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The conditions that have made for decades of peace in the
West are fast disappearing, as Europe prepares to return to the multi-
polar system that, between 1648 and 1945, bred one destructive conflict after another

WHY WE WILL SOON MI1SS
THE COLD WAR

BY JOHN J. MEARSHEIMER

EACE: TT°S WONDERFUL. 1 LIKE IT AS MUCH AS

the next man, and have no wish to be willfully

gloomy at a moment when optimism about the

future shape of the world abounds. Neverthe-

less, my thesis in this essay is that we are like-
ly soon to regret the passing of the Cold War.

To be sure, no one will miss such by-products of the
Cold War as the Korean and Vietnam conflicts. No one
will want to replay the
U-2 affair, the Cuban
missile crisis, or the
building of the Berlin
Wall. And no one will
want to revisit the do-
mestic Cold War, with
its purges and lovalty
oaths, its xenophobia
and stifling of dissent.
We will not wake up
one day to discover
fresh wisdom in the col-
lected fulminations of
John Foster Dulles.

We may, however,
wake up one day la-
menting the loss of the
order that the Cold War
gave to the anarchy of
international relations.
For untamed anarchy is
what Europe knew in
the forty-five years of
this century before the
Cold War, and untamed
anarchv—Hobbes’s war
of all against all—is a
prime cause of armed
conflict. Those who
think that armed con-
flicts among the Euro-
pean states are now out
of the question, that the
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two world wars burned all the war out of Europe, are pro-
jecting unwarranted optimism onto the future. The the-
ories of peace that implicitly undergird this optimism are
notably shallow constructs. They stand up to neither
logical nor historical analysis. You would not want to bet
the farm on their prophetic accuracy.

The world is about to conduct a vast test of the theo-
ries of war and peace put forward by social scientists, who
never dreamed that
their ideas would be
tested by the world-his-
toric events announced
almost daily in news-
paper headlines. This
social scientist is willing
to put his theoretical
cards on the table as he
ventures predictions
about the future of Eu-
rope. In the process, I
hope to put alternative
theories of war and
peace under as much in-
tellectual pressure as 1
can muster. My argu-
ment is that the pros-
pect of major crises,
even wars, in Europe is
likely to increase dra-
matically now that the
Cold War 1s receding
into history. The next
forty-five years in Eu-
rope are not likely to be
so violent as the forty-
five years before the
Cold War, but they are
likely to be substantial-
ly more violent than the
past forty-five vears,
the era that we mav
somedav look back
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upon not as the Cold War but as the Long Peace, in John
Lewis Gaddis’s phrase.

This pessimistic conclusion rests on the general argu-
ment that the distribution and character of military power
among states are the root causes of war and peace. Spe-
cifically, the peace in Europe since 1945—precarious at
first, but increasingly robust over time—has flowed from
three factors: the bipolar distribution of military power
on the Continent; the rough military equality between
the polar powers, the United States and the Soviet
Union; and the ritualistically deplored fact that each
of these superpowers is armed with a large nuclear
arsenal.

We don’t vet know the entire shape of the new Eu-
rope. But we do know some things. We know, for exam-
ple, that the new Europe will involve a return to the mul-
tipolar distribution of power that characterized the
European state system from its founding, with the Peace
of Westphalia, in 1648, until 1945. We know that this
multipolar European state system was plagued by war
from first to last. We know that from 1900 to 1945 some
50 million Europeans were killed in wars that were
caused in great part by the instability of this state system.
We also know that since 1945 only some 15,000 Europe-
ans have been killed in wars: roughly 10,000 Hungarians
and Russians, in what we might call the Russo-Hungar-
ian War of October and November, 1956, and somewhere
between 1,500 and 5,000 Greeks and Turks, in the July
and August, 1974, war on Cyprus.

