
Since the collapse of
the Soviet Union more than two decades ago, the United States has been the
world’s sole great power. It maintains a military that is one order of magnitude
more powerful than any other;1 defense spending close to half of global mili-
tary expenditures;2 a blue-water navy superior to all others combined;3 a
chance at a splendid nuclear ªrst strike over its erstwhile foe, Russia;4 a de-
fense research and development budget that is 80 percent of the total defense
expenditures of its most obvious future competitor, China;5 and unmatched
global power-projection capabilities.6 The post–Cold War international system
is thus unipolar.

The end of the Cold War took most observers by surprise, with little thought
having been given to the possibility of a unipolar world.7 Since then, however,
a sizable literature on the topic has begun to focus on two issues: the durability
and peacefulness of unipolar systems.8
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Throughout the 1990s, the prevailing argument was that unipolarity was not
durable. Charles Krauthammer, for instance, wrote of a “unipolar moment.”9

Structural realists such as Kenneth Waltz argued that other great powers
would soon emerge to challenge the United States and reestablish the systemic
balance of power.10 Believers in the transient nature of unipolarity expressed
little or no interest in the notion of unipolar peacefulness.

In 1999, however, William Wohlforth challenged the consensus that unipol-
arity would soon end. Indeed, in “The Stability of a Unipolar World,” he un-
derscored its durability.11 U.S. preponderance is so marked, he wrote, that
“[f]or many decades, no state is likely to be in a position to take on the United
States in any of the underlying elements of power.”12

Wohlforth further argued that a durable unipolar world is also a peaceful
world. In his view, “the existing distribution of capabilities generates incen-
tives for cooperation.”13 U.S. power preponderance not only ends hegemonic
rivalry but gives the United States incentives to manage security globally, lim-
iting competition among major powers.14 This benevolent view of unipolarity,
which Wohlforth developed further in World Out of Balance: International Rela-
tions and the Challenge of American Primacy with his coauthor, Stephen Brooks,
emerged as one of the most inºuential perspectives in debates about current
international politics, echoing Francis Fukuyama’s popular view of the “end of
history” and the universalization of Western liberal democracy.15

The question of unipolar durability remains the subject of spirited debate.
Many analysts, such as Robert Kagan, continue to argue that “American pre-
dominance is unlikely to fade any time soon.”16 Others, however, believe that it
is in serious decline.17 Potential peer competitors, especially China, are on the
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rise.18 U.S. travails in Afghanistan and Iraq seem to conªrm Paul Kennedy’s
argument on the inevitability of imperial overstretch,19 and some see the
ªnancial crisis that began in 2008 as the death knell of U.S. predominance.20

Given all of these factors, Robert Pape argues that “the unipolar world is in-
deed coming to an end.”21

In contrast, the question of unipolar peacefulness has received virtually no
attention. Although the past decade has witnessed a resurgence of security
studies, with much scholarship on such conºict-generating issues as terrorism,
preventive war, military occupation, insurgency, and nuclear proliferation, no
one has systematically connected any of them to unipolarity. This silence is
unjustiªed. The ªrst two decades of the unipolar era have been anything but
peaceful. U.S. forces have been deployed in four interstate wars: Kuwait in
1991, Kosovo in 1999, Afghanistan from 2001 to the present, and Iraq between
2003 and 2010.22 In all, the United States has been at war for thirteen of
the twenty-two years since the end of the Cold War.23 Put another way, the
ªrst two decades of unipolarity, which make up less than 10 percent of U.S.
history, account for more than 25 percent of the nation’s total time at war.24

And yet, the theoretical consensus continues to be that unipolarity encourages
peace. Why? To date, scholars do not have a theory of how unipolar systems
operate.25 The debate on whether, when, and how unipolarity will end (i.e., the
debate on durability) has all but monopolized our attention.
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In this article, I provide a theory of unipolarity that focuses on the issue of
unipolar peacefulness rather than durability. I argue that unipolarity creates
signiªcant conºict-producing mechanisms that are likely to involve the uni-
pole itself. Rather than assess the relative peacefulness of unipolarity vis-à-vis
bipolar or multipolar systems, I identify causal pathways to war that are char-
acteristic of a unipolar system and that have not been developed in the extant
literature. To be sure, I do not question the impossibility of great power war
in a unipolar world. Instead, I show how unipolar systems provide incentives
for two other types of war: those pitting the sole great power against another
state and those involving exclusively other states. In addition, I show that the
type of conºict that occurs in a unipolar world depends on the strategy of
the sole great power, of which there are three. The ªrst two—defensive and
offensive dominance—will lead to conºicts pitting the sole great power
against other states. The third—disengagement—will lead to conºicts among
other states. Furthermore, whereas the unipole is likely to enter unipolarity
implementing a dominance strategy, over time it is possible that it will shift to
disengagement.

I support my theory with several empirical examples. These do not aim at
systematically testing my argument, for two reasons. First, the unipolar era is
too short a period to test structural mechanisms. Second, the United States has
consistently implemented a strategy of dominance, limiting opportunities to
test my claims on the consequences of disengagement.26

The remainder of this article proceeds as follows. In the ªrst section, I deªne
the key terms used in my theory. In the second section, I review the literature
on unipolarity and peace. In the third section, I lay out my theory. The next
three sections discuss the three strategies of defensive dominance, offensive
dominance, and disengagement and show how each can produce conºict. In
the conclusion, I discuss implications for theory and policy.

Key Concepts

In this section, I deªne unipolarity, distinguish it from other systems, describe
the types of state that exist in a unipolar world, and introduce a typology of
possible wars among them.27
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Unipolar systems have three deªning features. First, unipolarity is an inter-
state system. Thus, it is not coeval with empire.28 As Robert Jervis notes,
“Unipolarity implies the existence of many juridically equal nation-states,
something an empire denies.”29 As Daniel Nexon and Thomas Wright explain,
in empires, intersocietal divide-and-rule practices replace interstate balance-
of-power dynamics.30 These differences are signiªcant enough that my theory,
which focuses on balance of power dynamics, should not be expected to ac-
count for imperial systems.

Second, unipolarity is anarchical. Anarchy results from the incomplete
power preponderance of the unipole. As Waltz puts it, a great power cannot
“exert a positive control everywhere in the world.”31 Other states have sig-
niªcant freedom of action and may well pursue independent policy prefer-
ences on issues they care more about than the unipole.32 By highlighting the
limits of the unipole’s power, anarchy helps to distinguish between unipolar
and hegemonic systems.33 If the unipole increases its power to the point where
it can control the external behavior of all other states, then it has become a he-
gemon, making the system hierarchical. My theory would no longer apply.

Third, unipolar systems possess only one great power, which enjoys a pre-
ponderance of power and faces no competition.34 (As soon as competition
emerges, the system is no longer unipolar.) Unlike in bipolar and multipolar
systems, there is no systemic balance of power in a unipolar system. Today,
Waltz would say that the United States is the only “pole” to possess “global in-
terests which it can care for unaided, though help may often be desirable.”35

By distinguishing unipolarity from hegemonic, imperial, bipolar, and multi-
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polar systems, my deªnition reveals the unique historical character of the
post–Cold War era. History records numerous empires, including ancient
Egypt, Persia, China, and Rome. France under Louis XIV and again under
Napoleon I, and the United States in 1945–49 are cases of bipolar or (unbal-
anced) multipolar systems, in which at least two states have commensurate
power-projection capabilities, though of different types. Napoleonic France,
though a potential continental hegemon in Europe, was no match for British
naval power. Similarly, early–Cold War U.S. power was balanced by that of the
Soviet Union, which possessed unquestioned conventional superiority on
the Eurasian landmass. In short, since the end of the Cold War, an unprece-
dented unipolar United States has operated in an anarchic interstate system.

To say that the world is unipolar is to describe the systemic distribution
of power, not the strategy of the sole great power. A unipole can pursue one of
three grand strategies: defensive dominance, offensive dominance, or disen-
gagement.36 The key to distinguishing among them is the unipole’s attitude
toward the global status quo, which I deªne based on three components: ter-
ritorial arrangements, international political alignments, and the global distri-
bution of power. Using an offensive-dominance strategy, the unipole seeks to
revise at least one of the status quo’s components in its favor. With a strategy
of defensive dominance, it tries to maintain all three components. In a strat-
egy of disengagement, it pays no attention to the maintenance of the interna-
tional status quo, allowing others to change it in their favor.

