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Structural Anthropology (New York: Basic, 1963); David Easton, A Framework
for Political Analysis (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1965); Easton, A
Systems Analysis of Political Life (New York: Wiley, 1965). For an excellent
overview of structuralist thinking, see Jonathan Culler, Structuralist Poetics:
Structuralism, Linguistics, and the Study of Literature (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell
University Press, 1975). See also Giovanni Sartori, “Concept Misformation in
Comparative Politics,” American Political Science Review 64 (December 1970):
1033–53.



1. Imperial Beginnings 127

33. Rosenau, Turbulence in World Politics, pp. 49–50; Luhmann, Soziale Systeme,
pp. 35–36.

34. For criticisms of systems theorizing, see Ronald Chilcote, Theories of Compar-
ative Politics: The Search for a Paradigm (Boulder, Colo.: Westview, 1981), pp.
161–62; Malcolm Waters, Modern Sociological Theory (London: Sage, 1994),
pp. 131–72.

35. On human irrationality see Karen Schweers Cook and Margaret Levi, eds., The
Limits of Rationality (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990); Kolja Rud-
zio, “Verflixte Psyche,” Die Zeit, October 7, 1999, p. 31.

36. S. N. Eisenstadt, introduction to S. N. Eisenstadt, ed., The Decline of Empires
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1967), p. 1.

37. See Murray Forsyth, ed., Federalism and Nationalism (New York: St. Martin’s,
1989).

38. Edward N. Luttwak, The Grand Strategy of the Roman Empire (Baltimore, Md.:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976), pp. 80–84. See also Stephen L. Dyson,
The Creation of the Roman Frontier (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University
Press, 1985).

39. Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth (New York: Grove, 1977); Albert
Memmi, The Colonizer and the Colonized (Boston: Beacon, 1967).

40. Miles, “Roman and Modern Imperialism,” p. 643.
41. Ibid., p. 647.
42. Jervis, System Effects, pp. 76–87.
43. Ibid., pp. 177–91.
44. Luhmann, Soziale Systeme, p. 382.
45. David Easton, The Analysis of Political Structure (New York: Routledge, 1990),

pp. 273–79.
46. See Luhmann, Soziale Systeme, p. 384.
47. Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Relations (New York: Random House,

1978), pp. 170–76.
48. Janet L. Abu-Lughod, Before European Hegemony: The World System, A.D.

1250–1350 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), p. 368.
49. Robert C. Tucker, ed., The Marx-Engels Reader, 2d ed. (New York: Norton,

1978), p. 438.
50. Barrington Moore Jr., Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy (Boston:

Beacon, 1966).
51. Plato’s Republic (Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett, 1974), p. 196.
52. Ibid., p. 198.
53. Mark Hagopian, The Phenomenon of Revolution (New York: Harper and Row,

1974).
54. Chalmers Johnson, Revolutionary Change (Palo Alto, Calif.: Stanford Univer-

sity Press, 1982); Theda Skocpol, States and Social Revolutions (Cambridge:



128 1. Imperial Beginnings

Cambridge University Press, 1979); Joseph Tainter, The Collapse of Complex
Societies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988); Fanon, Wretched of
the Earth, pp. 37–39.

55. Ekkart Zimmermann, Political Violence, Crises, and Revolutions: Theories and
Research (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1983); Martin Jänicke, ed., Herrschaft und Krise
(Opladen, Germany: Westdeutscher Verlag, 1973).

56. Tucker, The Marx-Engels Reader, p. 438; Johnson, Revolutionary Change, p.
94; Skocpol, States and Social Revolutions, pp. 30–31; Tainter, Collapse of
Complex Societies, p. 120; Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, p. 71.

57. Robert A. Kann, The Habsburg Empire: A Study in Integration and Disintegra-
tion (New York: Praeger, 1957), p. 134.

58. Cho-yun Hsu, “Roles of the Literati,” p. 189.
59. Carlo M. Cipolla, introduction to Carlo M. Cipolla, ed., The Economic De-

cline of Empires (London: Methuen, 1970), p. 2. See also “Menschen
machen Katastrophen,” interview of Wolf Dombrowsky, Die Zeit, August 26,
1999, p. 15.

