant position within the vaster 

socialist movement. They lost every electoral battle they fought. At best (in Germany in the 1920s and 

France in the 1930s), they were a minority force of some significance. At worst (in Italy in the 1920s 

and Germany in the 1930s), they were pulverized by right-wing authoritarian regimes. By the late 

1930s, the international communist movement was in grave danger. 

Communism was saved by World War II. Although its proponents never gained a lasting hold on 

politics in western Europe, a number of communist states emerged in eastern Europe -- thanks to 

Soviet victories, however, rather than indigenous support. There is considerable literature and a little 

folklore about how Europe was partitioned at conferences during 1945, but the truth is that the 

continent was divided on the battlefield. With a few exceptions -- Austria, Finland, Trieste, and parts 

of Berlin -- communism's reach coincided with the Red Army's advance. 

The war and postwar decolonization also led to the success of communism in Asia, notably in China 

(where Mao's armies had been ineffectual before 1941) and the northern parts of Korea and Vietnam 

(this is another point that Service fails to conceptualize). In Cuba, meanwhile, the revolutionaries 

turned communist -- an unprecedented outcome soon reinforced by the United States' anti-Castro 

campaign. Communism's later expansion into the rest of Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos was also the 

result of violent conflicts.  

As the Cold War got colder, the international communist movement appeared increasingly monolithic. 

This was partly due to its own rhetoric but also to the West's overreaction to the threat it actually 

posed. To be sure, the threat seemed real enough: the Soviet Union had become a major industrial, 

military, and scientific power at unbelievable human cost. But the communist movement also suffered 

internal contradictions because of local resistance to either communism per se or its Soviet 
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incarnation. Some states were successful in achieving autonomy from Moscow: Yugoslavia (in 1948), 

China (in 1958), Albania (in 1958), and Romania (in the 1960s). Others were not: East Germany (in 

1953), Hungary (in 1956), Poland (in 1956 and again during the 1980s), and Czechoslovakia (in 

1968). Nevertheless, by the 1980s, Hungary was well on its way to becoming a mixed economy. 

Poland held its first free elections in June 1989, five months before the fall of the Berlin Wall, resulting 

in a landslide victory for Solidarity and the designation of a noncommunist, Tadeusz Mazowiecki, as 

prime minister. China had already gone its own way, having begun a transition to capitalism in 1979, 

well before the formal end of communism. 

In the early 1980s, even Moscow was having second thoughts. The Soviet Union had become a 

military superpower capable of counterbalancing the United States, and it could boast significant 

achievements in health and education. But it had failed to achieve for its citizens the quality and 

quantity of consumption that had become the hallmark of modernity over the last quarter of the 

twentieth century. (What good is a successful space program if the telephones do not work?) And 

then, by a process that was largely triggered internally -- thanks to Mikhail Gorbachev -- the whole 

system imploded. It was as if the old guard had been right to stonewall on reform for as long as it had: 

"socialism with a human face" was an oxymoron -- or, as Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn once said of 

socialist democracy, like "boiling ice."  

POOR SERVICE 

This rich and tragic history may be well known, but one should not underestimate the difficulty of 

telling it compellingly and with the sturdy undergirding of an analytic framework. Service, a 

distinguished biographer of Lenin and Stalin, goes for the narrative but overlooks the framework. For 

a biography or a single-country survey, his choice might have been defensible. But mere narrative 

cannot capture a movement like communism, which spanned many decades and many countries. A 

serious history of it must avoid the clichéd rhetoric and crude dichotomies of the Cold War, the 

exaggerated importance attributed to personalities, and the patronizing assumption that the masses 

who embraced its ideals must either have been brainwashed or have suffered in silence. 

Communism, like capitalism, was not the same everywhere. 

Service tries hard to avoid these pitfalls, and sometimes he succeeds, but the text has no overarching 

theme, no unity. He never conceptualizes, for instance, the tension between the Communist Party of 

the Soviet Union and other Comintern parties. He claims both that these communist parties did as 
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Stalin said and that they were able to act independently. The Cominform, a Comintern-like umbrella 

organization created in 1947, "never truly imposed regular control over its member parties; its 

functionaries dished out propaganda and did little else," Service writes at one point -- and then, five 

pages later, "Stalin reduced the new communist parties to servility to the ussr."  

Service admits on occasion that he is mystified. How, he asks, were Tito and Mao able to defy Stalin? 

Was it because of their distance from Moscow? But then, he wonders, how come the communist 

parties of India and Brazil, which were even farther away, remained "dutiful executors of the ussr's 

wishes"? The explanation is obvious: only Mao and Tito were genuinely in control of their countries. 

Every global organization will witness periodic conflicts between its center and its periphery. It is the 

causes and modalities of these tensions that need explaining.  

Service, echoing classic communist hagiography, often attributes policy turns directly and exclusively 

to Stalin. Thus, by claiming that the French Communist Party helped form the Popular Front in the 

mid-1930s at Stalin's instigation, he ignores a major debate about the role that the French Communist 

leader Maurice Thorez played in the party's creation. (Some of the literature on this question is listed 

in the bibliography, but it appears not to have influenced the text much.) Likewise, Service writes that 

the Comintern envoy Palmiro Togliatti, acting on "orders" from Moscow, "instructed the Communist 

Party of Spain to devote itself to purging the Republican forces of anarchists and Trotskyists." But the 

Spanish Communists needed no such encouragement; a memorandum Togliatti sent to Moscow in 

January 1938 reveals that he was alarmed by their sectarianism. The notion that Stalin himself would 

have weighed in on how to treat the anarchists in Spain partakes of the myth that he was the Great 

Leader who knew everything and decided everything and without whom Togliatti, Tito, and Mao 

would not have known what to do. 