In a unipolar system, states other than the sole great power can be divided
into two categories. The ªrst category comprises major powers, which, even
though their power-projection capabilities are inferior to those of the unipole,
possess sufªcient capabilities to deter any state in the system. (To do this, a
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country must have a plausible chance of avoiding defeat in an all-out defen-
sive war against a potential aggressor.) Examples from this category include all
of the nuclear powers beyond the United States: China, France, India, Israel,
North Korea, Pakistan, Russia, and the United Kingdom. The second category
is composed of states that lack sufªcient capabilities to deter the unipole, or so-
called minor powers.37

Unipolarity thus yields a typology of states that captures two fundamental
differences: between the unipole and all other states, which lack comparable
power-projection capabilities; and between major powers, which can deter
the unipole, and minor powers, which cannot. From this typology, I derive
six kinds of war according to the rank of the belligerents: wars between
(1) great powers, (2) a great power and a major power, (3) a great power and a
minor power, (4) two major powers, (5) a major power and a minor power, and
(6) two minor powers. In the next section, I discuss the conventional argument
that unipolarity is peaceful and describe its predictions for each of these types
of war.

Unipolarity and Peace

Wohlforth offers a concise argument that unipolarity is peaceful:

[T]he current unipolarity is prone to peace. The raw power advantage of the
United States means that an important source of conºict in previous systems is
absent: hegemonic rivalry over leadership of the international system. No
other major power is in a position to follow any policy that depends for its suc-
cess on prevailing against the United States in a war or an extended rivalry.
None is likely to take any step that might invite the focused enmity of the
United States. At the same time, unipolarity minimizes security competition
among the other great powers. As the system leader, the United States has the
means and motive to maintain key security institutions in order to ease local
security conºicts and limit expensive competition among the other major pow-
ers. For their part, the second-tier states face incentives to bandwagon with the
unipolar power as long as the expected costs of balancing remain prohibitive.38
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Wohlforth claims not only that the unipole can stave off challenges and pre-
clude major power rivalries, but also that it is able to prevent conºicts among
other states and create incentives for them to side with it.39 The unipole’s ad-
vantage is so great that it can settle any quarrel in which it intervenes. As
Wohlforth writes, “For as long as unipolarity obtains, . . . second-tier states are
less likely to engage in conºict-prone rivalries for security or prestige. Once
the sole pole takes sides, there can be little doubt about which party will pre-
vail.”40 This is the core logic of Wohlforth’s argument that unipolarity is peace-
ful. But what speciªcally does his argument say about each of the six possible
kinds of war I identiªed in the previous section?

Clearly, great power war is impossible in a unipolar world. In Wohlforth’s
famous formulation: “Two states measured up in 1990. One is gone. No new
pole has appeared: 2 � 1 � 1.”41 Furthermore, by arguing that unipolarity pre-
cludes hegemonic rivalries, Wohlforth makes no room for wars between the
sole great power and major powers. These are, according to him, the two main
reasons why a unipolar world is peaceful. Unipolarity, he writes, “means the
absence of two big problems that bedeviled the statesmen of past epochs: he-
gemonic rivalry and balance-of-power politics among major powers.”42

I agree with Wohlforth on these two points, but they are only part of the
picture. Granted, the absence of great power wars is an important contribu-
tion toward peace, but great power competition—and the conºict it might
engender—would signal the emergence of one or more peer competitors to the
unipole, and thus indicate that a transition to a bipolar or multipolar system
was already under way. In this sense, great power conºict should be discussed
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within the context of unipolar durability, not unipolar peace. Indeed, including
this subject in discussions of unipolar peacefulness parallels the mistakes
made in the debate about the Cold War bipolar system. Then, arguments about
how the two superpowers were unlikely to ªght each other were often taken
to mean that the system was peaceful. This thinking ignored the possibility of
wars between a superpower and a lesser state, as well as armed conºicts
among two or more lesser states, often acting as great power proxies.43

In addition, Wohlforth claims that wars among major powers are unlikely,
because the unipole will prevent conºict from erupting among important
states. He writes, “The sole pole’s power advantages matter only to the degree
that it is engaged, and it is most likely to be engaged in politics among the
other major powers.44 I agree that if the unipole were to pursue a strategy of
defensive dominance, major power wars would be unlikely. Yet, there is no
compelling reason to expect that it will always follow such a course. Should
the unipole decide to disengage, as Wohlforth implies, major power wars
would be possible.

At the same time, Wohlforth argues that the unipole’s power preponderance
makes the expected costs of balancing prohibitive, leading minor powers to
bandwagon. This is his explanation for the absence of wars between the sole
great power and minor powers. But, as I show, the costs of balancing relative
to bandwagoning vary among minor powers. So Wohlforth’s argument
underplays the likelihood of this type of war.

Finally, Wohlforth’s argument does not exclude all kinds of war. Although
power preponderance allows the unipole to manage conºicts globally, this ar-
gument is not meant to apply to relations between major and minor powers,
or among the latter. As Wohlforth explains, his argument “applies with less
force to potential security competition between regional powers, or between a
second-tier state and a lesser power with which the system leader lacks close
ties.”45 Despite this caveat, Wohlforth does not fully explore the consequences
of potential conºict between major and minor powers or among the latter
for his view that unipolarity leads to peace.

How well, then, does the argument that unipolar systems are peaceful ac-
count for the ªrst two decades of unipolarity since the end of the Cold War?
Table 1 presents a list of great powers divided into three periods: 1816 to 1945,
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multipolarity; 1946 to 1989, bipolarity; and since 1990, unipolarity.46 Table 2
presents summary data about the incidence of war during each of these peri-
ods. Unipolarity is the most conºict prone of all the systems, according to at
least two important criteria: the percentage of years that great powers spend
at war and the incidence of war involving great powers. In multipolarity,
18 percent of great power years were spent at war. In bipolarity, the ratio is
16 percent. In unipolarity, however, a remarkable 59 percent of great power

International Security 36:3 18

46. The inception date of 1816 is determined by the availability of data on interstate wars covered
in the COW, ver. 4.0, project. See Sarkees and Wayma, Resort to War.

Table 1. Great Powers since 1816

Multipolarity Bipolarity Unipolarity

Dates Years Dates Years Dates Years

Austro-Hungarian
Empire

1816–1918 103

France 1816–1940 125
Prussia/Germany 1816–1918 /

1925–45
124

Italy 1860–1943 84
Japan 1895–1945 51
United Kingdom 1816–1945 130
Russia /

Soviet Union
1816–1917 /

1922–45
126 1946–89 44

United States 1898–1945 48 1946–89 44 1990–2011 22
Total 791 88 22

SOURCES: Data are from the Correlates of War, ver. 4.0, dataset, modified by the author as
follows: only the Soviet Union and the United States are counted as great powers from
1946 to 1989, and only the United States is counted as a great power since 1990. See Reid
Sarkees and Frank Wayma, Resort to War: A Data Guide to Inter-state, Extra-state, Intra-
state, and Non-state Wars, 1816–2007 (Washington, D.C.: CQ Press, 2010).