60. See Colin Renfrew, “Systems Collapse as Social Transformation: Catastrophe
and Anastrophe in Early State Societies,” in Colin Renfrew and Kenneth L.
Cooke, eds., Transformations: Mathematical Approaches to Culture Change,
pp. 481–505 (New York: Academic, 1979).

61. Herbert Kaufman, “The Collapse of Ancient States and Civilizations as an
Organizational Problem,” in Yoffee and Cowgill, Collapse of Ancient States
and Civilizations, pp. 233–35; Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince and the Dis-
courses (New York: Modern Library, 1950), pp. 91–93. See also Edward Hallett
Carr, What Is History? (New York: Vintage, 1961), pp. 130–34.

62. James D. Fearon, “Causes and Counterfactuals in Social Science: Exploring
an Analogy Between Cellular Automata and Historical Processes,” in Philip E.
Tetlock and Aaron Belkin, eds., Counterfactual Thought Experiments in World
Politics, pp. 39–67 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1996). See also
Manus I. Midlarsky, The Disintegration of Political Systems: War and Revolution
in Comparative Perspective (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press,
1986).

63. Charles F. Doran, “Why Forecasts Fail: The Limits and Potential of Forecasting
in International Relations and Economics,” International Studies Review 1
(1999): 11.

64. See Stephen Jay Gould, The Panda’s Thumb: More Reflections in Natural His-
tory (New York: Norton, 1980), pp. 179–93.

65. George Soros, The Crisis of Global Capitalism: Open Society Endangered (New
York: Public Affairs, 1998).

66. William McNeill, Plagues and Peoples (Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor, 1976).



1. Imperial Beginnings 129

67. Brian Fagan, Floods, Famines, and Empires: El Niño and the Fate of Civiliza-
tions (New York: Basic, 1999). See also “The Big Heat,” Economist, August 28,
1999, p. 64.

68. Sidney Hook, The Hero in History (Boston: Beacon, 1955), p. 203.
69. Alexander Rabinowitch, The Bolsheviks Come to Power: The Revolution of 1917

in Petrograd (New York: Norton, 1976), pp. 202–6.
70. Robert G. Wesson, The Imperial Order (Berkeley: University of California Press,

1967), p. 36.
71. Ibid., p. 334.
72. Good examples of self-contradictory arguments that try to marry choice to sit-

uations of manifest nonchoice are Steven L. Solnick, “The Breakdown of Hi-
erarchies in the Soviet Union and China: A Neoinstitutional Perspective,”
World Politics 48 (January 1996): 209–38; James D. Fearon and David D. Laitin,
“Explaining Interethnic Cooperation,” American Political Science Review 90
(December 1996): 715–35.

73. See Imre Lakatos, “Falsification and the Methodology of Scientific Research Pro-
grammes,” in Imre Lakatos and Alan Musgrave, eds., Criticism and the Growth of
Knowledge, pp. 91–196 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970); Stephen
Gaukroger, Explanatory Structures (Hassocks, U.K.: Harvester, 1978).

74. Anthony Giddens, The Constitution of Society: Outline of the Theory of Struc-
turation (Cambridge, U.K.: Polity, 1984).

75. See Robert A. Denemark, “World Systems History: From Traditional Interna-
tional Politics to the Study of Global Relations,” International Studies Review
1 (1999): 69; Michael Taylor, “Structure, Culture, and Action in the Expla-
nation of Social Change,” Politics and Society 17 (June 1989): 115–62; Roger
Petersen, “Mechanisms and Structures in Comparison,” in John Bowen and
Roger Petersen, eds., Critical Comparisons in Politics and Culture, pp. 61–77
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).