The point is clear: Europe is reverting to a state sys-
tem that created powerful incentives for aggression in the
past. If you believe (as the Realist school of international-
relations theory, to which I belong, believes) that the
prospects for international peace are not markedly influ-
enced by the domestic political character of states—that
it is the character of the state system, not the character of
the individual units composing it, that drives states to-
ward war—then it is difficult to share in the widespread
elation of the moment about the future of Europe. Last
year was repeatedly compared to 1789, the year the
French Revolution began, as the Year of Freedom, and so
it was. Forgotten in the general exaltation was that the
hope-filled events of 1789 signaled the start of an era of
war and conquest.
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WITHOUT A COMMON SOVIET THREAT
OR AN AMERICAN NIGHT WATCHMAN,
WESTERN EUROPEAN STATES WILL DO
WHAT THEY DID FOR CENTURIES—LOOK
UPON ONE ANOTHER WITH SUSPICION.

A “Hard” Theory of Peace

HAT CAUSED THE ERA OF VIOLENCE IN EU-
rope before 1945, and why has the postwar
era, the period of the Cold War, been so
much more peaceful? The two world wars be-

fore 1945 had myriad particular and unrepeatable causes,
but to the student of international relations seeking to es-
tablish generalizations about the behavior of states in the
past which might illuminate their behavior in the future,
two fundamental causes stand out. These are the multi-
polar distribution of power in Europe, and the imbal-
ances of strength that often developed among the great
powers as they jostled for supremacy or advantage.

There is something elementary about the geometry of
power in international relations, and so its importance is
easy to overlook. “Bipolarity” and “multipolarity” are
ungainly but necessary coinages. The Cold War, with two
superpowers serving to anchor rival alliances of clearly in-
ferior powers, is our model of bipolarity. Europe in 1914,
with France, Germany, Great Britain, Austria-Hungary,
and Russia positioned as great powers, is our model of
multipolarity.

If the example of 1914 is convincing enough evidence
that multipolar systems are the more dangerous geometry
of power, then perhaps I should rest my case. Alas for
theoretical elegance, there are no empirical studies pro-
viding conclusive support for this proposition. From its
beginnings until 1945 the European state system was
multipolar, so this history is barren of comparisons that
would reveal the differing effects of the two systems.
Earlier history, to be sure, does furnish scattered exam-
ples of bipolar systems, including some—Athens and
Sparta, Rome and Carthage—that were warlike. But this
history is inconclusive, because it is incomplete. Lacking
a comprehensive survey of history, we can’t do much
more than offer examples—now on this, now on that side
of the debate. As a result, the case made here rests chief-
ly on deduction.

Deductively, a bipolar system is more peaceful for the
simple reason that under it only two major powers are in
contention. Moreover, those great powers generally de-
mand allegiance from minor powers in the system, which
is likely to produce rigid alliance structures. The smaller
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states are then secure from each other as well as from at-
tack by the rival great power. Consequently (to make a
Dick-and-Jane point with a well-worn social-science
term), a bipolar system has only one dyad across which
war might break out. A multipolar system is much more
fluid and has many such dyads. Therefore, other things
being equal, war is statistically more likely in a multipolar
system than it is in a bipolar one. Admittedly, wars in a
multipolar world that involve only minor powers or only
one major power are not likely to be as devastating as a
conflict between two major powers. But small wars al-
ways have the potential to widen into big wars.

Also, deterrence is difficult to maintain in a multipolar
state system, because power imbalances are common-
place, and when power asymmetries develop, the strong
become hard to deter. Two great powers can join together
to attack a third state, as Germany and the Soviet Union
did in 1939, when they ganged up on Poland. Further-
more, a major power might simply bully a weaker power
in a one-on-one encounter, using its superior strength to
coerce or defeat the minor state. Germany’s actions
against Czechoslovakia in the late 1930s provide a good
example of this sort of behavior. Ganging up and bullying
are largely unknown in a bipolar system, since with only
two great powers dominating center stage, it is im-
possible to produce the power asymmetries that result in
ganging up and bullying.

There is a second reason that deterrence is more prob-
lematic under multipolarity. The resolve of opposing
states and also the size and strength of opposing coali-
tions are hard to calculate in this geometry of power, be-
cause the shape of the international order tends to remain
in flux, owing to the tendency of coalitions to gain and
lose partners. This can lead aggressors to conclude falsely
that they can coerce others by bluffing war, or even
achieve outright victory on the battlefield. For example,
Germany was not certain before 1914 that Britain would
oppose it if it reached for Continental hegemony, and
Germany completely failed to foresee that the United
States would eventually move to contain it. In 1939 Ger-
many hoped that France and Britain would stand aside
as it conquered Poland, and again failed to foresee the
eventual American entry into the war. As a result, Ger-
many exaggerated its prospects for success, which
undermined deterrence by encouraging German
adventurism.