Table 2. Interstate Wars Involving Great Powers since 1816

Multipolarity Bipolarity Unipolarity

Great power years 791 88 22
Great power years at war 143 14 13
Percentage of great power years at war 18% 16% 59%
Wars involving great powers 33 3 4
Incidence of war per great power year 4.2% 3.4% 18.2%

SOURCES: Data are from the Correlates of War, ver. 4.0, dataset. See Reid Sarkees and Frank
Wayma, Resort to War: A Data Guide to Inter-state, Extra-state, Intra-state, and Non-state
Wars, 1816–2007 (Washington, D.C.: CQ Press, 2010).



years until now were spent at war. This is by far the highest percentage in all
three systems. Furthermore, during periods of multipolarity and bipolarity,
the probability that war involving a great power would break out in any given
year was, respectively, 4.2 percent and 3.4 percent. Under unipolarity, it is
18.2 percent—or more than four times higher.47 These ªgures provide no evi-
dence that unipolarity is peaceful.48

In sum, the argument that unipolarity makes for peace is heavily weighted
toward interactions among the most powerful states in the system. This
should come as no surprise given that Wohlforth makes a structural argument:
peace ºows from the unipolar structure of international politics, not from any
particular characteristic of the unipole.49 Structural analyses of the interna-
tional system are usually centered on interactions between great powers.50 As
Waltz writes, “The theory, like the story, of international politics is written in
terms of the great powers of an era.”51 In the sections that follow, however,
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47. This sharp increase in both the percentage of great power years spent at war and the incidence
of conºict is particularly puzzling given that the current unipole—the United States—is a democ-
racy in a world populated by more democracies than ever before. In light of arguments about how
democracies are (1) better able to solve disputes peacefully, (2) select only into those wars they can
win, and (3) tend to ªght shorter wars, this should mean that the United States would spend fewer
years at war than previous nondemocratic great powers. On democracies’ bargaining advantages,
see Bruce Bueno de Mesquita, Alastair Smith, Randolph M. Siverson, and James D. Morrow, The
Logic of Political Survival (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2003); and Darren Filson and Suzanne
Werner, “Bargaining and Fighting: The Impact of Regime Type on War Onset, Duration, and Out-
comes,” American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 48, No. 2 (Fall 2004), pp. 296–313. On selection ef-
fects, see Dan Reiter and Allan C. Stam, Democracies at War (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University
Press, 2002). On democracies ªghting shorter wars, see D. Scott Bennett and Allan C. Stam, “The
Declining Advantages of Democracy: A Combined Model of War Outcomes and Duration,” Jour-
nal of Conºict Resolution, Vol. 42, No. 3 (June 1998), pp. 344–366.
48. Some scholars might argue that wars in the post–Cold War world have been less lethal than
those of the past. See, for example, Bethany Encina and Nils Petter Gleditch, “Monitoring Trends
in Global Combat: A New Dataset of Battle Deaths,” European Journal of Population, Vol. 21, Nos. 2/
3 (June 2005), pp. 145–166. It is difªcult, however, to parse the role of polarity in a decrease in
lethality. See Bruce Russett, “Peace in the Twenty-First Century?” Current History, January 2010,
p. 11. Furthermore, part of the explanation for this decrease in lethality may lie in the U.S. decision
to develop a highly capitalized military aimed at minimizing casualties. See Jonathan D. Caverley,
“Death and Taxes: Sources of Democratic Military Aggression,” Ph.D. dissertation, University of
Chicago, 2008; and Jason Lyall and Isaiah Wilson III, “Rage against the Machines: Explaining Out-
comes in Counterinsurgency Wars,” International Organization, Vol. 63, No. 1 (Winter 2009), pp. 67–
106.
49. See Wohlforth, “The Stability of a Unipolar World,” p. 8 n. 12.
50. See Michael Mastanduno, “Preserving the Unipolar Moment: Realist Theories and U.S. Grand
Strategy after the Cold War,” International Security, Vol. 21, No. 4 (Spring 1997), p. 50.
51. Waltz, Theory of International Politics, p. 72. By setting “the smallest possible number [of great
powers] in a self-help system” at two, however, Waltz has nothing to say on the workings of a uni-
polar system. See ibid., p. 136. Taking him at his word, Brooks and Wohlforth question the applica-
bility of structural balance of power theory to a unipolar world. See Brooks and Wohlforth, World
Out of Balance, p. 48. My argument shows how, much to the contrary, applying balance of power
theory to a unipolar world provides important analytical insight. Waltz seems to have recently ac-
knowledged this. When asked in an interview what would he change if he were to write Theory of



I show that in the case of unipolarity, an investigation of its peacefulness must
consider potential causes of conºict beyond interactions between the most im-
portant states in the system.

Unipolarity, Strategy, and Conºict

In this section, I analyze how the unipole’s strategic choices—defensive
dominance, offensive dominance, or disengagement—can trigger conºict-
producing mechanisms between the unipole and other states, or among the
latter. I take the distribution of power between the unipole and major powers
as ªxed. The ways in which unipolarity may be transformed into either a bipo-
lar or a multipolar order, which may or may not lead to conºict, are beyond
the scope of my argument. So are the ways in which the unipole may increase
its power preponderance and become a global hegemon or an empire. Thus,
my theory lays out how each of the unipole’s grand strategic choices produces
conºict in the context of a unipolar structure that is at least somewhat durable.

Speciªcally, I show how, in addition to wars between major and minor pow-
ers and to wars among the latter, two other types of war are likely to be preva-
lent in a unipolar world. First, and resulting from either of the dominance
strategies, are wars pitting the sole great power against minor powers. Second,
and stemming from a disengagement strategy, are major power wars. My the-
ory explores the different mechanisms leading to each type of war.

My theory therefore differs from Wohlforth’s in two key aspects. First,
Wohlforth believes that power preponderance in a unipolar system is so
marked that the expected costs of balancing are always prohibitive. Conse-
quently, every state in the system will bandwagon with the unipole, making it
impossible for the latter to be involved in wars. In contrast, I show that some
states face lower costs of balancing relative to bandwagoning. They are there-
fore more likely to become recalcitrant minor powers, with whom the sole
great power is likely to go to war even when implementing a defensive-
dominance strategy.

Second, Wohlforth assumes that the unipole will always implement a strat-
egy of defensive dominance: it will not engage in offensive revisionism, nor
will it disengage from the world. I show how both offensive dominance and
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International Politics again today, he replied, “I certainly would add something about unipolarity
. . . on what a unipolar world might be like, and what the advantages and disadvantages of such a
world were likely to be.” Kenneth N. Waltz, “Theory Talk #40: Kenneth Neal Waltz—The Physio-
crat of International Politics,” Theory Talks, June 3, 2011, p. 4, http://www.theory-talks.org/2011/
06/theory-talk-40.html.



disengagement are plausible strategic options for the unipole and then extrap-
olate the types of conºict that each is likely to produce. Speciªcally, offensive
dominance (like its defensive variant) is likely to pit the unipole against recal-
citrant minor powers. Disengagement, for its part, brings with it the possibility
of wars between major powers.

The basic intuition behind my argument is straightforward. In bipolarity
and multipolarity, alliance blocs allow disputes involving minor powers to
be aggregated into broader great-power tensions. A dispute involving a
great power and a lesser state tends to provoke a response by the latter’s great
power sponsor, producing a confrontation between two great powers.52 Like-
wise, disputes between lesser states often elicit the intervention of each side’s
great power ally, again resulting in great power confrontation. These aggrega-
tion mechanisms, however, are not possible in unipolarity because there is no
potential great power sponsor for a state threatened by the unipole—or by an-
other state aligned with it. Thus, although unipolarity dampens great power
competition, it produces competition between the unipole and recalcitrant mi-
nor powers and, when the unipole disengages from the world, among major
and minor powers.

An emerging unipole is likely to implement a (defensive or offensive) domi-
nance strategy, for two reasons. First is geopolitical inertia. Unipolarity is
likely preceded by either bipolarity or multipolarity, both of which foster al-
liances with major and minor powers.53 These alliances are likely to carry
on into a unipolar world. As a result, an emerging unipole is likely to con-
tinue to engage in international affairs, at least through a strategy of defensive
dominance—as reºected in the metaphors of a global policeman or night
watchman often used to describe U.S. strategy throughout the 1990s. Second, a
temptation to reengineer the system may lead the unipole to opt for a strategy
of offensive dominance. Unipolarity minimizes structural constraints on grand
strategy, and the unipole is likely to see in offensive dominance an opportunity
to extract maximum beneªts from its preponderance of power.54 These two
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52. According to Waltz, the mechanisms through which great powers become involved in
conºicts involving lesser states differ in multipolarity and bipolarity. Whereas in multipolarity the
poles can be dragged into unwanted conºicts by lesser powers, in bipolarity this is less likely to
happen. See Waltz, Theory of International Politics, pp. 161–193.
53. The other possibility is that a unipolar world emerges from an imperial or a hegemonic order,
in which case it is also likely that the unipole will maintain close ties with some of the new major
and minor powers. On alliance patterns, see Stephen M. Walt, The Origins of Alliances (Ithaca, N.Y.:
Cornell University Press, 1987); and Thomas J. Christensen and Jack Snyder, “Chain Gangs and
Passed Bucks: Predicting Alliance Patterns in Multipolarity,” International Organization, Vol. 44,
No. 2 (Spring 1990), pp. 137–168.
54. On how unipolarity reduces constraints on the unipole, see Jervis, “Unipolarity: A Structural



reasons support dominance—be it defensive or offensive—as the strategy of
choice for a unipole in a newly born unipolar system.55

After an initial period of dominance, however, the unipole may move to-
ward a disengagement strategy. Two incentives may encourage such a shift.
First, the wars into which either dominance strategy is likely to drag the
unipole may overextend its capabilities. The unipole will increasingly see dis-
engagement as allowing it to replenish its power. Second, the costs of such
wars will rise cumulatively over time, possibly leading to the gradual emer-
gence of domestic opposition to the unipole’s chosen strategy. My argument is
not that the unipolar structure of the system predetermines such a shift, but
rather that the maintenance of a dominance strategy is not predetermined by
unipolarity either.

