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Government, involving as it does a legal monopoly of the use of force, provides a
means for maintaining order; but it is also a source of dissension among conflicting
Jesse¢ groups in society, which compete for its control. If government authority, once it is cap-

of 2 tured, may be wielded so as to deny the resort to force by private individuals-er-groups,

¢vils  itis also the case that the existence of the governmental mechanism constitutes a prize

At in political conflict, which raises the stakes in such conflict to a level above that it would
Yl otherwise be. In the typical modern nation-state order is best preserved when conflict

takes the form of a competition between the contending forces for control of a single
government, rather than that of competition among governments. Yet the political com-
munity is also familiar in which the reverse is the case; in which the dangers to order

Esn o v o B . . .
arising from the coexistence of sovereign governments are less than those involved in the

attempt to hold hostile communities in the framework of a single polity. The partition of

india in 1947 had this rafionale. It is possible also to view the problem of order in the

world community in this way. Formidable though the classic dangers are of a plurality

of sovereign states, these have to be reckoned against those inherent in the attempt to

contain disparate communities within the framework of a single government. It is an en-

tirely reasonable view of world order at the present time that it is best served by living
! with the former dangers rather than by attempting to face the latter.

POWER AND
INTERDEPENDENCE

Robert O. Keohane and Joseph S. Nye

... For political realists, international politics, like all other politics, is a struggle for
power but, unlike domestic politics, a struggle dominated by organized violence. In the
words of the most influential postwar textbook, “All history shows that nations active in
international politics are continuously preparing for, actively involved in, or recovering

" from organized violence in the form of war.”! Three assumptions are integral to the re-

alist vision. First, states as coherent units are the dominant actors in world politics. This
is a double assumption: states are predominant; and they act as coherent units. Second, ‘
realists assume that force is a usable and effective instrument of policy. Other instru-*
ments may also be employed, but using or threatening force is the most effective means:
of wielding power. Third, partly because of their second assumption, realists assume a
hierarchy of issues in world politics, headed by questions of military security: the “highlx
politics” of military security dominates the “low politics” of economic and social affairs.

These realist assumptions define an ideal type of world politics. They allow us to imag-
ine a world in which politics is continually characterized by active or potential conflict among
states, with the use of force possible at any time. Each state aftempts to defend its territory
and interests from real or perceived threats. Political integration among states is slight and
lasts only as long as it serves the national interests of the most powerful states. Transnational
actors either do not exist or are politically unimportant. Only the adept exercise of force or
the threat of force permits states to survive, and only while statesmen succeed in adjusting
their interests, as in a well-functioning balance of power, is the system stable.

Each of the realist assumptions can be challenged. If we challenge them all simul-
taneously, we can imagine a world in which actors other than states participate directly
in world politics, in which a clear hierarchy of issues does not exist, and in which force
is an ineffective instrument of policy. Under these conditions—which we call the char-
acteristics of complex interdependence—one would expect world politics to be very dif-
ferent than under realist conditions. . . .

We do not argue, however, that complex interdependence faithfully reflects world
political reality. Quite the contrary: both it and the realist portrait are ideal types. Most
situations will fall somewhere between these two extremes. Sometimes, realist assump-

* tions will be accurate, or largely accurate, but frequently complex interdependence will
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provide a better portrayal of reality. Before one decides what explanatory model to ap-
ply to a situation or problem, one will need to understand-the degree to which realist or
complex interdependence assumptions correspond to the situation.

THE CHARACTERISTICS OF COMPLEX
INTERDEPENDENCE

Complex interdependence has three main characteristics:

(1) Multiple channels connect societies, including: informal ties between govern-
mental elites as well as formal foreign office arrangements; informal ties among non-
governmental elites (face-to-face and through telecommunications); and transnational
organizations (such as multinational banks or corporations). These channels can be sum-
marized as interstate, transgovernmental, and transnational relations. Interstate relations
are the normal channels assumed by realists. Transgovernmental applies when we relax
the realist assumption that states act coherently as units; fransnational applies when we
relax the assumption that states are the only units.

(2) The agenda of interstate relationships consists of multiple issues that are not
arranged in a clear or consistent hierarchy. This absence of hierarchy among issues
means, among other things, that military security does not consistently dominate the
agenda. Many issues arise from what used to be considered domestic policy, and the dis-
tinction between domestic and foreign issues becomes blurred. These issues are consid-
ered in several government departments (not just foreign offices), and at several levels.
Inadequate policy coordination on these issues involves significant costs. Different issues
generate different coalitions, both within governments and across them, and involve dif-
ferent degrees of conflict. Politics does not stop at the waters’ edge.