76. Arthur Danto, Narration and Knowledge (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1985), pp. 257–84.

77. This is not to say that values have no place in social science. Quite the contrary.
But they cannot serve as the sole justification for the validity of some theory.
Choice is, of course, essential to questions of morality.

78. Gabriel A. Almond, A Discipline Divided: Schools and Sects in Political Science
(Newbury Park, Calif.: Sage, 1990), pp. 51–53, 117–35.

79. Jack A. Goldstone, Revolution and Rebellion in the Early Modern World (Berke-
ley: University of California Press, 1991); Jack A. Goldstone, “Ideology, Cul-
tural Frameworks, and the Process of Revolution,” Theory and Society 20 (Au-
gust 1991): 405–53; Skocpol, States and Social Revolutions; Nikki Keddie,
“Can Revolutions Be Predicted; Can Their Causes Be Understood?” in Nikki



130 1. Imperial Beginnings

Keddie, ed., Debating Revolutions, pp. 3–26 (New York: New York University
Press, 1995); Said Amir Arjomand, “Iran’s Islamic Revolution in Comparative
Perspective,” World Politics 38 (April 1986): 383–414.

80. See Bob Sutcliffe, Imperialism (New York: St. Martin’s, 1999).
81. See Doyle, Empires, pp. 19–34; Wolfgang J. Mommsen, Theories of Imperialism

(New York: Random House, 1980).
82. Yale H. Ferguson and Richard W. Mansbach, “Global Politics at the Turn of

the Millenium: Changing Bases of ‘Us’ and ‘Them,”’ International Studies
Review 1 (1999): 79.

83. Imanuel Geiss, “Great Powers and Empires: Historical Mechanisms of Their
Making and Breaking,” in Geir Lundestad, ed., The Fall of Great Powers: Peace,
Stability, and Legitimacy (Oslo: Scandinavian University Press, 1994), p. 33.
But, apparently, empires are war makers. See William Eckhardt, “Civilizations,
Empires, and Wars,” Journal of Peace Research 27 (1990): 9–24.

84. Reinhold Niebuhr, The Structure of Nations and Empires (Fairfield, N.J.: Au-
gustus M. Kelley, 1977), p. 66.

85. Motyl, Revolutions, Nations, Empires, pp. 133–36.
86. See Parker, Geopolitics of Domination, pp. 1–9, 64–75.
87. Lundestad, American “Empire,” p. 55.
88. Geoffrey Parker, The Military Revolution: Military Innovation and the Rise of

the West, 1500–1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), p. 132.
89. Lake, “Rise, Fall, and Future,” p. 34. See also Yale Ferguson and Richard

Mansbach, The State, Conceptual Chaos, and the Future of International Re-
lations Theory (Boulder, Colo.: Rienner, 1989).

90. See Robert Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1981), pp. 106–155; David Friedman, “A Theory of the Size
and Shape of Nations,” Journal of Political Economy 85 (1977): 59–77. Hendrik
Spruyt offers a sophisticated version of this argument in “Explaining Imperial
Decline: The Obsolescence and Dissolution of Empires in the Modern Era,”
paper prepared for the convention of the American Political Science Associa-
tion, Washington, D. C., August 27–31, 1997. See also Robert O. Keohane,
International Politics and State Power (Boulder, Colo.: Westview, 1989), pp.
35–66.

91. See Peter Liberman, Does Conquest Pay? (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University
Press, 1996).

92. D. K. Fieldhouse, Economics and Empire, 1830–1914 (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell
University Press, 1973), p. 464.

93. See Charles A. Kupchan, The Vulnerability of Empire (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell
University Press, 1994), pp. 90–104; Jack Snyder, Myths of Empire (Ithaca,
N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1991), pp. 31–65.



1. Imperial Beginnings 131

94. Geoffrey W. Conrad and Arthur A. Demarest, Religion and Empire: The Dy-
namics of Aztec and Inca Expansionism (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1984), pp. 120–21.

