
Can great powers
reach conªdent conclusions about the intentions of their peers?1 The answer to
this question has important implications for U.S. national security policy. Ac-
cording to one popular view, the United States and China are destined to com-
pete unless they can ªgure out each other’s designs. A recent Brookings
Institution report warns that although “Beijing and Washington seek to build a
constructive partnership for the long run,” they may be headed for trouble
given their “mutual distrust of [the other’s] long-term intentions.”2 Simi-
larly, foreign policy experts James Steinberg and Michael O’Hanlon argue that
“trust in both capitals . . . remains scarce, and the possibility of an accidental or
even intentional conºict between the United States and China seems to be
growing.”3 Reversing this logic, many analysts believe that U.S.-China rela-
tions may improve if the two sides clarify their intentions. Thus the Pentagon’s
latest strategic guidance document declares that if China wants to “avoid
causing friction” in East Asia, then its military growth must be “accompanied
by greater clarity of its strategic intentions.”4 Meanwhile China scholars
Andrew Nathan and Andrew Scobell recommend that even as the United
States builds up its capabilities and alliances, it should “reassure Beijing that
these moves are intended to create a balance of common interests rather than
to threaten China.”5
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Intentions also play a key role in theoretical debates about the prospects for
conºict and cooperation among the great powers. Structural realists contend
that states are always uncertain about the current and future intentions of
others; and because they can inºict grave harm on one another, this uncer-
tainty makes for a highly competitive world.6 Not knowing if their peers have
aggressive or peaceful designs, but acutely aware of the painful consequences
of being wrong, great powers live in fear and compete for power to protect
themselves.7 John Mearsheimer elaborates, “[Great powers] worry about the
intentions of other states, in large part because they are so hard to divine. Their
greatest fear is that another state might have the capability as well as the mo-
tive to attack them. . . . Fearful of other states, and knowing that they operate
in a self-help world, states quickly realize that the best way to survive is to be
especially powerful.”8 Cooperation is equally difªcult because great powers
are unsure whether their partners intend to honor their agreements now or in
the future. As Kenneth Waltz observes, “[T]he condition of insecurity—at the
least, the uncertainty of each about the other’s future intentions and actions—
works against their cooperation.”9

This claim that uncertainty and high stakes combine to generate great power
competition is widely accepted even among structural realism’s detractors.10

Writing from a liberal perspective, Charles Lipson notes that when a “special
peril of defection” exists, which is to say that actors can attack suddenly and
with devastating consequences, “there is little hope for stable, extensive coop-
eration.” Not only do these factors hinder cooperation, but they also prompt
great powers to compete: “[T]he high costs of unreciprocated cooperation, to-
gether with uncertainty about others’ intentions, fuels suspicion and fosters
anxiety to strike ªrst.”11 Similarly, in explaining why “security seekers” would
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ever compete with one another, defensive realist Charles Glaser declares that
“uncertainty plays a central role in creating . . . insecurity,” which, in turn,
pushes states to adopt “competitive policies.”12

Nevertheless, critics of structural realism are more optimistic that great
powers can discern the intentions of their peers. For example, they identify
several situations in which a state can conªdently assess another’s current
plans. Robert Jervis describes military conditions in which “much of the uncer-
tainty about the other’s intentions that contributes to the security dilemma is
removed.”13 Mark Haas concludes that in some ideological contexts the “po-
tency of uncertainty as a cause of international conºict can be signiªcantly mit-
igated.”14 And Andrew Kydd asserts that ideologies, regime types, and certain
actions “reveal a wealth of information . . . about the intentions of other
states.”15 Others argue that conªdence about current intentions creates con-
ªdence about future intentions because states’ foreign policy plans are stable
over time. Alexander Wendt sums up the point: “Are state intentions highly
unstable over time? Not as far as I can tell. . . . [N]ational interests seem quite
stable, in some cases over centuries.”16

If these optimistic claims are correct, then there are good reasons to doubt
the grim structural realist worldview. Consider the security dilemma, which
structural realists describe as “the condition in which states, unsure of one an-
other’s intentions, arm for the sake of security and in doing so set a vicious cir-
cle in motion.”17 If a great power is conªdent that another state means it no
harm, then a decision by the second state to increase its military capabilities
will not lead to such ªerce security competition. Or take the structural realist
claim that great powers are reluctant to cooperate lest their partners gain more
from cooperation than they do and turn on them later from a position of
strength.18 This relative gains problem will not inhibit cooperation if states are
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satisªed that others will have peaceful designs in the future. Robert Keohane
explains, “States evaluate intentions as well as capabilities. . . . If such shifts in
capability seem very unlikely to be used adversely, concern for relative gains
in these relationships may be of minor signiªcance.”19

In this article, I evaluate the major optimistic arguments that great powers
can discern the intentions of their peers with conªdence.20 One set of argu-
ments holds that states can deduce others’ current intentions from certain do-
mestic characteristics such as their foreign policy goals, ideology, or regime
type. Another focuses on behavior and maintains that states can infer current
intentions by examining their counterparts’ arms policies, membership in in-
ternational institutions, or past actions in the security realm.21 A ªnal set of ar-
guments explains why intentions are unlikely to change and thus why current
designs are good predictors of future plans.

I conclude that these optimistic claims are unpersuasive. Great powers can-
not conªdently assess the current intentions of others based on their domestic
characteristics or behavior, and they are even less sure when it comes to esti-
mating their peers’ future intentions. This is not to say that states’ features and
actions provide no insight into their designs. At best, however, they allow for
marginal reductions in uncertainty.

The rest of this article proceeds as follows. I begin by offering a deªnition of
intentions. The bulk of the article is then devoted to describing the major opti-
mistic claims about intentions and evaluating the logics and evidence associ-
ated with them. Next, I sketch a pessimistic argument. Brieºy, great powers are
uncertain about the current intentions of their peers because they rarely have
direct evidence of them and cannot infer them reliably from other states’
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domestic attributes or behaviors. Future plans are even harder to divine be-
cause intentions can change, and there are many situations in which they are
liable to do so. I conclude with a discussion of the implications of my argu-
ment and ªndings for theory and policy.

Deªning Intentions

There is no accepted deªnition of state intentions. The concept is sometimes
deªned so broadly as to include states’ ambitions, planned behaviors, and
willingness to bear costs to achieve their goals.22 By incorporating several
diverse notions, such deªnitions make it hard to evaluate the role of intentions
in world politics. Alternatively, some scholars have argued that intentions
are the same as interests, motives, and preferences.23 In doing so, they rule out
intentions as a discrete subject of inquiry. Nevertheless, it is possible to de-
vise a useful deªnition of intentions that accords with how most observers use
the term.

Intentions are the actions that a state plans to take under certain circum-
stances.24 Several aspects of this deªnition merit elaboration.25 First, intentions
entail actions: when states intend something, they plan to perform speciªc
actions or behave in particular ways. Thus states may intend to arm or dis-
arm, to foment or draw back from a crisis, or to attack or make concessions
to their adversaries. This does not mean that intentions are the same as ac-
tions. Rather, they are attitudes about actions. Second, intentions are state-level
attributes. Decisionmakers may form their own individual intentions and
disagree about the correct course of action. Typically, however, they reach col-
lective opinions—in the form of tacit bargains, verbal agreements, or written
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documents—that can be treated as the intentions of the state.26 Third, state
intentions can change if existing leaders reconsider their policies or if new
decisionmakers with different ideas come to power. This being the case, there
is a distinction between current intentions—a state’s present plans of action—
and its future intentions—the plans it will have after it rethinks its present
plans. Fourth, states usually have conditional intentions. In theory, a state
could plan to go to war regardless of the situation. In practice, however, states
plan to ªght only under certain circumstances—for example, they are mili-
tarily superior to their adversary.

Intentions fall into three categories according to quality, time frame, and
issue area. First, a state can have aggressive or peaceful intentions.27 It has ag-
gressive intentions if it plans to threaten or use force and peaceful intentions if
it has no such plans. Second, these plans can apply to any time period, from a
current crisis to a hypothetical situation in the distant future. Third, a state can
have intentions regarding any sphere of activity, including security, economic,
and humanitarian affairs. In the case of great power politics, however, ana-
lysts are concerned with states’ decisions to procure arms, form alliances, or
make agreements—decisions that rest on evaluations of others’ medium- to
long-term plans in the security realm.