HE PROSPECTS FOR PEACE, HOWEVER, ARE NOT
simply a function of the number of great powers
in the system. They are also affected by the rela-

tive military strength of those major states. Bipolar and

multipolar systems both are likely to be more peaceful
when power is distributed equally in them. Power in-
equalities invite war, because they increase an aggressor’s
prospects for victory on the battlefield. Most of the gen-
eral wars that have tormented Europe over the past five
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centuries have involved one particularly powerful state
against the other major powers in the system. This pat-
tern characterized the wars that grew from the attempts
at hegemony by Charles V, Philip II, Louis XIV, Revolu-
tionary and Napoleonic France, Wilhelmine Germany,
and Nazi Germany. Hence the size of the gap in military
power between the two leading states in the system is a
key determinant of stability. Small gaps foster peace;
larger gaps promote war.

Nuclear weapons seem to be in almost everybody’s
bad book, but the fact is that they are a powerful force for
peace. Deterrence is most likely to hold when the costs
and risks of going to war are unambiguously stark. The
more horrible the prospect of war, the less likely war is.
Deterrence is also more robust when conquest is more
difficult. Potential aggressor states are given pause by the
patent futility of attempts at expansion.

Nuclear weapons favor peace on both counts. They
are weapons of mass destruction, and would produce hor-
rendous devastation if used in any numbers. Moreover,
they are more useful for self-defense than for aggression.
If both sides’ nuclear arsenals are secure from attack, cre-
ating an arrangement of mutual assured destruction, nei-
ther side can employ these weapons to gain a meaning-
ful military advantage. International conflicts then
become tests of pure will. Who would dare to use these
weapons of unimaginable destructive power? Defend-
ers have the advantage here, because defenders usually
value their freedom more than aggressors value new
conquests.

Nuclear weapons further bolster peace by moving
power relations among states toward equality. States that
possess nuclear deterrents can stand up to one another,
even if their nuclear arsenals vary greatly in size, as long
as both sides have an assured destruction capability. In
addition, mutual assured destruction helps alleviate the
vexed problem of miscalculation by leaving little doubt
about the relative power of states.

O DISCUSSION OF THE CAUSES OF PEACE IN THE

twentieth century would be complete without a

word on nationalism. With “nationalism” as a
synonym for “love of country” I have no quarrel. But hy-
pernationalism, the belief that other nations or nation-
states are both inferior and threatening, is perhaps the
single greatest domestic threat to peace, although it is
still not a leading force in world politics. Hypernational-
ism arose in the past among European states because
most of them were nation-states—states composed main-
ly of people from a single ethnic group—that existed in
an anarchic world, under constant threat from other
states. In such a system people who love their own nation
can easily come to be contemptuous of the nationalities
inhabiting opposing states. The problem is worsened
when domestic elites demonize a rival nation to drum up
support for national-security policy.
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Hypernationalism finds its most fertile soil under mili-
tary systems relying on mass armies. These require sacri-
fices to sustain, and the state is tempted to appeal to na-
tionalist sentiments to mobilize its citizens to make
them. The quickening of hypernationalism is least likely
when states can rely on small professional armies, or on
complex high-technology military organizations that op-
erate without vast manpower. For this reason, nuclear
weapons work to dampen nationalism, because they shift
the basis of military power away from mass armies and to-
ward smaller, high-technology organizations.

Hypernationalism declined sharply in Europe after
1945, not only because of the nuclear revolution but also
because the postwar occupation forces kept it down.
Moreover, the European states, no longer providing their
own security, lacked an incentive to whip up nationalism
to bolster public support for national defense. But the
decisive change came in the shift of the prime locus of
European politics to the United States and the Soviet
Union—two states made up of peoples of many different
ethnic origins which had not exhibited nationalism of the
virulent type found in Europe. This welcome absence of
hypernationalism has been further helped by the greater
stability of the postwar order. With less expectation of
war, neither superpower felt compelled to mobilize its
citizens for war.