Furthermore, the unipole does not need to follow one of these strategies
globally. It could pursue offensive dominance in one region, defensive domi-
nance in another, and disengagement from yet another. For instance, between
1990 and 2001, the United States implemented a strategy of defensive domi-
nance everywhere except in Africa, from which it largely disengaged after
withdrawing from Somalia in 1994. Between late 2001 and 2005, when the
Bush Doctrine was in full force, the United States shifted to an offensive-
dominance strategy in the Middle East, toppling regimes in Afghanistan and
Iraq, while maintaining its defensive dominance in Europe and East Asia
and remaining largely disengaged from Africa.56

This diversity of strategic options available to the unipole highlights the pre-
dictive limits of structural theory. Waltz famously argued that a theory of inter-
national politics, not being a theory of foreign policy, was ill equipped to
predict how particular states would act.57 As other scholars have noted,
“Polarity is at best a necessary part of an explanation rather than a sufªcient
explanation.”58 A full causal account of any conºict would have to take into
consideration, beyond structural incentives, the unit-level decisions that lead
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Perspective,” pp. 192–194; Stephen M. Walt, “Alliances in a Unipolar World,” World Politics, Vol.
61, No. 1 (January 2009), pp. 94–95; and Jack Snyder, Robert Shapiro, and Yaeli Bloch-Elkon, “Free
Hand Abroad, Divide and Rule at Home,” World Politics, Vol. 61, No. 1 (January 2009), p. 155.
55. For a theory of how the United States chooses among different strategies, see Benjamin Miller,
“Explaining Changes in U.S. Grand Strategy: 9/11, the Rise of Offensive Liberalism, and the War
in Iraq,” Security Studies, Vol. 19, No. 1 (Fall 2011), pp. 26–65.
56. On the Bush Doctrine, see Jonathan Monten, “The Roots of the Bush Doctrine: Power, Nation-
alism, and Democracy Promotion in U.S. Strategy,” International Security, Vol. 29, No. 4 (Spring
2005), pp. 112–156.
57. See Waltz, Theory of International Politics, pp. 67–73, 121–122. For a critique, see John J.
Mearsheimer, “Reckless States and Realism,” International Relations, Vol. 23, No. 2 (June 2009),
pp. 241–256.
58. Ikenberry, Mastanduno, and Wohlforth, “Introduction,” p. 5. See also Jervis, “Unipolarity:
A Structural Perspective,” p. 191.



to a breakdown in the bargaining process. Accordingly, my theory does not
predict which states will become involved in conºicts in a unipolar world.
Structures, however, provide incentives. In Waltz’s formulation, they “shape
and shove.”59 Thus, a unipolar structure makes some states more prone to in-
volvement in conºicts and encourages certain paths toward war. The path
taken depends on the unipole’s strategy.

The extant view on unipolar peace presupposes that the unipole will consis-
tently implement a strategy of defensive dominance. The next section shows
how this strategy is likely to generate signiªcant conºict.

Defensive Dominance

A unipole carrying out a defensive-dominance strategy will seek to preserve
all three aspects of the status quo: maintaining the territorial boundaries and
international political alignments of all other states, as well as freezing the
global distribution of power.60 This strategy can lead to conºict in two ways,
both of which stem from uncertainty about the unipole’s intentions. First, not
knowing the extent of the unipole’s determination to pursue a strategy of de-
fensive dominance may spur some minor powers to develop their capabilities.
Second, uncertainty about the degree to which the unipole will oppose small
changes to the status quo may lead some minor powers to attempt them. In
both cases, the opposition of the unipole to these actions is likely to lead to
war. In this section, I lay out these two pathways to conºict and then illustrate
them with historical examples.

To be sure, states can never be certain of other states’ intentions.61 There are
a couple of reasons, however, why this uncertainty increases in unipolarity,
even when the unipole appears to be determined to maintain the status quo.
First, other states cannot be certain that the unipole will always pursue nonre-
visionist goals. This is particularly problematic because unipolarity minimizes
the structural constraints on the unipole’s grand strategy. As Waltz writes,
“Even if a dominant power behaves with moderation, restraint, and forbear-
ance, weaker states will worry about its future behavior. . . . The absence of se-
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59. Kenneth M. Waltz, “Reºections on Theory of International Politics: A Response to My Critics,” in
Robert O. Keohane, ed., Neorealism and Its Critics (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986),
p. 343.
60. Put differently, when implementing a defensive dominance strategy, the unipole will focus on
what Wolfers called “milieu goals” as opposed to “possession goals.” Milieu goals pertain to “the
shape of the environment in which the nation operates.” Wolfers, Discord and Collaboration: Essays
on International Politics (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins Press, 1962), p. 73.
61. See John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton, 2001),
p. 31.



rious threats to American security gives the United States wide latitude in
making foreign policy choices.”62 Second, unipolarity takes away the principal
tool through which minor powers in bipolar and multipolar systems deal with
uncertainty about great power intentions—alliances with other great powers.
Whereas in these other systems minor powers can, in principle, attenuate the
effects of uncertainty about great power intentions through external balancing,
in a unipolar world no great power sponsor is present by deªnition. In effect,
the systemic imbalance of power magniªes uncertainty about the unipole’s
intentions.63

Faced with this uncertainty, other states have two options. First, they can ac-
commodate the unipole and minimize the chances of conºict but at the price of
their external autonomy.64 Accommodation is less risky for major powers be-
cause they can guarantee their own survival, and they stand to beneªt greatly
from being part of the unipolar system.65 Major powers are therefore unlikely
to attempt to revise the status quo. Minor powers are also likely to accommo-
date the unipole, in an attempt to avoid entering a confrontation with a pre-
ponderant power. Thus, most states will accommodate the unipole because, as
Wohlforth points out, the power differential rests in its favor.66
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62. Kenneth N. Waltz, “Structural Realism after the Cold War,” International Security, Vol. 25, No. 1
(Summer 2000), pp. 28–29. My argument does not assume that a professedly status quo unipole is
in fact a revisionist state, only that minor powers cannot be certain of its intentions. On whether
revisionist states are necessary for the basic logic of structural realism to work, see Randall L.
Schweller, “Bandwagoning for Proªt: Bringing the Revisionist State Back In,” International Security,
Vol. 19, No. 1 (Summer 1994), pp. 72–107; Charles L. Glaser, “Realists as Optimists: Cooperation as
Self-Help,” International Security, Vol. 19, No. 3 (Winter 1994/95), pp. 50–90; Randall L. Schweller,
“Neorealism’s Security Bias: What Security Dilemma?” Security Studies, Vol. 5, No. 3 (Spring 1996),
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Each Other,” Security Studies, Vol. 7, No. 1 (Fall 1997), pp. 114–155.
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Elman, eds., Realism and the Balancing of Power: A New Debate (Upper Saddle River, N.J.: Prentice
Hall, 2003), p. 16.
64. I opt for “accommodate” over “bandwagon” as the latter has a narrower, more purposeful
sense, implying a form of appeasement. Accommodation implies merely acceptance of the uni-
pole’s preferences, without necessarily involving active appeasement. On bandwagoning, in gen-
eral, see Stephen M. Walt, “Alliance Formation and the Balance of World Power,” International
Security, Vol. 9, No. 4 (Spring 1985), pp. 3–43; Schweller, “Bandwagoning for Proªt”; and
Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, pp. 139–140. On bandwagoning in a unipolar con-
text, see Walt, “Alliances in a Unipolar World,” pp. 108–111.
65. On the beneªts of accommodation, see Michael Mandelbaum, The Case for Goliath: How Amer-
ica Acts as the World’s Government in the Twenty-First Century (New York: PublicAffairs, 2005); and
G. John Ikenberry, Liberal Leviathan: The Origins, Crisis, and Transformation of the American World Or-
der (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2011).
66. See Wohlforth, “The Stability of a Unipolar World,” pp. 7–8. Even if major powers would de-
cide to bolster their capabilities, their guaranteed survival would decrease the unipole’s ability to



Accommodation, however, entails greater risks for minor powers because
their survival is not assured if the unipole should turn against them. Thus
some of them are likely to implement a second strategic option—resisting the
unipole.