Intentions differ from interests, motives, and preferences, which are terms
that refer to states’ goals. Intentions and goals are related because states devise
plans of action to achieve certain objectives. They are not, however, synony-
mous. Intentions are about how states plan to realize their goals, whereas in-
terests, motives, and preferences answer the question of what those goals are.
To borrow from the language of strategic choice, the difference is the same
as the one between preferred strategies and preferred outcomes. More con-
cretely, plans to arm or disarm or to attack or withdraw are intentions; desires
for security, hegemony, and wealth are goals.28
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The Optimistic Case: Domestic Characteristics

The domestic characteristics version of the optimistic case maintains that great
powers can infer the intentions of their peers from their internal features. Spe-
ciªcally, states can ªgure out others’ designs by examining their foreign policy
goals, ideology, or regime type.

foreign policy goals

According to one set of domestic arguments, observers can deduce states’ in-
tentions from their foreign policy goals. The central issue is whether a state’s
goal is “to maintain or overthrow the status quo.”29 Some want to preserve the
existing order. These “status quo” powers seek “the protection of values they
already possess,” aim “to keep what they have,” and “prefer to keep things as
they are.” Others want to revise the prevailing order. These “revisionist” pow-
ers “value what they covet more than what they currently possess,” seek “to
change the distribution of goods,” and want “to improve their position in
the system.”30

Several defensive and neoclassical realists draw a simple connection be-
tween goals and intentions: status quo powers are more likely to have peaceful
intentions, whereas revisionist powers are more likely to have aggressive de-
signs. As Randall Schweller explains, revisionists “will employ military force
to change the status quo and to extend their values,” whereas “status-quo
states do not employ military means to . . . extend their values.”31 Similarly,
Jervis declares, “Aggressive behavior should thus be regarded as entailing not
only a desire to expand, but a willingness to undertake strenuous and danger-
ous efforts to do so, a willingness that is likely to be inversely proportional to
the state’s satisfaction with the status quo.”32 This notion is also logically
implied in the statement that “a world of security seekers, who are known to
be security seekers, would be peaceful.”33 After all, if there were a chance
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that status quo powers had aggressive designs, then they might not remain
at peace.

ideology

Another set of domestic arguments suggests that observers can discern states’
intentions from their ideologies—their beliefs about an appropriate social or-
der and the institutions required to achieve it. One view holds that ideological
distance—the difference between states’ ideologies—is an important determi-
nant of states’ assessments of one another’s intentions. States categorize their
peers into ingroups that share their ideology and outgroups that do not, and
they are more favorably inclined toward the former than the latter. John Owen
observes, “[A]dherents to a given ideology will want to treat more kindly a
state governed by their ideology . . . and they will be inclined to be confronta-
tional toward a state governed by an enemy ideology.”34 Similarly, Haas ar-
gues that states tend to adopt “hard-line policies” against ideological rivals
and “engage in policies . . . designed to aid” ideological allies.35 Thus great
powers expect that co-ideologues are inclined to harbor peaceful intentions to-
ward them and that competitors guided by rival sets of legitimating principles
are not. Relations among liberal states are especially likely to feature peaceful
intentions. Because such states know that they share norms of compromise
and nonviolence, their relations are marked by trust and respect, and they
therefore have peaceful plans for dealing with one another.36

A related proposition holds that outsiders can derive great powers’ inten-
tions from the content of their ideologies: some ideologies are associated with
peaceful intentions and others with aggressive designs. Nationalism is fre-
quently invoked as indicating the latter. According to Stephen Van Evera,
policymakers expect states imbued with “hegemonistic” nationalism to have
aggressive intentions because this kind of nationalism “assume[s] a right or
duty to rule . . . other nationalities.”37 Kydd also links nationalism with aggres-
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sion, arguing that “[a] nationalistic leadership that discriminates against or
oppresses domestic minorities” is more likely to be aggressive because a gov-
ernment of this kind “might feel little constraint against dominating other
states.”38 Elsewhere, he suggests that communist regimes tend to have aggres-
sive intentions because “communist ideology, founded on class conºict, pos-
ited a relationship of general enmity between the socialist states and the
capitalist world.”39 As for liberal states, Michael Doyle argues that “[l]iberal
wars are only fought for popular, liberal purposes,” which is to say self-
defense or the inculcation of liberal values in other states.40

regime type

A ªnal set of domestic arguments focuses on regime type. A prominent logic
holds that democracies are more peaceful than other kinds of states. It begins
with the observation that domestic institutions such as free speech and regular
elections make democratic governments accountable to constituencies that
may in various circumstances oppose the use of force. These include the pub-
lic, which prefers not to bear the costs of ªghting; interest groups that expect to
incur losses in the event of war; and opposition parties that stand to gain polit-
ically if military action is unsuccessful.41 As a result, democracies are con-
strained from using force. As Bruce Russett puts it, “In democracies, the
constraints of checks and balances, division of power, and need for public de-
bate to enlist widespread support will slow decisions to use large-scale vio-
lence and reduce the likelihood that such decisions will be made.”42 It follows
that democracies are less likely to harbor aggressive intentions.

A second logic maintains that the transparency of the democratic process
makes democracies’ foreign policy plans more readily apparent. Elections pro-
vide substantial evidence about where candidates, parties, and publics stand
on foreign policy issues. Also, opposition parties have access to information
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about the government’s designs and incentives to publicize that informa-
tion for political gain. Moreover, key initiatives are openly debated in legis-
latures and reported in the media. Even bureaucracies may release information
to attract supporters or undermine rivals.43 According to Charles Kupchan,
among others, such transparency affords foreign governments the opportunity
to “assess, with a relatively high degree of conªdence, the intentions and moti-
vations that inform behavior.”44

A third logic suggests that democracies’ declarations of intent are more cred-
ible than those of other regimes. In this audience costs formulation, democratic
leaders who announce a certain policy and then fail to follow through can be
punished by voters for revealing their incompetence or damaging their state’s
reputation for honesty. Executives confronting this prospect are therefore
likely to make their intentions known only if they plan to carry them out. Thus
democratic statements of intent—peaceful or aggressive—are sincere.45 As
Jessica Weeks notes, audience costs enhance “states’ ability to convey inten-
tions. Just as leaders may generate domestic costs by backing down from a
threat, they can also incur costs by reneging on peaceful promises. . . . Thus,
higher audience costs may alleviate the security dilemma by reducing uncer-
tainty about whether a promise to keep peace is genuine.”46

Evaluating Domestic Characteristics Arguments

Great powers cannot reach conªdent assessments of the intentions of their
peers based on their foreign policy goals, ideology, or regime type. To be sure,
states can learn something about other states’ intentions by scrutinizing their
domestic characteristics. They cannot, however, learn enough to judge their in-
tentions with conªdence.
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foreign policy goals and intentions

The contention that great powers can conªdently infer others’ intentions from
their foreign policy goals is ºawed for two reasons. First, determining goals is
hard; and second, goals and intentions are not straightforwardly related.

States face formidable obstacles in trying to assess others’ goals. It is reason-
able to assume that rational states want security, but beyond that they can
have many goals.47 For example, they may want to increase their prosperity,
spread their ideology, or shape the global institutional landscape. In addition,
it is hard to know which objectives are more important to them and how they
will adjudicate among different goals when these conºict. Also, goals can
change. As Jervis points out, “[E]ven if the other state now supports the status
quo, it may become dissatisªed later. . . . Minds can be changed, new leaders
can come to power, values can shift, new opportunities and dangers can
arise.”48 Furthermore, states have incentives to conceal or misrepresent their
objectives.49 A great power that aspires to hegemony, for example, will try to
hide this from potential victims to lull them into a false sense of security.
Consequently, there is substantial uncertainty when it comes to divining
states’ goals.

