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Anarchic Structures and
Balances of Power

Two tasks remain: first, to examine the characteristics of anarchy and the
expectations about outcomes associated with anarchic realms; second, to
examine the ways in which expectations vary as the structure of an anarchic sys-
tem changes through changes in the distribution of capabilities across nations.
The second task, undertaken in Chapters 7, 8, and 9, requires comparing differ-
ent international systems. The first, which I now turn to, is best accomplished by
drawing some comparisons between behavior and outcomes in anarchic and hier-
archic realms.

I
1. VIOLENCE AT HOME AND ABROAD
The state among states, it is often said, conducts its affairs in the brooding
shadow of violence. Because some states may at any time use force, all states
must be prepared to do so-or live at the mercy of their militarily more vigorous
neighbors. Among states, the state of nature is a state of war. This is meant not in
the sense that war constantly occurs but in the sense that, with each state deciding
for itself whether or not to use force, war may at any time break out. Whether in
the family, the community, or the world at large, contact without at least
occasional conflict is inconceivable; and the hope that in the absence of an agent
to manage or to manipulate conflicting parties the use of force will always be
avoided cannot be realistically entertained. Among men as among states,
anarchy, or the absence of government, is associated with the occurrence of
violence.

The threat of violence and the recurrent use of force are said to distinguish
international from national affairs. But in the history of the world surely most
rulers have had to bear in mind that their subjects might use force to resist or
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overthrow them. If the absence of government is associated with the threat of
violence, so also is its presence. A haphazard list of national tragedies illustrates
the point all too well. The most destructive wars of the hundred years following
the defeat of Napoleon took place not among states but within them. Estimates of
deaths in China's Taiping Rebellion, which began in 1851 and lasted 13 years,
range as high as 20 million. In the American Civil War some 600 thousand people
lost their lives. In more recent history, forced collectivization and Stalin's purges
eliminated five million Russians, and Hitler exterminated six million Jews. In
some Latin American countries, coups d'etats and rebellions have been normal
features of national life. Between 1948 and 1957, for example, 200 thousand
Colombians were killed in civil strife. In the middle 19705 most inhabitants of Idi
Amin's Uganda must have felt their lives becoming nasty, brutish, and short,
quite as in Thomas Hobbes's state of nature. If such cases constitute aberrations,
they are uncomfortably common ones. We easily lose sight of the fact that
struggles to achieve and maintain power, to establish order, and to contrive a
kind of justice within states, may be bloodier than wars among them.

If anarchy is identified with chaos, destruction, and death, then the distinc-
tion between anarchy and government does not tell us much. Which is more pre-
carious: the life of a state among states, or of a government in relation to its sub-
jects? The answer varies with time and place. Among some states at some times,
the actual or expected occurrence of violence is low. Within some states at some
times, the actual or expected occurrence of violence is high. The use of force, or
the constant fear of its use, are not sufficient grounds for distinguishing inter-
national from domestic affairs. If the possible and the actual use of force mark
both national and international orders, then no durable distinction between the
two realms can be drawn in terms of the use or the nonuse of force. No human
order is proof against violence.

To discover qualitative differences between internal and external affairs one
must look for a criterion other than the occurrence of violence. The distinction
between international and national realms of politics is not found in the use or the
nonuse of force but in their different structures. But if the dangers of being
violently attacked are greater, say, in taking an evening stroll through downtown
Detroit than they are in picnicking along the French and German border, what
practical difference does the difference of structure make? Nationally as
internationally, contact generates conflict and at times issues in violence. The dif-
ference between national and international politics lies not in the use of force but
in the different modes of organization for doing something about it. A govern-
ment, ruling by some standard of legitimacy, arrogates to itself the right to use
force-that is, to apply a variety of sanctions to control the use of force by its
subjects. If some use private force, others may appeal to the government. A
government has no monopoly on the use of force, as is all too evident. An effec-


