The structure of the international system does not entirely determine
whether or not a minor power accommodates the unipole. Still, structure con-
ditions the likelihood of accommodation in two ways. To begin, a necessary
part of a strategy of dominance is the creation of alliances or informal secu-
rity commitments with regional powers. Such regional powers, however, are
likely to have experienced conºict with, or a grievance toward, at least some of
its neighboring minor powers. The latter are more likely to adopt a recalcitrant
posture. Additionally, by narrowing their opportunities for regional integra-
tion and security maximization, the unipole’s interference with the regional
balance of power is likely to lower the value of the status quo for these minor
powers.67 As the literature on the “value of peace” shows, countries that attrib-
ute a low value to the status quo are more risk acceptant. This argument helps
explain, for example, Japan’s decision to attack the United States in 1941 and
Syria’s and Egypt’s decision to attack Israel in 1973.68 In both cases, aggressor
states knew that their capabilities were signiªcantly weaker than those of their
targets. They were nonetheless willing to run the risk of launching attacks be-
cause they found the prewar status quo unacceptable.69 Thus, for these states,
the costs of balancing were lower relative to those of bandwagoning.

In an international system with more than one great power, recalcitrant mi-
nor powers would, in principle, be able to balance externally by ªnding a great
power sponsor.70 In unipolarity, however, no such sponsors exist.71 Only major
powers are available, but because their survival is already guaranteed, they are
likely to accommodate the unipole. And even if some do not, they are unlikely
to meet a recalcitrant minor power’s security needs given that they possess
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prevent them from doing so. In any case, should a major power start balancing against the
unipole, the world would be witnessing a dynamic that would potentially lead to the end of
unipolarity, a possibility that belongs to discussions of unipolar durability, not unipolar peace.
67. This may also provide reputational incentives for minor powers to stand ªrm in the face of de-
mands made by the unipole. See Todd S. Sechser, “Goliath’s Curse: Coercive Threats and Asym-
metric Power,” International Organization, Vol. 64, No. 4 (October 2010), pp. 627–660.
68. See John J. Mearsheimer, Conventional Deterrence (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1983).
69. Furthermore, ideological reasons may increase the proclivity of certain minor powers to con-
front the unipole. Regimes grounded on ideologies fundamentally at odds with those espoused by
the unipole are more likely to refuse being co-opted. This logic, however, does not derive from the
structure of a unipolar system, and therefore does not belong in my theory.
70. The terms “external” and “internal” balancing come from Waltz, Theory of International Politics,
pp. 116, 163.
71. For a discussion of balancing in the context of unipolarity, see Robert J. Art, Stephen G. Brooks,
William C. Wohlforth, and Keir A. Lieber and Gerard Alexander, “Correspondence: Striking the
Balance,” International Security, Vol. 30, No. 3 (Winter 2005/06), pp. 177–196.



only limited power-projection capabilities.72 As such, recalcitrant minor pow-
ers must defend themselves, which puts them in a position of extreme self-
help.

There are four characteristics common to states in this position: (1) anarchy,
(2) uncertainty about other states’ intentions, (3) insufªcient capabilities to de-
ter a great power, and (4) no potential great power sponsor with whom to form
a balancing coalition. The ªrst two characteristics are common to all states in
all types of polarity. The third is part of the rough-and-tumble of minor powers
in any system. The fourth, however, is unique to recalcitrant minor powers in
unipolarity. This dire situation places recalcitrant minor powers at risk for as
long as they lack the capability to defend themselves. They depend on the
goodwill of the unipole and must worry that the unipole will shift to a strategy
of offensive dominance or disengagement. Recalcitrant minor powers will
therefore attempt to bolster their capabilities through internal balancing.

To deter an eventual attack by the unipole and bolster their chances of sur-
vival in the event deterrence fails, recalcitrant minor powers will attempt to re-
inforce their conventional defenses, develop the most effective asymmetric
strategies possible, and, most likely in the nuclear age, try to acquire the ulti-
mate deterrent—survivable nuclear weapons.73 In so doing, they seek to be-
come major powers.

Defensive dominance, however, also gives the unipole reason to oppose any
such revisions to the status quo. First, such revisions decrease the beneªts of
systemic leadership and limit the unipole’s ability to convert its relative power
advantage into favorable outcomes. In the case of nuclear weapons, this limita-
tion is all but irreversible, virtually guaranteeing the recalcitrant regime immu-
nity against any attempt to coerce or overthrow it. Second, proliferation has
the potential to produce regional instability, raising the risk of arms races.
These would force the unipole to increase defense spending or accept a nar-
rower overall relative power advantage. Third, proliferation would lead to the
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72. In fact, even in bipolar and multipolar systems, the security guarantees provided by a great
power often prove unreliable. See Tanisha M. Fazal, State Death: The Politics and Geography of Con-
quest, Occupation, and Annexation (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2007).
73. Waltz recently made this point: “There is only one way that a country can reliably deter a
dominant power, and that is by developing its own nuclear force.” Kenneth N. Waltz, “Theory
Talk #40,” p. 2. See also Jervis, “Unipolarity: A Structural Perspective,” p. 212; and Waltz, “The
Emerging Structure of International Politics,” p. 54. Similarly, Campbell Craig believes that incen-
tives for proliferation will lead to the spread of nuclear weapons, creating a peaceful unipolar
world. See Craig, “American Power Preponderance and the Nuclear Revolution,” Review of Inter-
national Studies, Vol. 35, No. 1 (January 2009), p. 36. This argument ignores the potential for conºict
in the proliferation process, however. On how the process of nuclear proliferation creates incen-
tives for preventive wars, see Nuno Monteiro, “Three Essays on Unipolarity,” Ph.D. dissertation,
University of Chicago, 2009; and Alexandre Debs and Nuno P. Monteiro, “Nothing to Fear but
Fear Itself? Nuclear Proliferation and Preventive War,” working paper, Yale University, 2011.



emergence of a recalcitrant major power that could become the harbinger of an
unwanted large-scale balancing attempt.

The unipole is therefore likely to demand that recalcitrant minor powers not
revise the status quo. The latter, however, will want to resist such demands be-
cause of the threat they pose to those states’ security.74 Whereas ªghting over
such demands would probably lead to defeat, conceding to them peacefully
would bring the undesired outcome with certainty. A preventive war is there-
fore likely to ensue.

In the second causal path to war, recalcitrant minor powers test the limits
of the status quo by making small revisions—be they territorial conquests,
altered international alignments, or an increase in relative power—evocative
of Thomas Schelling’s famous “salami tactics.”75 The unipole may not, how-
ever, accept these revisions, and instead demand their reversal. For a variety of
reasons, including incomplete information, commitment problems, and the
need for the minor power to establish a reputation for toughness, such de-
mands may not be heeded. As a result, war between the unipole and recalci-
trant minor powers emerges as a distinct possibility.76

Regardless of the causal path, a war between the unipole and a recalcitrant
minor power creates a precedent for other recalcitrant minor powers to boost
their own capabilities. Depending on the unipole’s overall capabilities—that is,
whether it can launch a second simultaneous conºict—it may also induce
other recalcitrant minor powers to accelerate their balancing process. Thus,
a war against a recalcitrant minor power presents other such states with
greater incentives for, and (under certain conditions) higher prospects of, as-
suring their survival by acquiring the necessary capabilities, including nuclear
weapons.