Bipolarity, an equal balance of military power, and nu-
clear weapons—these, then, are the key elements of my
explanation for the Long Peace.

Many thoughtful people have found the bipolar sys-
tem in Europe odious and have sought to end it by dis-
mantling the Soviet empire in Eastern Europe and di-
minishing Soviet military power. Many have also lament-
ed the military equality obtaining between the
superpowers; some have decried the indecisive stalemate
it produced, recommending instead a search for military
superiority; others have lamented the investment of hun-
dreds of billions of dollars to deter a war that never hap-
pened, proving not that the investment, though expen-
sive, paid off, but rather that it was wasted. As for nuclear
weapons, well, they are a certifiable Bad Thing. The
odium attached to these props of the postwar order has
kept many in the West from recognizing a hard truth:
they have kept the peace. '

But so much for the past. What will keep the peace in
the future? Specifically, what new order is likely to
emerge if NATO and the Warsaw Pact dissolve, which
they will do if the Cold War is really over, and the Soviets
withdraw from Eastern Europe and the Americans quit
Western Europe, taking their nuclear weapons with
them—and should we welcome or fear ic?

One dimension of the new European order is certain:
it will be multipolar. Germany, France, Britain, and per-
haps Italy will assume major-power status. The Soviet
Union will decline from superpower status, not only be-
cause its military is sure to shrink in size but also because

40

moving forces out of Eastern Europe will make it more
difficult for the Soviets to project power onto the Conti-
nent. They will, of course, remain a major European
power. The resulting four- or five-power system will suf-
fer the problems endemic to multipolar systems—and
will therefore be prone to instability. The other two di-
mensions—the distribution of power among the major
states and the distribution of nuclear weapons—are less
certain. Indeed, who gets nuclear weapons is likely to be
the most problematic question facing the new Europe.
Three scenarios of the nuclear future in Europe are
possible.

The “Europe Without Nuclear
Weapons” Scenario

ANY EUROPEANS (AND SOME AMERICANS) SEEK

to eliminate nuclear weapons from Europe

altogether. Fashioning this nuclear-free Eu-

rope would require that Britain, France, and
the Soviet Union rid themselves of these talismans of
their sovereignty—an improbable eventuality, to say the
least. Those who wish for it nevertheless believe that it
would be the most peaceful arrangement possible. In fact
a nuclear-free Europe has the distinction of being the
most dangerous among the envisionable post—Cold War
orders. The pacifying effects of nuclear weapons—the
caution they generate, the security they provide, the
rough equality they impose, and the clarity of the relative
power they create—would be lost. Peace would then de-
pend on the other dimensions of the new order—the
number of poles and the distribution of power among
them. The geometry of power in Europe would look
much as it did between the world wars—a design for ten-
sion, crisis, and possibly even war.

The Soviet Union and a unified Germany would likely
be the most powerful states in a nuclear-free Europe. A
band of small independent states in Eastern Europe
would lie between them. These minor Eastern European
powers would be likely to fear the Soviets as much as the
Germans, and thus would probably not be disposed to co-
operate with the Soviets to deter possible German ag-
gression. In fact, this very problem arose in the 1930s,
and the past forty-five years of Soviet occupation have
surely done little to mitigate Eastern European fears of a
Soviet military presence. Thus scenarios in which Ger-
many uses force against Poland, Czechoslovakia, or even
Austria enter the realm of the possible in a nuclear-free
Europe.

Then, too, the Soviet withdrawal from Eastern Europe
hardly guarantees a permanent exit. Indeed, the Russian
presence in Eastern Europe has surged and ebbed re-
peatedly over the past few centuries. In a grave warning,
a member of President Mikhail Gorbachev’s negotiating
team at the recent Washington summit said, “You have
the same explosive mixture you had in Germany in the
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1930s. The humiliation of a great power. Economic trou-
bles. The rise of nationalism. You should not underesti-
mate the danger.”