Service is particularly out of his depth when he deals with ideas and theories. He declares that 

Communists in western Europe "introduced no new basic ideas to Marxism itself." In fact, 

Communists in western Europe were the only ones sufficiently free to introduce any new ideas -- and 

they did, as demonstrated by the spread of the Italian theorist Antonio Gramsci's thoughts in Western 

academic circles since the 1970s. According to Service, the French philosopher Louis Althusser 

claimed that Marxism's analytic superiority was visible in Marx's early writings, not his mature ones; in 

fact, Althusser argued the exact opposite. And rather than give Herbert Marcuse any respect as a 
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prominent intellectual, Service wrongly describes him as a "veteran communist" whose "forte was as 

a philosopher."  

Service claims that in the 1970s communism "had next to no appeal" for the working class in Western 

Europe, "with Italy, France, Spain and Greece as notable exceptions." But since Finland, Iceland, and 

Portugal were exceptions, too, he should have explained his generalization. Italian far-left groups 

excoriated Togliatti not "because of his obedience to Stalin," as Service claims, but because they 

regarded him as an archrevisionist. (Many of them paraded with banners glorifying Stalin and Mao.) 

Service gives the 1980s short shrift. He surveys perestroika in little depth. He attributes Gorbachev's 

successes at reform largely to the fact that he had once "caught the eye" of then kgb Chair Yuri 

Andropov, "did not let the grass grow under his feet," was more affable than previous Soviet leaders, 

and fooled his Politburo colleagues (who did not suspect what he was up to). The matter is far more 

complex. 

The list goes on. Service sees in the way the Chinese bicycle a further sign of the dead hand of 

communism: "Visitors to Beijing were astounded how people rode through the streets at exactly the 

same speed as if obeying a central command." One need only have tried to bicycle in Beijing to 

realize that heavily congested tra/c makes it impossible to ride any other way. And sometimes he 

brings in irrelevant statistics. To denounce China's human rights record, for example, he says that 

between four million and six million Chinese are in prison camps. This is quite believable, but why rely 

on such a questionable source as the Washington-based Laogai Research Foundation? Furthermore, 

this estimate suggests that China's incarceration rate is, at worst, 375 inmates per 100,000 

inhabitants -- about half the figure for the United States. Since no one would seriously claim that 

China has a better human rights record than the United States, Service should not have used prison 

figures at all. The real issue is not how many people are in jail but why they are. 

THE THINGS THAT MATTERED  

One of the broad questions Service fails to address is how the movement managed to survive as long 

as it did. Service does briefly list some of its achievements: the narrowed gap between managers' 

and workers' wages, free universal schooling, and the beginnings of a welfare state. "Communists," 

he writes, "shared a commitment to reforms with the other left-of-centre political parties. But no one 

implemented them with the same determination." Even if true, this hardly explains how, given the 

terrible costs of that determination, the Communists managed to last.  
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Part of the answer, surely, lies in the connection between communism's expansion and armed conflict 

-- a link Service should have examined in some detail. Communists came to power in countries as 

varied as Cuba, Hungary, Mongolia, and Poland. Remarkably, in all these instances, political success 

followed military victory. The consequence of this was the profound militarization of political and 

economic life. To paraphrase Clausewitz, the Communists saw economic development as the 

continuation of war by other means. Their drive to modernize was aimed not at improving individual 

lives so much as at prolonging the fight against the West. "We are 50 to 100 years behind advanced 

countries," Stalin said in 1931. "We must cover this distance in ten years ... or they will crush us." Ten 

years later, World War II was on, and the Communists militarized further. 

Such a pace was hard to maintain for very long, however. By the 1960s, the Soviet Union remained a 

deeply repressive society (although it never again saw the appalling human losses of the Stalinist 

era), but it had reached an adequate level of economic development. The militarized aspects of 

political and economic life were toned down and replaced by a lackadaisical attitude toward work. 

With employment guaranteed, absenteeism and inefficiencies spread. There was no natural 

mechanism to force transitions from some industries to others in order to keep up with technological 

changes. There was no reason for unprofitable enterprises to close down, since targets for their 

outputs had been set by technocrats. Moreover, the Soviet Union and, to a lesser extent, the 

countries of Eastern Europe were overindustrialized. They had failed to develop a powerful service 

sector or the network of small- and medium-sized risk-taking enterprises that fueled growth in the 

West. These features were the hallmarks of the stagnation period under Leonid Brezhnev. 

Communism may have succeeded in constructing an industrial society, but it had failed to transform 

workers into consumers. It had little to offer in a postindustrial era. 

And this raises another question Service fails to address adequately: What, if anything, did 

communism achieve? Some would argue that it created the basic infrastructure of industrialization, 

providing developing countries with a ruthless but accelerated path toward modernity. That path was 

not the only possible one, nor did it always lead to the right place. The complete disaster that befell 

Cambodia is a case in point. But it would have been difficult for China to achieve its recent growth 

rates without the considerable human and social capital that it developed under communism. 

Neoliberals, of course, would dispute such a rosy view and argue that communism did not speed up 

progress toward a modern market society but rather delayed and obstructed it.  
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Such questions are precisely those that historians of communism should be able to help answer. But 

doing so would require going beyond the simple narrative history that Service has written and 

examining long-term processes, paying particular attention to the relationship between state 

institutions and the economy. One can only wait. 

 
 
 
 
 
 