95. On overextension see David A. Lake, “Anarchy, Hierarchy, and the Variety of
International Relations,” International Organization 50 (winter 1996): 1–33;
Ronald Findlay, “Toward a Model of Territorial Expansion and the Limits of
Empire,” unpublished manuscript, Columbia University, May 1994.

96. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract, in Discourse on Political Economy
and The Social Contract, trans. Christopher Betts (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1994).

97. The work of David Lake illustrates many of these pitfalls. On the one hand,
Lake argues that “increasing hierarchy [i.e., empire] raises the costs to the
dominant state of governing the subordinate power.” In particular, “to gain the
subordinate party’s willing consent to a hierarchic relationship, the welfare
losses created by these distortions must be compensated by some transfer or
side payment from the dominant state—increasing the costs to the latter. As
the subordinate partner’s residual control declines, and the distortions increase,
so must the compensation package offered by the dominant state.” On the other
hand, “rent-seeking,” which “creates an imperialist bias in a state’s foreign pol-
icy . . . distorts the economy and reduces rates of economic growth. Over time,
as the distortions accumulate, the state can improve its returns by reducing
rents, freeing the economy from monopoly restrictions, and stimulating growth.
. . . As the state turns from seeking rents to encouraging growth, the optimal
size of the political unit will contract” (Lake, “Anarchy, Hierarchy,” pp. 42, 47,
50). The flaws in Lake’s analysis are fourfold. First, Lake must either anthro-
pomorphize “the state” or use semantically meaningless predicates of the form
“the state can improve,” “the state turns,” and so on. Second, Lake is explicitly
wedded to the notion of optimal size, even though his own analysis clearly
suggests that this signifier is empty. Third, Lake’s insistence that empire can be
a dyad like any other hierarchical relationship effectively reduces empires to
little more than big states. Fourth and most important is Lake’s equally prob-
lematic insistence that costs and benefits affect elite choices. This proposition
assumes that the trade-offs between governance costs, opportunism, rent seek-
ing, and economic growth are knowable to elites as trade-offs—all the time,
and not just when things are obviously going wrong—and that elites choose
for or against empire on that basis. But if choice refers to identifiable points in
time when alternatives are weighed and options are considered, then elites
rarely if ever really choose. Like optimal size, choice is an empty signifier.

98. For a critical treatment of rational choice theory, see Donald Green and Ian
Shapiro, Pathologies of Rational Choice Theory (New Haven, Conn.: Yale Uni-



132 1. Imperial Beginnings

versity Press, 1994); Jane L. Mansbridge, ed., Beyond Self-Interest (Chicago,
Ill.: Chicago University Press, 1990). See also Jonathan Cohn, “Irrational Ex-
uberance,” New Republic, October 25, 1999, pp. 25–31.

99. See Gerd Roellecke, “Du hast keine Wahl, aber triff sie,” Frankfurter Allge-
meine Zeitung, July 1, 2000.

100. See Ernst Nagel, The Structure of Science, 2d ed. (Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett,
1977), pp. 30–32; Motyl, Revolutions, Nations, Empires, pp. 8–11.

101. Motyl, Revolutions, Nations, Empires, pp. 131–45.
102. Charles Diehl, “The Economic Decay of Byzantium,” in Cipolla, Economic

Decline of Empires, p. 101. I make this point in “Thinking About Empire,” pp.
19–29. See also Alexander Demandt, “Die Weltreiche in der Geschichte,” in
Alexander Demandt, ed., Das Ende der Weltreiche: Von den Persen bis zur
Sowjetunion (Munich: Beck, 1997), pp. 223–27.

103. Fernand Braudel, The Structures of Everyday Life: The Limits of the Possible
(New York: Harper and Row, 1981); David Hackett Fischer, The Great
Wave: Price Revolutions and the Rhythm of History (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1996); Jared Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of
Human Societies (New York: Norton, 1997). See also Charles Tilly, Big
Structures, Large Processes, Huge Comparisons (New York: Russell Sage,
1984).