At the same time, and depending on the magnitude of the unipole’s power
preponderance, a war against a recalcitrant minor power creates an opportu-
nity for wars among major and minor powers—including major power wars.
To the extent that the unipole’s power preponderance is limited by its engage-
ment in the ªrst war, its ability to manage confrontations between other states
elsewhere is curtailed, increasing the chances that these will erupt into mili-
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tary conºicts. Therefore, even when the unipole is engaged, war remains a
possibility.

Between the end of the Cold War and the terrorist attacks of September 11,
2001, the United States generally implemented a strategy of defensive domi-
nance. During this period, the dynamics described in this section can be seen
at work in the cases of the 1991 Persian Gulf War and the 1999 Kosovo War, as
well as in the Kargil War between India and Pakistan, and in North Korea’s
and Iran’s nuclear programs.

On August 2, 1990, Saddam Hussein ordered his forces to invade Kuwait,
convinced the United States would not oppose this revision of the status quo.
During the months that followed, the United States assembled an international
coalition determined to restore Kuwaiti independence, and it obtained UN au-
thorization to use force if Iraq did not withdraw its occupation forces by
January 15, 1991. Two days after this deadline, the U.S.-led coalition began mil-
itary action against Iraqi forces, expelling them from Kuwait in six weeks.77

Two points deserve mention. First, the Gulf War was triggered by Iraq’s mis-
calculation regarding whether the United States would accept Iraqi annexation
of Kuwait. At the outset of the unipolar era, great uncertainty surrounded the
limits of what actions U.S. decisionmakers would ªnd permissible.78 Iraq mis-
calculated the degree of U.S. ºexibility, and war ensued. Second, the war was
made possible by unipolarity, which placed Iraq in a situation of extreme self-
help. Indeed, lack of a great power sponsor—at the time, the Soviet Union was
in strategic retrenchment—was duly noted in Baghdad. Immediately after the
war, Saddam’s foreign minister, Tariq Aziz, lamented, “We don’t have a patron
anymore. . . . If we still had the Soviets as our patron, none of this would have
happened.”79

Similarly, in 1999, Serbian leaders miscalculated U.S. tolerance to ethnic vio-
lence in Kosovo, a secessionist province of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia.
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In March 1999, reacting to increasing brutality in the province, the interna-
tional community convened a conference, which produced the Rambouillet ac-
cords. This agreement called for the restoration of Kosovo’s autonomy and the
deployment of NATO peacekeeping forces, both unacceptable to Serbian au-
thorities, who refused to submit to it.80 In response, NATO launched a bomb-
ing campaign in Yugoslavia. In early June, after nine weeks of bombing, NATO
offered the Serbian leadership a compromise, which it accepted, ending the
war.81

Once the war had started and it became clear that Serbia had overreached,
Belgrade relied on the support of its ancestral major power ally, Russia.
Serbian strategy during the war thus aimed in part at buying time for Russia to
increase pressure on NATO to cease hostilities. Contrary to Belgrade’s expecta-
tions, however, Russian support for Serbian aims eroded as the war continued.
On May 6, Russia agreed with the Group of Seven nations on a plan that in-
cluded the deployment of UN peacekeepers and a guarantee of Yugoslavia’s
territorial integrity. By mid-May, faced with Serbia’s obduracy, Moscow began
to press its ally to accept the offer. Thus, not only did Russian support fail to
prevent a U.S.-led intervention, but it was instrumental in convincing Serbia
to accede to NATO’s demands.82

The only war between major powers to have occurred thus far in a unipolar
world—the Kargil War between India and Pakistan—started, as my theory
would have predicted, while the United States was involved in Kosovo.83

In May 1999, India detected Pakistani forces intruding into the Kargil sector in
Indian-controlled Kashmir. This action triggered the ªrst Indo-Pakistani war of
the nuclear age, which ended on July 4—after the cessation of military opera-
tions in Kosovo—when President Bill Clinton demanded Pakistan’s with-
drawal, which occurred on July 26.84

In the absence of a great power sponsor and uncertain of U.S. intentions,
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Iran and North Korea—both recalcitrant minor powers—have made consider-
able efforts to bolster their relative power by developing a nuclear capability.
Unsurprisingly, the United States has consistently opposed their efforts, but
has so far been unable to persuade either to desist.

The North Korean nuclear program dates to the 1960s, but most of the nu-
clear development was conducted in a world with a status quo unipole.85

Throughout the 1990s and into the early 2000s, North Korea sought to elude
U.S. opposition without ever crossing the nuclear threshold. The North Korean
regime seemed to have understood that the United States would view an ex-
plicit move toward a nuclear breakout as an extreme provocation and raise the
possibility of a preventive war. When the United States shifted to a strategy of
offensive dominance in late 2001, however, Pyongyang wasted little time in ac-
quiring its nuclear deterrent.

Iran, too, pursued a nuclear program throughout the 1990s.86 The Iranian
nuclear program, started in the 1950s, gained new impetus with the end of the
Cold War as the result of a conºuence of factors: the 1989 replacement of an
antinuclear supreme leader, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, with a pronuclear
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei; the discovery of Iraq’s covert nuclear program dur-
ing the 1991 Gulf War; and, above all, an increased U.S. presence in the region
following that war.87 A decade later, the expansion of Iran’s nuclear program
prompted the State Department to proclaim, “We believe Iran’s true intent is to
develop the capability to produce ªssile material for nuclear weapons.”88

Iran’s nuclear program continued throughout the period in which the United
States shifted toward a strategy of offensive dominance, to which I turn next.

Offensive Dominance

A unipole carrying out an offensive-dominance strategy wants to revise the
status quo in its favor by acquiring more territory, by favorably changing
the alignment of other states, or by altering the distribution of power in its
own beneªt—or some combination of these.

Territorial conquest, which is the most ambitious goal of an offensive-
dominance strategy, is a daunting task in an age of nationalism and is thus
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likely to be rare.89 Efforts to alter the international alignments of other states or
the balance of power can be pursued through soft power and persuasion, but
this is unlikely to prove sufªcient, and the unipole may decide to use force.90

By putting recalcitrant minor powers in a position of extreme-self help, an
offensive-dominance strategy triggers two pathways to conºict. In both cases,
a deterrence breakdown leads to a preventive war.

Following the ªrst pathway: the unipole makes revisionist demands that re-
calcitrant minor powers are unlikely to accept peacefully, because these pose a
threat to their survival. Given its preponderance of power, the unipole may de-
cide to go to war.

The second causal pathway follows a slightly more complex logic. Like its
defensive version, a strategy of offensive dominance provides strong incen-
tives for recalcitrant minor powers to balance internally. These attempts to bol-
ster their relative power, however, are likely to lead to war with the unipole
before the recalcitrant power is able to acquire additional capabilities. The rea-
son for this outcome is that the unipole will oppose any attempt by minor
powers to revise the status quo in a way that is detrimental to its interests.

In addition, wars pitting a recalcitrant minor power against a unipole imple-
menting a strategy of offensive dominance have two effects common to defen-
sive dominance. First, they encourage other recalcitrant minor powers to
redouble their balancing efforts. Second, they may make room for wars among
major and minor powers.