Conflicts between Eastern European states might also
threaten the stability of the new European order. Serious
tensions alreadv exist between Hungary and Romania
over Romania’s treatment of the Hungarian minority in
Transvlvania, a formerly Hungarian region that still con-
tains roughly two million ethnic Hungarians. Absent the
Soviet occupation of Eastern Europe, Romania and Hun-
gary might have gone to war over this issue by now, and it
might bring them to war in the future. This is not the
only potential danger spot in Eastern Europe as the Sovi-
et empire crumbles. The Polish-German border could be
a source of trouble. Poland and Czechoslovakia have a
border dispute. If the Soviets allow some of their repub-
lics to achieve independence, the Poles and the Romani-
ans may lay claim to territorv now in Soviet hands which
once belonged to them. Looking farther south, civil war
in Yugoslavia is a distinct possibility. Yugoslavia and Alba-
nia might come to blows over Kosovo, a region of Yugo-
slavia harboring a nationalistic Albanian majority. Bulgar-
ia has its own quarrel with Yugoslavia over Macedonia,
while Turkey resents Bulgaria’s treatment of its Turkish
minority. The danger that these bitter ethnic and border
disputes will erupt into war in a supposedly Edenic nu-
clear-free Europe is enough to make one nostalgic for the
Cold War.

Warfare in Eastern Europe would cause great suffering
to Eastern Europeans. It also might widen to include the
major powers, especially if disorder created fluid politics
that offered opportunities for expanded influence, or
threatened defeat for states friendly to one or another of
the major powers. During the Cold War both superpow-
ers were drawn into Third World conflicts across the
globe, often in distant areas of little strategic importance.
Eastern Europe is directly adjacent to both the Soviet
Union and Germany, and it has considerable economic
and strategic importance. Thus trouble in Eastern Eu-
rope would offer even greater temptations to these pow-
ers than past conflicts in the Third World offered to the
superpowers. Furthermore, Eastern European states
would have a strong incentive to drag the major powers
into their local conflicts, because the results of such con-
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THERE IS NO SYSTEMATIC EVIDENCE
DEMONSTRATING THAT EUROPEANS BE-
LIEVE WAR IS OBSOLETE. THE ROMANIANS
AND THE HUNGARIANS DON'T SEEM TO
HAVE GOTTEN THE MESSAGE.

flicts would be largely determined by the relative success
of each party in finding external allies.

It is difficult to predict the precise balance of conven-
tional military power that will emerge in post—Cold War
Europe. The Soviet Union might recover its strength
soon after withdrawing from Eastern Europe. In that
case Soviet power would outmatch German power. But
centrifugal national forces might pull the Soviet Union
apart, leaving no remnant state that is the equal of a uni-
fied Germany. Finally, and probably most likely, Ger-
many and the Soviet Union might emerge as powers of
roughly equal strength. The first two geometries of pow-
er, with their marked military inequality between the two
leading countries, would be especially worrisome, al-
though there would be cause for concern even if Soviet
and German power were balanced.

A non-nuclear Europe, to round out this catalogue of
dangers, would likely be especially disturbed by
hypernationalism, since security in such an order would
rest on mass armies, which, as we have seen, often can-
not be maintained without a mobilized public. The prob-
lem would probably be most acute in Eastern Europe,
with its uncertain borders and irredentist minority
groups. But there is also potential for trouble in Ger-
many. The Germans have generally done an admirable
job of combating hypernationalism over the past forty-
five years, and of confronting the dark side of their past.
Nevertheless, a portent like the recent call of some
prominent Germans for a return to greater nationalism in
historical education is disquieting.

For all these reasons, it is perhaps just as well that a nu-
clear-free Europe, much as it may be longed for by so
many Europeans, does not appear to be in the cards.

The “Current Ownership” Scenario

NDER THIS SCENARIO BRITAIN, FRANCE, AND

the Soviet Union retain their nuclear weapons,

but no new nuclear powers emerge in Europe.

This vision of a nuclear-free zone in Central

Europe, with nuclear weapons remaining on the flanks of

the Continent, is also popular in Europe, but it, too, has
doubtful prospects.