(3) Military force is not used by governments toward other governments within the
region, or on the issues, when complex interdependence prevails. It may, however, be im-
portant in these governments’ relations with governments outside that region, or on other
issues. Military force could, for instance, be irrelevant to resolving disagreements on
economic issues among members of an alliance, yet at the same time be very important
for that alliance’s political and military relations with a rival bloc. For the former rela-
tionships this condition of complex interdependence would be met; for the latter, it
would not. . .. :

Minor Role of Military Force

Political scientists have traditionally emphasized the role of military force in interna-
tional politics. . . . Force dominates other means of power: if there are no constraints on
one’s choice of instruments (a hypothetical situation that has only been approximated in
the two world wars), the state with superior military force will prevail. If the security
dilemma for all states were extremely acute, military force, supported by economic and
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other resources, would clearly be the dominant source of power. Survival is the primary
goal of all states, and in the worst situations, force is ultimately necessary to guarantee
survival. Thus military force is always a central component of national power.

Yet particularly among industrialized, pluralist countries, the perceived margin of
safety has widened: fears of attack in general have declined, and fears of attack by one
another are virtually nonexistent. France has abandoned the tous azimuts (defense in all
directions) strategy that President de Gaulle advocated (it was not taken entirely seri-
ously even at the time). Canada’s last war plans for fighting the United States were aban-
doned half a century ago. Britain and Germany no longer feel threatened by each other.
Intense relationships of mutual influence exist between these countries, but in most of
them force is irrelevant or unimportant as an instrument of policy.

Moreover, force is often not an appropriate way of achieving other goals (such
as economic and ecological welfare) that are becoming more important. It is not im-
possible to imagine dramatic conflict or revolutionary change in which the use or
threat of military force over an economic issue or among advanced industrial coun-
tries might become plausible. Then realist assumptions would again be a reliable
guide to events. But in most situations, the effects of military force are both costly
and uncertain.”

Even when the direct use of force is barred among a group of countries, however,
military power can still be used politically. Each superpower continues to use the threat
of force to deter attacks by other superpowers on itself or its allies; its deterrence ability
thus serves an indirect, protective role, which it can use in bargaining on other issues
with its allies. This bargaining tool is particularly important for the United States, whose
allies are concerned about potential Soviet threats and which has fewer other means of
influence over its allies than does the Soviet Union over its Eastern European partners.
The United States has, accordingly, taken advantage of the Europeans’ (particularly the
Germans’) desire for its protection and linked the issue of troop levels in Europe to trade
and monetary negotiations. Thus, although the first-order effect of deterrent force is es-
sentially negative—to deny effective offensive power to a superpower opponent—a state
can use that force positively—to gain political influence.

Thus, even for countries whose relations approximate complex interdependence,
two serious qualifications remain: (1) drastic social and political change could cause
force again to become an important direct instrument of policy; and (2) even when elites’
interests are complementary, a country that uses military force to protect another may
have significant political influence over the other country.

In North-South relations, or relations among Third World countries, as well as in
East-West relations, force is often important. Military power helps the Soviet Union to
dominate Eastern Europe economically as well as politically. The threat of open or
covert American military intervention has helped to limit revolutionary changes in the
Caribbean, especially in Guatemala in 1954 and in the Dominican Republic in 1965.

2For a valuable discussion, see Klaus Knorr, The Power of Nations: The Political Economy of Interna-
tional Relations (New York: Basic Books, 1975).
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Secretary of State Kissinger, in January 1975, issued a veiled warning to members of
the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) that the United States
might use force against them “where there is some actual strangulation of the industri-
alized world.”3

Even in these rather conflictual situations, however, the recourse to force seems less
likely now than at most times during the century before 1945. The destructiveness of nu-
clear weapons makes any attack against a nuclear power dangerous. Nuclear weapons
are mostly used as a deterrent. Threats of nuclear action against much weaker countries
may occasionally be efficacious, but they are equally or more likely to solidify relations
between one’s adversaries. The limited usefulness of conventional force to control so-
cially mobilized populations has been shown by the United States failure in Vietnam as
well as by the rapid decline of colonialism in Africa. Furthermore, employing force on
one issue against an independent state with which one has a variety of relationships is
likely to rupture mutually profitable relations on other issues. In other words, the use of
force often has costly effects on non-security goals. And finally, in Western democracies,
popular opposition to prolonged military conflicts is very high.*