Reacting to the September 11 terrorist attacks, the United States adopted a
strategy of offensive dominance in the Middle East. Although this short period
has produced only a slim empirical record that can be harnessed to support
my theory, the mechanisms I posit can best be seen at work in the 2003 U.S.-led
invasion of Iraq. The United States’ goal was to revise Iraq’s international
alignment and decrease its relative power by installing an accommodating re-
gime in Baghdad and ending Saddam’s putative weapons of mass destruction
(WMD) program.91

In the end, no WMD were found after the invasion.92 Still, Saddam had pos-
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sessed a nuclear program, which he stopped only grudgingly when UN-
imposed sanctions in the aftermath of the 1991 Gulf War made it impossible to
acquire the materials and technology needed for a nuclear deterrent.93 Indeed,
the possibility of Iraq acquiring nuclear weapons, which Washington was con-
vinced would soon become a reality, featured prominently in the George W.
Bush administration’s argument for going to war.94

Although confronted with an imminent invasion, Saddam refused to back
down. His rationale seems to have been based on his estimate that, ªrst,
France or Russia would intercede on Iraq’s behalf, preventing war and, sec-
ond, if that failed, Iraqi forces would be capable of increasing the military costs
for the United States to the point at which American public opinion would
force Washington to back down.95 None of this happened. China, France, and
Russia—all major powers—did oppose UN authorization to use force against
Iraq, but when the United States displayed an unequivocal determination to
invade anyway, no major power did much to stop it.96 Ultimately, U.S.-led co-
alition troops toppled Saddam’s regime in three weeks, and major military
operations ended within a month of the invasion date.

The Iraq War also led other recalcitrant minor powers to accelerate their pro-
liferation attempts. Having been identiªed by President Bush, alongside Iraq,
as members of the “axis of evil,” Iran and North Korea were particularly quick
to respond.97 A mere two weeks after the fall of Baghdad, Pyongyang ofªcials
informed their American counterparts that North Korea possessed nuclear
weapons, making the country immune to any U.S. attempts to depose its re-
gime.98 Iran, too, has ramped up its nuclear program since 2002 and is likely to
continue pursuing a nuclear capability while trying to avoid preventive action
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by the United States.99 Unfortunately for the prospects of peace, it is also likely
the United States will oppose this development and, if necessary, resort to the
use of force.100

Disengagement

Disengagement requires the unipole to avoid interfering with the balance of
power in regions other than its own. (The unipole cannot disengage from its
own region.) Such a strategy decreases tensions between the unipole and other
states, making wars involving the unipole less likely, but it also makes room
for conºicts among competing major and minor powers.

Given the great-power vacuum created by a disengaged unipole, each re-
gion beyond the unipole’s can be treated as a small-scale quasi system unto it-
self. The regions from which the unipole disengages are, in effect, insulated
from the global mechanisms of conºict created directly by a unipolar structure.
These regions can be unipolar, bipolar, or multipolar. Interaction between ma-
jor powers in each of them will be governed by the dynamics that regulate
great power interaction in unipolar, bipolar, or multipolar systems.

Unipolar regions beyond the unipole’s own should be rare. Even a dis-
engaged unipole is likely to feel threatened by the emergence of a regional he-
gemon in another major region of the globe. (In fact, such a regional hegemon
rising in an important region would qualify as a peer competitor, reestablish-
ing the systemic balance of power and putting an end to unipolarity.) It is pos-
sible, however, that in peripheral areas of the globe regional unipolarity would
emerge without upsetting a disengaged unipole. I call this situation “nested
unipolarity.”101

In a nested unipolar region from which the global unipole nonetheless re-
mains disengaged, conºict-producing dynamics will emerge, along the lines of
those described above in the sections about strategies of offensive and defen-
sive dominance. Given uncertainty about its intentions, a strategy of defensive
dominance on the part of a regional hegemon will also trigger pathways to
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conºict in the region.102 Similarly, a regional unipolar power that pursues a
strategy of offensive dominance should generate regionally the same conºict-
producing mechanisms that were described above at the global level.

The remaining regions will be either bipolar or multipolar. No consensus ex-
ists on their comparative peacefulness.103 In fact, there are plausible causal
mechanisms accounting for conºict in both types of system. One can therefore
expect that both bipolar and multipolar regions will feature signiªcant levels
of conºict—involving minor and major powers—when left on their own.

Speciªcally, the literature notes two causes of conºict in bipolar systems.
Each can be adapted to bipolar regions. First, with only two regional powers,
there are no opportunities for regional external balancing, making deterrence
less likely to succeed in case of a regional imbalance of power. Second, major
powers in bipolar regions are focused on each other, which increases tensions
and the odds of conºict. Both are good reasons to expect conºict in bipolar re-
gions left alone by the unipole.

The literature also discusses four causes of conºict in multipolarity. Each can
be adapted to a multipolar region. First, with three or more regional powers,
there is a high likelihood of competition that can eventually lead to conºict.
Second, the regional distribution of power is less likely to be balanced before
alliances are made. Imbalances of power are more likely to generate predatory
conºicts, with two or more states ganging up on another. Third, regional
multipolarity increases the potential for miscalculations about relative power,
which, in turn, raise the odds of conºict. Finally, multipolar regions present
ample opportunities for buck-passing, making balancing more difªcult.104

Besides facilitating conºict among major and minor powers in other regions,
disengagement will yield peace for the unipole only if two requirements are
fulªlled. First, the unipole must disengage from all regions beyond its own.
Second, it must disengage completely from each of these regions. Disengage-
ment must be global because dominance in one region leads to the emergence
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of recalcitrant minor powers. In addition, this would alert minor powers in
other regions to the dangers of extreme self-help. In the absence of a pure dis-
engagement strategy at the global level, therefore, potential recalcitrant minor
powers everywhere are likely to act as if the unipole were engaged in their re-
gion, and will thus take actions that bolster their chances of survival vis-à-vis a
potentially threatening unipole. Disengagement must also be complete be-
cause even defensive dominance places recalcitrant minor powers in a situa-
tion of extreme self-help. Disengagement thus requires the unipole to extract
itself completely from military alliances, withdraw its security guarantees to
others, recall forward-deployed forces, and so on. Limited, or selective, en-
gagement is likely to trigger the same type of conºict (though through differ-
ent causal mechanisms) as complete offensive dominance.105

Failure to meet these two conditions effectively turns the unipole’s strategy
into a form of defensive dominance, albeit a selective one. Incomplete disen-
gagement decreases the predictability of the unipole’s future behavior, leading
recalcitrant minor powers to behave as if the unipole remained engaged and,
therefore, threatening to their survival. Disengagement, then, while always
producing regional wars, staves off wars involving the unipole only if it is im-
plemented as a pure strategy. A mixed strategy—a form of dominance limited
either in its regional scope or in the means involved—is likely to compound
the problems of disengagement with those of dominance.

In sum, disengagement opens the door to regional competition, leading to
wars involving both minor and major powers. If incomplete, disengagement
will also result in wars involving the unipole, similar to the ones described in
the previous two sections.

The United States has not pursued a strategy of global disengagement since
the end of the Cold War in 1989. Scholars therefore have no empirical record
against which to test the conºict-producing mechanisms resulting from a dis-
engagement strategy. Foreign policy analysts, however, have written about the
potentially devastating effects of a disengaged United States. Stephen Rosen
argues that U.S. disengagement would lead to nuclear proliferation and arms
races in Asia and the Middle East. He concludes that the alternatives to
American empire would be even less appealing.106 Fareed Zakaria writes that
disengagement would produce “a world in which problems fester and the
buck is endlessly passed, until problems explode.”107 Similarly, Michael
Mandelbaum writes that U.S. disengagement “would deprive the interna-
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tional system of one of its principal safety features, which keeps countries
from smashing into each other.”108 Niall Ferguson calls this situation “apolar-
ity” and describes “an anarchic new Dark Age; an era of . . . civilization’s re-
treat into a few fortiªed enclaves.”109 Robert Lieber, with more detail but no
less gloom-and-doom, describes the potential consequences of U.S. disengage-
ment as follows:

In Asia, Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan would have strong motivation to ac-
quire nuclear weapons—which they have the technological capacity to do
quite quickly. Instability and regional competition could also escalate, not only
between India and Pakistan, but also in Southeast Asia involving Vietnam,
Thailand, Indonesia, and possibly the Philippines. Risks in the Middle East
would be likely to increase, with regional competition among the major coun-
tries of the Gulf region (Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Iraq) as well as Egypt, Syria,
and Israel. Major regional wars, eventually involving the use of weapons of
mass destruction plus human suffering on a vast scale, ºoods of refugees, eco-
nomic disruption, and risks to oil supplies are all readily conceivable.110

U.S. policymakers understand this logic, too. American forces are stationed
around the world following what Josef Joffe calls the “paciªer logic,” accord-
ing to which only the presence of forces external to the region can stave
off acute security competition, which could eventually lead to conºict. This
logic underpins U.S. security guarantees in Asia (to Japan, South Korea, and
Taiwan) as well as in Europe and the Middle East.111