Given these difªculties, there are no accepted guidelines for determining
states’ goals, and therefore even the most well known historical examples are
hotly debated. In the case of World War I, defensive realists claim that German
aggression was driven by insecurity, speciªcally by fears of encirclement and
the rise of Russia. Imperial Germany was essentially a security seeker, albeit
one with aggressive intentions.50 Offensive realists dissent, claiming that
Germany was a revisionist power bent on “dominating the European conti-
nent.”51 Similar disagreement exists about the origins of the Cold War, with an-
alysts variously arguing that both superpowers preferred the status quo, that
the United States was a revisionist and the Soviet Union was a status quo
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power, that the Soviet Union was a revisionist and the United States was a
status quo power, and that both great powers wanted to change the status
quo.52 These examples undermine propositions that rely on goals: if scholars
armed with deªnitions and the documentary record cannot agree about what
states wanted long after the fact, it is unlikely that great powers can do so in
real time.

Even if states could ªgure out others’ goals, a signiªcant problem would re-
main: goals are not a dependable guide to intentions. A status quo power may
have peaceful intentions; that is, it may plan to keep things as they are without
threatening or using force. But it may equally have aggressive intentions, be-
lieving that it must destroy its peers to maintain the current situation. Thus the
same goal—preserving the status quo—can generate different plans of action.
The argument also applies to revisionists. A revisionist power may have ag-
gressive intentions; that is, it may plan to overturn the existing order by force.
Or it may have peaceful intentions, simply choosing to sit tight and wait for its
more powerful rivals to decline. Again, the same goal can be associated with
different intentions.

This point is not particularly controversial. Glaser declares, “Although secu-
rity is a benign motive, a state seeking security could ªnd territorial expansion
to be desirable and therefore be willing to engage in an arms race and start a
war to change the status quo.”53 Jervis concurs: “[I]f the adversary believes
that its security requires expansion, then from the state’s perspective it does
not matter that from a motivational standpoint the adversary is a security
seeker rather than a greedy state.”54 In other words, status quo states can have
aggressive as well as peaceful designs and revisionist states can, presumably,
have peaceful as well as aggressive designs.

ideology and intentions

Ideology-based arguments exaggerate the extent to which great powers can as-
sess the intentions of others based on the ideological distance between them
and their rivals or on the content of their competitors’ ideologies. The posited
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relationships between states’ ideologies and their intentions are not particu-
larly robust.

distance. The belief that great powers sharing an ideology tend to have
peaceful intentions toward each other is not borne out in the historical
record.55 There have been ten wars since 1789 in which one or more of the
belligerents on both sides were great powers. Pitting all of the great powers on
one side against all of the great powers on the other side of each of these wars
yields a total of 37 warring pairs.56 In 16 cases (43 percent), the antagonists
shared the same ideology, a ªgure that is little different from the likelihood
that co-ideologues would have been on different sides if they had made their
war decisions at random (47 percent). An examination of all militarized dis-
putes involving the great powers from 1816 to 1989 yields a similar ªnding. Of
257 ªghting pairs, 31 percent involved great powers that shared an ideology,
whereas the likelihood that co-ideologues would have been antagonists if they
had selected disputes at random is 30 percent.57 This evidence does not conclu-
sively refute the distance thesis. There could be many cases in which the great
powers harbored peaceful intentions toward their co-ideologues and aggres-
sive intentions toward states with a competing ideology but were compelled
by circumstances to ªght the former and support the latter. Nevertheless, the
evidence does suggest that states cannot conclude that their ideological breth-
ren tend to have peaceful designs and that their ideological opponents tend to
have aggressive plans.

Even great powers that share a liberal ideology cannot be conªdent that
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their counterparts have peaceful intentions. The most important case is World
War I, in which Germany fought four other liberal great powers: Britain,
France, Italy, and the United States.58 There have also been several crises be-
tween liberal great powers. Christopher Layne highlights seven such disputes:
the Trent Affair (1861) and Venezuela crisis (1895–96) between the United
States and Britain; the Belgian (1830–32), Near East (1838–41), Tahiti-Tangier
(1844), and Fashoda (1898) crises between France and Britain; and the Franco-
German Ruhr crisis (1923). In each case, he shows that the parties planned to
use military force, which is to say that they had aggressive intentions.59 Mean-
while Stephen Rock ªnds that the United States and Britain considered war in
the Oregon crisis (1845–46) and during the American Civil War (1861–65).60

Finally, an analysis of all great power militarized disputes reveals 41 cases in
which liberal great powers either threatened or used force against each other
from 1816 to 1945.61

Not only is the evidence for the ideological distance hypothesis weak, but
the logic that explains it is also faulty. Proponents of the thesis focus exclu-
sively on transnational ideologies such as liberalism, communism, and monar-
chism. They have to do this: if an ideology is not transnational and does not
cross national borders, then states cannot belong to ideological ingroups or
outgroups, and distance arguments become impossible. At the same time,
these theorists ignore nationalism—the belief that the world is divided into
distinct nations and that each of these should have its own state. They
agree that it is an ideology as they deªne it, but they do not factor it into
their analyses.62

Once nationalism is introduced into the discussion, ideological distance
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claims collapse. Nationalism must feature in any ideology account because
it has been the most powerful political ideology in the world for more than
200 years. The argument that it has routinely trumped other legitimating prin-
ciples is commonplace. Ernest Gellner captures the conventional wisdom:
“Whenever nationalism has taken root, it has tended to prevail with ease over
other modern ideologies.”63 Owen, an advocate of distance arguments, con-
curs: “In the modern world the strongest political identiªcations are typically
with the nation-state.”64 In contrast to the other ideologies, however, national-
ism is particularistic not universalistic—there are no larger communities com-
prising multiple states in a nationalist world, just separate nation-states that
put their interests above those of others. Each nation-state is an ingroup, and
all others are part of an undifferentiated outgroup. In such a world, the dis-
tance between ideologies cannot be used to infer intentions, because states
view all of their peers as equally ideologically distant. This does not mean they
presume that others have aggressive intentions, but neither do they assume
that others have peaceful intentions. Instead, they conclude that others, just
like them, have selªsh interests that may lead them to have peaceful designs
but may also cause them to plan on aggression.

content. Ideological content arguments do not fare any better. Consider
the claim that great powers imbued with hegemonistic nationalism tend to
have aggressive designs toward others. Perhaps the most important problem is
that hegemonistic nationalism is difªcult to identify before a state acts. Van
Evera deªnes it as nationalism marked by “self-glorifying, self-whitewashing,
and other-maligning” myths that justify “expansion” and “suppression.”65 All
great powers engage in such chauvinist myth-making, however. Even the
United States, routinely described as exhibiting a benign, “civic” form of na-
tionalism, has not been immune.66 As is often pointed out, national myths por-
tray Americans as a chosen, superior people who have a right and a duty to
promote their values abroad by military force if necessary.67 To be sure, great
powers are more or less extreme in their declarations, but all of them claim a
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right or a duty to inºuence others, making it hard to pick out those with
aggressive intentions. Kydd’s suggestion that states can determine whether
others are imbued with hegemonistic nationalism not by their statements but
by their treatment of minorities within their borders is also questionable: how
a state deals with vulnerable domestic groups says little about how it will deal
with powerful peer competitors.68

Moreover, states may exhibit hegemonistic nationalism even if they do not
have aggressive intentions. Often the elites that purvey chauvinist myths do so
for domestic reasons, such as enhancing their power and legitimacy or per-
suading the public to endure economic or social hardship. At other times,
they do so to convince citizens to ªght and die to defend the state.69 In other
words, the presence of hegemonistic nationalism can imply several things
other than aggressive intentions and is not therefore a clear sign that a state is
bent on aggression.70

The contention that great powers with certain universalistic ideologies are
more or less likely to be aggressive is also doubtful. One reason is that ideolo-
gies provide states with their goals—liberal states want to spread liberalism,
communist states want to spread communism, and so on—they do not give
them their plans for achieving those goals. As Nigel Gould-Davies notes, “[T]o
characterize a state as ideological is to make a statement about the nature of its
goals; it is not to impute comprehensive knowledge about how it will achieve
them.”71 Take a liberal power that seeks to spread its ideology: it could plan to
do so by force of example or by force of arms.