104. Doyle, Empires, pp. 128–38.
105. Ibid., p. 130.

2. Imperial Decay

1. Herbert Kaufman, “The Collapse of Ancient States and Civilizations as an
Organizational Problem,” in Norman Yoffee and George L. Cowgill, eds., The
Collapse of Ancient States and Civilizations (Tucson: University of Arizona
Press, 1988), pp. 228–29.

2. A. H. M. Jones, “The Social, Political, and Religious Changes During the Last
Period of the Roman Empire,” in S. N. Eisenstadt, ed., The Decline of Empires
(Englewood Cliffs, N. J.: Prentice-Hall, 1967), p. 69.

3. Carlo M. Cipolla, introduction to Carlo M. Cipolla, ed., The Economic Decline
of Empires (London: Methuen, 1970), pp. 5, 6–7.

4. Cho-yun Hsu, “The Roles of the Literati and of Regionalism in the Fall of the
Han Dynasty,” in Yoffee and Cowgill, Collapse of Ancient States, p. 189.

5. Rein Taagepera: “Expansion and Contraction Patterns for Large Polities: Con-
text for Russia,” International Studies Quarterly 41 (1997): 475–504; Taagepera,
“Size and Duration of Empires: Growth-Decline Curves, 600 b.c. to 600 a.d.,”



2. Imperial Decay 133

Social Science History 3 (October 1979): 115–38; Taagepera, “Size and Dura-
tion of Empires: Systematics of Size,” Social Science Research 7 (1978): 108–
27; Taagepera, “Size and Duration of Empires: Growth-Decline Curves, 3000
to 600 b.c.,” Social Science Research 7 (1978): 180–96.

6. Warren Treadgold, A History of the Byzantine State and Society (Palo Alto,
Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1997), pp. 7–8.

7. Christopher Chase-Dunn and Thomas D. Hall, Rise and Demise: Comparing
World Systems (Boulder, Colo.: Westview, 1997), pp. 200–29.

8. Bas van Fraassen, Laws and Symmetry (Oxford: Clarendon, 1989).
9. Michael E. Brown, “The Causes and Regional Dimensions of Internal Con-

flict,” in Michael E. Brown, ed., The International Dimensions of Internal Con-
flict (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1996), pp. 576–81.

10. On “essentially contested concepts” see William Connolly, The Terms of Po-
litical Discourse (Lexington, Mass.: Heath, 1974).

11. Giovanni Sartori, “Totalitarianism, Model Mania, and Learning from Error,”
Journal of Theoretical Politics 5 (1993): 5–22.

12. See Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (New York: Harcourt
Brace, 1951); Hans Buchheim, Totalitarian Rule: Its Nature and Character-
istics (Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University Press, 1968); Karl Dietrich
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Europäische Kommission, 1997); Advisory Council on International Affairs, An
Inclusive Europe (The Hague: Advisory Council on International Affairs, 1997).

63. Center for Peace, Conversion, and Foreign Policy of Ukraine, “Ukraine on the
Way to the European Union,” occasional report no. 71, Kyiv, October 15, 1998;
Werner Weidenfeld, ed., Central and Eastern Europe on the Way to the Euro-
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2000/41/Politik/200041_selbstbehauptung.html� (October 11, 2000); “Survey:
European Union,” Economist, May 31, 1997, p. 14.



Conclusion: Losing Empire 153

70. On globalization see Richard Langhorne, The Coming of Globalization (Lon-
don: St. Martin’s, 2001); Ulrich Beck, Was Ist Globalisierung? (Frankfurt am
Main: Suhrkamp, 1997); Is Global Capitalism Working? A Foreign Affairs
Reader (New York: Council on Foreign Relations, 1999).

71. See Edward Luttwak, Turbo-Capitalism: Winners and Losers in the Global
Economy (New York: HarperCollins, 1999).

72. Alexander Gerschenkron, Economic Backwardness in Historical Perspective
(New York: Praeger, 1962).

73. Heinz Timmermann, “Russland: Strategischer Partner der Europäischen Un-
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