It is clear that these constraints bear unequally on various countries, or on the same
countries in different situations. Risks of nuclear escalation affect everyone, but domes-
tic opinion is far less constraining for communist states, or for authoritarian regional
powers, than for the United States, Europe, or Japan. Even authoritarian countries may
be reluctant to use force to obtain economic objectives when such use might be ineffec-
tive and disrupt other relationships. Both the difficulty of controlling socially mobilized
populations with foreign troops and the changing technology of weaponry may actually
enhance the ability of certain countries, or nonstate groups, to use terrorism as a politi-
cal weapon without effective fear of reprisal.

The fact that the changing role of force has uneven effects does not make the change
less important, but it does make matters more complex. This complexity is compounded
by differences in the usability of force among issue areas. When an issue arouses little in-
terest or passion, force may be unthinkable. In such instances, complex interdependence
may be a valuable concept for analyzing the political process. But if that issue becomes
a matter of life and death—as some people thought oil might become—the use or threat
of force could become decisive again. Realist assumptions would then be more relevant.

It is thus important to determine the applicability of realism or of complex interde-
pendence to each situation. Without this determination further analysis is likely to be
confused. Our purpose in developing an alternative to the realist description of world
politics is to encourage a differentiated approach that distinguishes among dimensions
and areas of world politics—not (as some modernist observers do) to replace one over-
simplification with another.

3Business Week, January 13, 1975.

4Stanley Hoffmann, “The Acceptability of Military Force,” and Laurence Martin, “The Utility of Mili-
tary Force,” in Force in Modern Societies: Its Place in International Politics (Adelphi Paper, Interna-
tional Institute for Strategic Studies, 1973). See also Knorr, The Power of Nations.
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The Political Processes
of Complex Interdependence

Three main characteristics of complex interdependence give rise to distinctive political
processes, which translate power resources into power as control of outcomes. As we ar-
gued earlier, something is usually lost or added in the translation. Under conditions of
complex interdependence the translation will be different than under realist conditions,
and our predictions about outcomes will need to be adjusted accordingly.

In the realist world, military security will be the dominant goal of states. It will even
affect issues that are not directly involved with military power or territorial defense.
Nonmilitary problems will not only be subordinated to military ones; they will be stud-
ied for their politico-military implications. Balance of payments issues, for instance, will
be considered at least as much in the light of their implications for world power gener-
ally as for their purely financial ramifications. McGeorge Bundy conformed to realist ex-
pectations when he argued in 1964 that devaluation of the dollar should be seriously
considered if necessary to fight the war in Vietnam.5 To some extent, so did former Trea-
sury Secretary Henry Fowler when he contended in 1971 that the United States needed
a trade surplus of $4 billion to $6 billion in order to lead in Western defense.6

In a world of complex interdependence, however, one expects some officials, par-
ticularly at lower levels, to emphasize the variety of state goals that must be pursued. In
the absence of a clear hierarchy of issues, goals will vary by issue, and may not be closely
related. Each bureaucracy will pursue its own concerns; and although several agencies
may reach compromises on issues that affect them all, they will find that a consistent pat-
tern of policy is difficult to maintain. Moreover, transnational actors will introduce dif-
ferent goals into various groups of issues.

Linkage Strategies

Goals will therefore vary by issue area under complex interdependence, but so will
the distribution of power and the typical political processes. Traditional analysis
focuses on the international system, and leads us to anticipate similar political
processes on a variety of issues. Militarily and economically strong states will dom-
inate a variety of organizations and a variety of issues, by linking their own policies
on some issues to other states’ policies on other issues. By using their overall domi-
nance to prevail on their weak issues, the strongest states will, in the traditional
model, ensure a congruence between the overall structure of military and economic
power and the pattern of outcomes on any one issue area. Thus world politics can be
treated as a seamless web.