Assuming for the sake of argument that ideologies do shape intentions, a re-
view of the evidence undermines the assertion that some ideologies prescribe
more aggressive behavior than others.72 Liberal thought advocates negotiation
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and nonviolent conºict resolution. This injunction is not absolute in foreign af-
fairs, however. Liberal powers may use force in self-defense and to bring
liberal values to other states.73 Similarly, communist thought advocates peace-
ful behavior most of the time, while allowing aggressive policies in some
situations. The prescription of peaceful coexistence with capitalists is long-
standing, as is the conviction that if war breaks out it will be initiated by capi-
talist states. At the same time, relations with fellow socialist states should
be based on equality, mutual advantage, and respect for sovereignty. Con-
versely, communist powers have a duty to use force if necessary to defend
their ideological brethren, support independence movements, or aid proletar-
ian revolutions.74

In any event, states regularly ignore the behavioral prescriptions of their
governing ideologies. Liberal great powers have waged approximately half
of their interstate wars for reasons other than self-defense or the inculcation of
liberal values.75 In addition, perhaps a handful of the seventy-six imperial and
colonial wars they have fought can be defended on liberal grounds.76 As for
the communist Soviet Union, it arguably violated the principle of peaceful co-
existence by imposing the Berlin blockade (1948–49), instigating the Berlin
(1958–61) and Cuban missile (1962) crises, and authorizing North Korea’s at-
tack on South Korea (1950), because these actions markedly increased the
chances of militarized conºict with the capitalist world. Meanwhile its inva-
sions of Hungary (1956) and Czechoslovakia (1968), and violent disputes
with China in the 1960s, hardly suggest fraternal respect for other socialist
states.77 Finally, Moscow rarely used military force to support Marxist-Leninist
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groups attempting to seize state power in the developing world during the
Cold War.78

regime type and intentions

Optimistic claims about democratic regimes and intentions are overstated.
Democracies are not more peaceful than other kinds of states; they are not par-
ticularly transparent; and their statements of intent are not especially credible.

peacefulness. Explanations for why democratic great powers are more in-
clined to be peaceful than other types of regimes are unpersuasive. One expla-
nation maintains that democratic leaders are restrained by cost-averse publics.
Proponents have overdrawn the extent to which ordinary citizens are unwill-
ing to bear the costs of war, however. Cost aversion is often trumped by na-
tionalism, which makes individuals willing to ªght and die to defend their
state and co-nationals. If they believe that the national interest is at stake—as is
the case in most serious interstate conºicts—citizens in democracies are likely
to ignore the costs attached to decisions for war. Then there is the fact that
democratic elites can exploit their reputation as foreign policy experts, privi-
leged access to information, and authority in security affairs to shape public
opinion and suppress dissent despite the obligation to allow free and open de-
bate.79 These mechanisms have often been at work. When democratic leaders
have opted for war, their decisions have generally been greeted by a spontane-
ous nationalistic response; or in the absence of such a reaction, they have per-
suaded the public to support the use of force. Dan Reiter and Allan Stam ªnd
only one instance since World War I “in which a democracy participated in a
war and its government faced substantial overt political opposition.” As for
the United States, which has been involved in most of the wars since 1900, “no
American president has taken the nation into war without indication that there
is broad public support.”80

The second explanation—that democratic decisionmakers tend to be re-
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strained by antiwar interest groups—is also dubious. Theoretically, groups
that are better organized, possess superior information, and have more at stake
in a given situation are more likely to inºuence policy.81 Thus there is little rea-
son to believe that paciªc groups will routinely prevail over bellicose ones. In
matters of war and peace, both international traders and the military industrial
complex will have a great deal at stake and will be equally organized and
informed. Empirically, prowar groups have often prevailed in the decision-
making process even in mature and stable democracies. Jack Snyder demon-
strates that imperialist interest groups dominated British policymaking in
the middle of the nineteenth century as a result of their seeming monopoly on
foreign policy expertise and effective organization. Meanwhile the United
States became embroiled in Korea and Vietnam because of logrolling among
prowar groups.82

There are also issues with the third explanation—namely, that democratic
leaders are constrained from going to war if opposition parties object. Opposi-
tion parties will not routinely oppose the use of force. Of course, they may do
so if they believe that military action will be unpopular and unsuccessful. But
if they conclude that the use of force will be popular, successful, or both, then
they have few political incentives to oppose it. Moreover, democratic govern-
ments know that even in the unlikely event that opposition parties speak out
and military action is both unpopular and unsuccessful, they can still use their
authority in foreign policy, superior access to information, and the bully pulpit
to manage the political fallout.

The empirical record generally supports the argument that democratic lead-
ers are no more constrained than their nondemocratic counterparts. In a re-
view of the literature, Russett ªnds little “evidence that democracies are
especially peaceful monadically (more peaceful in general).”83 Accordingly,
there is little reason to believe that democracies are more likely to harbor
peaceful intentions than other kinds of states.

transparency. Democracies’ foreign policy intentions are not especially
transparent. Unlike domestic policy where legislatures, courts, and non-
governmental organizations are also involved, the formulation of foreign pol-
icy in democracies is the near-exclusive preserve of the executive branch.
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Consequently, Michael Desch observes, “[M]uch of the information” about in-
tentions is “internal to the government.”84 Moreover, because plans to threaten
or use force against other states have a signiªcant impact on national security,
democracies do not establish institutions that require executives to make this
private information public. In the United States, John Orman writes, “Con-
gress’ operating principle in regard to important foreign policy and national
security data” has been one of “voluntary reticence,” and “[t]he courts have al-
ways been receptive to the idea that the executive could keep certain informa-
tion secret if it was in the national interest.”85 To be sure, there have been
disagreements about what counts as a national security matter. There is little
debate, however, about the status of intentions toward peer competitors—they
are national security issues of the highest order.

Absent institutional restrictions, democratic governments have kept foreign
policy matters, especially their intentions, secret. Eric Alterman summarizes
the U.S. experience: “From the earliest days of the republic, the president . . .
has restricted the dissemination of information relating to defense and foreign
policy. . . . This was true in Philadelphia in 1789, and it remains true today.”86

Indeed, many of the behaviors that scholars associate with democracies—
including lying, deception, and counterfeit diplomacy—would be impossible
were it not for the fact that democratic leaders have more information than leg-
islatures and publics and selectively withhold that information from them.87

Some observers counter that secrecy is unlikely in democracies because op-
position parties and bureaucracies have information about the executive’s in-
tentions and may have incentives to disseminate it. The claim that opposition
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parties have quality information about the government’s intentions, however,
is an unsupported assumption.88 Indeed, it seems more plausible that govern-
ments will keep their plans from their opponents for fear that this information
may be used against them for political purposes at a later date. Nor is there a
strong likelihood that a democracy’s intentions will be leaked by government
ofªcials or bureaucrats. Only a few of them are privy to such high-level plans,
and they know that publicizing them may gravely endanger national security.
Thus, although leaks about lesser foreign policy and defense matters are fairly
common, leaks about intentions are rare. Moreover, because a democratic gov-
ernment can use plants—authorized leaks—outsiders cannot be sure if the
leaked information is a true reºection of its intentions or merely what it wants
them to see.89

Furthermore, in the event that secrecy is compromised, democratic leaders
can lie to hide their foreign policy designs. In an inventory of the historical
record, Mearsheimer concludes that “American presidents have told their fel-
low citizens a number of important lies about foreign policy matters over [the
past] . . . seven decades.” Nor is such behavior restricted to the United States.
Democratic leaders in Britain, France, Israel, and Japan have often lied during
international crises and wars.90 These examples are especially damaging to the
transparency account. There is usually more information available about a
state’s behavior during crises and wars than there is about its intentions in
peacetime, which means that it should be easier for governments to lie about
the latter.

credibility. There are three reasons to doubt the credibility of democratic
statements of intent.91 First, democratic leaders must make fairly unambigu-
ous declarations to activate the audience costs logic. There is little reason,
however, for them to state their intentions in an unequivocal fashion, because
they understand that doing so will expose them to charges of incompetence
if they later reverse course. Second, even if democratic leaders do make ex-
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plicit statements and subsequently back away from them, they can minimize
audience costs by shaping public opinion or making concessions behind the
scenes. Third, it is not clear that democratic publics care more about the consis-
tency of leaders’ statements and actions—the consideration at the heart of au-
dience costs theory—than the substance of policy. A leader who changes
course but in doing so adopts a popular position or encounters foreign policy
success is unlikely to face punishment.