Germany will prevent it over the long run. The Ger-
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mans are not likely to be willing to rely on the Poles or
the Czechs to provide their forward defense against a
possible direct Soviet conventional attack on their home-
land. Nor are the Germans likely to trust the Soviet
Union to refrain for all time from nuclear blackmail
against a non-nuclear Germany. Hence they will eventu-
ally look to nuclear weapons as the surest means of secu-
rity, just as NATO has done. ‘

The small states of Eastern Europe will also have
strong incentives to acquire nuclear weapons. Without
them they would be open to nuclear blackmail by the So-
viet Union, or by Germany if proliferation stopped there.
Even if those major powers did not have nuclear arsenals,
no Eastern European state could match German or Sovi-
et conventional strength.

Clearly, then, a scenario in which current ownership
continues, without proliferation, seems very unlikely.

L 4 *

ROBERT WILSON

Though he is dead now and his miracle

will do us no good, I must remind myself

of the ragged sacredness he gave, plainly,

and without guile, to all of us on the crumbling
flood-gutted bank of the Verde River

as we watched him, the fat boy,

the last one to cross, ford the violent shallows.

And how we provided him the occasion for his grace,
tying his black tennis shoes to a bamboo fishing pole
and dangling them, like a simple bait,

out of reach, jerking them higher each time he rose
from his terrified crouch in the middle

of the shin-high rapids churning beneath him,

like an anger he never expressed.

"And yet what moved us was not his earnestness

in trying to retrieve his shoes, nor his willingness
to be the butt of our jokes. What moved us,

what can only be called profound and sacred,

was how the sun struck the gold attendance star
pinned on the pocket flap of his uniform

and blinded us as he fell head first

into the water and split his face,

a gash he quickly hid with his hands,

though blood leaked through his fingers as he stood
straight in the river and walked deftly toward us
out of the water to his shoes

that lay abandoned at our feet.

—Michael Collier
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The “Nuclear Proliferation” Scenario

HE MOST PROBABLE SCENARIO IN THE WAKE OF

the Cold War is further nuclear proliferation in

Europe. This outcome is laden with dangers,

but it also might just provide the best hope for
maintaining stability on the Continent. Everything de-
pends on how proliferation is managed. Mismanaged
proliferation could produce disaster; well-managed pro-
liferation could produce an order nearly as stable as that
of the Long Peace.

The dangers that could arise from mismanaged prolif-
eration are both profound and numerous. There is the
danger that the proliferation process itself could give one
of the existing nuclear powers a strong incentive to stop a
non-nuclear neighbor from joining the club, much as Is-
rael used force to stop Iraq from acquiring a nuclear capa-
bility. There is the danger that an unstable nuclear com-
petition would emerge among the new nuclear states.
They might lack the resources to make their nuclear
forces invulnerable, which could create first-strike fears
and incentives—a recipe for disaster in a crisis. Finally,
there is the danger that by increasing the number of fin-
gers on the nuclear trigger, proliferation would increase
the risk that nuclear weapons would be fired by accident
or captured by terrorists or used by madmen.

These and other dangers of proliferation can be les-
sened if the current nuclear powers take the right steps.
To forestall preventive attacks, they can extend security
guarantees. To help the new nuclear powers secure their
deterrents, they can provide technical assistance. And
they can help to socialize nascent nuclear societies to un-
derstand the lethal character of the forces they are ac-
quiring. This kind of well-managed proliferation could
help bolster peace.

Proliferation should ideally stop with Germany. It has a
large economic base, and so could afford to sustain a se-
cure nuclear force. Moreover, Germany would no doubt
feel insecure without nuclear weapons, and if it felt inse-
cure its impressive conventional strength would give it a
significant capacity to disturb the tranquillity of Europe.
But if the broader spread of nuclear weapons proves im-
possible to prevent without taking extreme steps, the
current nuclear powers should let proliferation occur in
Eastern Europe while doing all they can to channel it in
safe directions.

However, I am pessimistic that proliferation can be
well managed. The members of the nuclear club are like-
ly to resist proliferation, but they cannot easily manage
this tricky process while at the same time resisting it—
and they will have several motives to resist. The estab-
lished nuclear powers will be exceedingly chary of help-
ing the new nuclear powers build secure deterrents, sim-
ply because it goes against the grain of state behavior to
share military secrets with other states. After all, knowl-
edge of sensitive military technology could be turned
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