Under complex interdependence, such congruence is less likely to occur. As military
force is devalued, militarily strong states will find it more difficult to use their overall

SHenry Brandon, The Retreat of American Power (New York: Doubleday, 1974), p. 218.
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dominance to control outcomes on issues in which they are weak. And since the distribution
of power resources in trade, shipping, or oil, for example, may be quite different, patterns of
outcomes and distinctive political processes are likely to vary from one set of issues to an-
other. If force were readily applicable, and military security were the highest foreign policy
goal, these variations in the issue structures of power would not matter very much. The link-
ages drawn from them to military issues would ensure consistent dominance by the overall
strongest states. But when military force is largely immobilized, strong states will find that
linkage is less effective. They may still attempt such links, but in the absence of a hierarchy
of issues, their success will be problematic.

Dominant states may try to secure much the same result by using overall economic
power to affect results on other issues. If only economic objectives are at stake, they may
succeed: money, after all, is fungible. But economic objectives have political implications,
and economic linkage by the strong is limited by domestic, transnational, and transgov-
ernmental actors who resist having their interests traded off. Furthermore, the interna-
tional actors may be different on different issues, and the international organizations in
which negotiations take place are often quite separate. Thus it is difficult, for example, to
imagine a militarily or economically strong state linking concessions on monetary policy
to reciprocal concessions in oceans policy. On the other hand, poor weak states are not
similarly inhibited from linking unrelated issues, partly because their domestic interests
are less complex. Linkage of unrelated issues is often a means of extracting concessions
or side payments from rich and powerful states. And unlike powerful states whose instru-
ment for linkage (military force) is often too costly to use, the linkage instrument used by
poor, weak states—international organization—is available and inexpensive.

Thus as the utility of force declines, and as issues become more equal in importance,
the distribution of power within each issue will become more important. If linkages be-
come less effective on the whole, outcomes of political bargaining will increasingly vary
by issue area. ‘

The differentiation among issue areas in complex interdependence means that link-
ages among issues will become more problematic and will tend to reduce rather than
reinforce international hierarchy. Linkage strategies, and defense against them, will pose
critical strategic choices for states. Should issues be considered separately or as a pack-
age? If linkages are to be drawn, which issues should be linked, and on which of the
linked issues should concessions be made? How far can one push a linkage before it
becomes counterproductive? For instance, should one seek formal agreements or infor-
mal, but less politically sensitive, understandings? The fact that world politics under
complex interdependence is not a seamless web leads us to expect that efforts to stitch
seams together advantageously, as reflected in linkage strategies, will, very often, deter-
mine the shape of the fabric.

The negligible role of force leads us to €xpect states to rely more on other instru-
ments in order to wield power. For the reasons we have already discussed, less vulner-
able states will try to use asymmetrical interdependence in particular groups of issues
as a source of power; they will also try to use international organizations and transna-
tional actors and flows. States will approach economic interdependence in terms of
power as well as its effects on citizens’ welfare, although welfare considerations will

_r-—
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limit their attempts to maximize power. Most economic and ecological interdepen-
dence involves the possibility of joint gains, or joint losses. Mutual awareness of
potential gains and losses and the danger of worsening each actor’s position through
overly rigorous struggles over the distribution of the gains can limit the use of asym-
metrical interdependence.

Agenda Setting

Our second assumption of complex interdependence, the lack of clear hierarchy among
multiple issues, leads us to expect that the politics of agenda formation and control will
become more important. Traditional analyses lead statesmen to focus on politico-military
issues and to pay little attention to the broader politics of agenda formation. Statesmen
assume that the agenda wil] be set by shifts in the balance of power, actual or anticipated,
and by perceived threats to the security of states. Other issues will only be very important
when they seem to affect security and military power. In these cases, agendas will be in-
fluenced strongly by considerations of the overall balance of power.

Yet, today, some nonmilitary issues are emphasized in interstate relations at one
time, whereas others of seemingly equal importance are neglected or quietly handled at
atechnical level. International monetary politics, problems of commodity terms of trade,
oil, food, and multinational corporations have all been important during the last decade;
but not all have been high on interstate agendas throughout that period.

Traditional analysts of international politics have paid little attention to agenda for-
mation: to how issues come to receive sustained attention by high officials. The tradi-
tional orientation toward military and security affairs implies that the crucial problems
of foreign policy are imposed on states by the actions or threats of other states. These are
high politics as opposed to the low politics of economic affairs. Yet, as the complexity
of actors and issues in world politics increases, the utility of force declines and the line
between domestic policy and foreign policy becomes blurred: as the conditions of com-
plex interdependence are more closely approximated, the politics of agenda formation
becomes more subtle and differentiated.