There is also little support for the democratic credibility claim in the empir-
ical record. Alexander Downes and Todd Sechser hypothesize that if demo-
cratic declarations of intent—they examine compellent threats—are highly
credible, then the opponents of democracies are more likely than the oppo-
nents of nondemocracies to back down in crises. According to their data, there
is “no support” for the claim that democratic threats are more effective than
those of other kinds of states.92 Marc Trachtenberg analyzes ten crises in which
a democratic great power prevailed and asks if its opponent backed down
“because it could . . . see that the democratic power’s threats were credible be-
cause audience costs would be incurred if that power gave way in the dis-
pute.” He ªnds “little evidence that the audience costs mechanism played
a ‘crucial’ role in any of them. Indeed, it is hard to identify any case in
which that mechanism played much of a role at all.”93 Snyder and Erica
Borghard reach a similar conclusion in their review of international crises since
1945: when nondemocracies complied with threats issued by democracies, au-
dience costs were not the reason.94

The Optimistic Case: Behavior

The behavioral version of the optimistic case posits that states can discern the
intentions of others based on their actions. In summary, great powers can
ªgure out their peers’ designs by examining their arms policies, membership
in international institutions, or past actions in the security realm.

arms policies

The proposition that states can deduce intentions from others’ arms policies
comes in two forms.95 One relies on the quantity of weapons that states pro-
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cure. According to Kydd, states that choose to give up their weapons or not to
arm signal that they have “good intentions.”96 Similarly, Glaser contends that a
great power can signal peaceful intentions via “unilateral restraint—that is, by
reducing its military capability below the level that it believes would other-
wise be necessary for adequate deterrence and defense,” or with an arms con-
trol agreement that “limits the size . . . of forces.” Conversely, states with
aggressive designs are more likely “to deploy forces that are larger than re-
quired to defend” or launch a “buildup to gain an advantage in force size.”97

Because all states have incentives to signal peaceful intentions, truly peace-
ful states must engage in costly signaling if they want others to understand
their designs.98 “Cost” here refers to the impact a given action would have on a
state’s ability to carry out its plans. A measure that reduces a state’s ability to
use force, for example, is typically more costly for an aggressive state than it is
for a peaceful one.99

A second arms policy claim rests on the ability to distinguish offense from
defense. Simply put, when weapons and postures that provide the capability
for protection and aggression are different, peaceful states can behave in ways
that separate them from aggressive states.100

If offense and defense are distinguishable, observers can conclude that great
powers that procure defensive capabilities, prioritize defense, or restrict their
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offensive capabilities are more likely to have peaceful intentions. The reason is
that such policies limit a state’s prospects for aggression. Consequently, Glaser
suggests that if a state engages in “arms control” restricting its offensive forces,
then it is more likely to be peaceful. The same is true of a state that chooses
“defense emphasis” and gives “priority to meeting its military requirements
with a defensive strategy.”101

Conversely, great powers that procure offensive capabilities, prioritize of-
fense, or fail to restrict their offensive capabilities do not limit their prospects
for aggression and are therefore more likely to have aggressive intentions. As
Jervis explains, states “obtain advance warning when others plan aggression.
Before a state can attack, it has to develop and deploy offensive weapons.” In-
deed, when it is relatively easy to defend, peaceful states do not need to “pro-
cure offensive forces, and aggressors give notice of their intentions by the
posture they adopt.”102

international institutions

Another set of behavior arguments holds that states can work out others’ in-
tentions based on their membership in international institutions—rules that
prescribe and proscribe acceptable and unacceptable forms of behavior. In
this view, institutions “serve as the informational and signaling mechanisms
that permit states to get more information about the interests, preferences,
intentions, and security strategies of other states.”103 States create institutions
“largely because of uncertainty, which . . . means not having information about
other states’ intentions.”104

One logic focuses on the stance that states take toward institutions. It begins
with the observation that some institutions comprise rules that prohibit the
threat or use of force. John Ikenberry argues that such agreements set “param-
eters within which states will compete” and enumerate “constraints on the
way power can be used in the system.”105 Consequently, states that form, join,
or remain in such institutions likely harbor peaceful intentions. By endorsing
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institutions, declares Celeste Wallander, they “signal that their intentions are
not in conºict with fundamental assumptions under which other states op-
erate.” At the same time, states that refuse to join institutions or violate the
rules are likely to be aggressive: “Deviations from the norms and procedures
of an institution . . . can lead states to reevaluate intentions and suspect non-
compliant states.”106

Information such as this is deemed credible because it is costly for states to
adopt a positive stance toward institutions. Seth Weinberger argues that “insti-
tutions can serve a valuable role . . . in discerning the intentions of states” be-
cause “they have a unique ability to impose costs upon states.” Institutions
may rule out certain actions and prescribe others, create onerous obligations
such as the elimination of certain weapons, take policy decisions out of states’
hands, and require members to change their domestic systems. These member-
ship costs help to reveal intentions because peaceful states “will agree to join
and abide by the rules and obligations of an institution,” and aggressive states
“will not.”107

Another logic holds that institutions make members’ intentions more trans-
parent.108 According to this approach, international institutions are not only
rules but also processes that require members to interact on an ongoing basis.
State representatives meet regularly to provide, request, and discuss informa-
tion about goals and intentions. These same ofªcials also develop “networks of
acquaintance and friendship.” As a result, member states’ intentions become
mutually transparent: repeated contact provides them “with high-quality in-
formation about what their counterparts are likely to do.”109

past actions

A ªnal set of behavior arguments suggests that observers can derive states’
intentions from their past actions in the security realm, speciªcally their past
threats or uses of military force. Several formal theorists assume that states en-
ter interactions with “prior” beliefs about others’ preferences and intentions,
assessments that rely on historical experience. Others adopt a dynamic ap-

International Security 39:3 72

106. Wallander, Mortal Friends, Best Enemies, pp. 26, 33.
107. Seth Weinberger, “Institutional Signaling and the Origins of the Cold War,” Security Studies,
Vol. 12, No. 4 (Summer 2003), pp. 88, 91.
108. Ikenberry, After Victory, pp. 66–67; and Robert Jervis, “From Balance to Concert: A Study of
International Security Cooperation,” World Politics, Vol. 38, No. 1 (October 1985), pp. 73–76.
109. Robert O. Keohane, After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World Political Economy
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1984), p. 101.



proach, arguing that great powers “update” their beliefs based on past actions.
Thus Kydd divides international interactions into multiple rounds, with states
using others’ actions in previous rounds to reach ªrmer conclusions about
their attitudes: “If the other side cooperates, it is identiªed as security seeking
and if it does not, it is identiªed as expansionist.”110

Informal analyses also highlight the role of past actions in revealing inten-
tions. The enduring rivalries literature maintains that “there is enough past
competition” in these cases “that such interactions affect contemporary and fu-
ture behavior.” Indeed, “past actions are crucial in explaining the current and
future course of a rivalry.”111 Similarly, the literature on learning in interna-
tional relations posits that “observation of an adversary’s actions may lead to
diagnostic learning about the adversary’s preferences and intentions.”112

A common line of reasoning underpins these claims: great powers’ inten-
tions are connected to their pasts. Those with a rich history of aggression are
more likely to be aggressive, and those that have consistently acted peacefully
are more likely to be peaceful.