Conclusion

This article has laid out a theory of unipolarity that accounts for how a unipo-
lar structure of the international system provides signiªcant incentives for
conºict. In doing so, my argument corrects an important problem with ex-
tant research on unipolarity—the absence of scholarship questioning William
Wohlforth’s view that a unipolar world is peaceful. In this respect, Wohlforth’s
words ring as true of extant scholarship today as they did in 1999: “When
balance-of-power theorists argue that the post–Cold War world is headed to-
ward conºict, they are not claiming that unipolarity causes conºict. Rather,
they are claiming that unipolarity leads quickly to bi- or multipolarity. It is not
unipolarity’s peace but its durability that is in dispute.”112 Not anymore.
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It is not that the core of Wohlforth’s widely shared argument is wrong, how-
ever: great power conºict is impossible in a unipolar world. Rather, his claim
that unipolarity is peaceful has two important limitations. First, it focuses on
great powers. But because unipolarity prevents the aggregation of conºicts in-
volving major and minor powers into conºict between great powers, scholars
must look beyond great power interactions when analyzing the structural
incentives for war. Second, Wohlforth assumes that the unipole’s only reason-
able strategic option is defensive dominance. But given that unipolarity pro-
vides the unipole with ample room for deªning its foreign policy, offensive
dominance and disengagement are equally plausible strategies. This requires a
look at how these two additional strategies facilitate conºict.

After correcting for these two limitations, it becomes clear that unipolarity
possesses much potential for conºict. Contrary to what Wohlforth argued,
unipolarity is not a system in which the unipole is spared from any conºicts
and major powers become involved only in peripheral wars. Instead, a unipo-
lar system is one that provides incentives for recurrent wars between the sole
great power and recalcitrant minor powers, as well as occasional wars among
major and minor powers. That is the central prediction of my theory.

To be sure, the unique historical character of the current unipolar era makes
the task of building a general theory of unipolarity difªcult. Particularly, it re-
quires great care in distinguishing between those features of the post–Cold
War world that are intrinsic to a unipolar system and those that stem from
speciªc aspects of contemporary international politics. Two points deserve
mention.

First, my theory of conºict in unipolarity is robust to changes in military
technology. Still, some such changes would mean the end of unipolarity. At
one end of the scale, some scholars argue that the widespread possession of
equalizing technologies such as nuclear weapons would turn all minor powers
into major powers and decrease the use of the unipole’s power-projection ca-
pabilities in ways that might invalidate the label of unipolarity.113 At the other
end of the scale, should the unipole develop a splendid ªrst-strike capability
against all other states—an unlikely prospect, no doubt—its relative power
would increase, perhaps replacing anarchy with hegemony.114 Both of these
developments would mean that my theory no longer applies.

Second, my argument is robust to changes in the geographical conªguration
of the distribution of power. Were a future unipolar era to feature a continen-
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tal, rather than an offshore, unipole, the paths to conºict described above
would still apply. A continental unipole’s inability to disengage from its neigh-
bors might increase the proportion of conºict in which it will be involved at
the expense of conºicts between others, but the conºict-producing mecha-
nisms would remain the same.115

From the perspective of the overall peacefulness of the international system,
then, no U.S. grand strategy is, as in the Goldilocks tale, “just right.”116 In fact,
each strategic option available to the unipole produces signiªcant conºict.
Whereas offensive and defensive dominance will entangle it in wars against
recalcitrant minor powers, disengagement will produce regional wars among
minor and major powers. Regardless of U.S. strategy, conºict will abound. In-
deed, if my argument is correct, the signiªcant level of conºict the world has
experienced over the last two decades will continue for as long as U.S. power
remains preponderant.

From the narrower perspective of the unipole’s ability to avoid being
involved in wars, however, disengagement is the best strategy. A unipolar
structure provides no incentives for conºict involving a disengaged unipole.
Disengagement would extricate the unipole’s forces from wars against recalci-
trant minor powers and decrease systemic pressures for nuclear proliferation.
There is, however, a downside. Disengagement would lead to heightened
conºict beyond the unipole’s region and increase regional pressures for nu-
clear proliferation. As regards the unipole’s grand strategy, then, the choice is
between a strategy of dominance, which leads to involvement in numerous
conºicts, and a strategy of disengagement, which allows conºict between oth-
ers to fester.

In a sense, then, strategies of defensive and offensive dominance are self-
defeating. They create incentives for recalcitrant minor powers to bolster their
capabilities and present the United States with a tough choice: allowing them
to succeed or resorting to war in order to thwart them. This will either drag
U.S. forces into numerous conºicts or result in an increasing number of major
powers. In any case, U.S. ability to convert power into favorable outcomes
peacefully will be constrained.117
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115. In this sense, the current unipolar world is a hard case for the components of my theory that
deal with strategies of dominance. The United States, as an offshore unipole, can more easily dis-
engage from most of the world’s regions. Still, despite enjoying this privileged position, the
United States has been involved in signiªcant conºict. See Jack S. Levy and William R. Thompson,
“Balancing on Land and at Sea: Do States Ally against the Leading Global Power?” International
Security, Vol. 35, No. 1 (Summer 2010), pp. 7–43.
116. See Richard Rosecrance, “Overextension, Vulnerability, and Conºict: The ‘Goldilocks Prob-
lem’ in International Strategy: A Review Essay,” International Security, Vol. 19, No. 4 (Spring 1995),
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117. On how a nuclearized world would constrain the unipole, see Campbell Craig, “American



This last point highlights one of the crucial issues where Wohlforth and I
differ—the beneªts of the unipole’s power preponderance. Whereas Wohlforth
believes that the power preponderance of the United States will lead all states
in the system to bandwagon with the unipole, I predict that states engaged in
security competition with the unipole’s allies and states for whom the status
quo otherwise has lesser value will not accommodate the unipole. To the con-
trary, these minor powers will become recalcitrant despite U.S. power prepon-
derance, displaying the limited pacifying effects of U.S. power.

What, then, is the value of unipolarity for the unipole? What can a unipole
do that a great power in bipolarity or multipolarity cannot? My argument
hints at the possibility that—at least in the security realm—unipolarity does
not give the unipole greater inºuence over international outcomes.118 If
unipolarity provides structural incentives for nuclear proliferation, it may, as
Robert Jervis has hinted, “have within it the seeds if not of its own destruction,
then at least of its modiªcation.”119 For Jervis, “[t]his raises the question of
what would remain of a unipolar system in a proliferated world. The Ameri-
can ability to coerce others would decrease but so would its need to defend
friendly powers that would now have their own deterrents. The world would
still be unipolar by most measures and considerations, but many countries
would be able to protect themselves, perhaps even against the superpower. . . .
In any event, the polarity of the system may become less important.”120

At the same time, nothing in my argument determines the decline of U.S.
power. The level of conºict entailed by the strategies of defensive dominance,
offensive dominance, and disengagement may be acceptable to the unipole
and have only a marginal effect on its ability to maintain its preeminent posi-
tion. Whether a unipole will be economically or militarily overstretched is an
empirical question that depends on the magnitude of the disparity in power
between it and major powers and the magnitude of the conºicts in which it
gets involved. Neither of these factors can be addressed a priori, and so a the-
ory of unipolarity must acknowledge the possibility of frequent conºict in a
nonetheless durable unipolar system.

Finally, my argument points to a “paradox of power preponderance.”121 By
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Power Preponderance and the Nuclear Revolution,” Review of International Studies, Vol. 35 (January
2009), pp. 27–44.
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putting other states in extreme self-help, a systemic imbalance of power re-
quires the unipole to act in ways that minimize the threat it poses. Only by ex-
ercising great restraint can it avoid being involved in wars. If the unipole fails
to exercise restraint, other states will develop their capabilities, including nu-
clear weapons—restraining it all the same.122 Paradoxically, then, more relative
power does not necessarily lead to greater inºuence and a better ability to con-
vert capabilities into favorable outcomes peacefully. In effect, unparalleled rel-
ative power requires unequaled self-restraint.
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