Evaluating Behavior Arguments

There are good reasons to doubt that great powers can reach conªdent assess-
ments of the intentions of their peers by observing their arms policies, mem-
bership in international institutions, or past security actions. They may be able
to glean some information from these behaviors, but only enough to allow for
marginal reductions in uncertainty.

arms policies and intentions

The contention that great powers can signal or infer intentions clearly through
their arms policies is ºawed. This is true of both the quantitative and disting-
uishability variants of the argument.

quantity. Great powers may, in theory, be able to signal their peaceful in-
tentions by engaging in unilateral restraint—refraining from arming or reduc-
ing existing capabilities—but they are unlikely to do so. Recall that states can
signal peaceful intentions credibly only by reducing their forces below the
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level needed for adequate deterrence or defense or by engaging in arms con-
trol that would leave them open to predation if their partners were to defect.
Actions short of this standard could also be taken by aggressive states and
thus are not costly signals. A great power that is truly uncertain about an-
other’s designs, however, is unlikely to make itself vulnerable for fear of ap-
pearing irresolute and putting its safety at risk. As Glaser acknowledges, “Of
course, this security risk will make states reluctant to adopt an ambitious pol-
icy of unilateral restraint.”113

Because peaceful great powers are unwilling to engage in signiªcant re-
straint, they have little choice but to make “small reductions, with the hope
that the adversary will reciprocate.”114 Such actions provide limited informa-
tion, however. An aggressive state could act in the same way to trick a compet-
itor into letting its guard down. Thus great powers are unlikely to learn a great
deal about each other’s intentions through restraint. George Downs and David
Rocke refer to this as a paradox of tacit bargaining: “[A] state will rarely be
certain enough about an opponent’s response to make a large cooperative ges-
ture, and the opponent will rarely be trusting enough to respond enthusiasti-
cally to a small gesture.”115

Proponents of arms policy arguments have not resolved this paradox. One
approach has been to assume that the state engaging in restraint is convinced
that its counterpart is peaceful, so making itself vulnerable is not an especially
dangerous move.116 There is no explanation, however, for the origins of this as-
sumption. Indeed, it is at odds with the claim that aspiring signalers are uncer-
tain about the intentions of others.117 Another approach has been to argue that
states adopting restraint understand that large concessions will make them
vulnerable to aggressive competitors, but they make them anyway because
this allows them to signal other peaceful states and avoid unnecessary con-
ºicts with them.118 It is not clear why this should be the case. It is equally
likely that a peaceful state would prefer to be well prepared for a war with an
aggressive state, even if this means an unnecessary conºict with another
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peaceful state. A ªnal approach has been to suggest that a state may be able to
reassure another about its intentions if it starts with a small gesture such as a
“trade treaty” and follows up with an offer involving a “more important secu-
rity matter.”119 This is the kind of cheap gesture, however, that even an ag-
gressive state would make to trick potential victims, and it is therefore not
especially informative.

Given these issues, great powers have rarely engaged in unilateral restraint.
Downs and Rocke ªnd that “[t]acit bargaining played no central role in ending
any of the 19th- and 20th-century arms races, and its contribution to contain-
ing the scope and pace of the U.S.-Soviet arms race has not been great.”120 In-
deed, arms policy theorists have identiªed only one case that purportedly
supports their arguments: the 1922 Washington Naval Treaty.121 Their basic
claim is that the United States signaled peaceful intentions by agreeing to a
10:6 advantage in battleships over Japan even though it had the resources to
establish a larger lead, and by committing not to build further fortiªcations
in the Philippines and Guam.122 Even this case is not clear-cut, however. To
begin, Japan wanted a 10:7 ratio, believing that this was the minimum require-
ment to defend against an attack, but the United States insisted on 10:6. More-
over, the United States’ advantage was effectively greater than 10:6 because of
the superior quality of its ºeet. Although some argue that the nonfortiªcation
agreement addressed these concerns, this ignores the fact that Japan sought
both a 10:7 ratio and a nonfortiªcation clause, not one or the other. In any
event, tactical and technological developments meant that the United States
would likely be able to secure the Philippines for operations against Japan in a
future war even without further fortiªcations. In addition, U.S. negotiators in-
sisted on the dissolution of the 1902 Anglo-Japanese Alliance as a precondition
for the treaty.123 In sum, the agreement provided scant evidence that the
United States was peaceful.
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Similar contradictions attend policies of reciprocal restraint. If two states
were to agree to signiªcant mutual reductions in their forces, then they might
be able to conclude that their partner had peaceful intentions. An agreement
of this kind is unlikely, however, because any state receiving an offer of sub-
stantial mutual reductions will fear that the state making it is seeking an ad-
vantage. Otherwise why would it extend such a signiªcant offer? Thus great
powers are likely to adopt policies of limited reciprocal restraint and provide
correspondingly limited information about their intentions. This is what ap-
pears to have happened during the Cold War. The major superpower arms
control treaties—including the 1972 Antiballistic Missile Treaty (ABM), the
1972 Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT) Interim Agreement, and
the 1987 Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF)—involved limited
rather than signiªcant reciprocal restraint and therefore revealed little about
the two sides’ designs.124

distinguishability. An important weakness of the distinguishability argu-
ment is that offensive and defensive weapons cannot be differentiated. Con-
sider the common claim that ªrepower-enhancing systems are defensive
because they enable defenders to prevent attackers from concentrating their
forces. Weapons such as these also have offensive uses, including suppressive
ªre, preparatory bombardments, and the thinning of defensive lines. At the
same time, mobile weapons, which are generally considered to be offensive,
have obvious defensive uses. The mobility they provide allows defenders to
move forces quickly to the theater and seize the tactical counteroffensive.125

Given these conceptual problems, Samuel Huntington’s judgment is widely
held among military experts: “Weapons may be usefully differentiated in a va-
riety of ways, but the offense/defense distinction is not one of them.”126

Great powers have encountered problems such as these in attempting to
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distinguish between offense and defense. At the 1932 World Disarmament
Conference—one of the few occasions when states have tried to classify
weapons—participants quickly chose not to “formulate a general deªnition of
aggressive armaments.” Several features of the ensuing discussions are worth
noting. First, negotiators sought to categorize speciªc weapons and “avoid the
pitfalls of generality.” Second, there was little consensus even on speciªc arma-
ments. Marion Boggs notes that although a majority agreed that heavy tanks
and artillery were offensive, agreement “did not approach unanimity. . . . And
in every case . . . [the] minority included one or more of the Great Powers.”127

The authors of another study reach a similar conclusion: “Although they were
able to agree that heavy tanks were clearly offensive weapons, the states that
were represented at the conference disagreed about the character of every other
weapon.”128 Third, the offense-defense distinction fell victim to strategic con-
siderations. Each great power declared that those weapons most useful to it or
in which it was superior were defensive, and that those most useful to its ri-
vals or in which they were superior were offensive.129 Distinctions were made,
then, for reasons having little to do with the offensive or defensive features of
the weapons in question.

Even if weapons are distinguishable, great powers will deploy both offen-
sive and defensive forces regardless of their intentions, making it difªcult to
tell peaceful from aggressive states. Peaceful great powers will want robust of-
fensive forces to deter potential aggressors or to show resolve. They will also
want an offensive capability for various strategic reasons: for example, if they
face a two-front war problem, have interests beyond the homeland, or have
commitments to third parties. And they will want offensive forces in the event
that they end up at war with an aggressive state, either to regain territory lost
in battle or because some aggressors will quit only if they suffer great pain.
Meanwhile great powers with aggressive designs will deploy defensive forces
to ensure that their rivals do not attack them ªrst, as a prelude to acquiring of-
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fensive forces, to protect some fronts as they attack on others, or for insurance
purposes in case a war goes badly.130 Thus observers cannot draw conªdent in-
ferences about intentions from arms policies.

The more basic point is that communicating intentions through arms poli-
cies is a complex task. Consider what a peaceful great power must do to reveal
its intentions. It cannot send signals that are too large or it will make itself
vulnerable and imply a lack of resolve, and it cannot send signals that are
too small because aggressive and peaceful states are equally likely to send
cheap signals. States must develop what Keir Lieber skeptically refers to as a
“Goldilocks” solution: “build just the right amount and kind of military force:
not too much, not too little, not too menacing, not too reassuring.”131 In theory,
states may be able to accomplish this feat. It will be near impossible, however,
if great powers need to focus on more than one mission, more than one rival,
and strategic interests beyond their own borders—as they typically do. A
Goldilocks force for one interaction cannot be just right for another.

Even if a great power could construct a force that was optimal in several dif-
ferent scenarios simultaneously, others may not read the signal as it was in-
tended. The reason is that great powers have different understandings about
the size and type of forces required for security and divergent opinions
about how much security is enough.132 The result, Jonathan Kirshner argues, is
that even rational actors with the same information routinely reach different
conclusions.133 During the Cold War, for example, U.S. ofªcials consistently
disagreed about the relationship between the Soviet Union’s defense spending
and its intentions.134

institutions and intentions

Institutionalist approaches overstate the extent to which institutions enable
great powers to discern others’ intentions. A state’s stance toward an interna-
tional institution is not a dependable indicator of its intentions, and institu-
tions provide limited transparency about their members’ foreign policy plans.
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stance. Before explaining why a great power’s decision to join, remain in,
or leave an institution reveals little about its intentions, it is worth noting that
great powers have rarely agreed to common rules of behavior in the security
realm. As Lipson observes, “The real question is why security regimes . . . are
so rare and so limited in scope.”135 The list is short: the Concert of Europe,
the League of Nations, the United Nations, and the Cold War arms agreements
between the superpowers.

Whether a state’s membership in an institution signals that it is peaceful de-
pends on the rules that make up the institution. If they stipulate that members
must renounce the use of force, then other states are more likely to be reas-
sured; if they do not, then others are less likely to regard membership as a sign
of peaceful intent. Similarly, observers’ minds will be put at rest to the extent
that members agree to be punished for noncompliance.

Great power security institutions have either not required an explicit renun-
ciation of force or not provided for penalties against rule breakers, thereby giv-
ing members little conªdence that their partners had peaceful intentions.
Matthew Rendall notes that the Concert of Europe did not have “concrete
rules and procedures” prohibiting the use of force.136 Even those who view
it as a kind of institution describe it as a “conceptual norm” that “gradually
came to embody a code of conduct.”137 Nor were there procedures for punish-
ing violators. Charles and Clifford Kupchan ªnd that “mechanisms for imple-
menting collective action” against a rule breaker “were left unstipulated.” Paul
Schroeder, who does detect a punishment mechanism, admits that “reckless or
unlawful behavior would cost the offending state” little more than its “status
and voice.”138 Indeed, the only reassurance the great powers had about inten-
tions was an informal understanding that they would not threaten or use force
against each other directly, in each other’s spheres of inºuence, or without
the approval of their peers.139
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A similar conclusion applies to the Covenant of the League of Nations.
Article 10 required signatories to “respect and preserve as against external ag-
gression the territorial integrity and existing political independence of all
Members.” It did not, however, specify particular sanctions in the event of
a breach of the peace. This decision was left to the Council, whose pro-
nouncements were purely advisory and had to be unanimous. The other key
articles—12, 13, and 15—required members to engage in third-party resolution
when disputes arose. But they were not obliged to accept the outcome of these
processes and could go to war three months after any decision. States that
did not submit their disputes to the League or failed to observe the waiting
period would be subject to mere economic sanctions for which no initiation
or enforcement mechanisms were stipulated. The Council would also consid-
er whether military action was warranted in these cases, but again could
only make recommendations and had to do so on the basis of unanimity
(Article 16).140

There is also little in the Charter of the United Nations to indicate that the
great powers had peaceful intentions when they signed it. Article 2.4 re-
quires signatories to refrain from threatening or using force. Also, the Security
Council has the authority to decide when members have broken the rules,
and the means to punish transgressors (Articles 39–51). At the same time, how-
ever, the Charter granted veto power to the United States and the Soviet
Union, effectively exempting them from the rules. Hence Hans Morgenthau’s
indictment: “The most important task of any such system is the imposition of
effective restraints upon the struggle for power. This task the United Nations is
incapable of performing . . . with respect to the great powers.”141

Institutional membership is also a poor signal of peaceful intentions be-
cause great powers cannot be forced to abide by the rules they establish. As
Schweller notes, “[L]eading states can never be bound by institutions.” They
“may choose to exhibit restraint, and then again . . . may not. In these matters,
however, institutions are guarantors of nothing.”142

Great powers have routinely violated the rules underpinning the major se-
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curity institutions of the modern period. Concert of Europe members repeat-
edly ignored their informal agreements, threatening each other, intervening
outside their own spheres of inºuence, and using force against weak states
without the approval of their peers. Korina Kagan ªnds that the great powers
“honored Concert norms mainly in the breach.” Similarly, Dan Lindley argues
that the institution was characterized by “frequent war scares, blunt language,
and forceful bargaining.”143 Optimists agree that the great powers often threat-
ened and used force, but respond that there were no great power wars be-
tween 1815 and 1853, a fact they attribute to Concert norms. As several
scholars point out, however, this restraint was the result of the balance of
power and satisfaction with the 1815 territorial settlement rather than a com-
mitment to norms.144 Rule violations were equally prevalent in the twentieth
century. Although the League prohibited such behavior, the Soviet Union went
to war with Poland (1920); Italy occupied Corfu (1923) and invaded Ethiopia
(1935); France occupied the Ruhr (1923); Japan invaded Manchuria (1931) and
China (1937); Germany occupied the Rhineland (1936); and the Soviet Union
invaded Finland (1939). During the Cold War, the United States and the Soviet
Union regularly used force for reasons other than those allowed by the
UN Charter, and Washington has continued to do so since 1991.

What of the argument that joining an institution is a credible signal of
a state’s intent because membership is costly? It misses a key insight about
institutions—they are created by the most powerful states, and no great power
will establish rules that impose onerous obligations on it. Indeed, if an agree-
ment promises to be costly, great powers will eschew institutions and stick to
the institution-less status quo ante.145 Many analysts note that membership in
security institutions has not required the great powers to behave in ways anti-
thetical to their interests. Lipson argues that the Concert succeeded “without
transforming the self-interested behavior of states.”146 Similarly, Zara Steiner
declares that the League “was not a substitute for great power politics . . . but
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rather an adjunct to it.”147 And Brian Rathbun describes the United Nations as
“a great-power concert embedded in the formal trappings of a more universal
security organization.”148 As for the Cold War arms control treaties, Downs,
Rocke, and Peter Barsoom conclude that they did not require the United States
and the Soviet Union to depart signiªcantly from what they would have
done in the absence of institutions. On careful review, the Outer Space, Seabed
Arms Control, Antarctic, and ABM treaties, the SALT Interim Agreement, and
SALT II did not require the superpowers to alter their behavior in meaningful
ways. Indeed, even the INF and conventional forces in Europe agreements
and the Strategic Arms Reduction Talks were not as onerous as they might at
ªrst appear.149

The fact that membership is not particularly costly also undermines the opti-
mistic argument that institutions function as “alarm bells.”150 According to this
logic, states that withdraw from institutions indicate that they are no longer
willing to abide by rules restraining the use of force and are therefore likely ag-
gressors. Because membership is relatively cheap and institutions exert few
meaningful restraints, however, great powers with aggressive intentions have
little reason to withdraw from them, and alarm bells will rarely go off. Indeed,
proponents of the argument have identiªed only one example of this logic
playing out: Germany’s withdrawal from the League of Nations.151 Moreover,
even if alarm bells do ring, they will not be especially loud. After all, in leaving
security institutions great powers merely indicate that they are dissatisªed
with rules that do not signiªcantly constrain their behavior anyway.

transparency. Security institutions do not appear to promote a great deal
of transparency. Ronald Mitchell concludes that “security regimes regularly
fail to produce prompt, high-quality, accurate information on the behaviors
and problems they seek to remedy.”152 Similarly, in a detailed study of ªve se-
curity institutions, Lindley ªnds only “moderate” support for the claim that
international institutions provide “information about potential adversaries’
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actions, capabilities, and intentions.” In the case of the Concert of Europe—
the only agreement among great powers that he examines—Lindley concludes
that although it “was clearly helpful in some instances, the Concert did not in-
crease transparency as much as it might ªrst appear.”153

These ªndings are readily explicable. First, in designing security institutions
great powers must weigh the beneªts of gaining information about their rivals
against the costs of revealing information about themselves. In the 1950s, the
Soviet Union rejected on-site inspections of its nuclear facilities not because it
did not want information about U.S. capabilities, but because it feared that the
United States would use such inspections for spying.154 Consequently, security
institutions tend to be minimally intrusive. Second, most security institutions
rely on self-reporting, which means that great powers can either withhold rele-
vant information or lie when pressed.

Such lack of transparency will be especially acute where intentions are con-
cerned. States should in some situations be able to develop rules that compel
others to reveal the number and kind of weapons they have as well as their
force deployments. Monitoring compliance with these agreements should also
be relatively straightforward because actions such as ballistic missile tests and
troop mobilizations are difªcult to hide. Thus security institutions can reveal
the kind of information that allows for marginal reductions in uncertainty.
At the same time, however, states will not be able to establish institutions that
provide direct evidence of others’ foreign policy designs. Unlike military
forces and postures, intentions are intangible and easy to hide.

Finally, there is the argument that international institutions create transna-
tional networks of ofªcials who routinely convey information about their
states’ intentions to one another. It is hardly plausible, however, that diplo-
matic representatives would have detailed knowledge of their governments’
intentions or that professional diplomats would be prepared to share such in-
formation with the representatives of other states. It is perhaps for these rea-
sons that proponents of the transparency claim have offered no examples of
transnational networks revealing states’ intentions.

past actions and intentions

Observers cannot reliably deduce a great power’s intentions from its past ac-
tions. For starters, a state’s past actions may not be an accurate reºection of its
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plans at the time. A great power may have had aggressive designs toward
its neighbor, but acted peacefully because it did not see an opportunity to
threaten or use force. On the other hand, a great power may have planned
to remain at peace with its neighbor, but ended up going to war because it be-
came involved in a crisis it could not control. To the extent that past and pres-
ent designs are related, this means that past actions are a poor guide to current
intentions as well.

Moreover, it is difªcult to know whether past actions are part of a pattern
and, if so, what part. If a great power threatened or used force, was this the
ªrst or last in a series of such acts? To see how difªcult the question is to an-
swer, imagine a state that started and won a war. It could judge that aggression
paid and emerge from the affair with aggressive intentions; or it could be con-
tent with its victory and subsequently have peaceful designs. In the former
case, the aggressive action was the ªrst in a series; in the latter, it was the last.
Conversely, imagine a state that started and lost a war. It could conclude that
there was no point in going to war again and develop peaceful intentions; or it
could decide on revenge and develop aggressive designs. In the former case,
the aggressive action was the last in a series; in the latter, it was the ªrst. Past
actions are unreliable indicators of intentions even in these simple scenarios.
Multiple past actions are no more informative than single episodes. Although
Germany had a “history” of aggression in 1871—it had been to war in 1848,
1862, 1866, and 1870—it did not go to war again for forty-three years. The
Franco-Prussian War proved to be the last in a series. Similarly, judged by
the number of wars that it had fought, Russia had a particularly peaceful “his-
tory” for a great power in 1900, but waged three wars in the next ªve years.155

Finally, no two situations are the same. One might be able to argue that
a state that acted aggressively in the past would have aggressive intentions
today if that state had the same leader with the same goals, operating in the
same domestic context and confronting the same international environment
then as it does now. This scenario is implausible, however. State leaders,
their goals, their domestic situations, international alignments, the balance
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of power, the state of technology, and innumerable other factors are subject
to change.156

The Problem of Future Intentions

No one doubts that intentions can change and that it is therefore harder for
states to assess future intentions than current designs. Noting that “motives
could change,” Glaser argues that “judgments about future motives are
difªcult to make (even more so than for current motives).”157 Similarly, Kydd
claims that “a state’s preferences can change over time, so that knowledge of a
state’s present motivations, while valuable, will not sufªce to perfectly predict
future behavior.”158 Wendt concurs: “[E]ven if they can plausibly trust the
Other today, states must now also be concerned that the Other might change
its mind in the future.”159

Nevertheless, these same scholars claim that intentions change only moder-
ately and rarely. Intentions are not “highly unstable” over long periods of
time; states “can and do” make judgments about others’ future intentions; and
“there are theoretical and empirical reasons for believing that preference
change from security seeking to expansionist . . . is rare.”160 Thus conªdent
assessments of current intentions mean conªdent conclusions about fu-
ture intentions.

Most of these claims rely on assertion, not logic and evidence. Glaser de-
clares that great powers are able to divine future intentions, but provides no
logical or empirical basis for his opinion.161 Wendt does the same when he
writes that intentions are not especially unstable. Worse still, he then reverses
himself, claiming that although interests are stable over time, “[h]ow those in-
terests are pursued varies more,” which is to say that states must remain un-
certain about others’ future intentions.162

Optimistic arguments that do have a logical and evidentiary basis are
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ºawed. Kydd argues that states are likely to have stable intentions for domes-
tic reasons: in democracies leaders represent median voters whose interests are
stable, and in nondemocracies “political institutions can impose a certain iner-
tia on policy, along with other domestic constraints.”163 Both logics are want-
ing. Regarding median voters, their views can and do change as a result of
wars, crises, economic upheavals, and the like. In addition, democratic elites
can exploit their authority and information advantage in foreign affairs to
change the median voter’s mind. This privileged position also means that
leaders need not be especially responsive to voters: they can formulate plans
and take actions that they believe are necessary; reap the political rewards if
they are successful; and conceal, lie, or spin if they are not. Thus, even when
the median voter has stable intentions, this does not mean that the state will
as well. Turning to nondemocracies, domestic political institutions do exert
some constraints on leaders. They do not, however, prevent them from chang-
ing their minds. Nor do they prevent other leaders with new ideas from com-
ing to power.

Moreover, the evidence that Kydd adduces to support his argument does
not show that the great powers conªdently assessed future intentions. In the
World War I and Cold War cases, he refers only to judgments about current in-
tentions. Meanwhile his analysis of the interwar period is a textbook statement
of uncertainty about future intentions: “Britain and France both feared that
Germany might become revisionist in the future.”164

Conclusion

The foregoing discussion is consistent with a pessimistic view of intentions—
namely, that great powers are uncertain about the current and future inten-
tions of their peers. Two questions arise: What is the pessimistic case and what
implications does it have for theory and policy?

The pessimistic argument holds that uncertainty is endemic in great power
politics because it is hard for states to acquire direct or indirect information
about the intentions of others. Direct knowledge is elusive because intentions
are private information. Only states know their own intentions.165 Deducing
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intentions indirectly from domestic characteristics or outward behaviors is
also a difªcult proposition. Great powers cannot reach conªdent conclusions
about the intentions of their peers based on their foreign policy goals, ideol-
ogy, or regime type. Nor do their arms policies, membership in institutions, or
past actions in the security realm provide a reliable guide to what others plan
to do.

This uncertainty is exacerbated by the signiªcant incentives great powers
have to conceal or misrepresent their intentions.166 States planning aggression
may seek to hide this or appear peaceful to lull potential adversaries into a
false sense of security. Similarly, states with peaceful intentions may hide their
designs or appear aggressive to deter aspiring predators. In other words,
whether they are aggressive or peaceful, states work to keep their plans to
themselves. Because all states know this, their uncertainty about one another’s
intentions is heightened even further.

These difªculties pale compared to the problem of divining future inten-
tions. Even if observers could determine a state’s current designs with con-
ªdence, there is no proven way for them to know what they will be later
because there are many situations in which intentions can change.167 New
policymakers with new ideas may come to power, or the same individuals
may rethink their policies because of altered personal or domestic circum-
stances. Other changes may arise from international developments: shifting
power constellations, technological innovations, or diplomatic realignments
are all reasons for great powers to take stock and revise their intentions.168

In such a world, great powers make consequential decisions about compe-
tition and cooperation with their peers based primarily on power calcula-
tions.169 This does not mean that they do not try to ªgure out intentions. Nor
does it mean that they ignore intentions when crafting their foreign policies.
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Because they are uncertain, however, estimates of intentions play only a mar-
ginal role and great powers focus on the balance of power, which is more
easily measurable.170

If the pessimistic argument is correct, it has important implications for the-
ory and policy. Theoretically, it strengthens structural realism against its critics
given that the issue of uncertainty lies at the heart of that debate. If great pow-
ers are uncertain about the intentions of others, then self-help is persistent, bal-
ancing is endless, the security dilemma is intractable, and relative gains loom
large. More simply, competition is the norm and cooperation is both rare and
ºeeting. As for the real world, the United States and China are on a collision
course if the latter continues to rise and eventually becomes a peer competitor.
This is true even if both only want peace, and regardless of any domestic
changes they may undergo or signals they may send through their actions.
Therein lies the tragedy of great power politics.
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