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PREFACE TO THE 2001 EDITION

ALMOST five decades have passed since I wrote a doctoral disser-
tation called “Man, the State, and the State System in Theories of
the Causes of War.” After all these years, it is pleasant to recall the
origins and evolution of the manuscript.

In 1950, when my wife and I were graduate students at Co-
lumbia, I devoted the academic year to two demanding tasks—
preparing for the two-hour oral examination that determined one’s
academic fate and securing a long enough delay in my recall by the
army to enable me to be around for the birth of our first child. By
April of 1951, I had finished preparing for my minor field, interna-
tional relations, and planned to spend the few remaining weeks on
a final review of my major field, political theory. At that moment I
learned that Professor Nathaniel Peffer, who was to be my principal
examiner in international relations, was in poor health and would
not serve on committees for students minoring in the field. I there-
upon asked Professor William T. R. Fox to replace Peffer and ex-
plained that, as was Professor Peffer’s custom, we had agreed that I
would concentrate on certain topics, such as imperialism and Euro-
pean diplomatic history, and leave largely aside such other topics as
international law and organization. After phoning the all-knowing
departmental secretary, Edith Black, and finding that such arrange-
ments were indeed often made, Professor Fox turned to me and in
a kindly voice said, in effect: Nevertheless when you offer interna-
tional relations as a field for examination, you cover the field rather
than breaking it into bits and concentrating on a few topics.

Under other circumstances, I might have postponed the exami-
nation till fall—a sensible plan since word was around that two-
thirds of graduate students flunked their orals. By fall, however, I
would be in the army again. Graduate students called Professor Fox



“Superpower Fox” after the title of his book The Superpowers, which
gave the name to an era. My wife and I therefore gathered all of the
books we could find dealing with the ever-elusive concept of power
in international relations. 

Attempting to ingest a wide-ranging literature in one gulp, I be-
came puzzled by the contrasting views of authors who, while os-
tensibly dealing with the same subject matter, arrived at different
and often contradictory conclusions. How could I make sense of
the literature?  While sitting in Columbia’s Butler library, a light
flashed in my mind. On a now very yellowed piece of paper, I
hastily wrote what I thought of as three levels of analysis employed
in the study of international politics. I had found the clue that en-
abled me to organize the recalcitrant materials of the subject matter
and lodge them securely in my mind.

Whiling away four months at Fort Lee, Virginia, I wrote an out-
line of the proposed dissertation. About fifteen pages long, it cov-
ered everything from utopias to geopolitics to the prospective pop-
ulation explosion, all of which were fitted into the tripartite format.
I sent the outline to Professor Fox and went to see him when I was
in northern New Jersey while on leave from the army. His comment
on the outline was that it might be useful for a course I would some-
day teach. He suggested that meanwhile I spend a day writing a
three- or four-page outline of the dissertation. I did so. Many weeks
later, a letter reached me in Korea saying that the tenured members
of the department did not understand what I proposed to do but
agreed that I should be allowed to go ahead and do it.

In the fall of 1952, I returned to New York City, too late to begin
teaching even had a job been available. Professor Fox, newly head
of the Institute of War and Peace Studies, fortunately had offered
me a research assistant’s position in the Institute. I was to spend half
of my time on the dissertation and half on the revision of a manu-
script by the historian Alfred Vagts. The manuscript, piled on a
desk at the Institute, was fully nine inches high. In the spring of
1954, I completed the dissertation and the teaching of a year’s
course on international politics; by the end of the summer, I had re-
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duced the Vagts manuscript to publishable proportions.1 Five years
later, my dissertation was published as Man, the State, and War: A

Theoretical Analysis.
That is the story of the genesis of this book. The following pages

reflect on its substance. At the outset, I used the term “levels of
analysis” to fix the location of the presumed principal cause of in-
ternational political outcomes. My wife persuaded me to use the
more accurate and elegant term “image”—more accurate because
one who thinks in terms of levels easily slips into thinking that
choosing a level is merely a question of what seems to fit the sub-
ject matter and suits one’s fancy. “Image” is also the better term be-
cause, although analytic thinking is appropriate to some problems
of international politics, a wider understanding of international
politics requires a systemic approach, which at once draws atten-
tion to third-image effects and enables one to comprehend all three
“levels.”

The word “image” suggests that one forms a picture in the mind;
it suggests that one views the world in a certain way. “Image” is an
apt term both because one cannot “see” international politics di-
rectly, no matter how hard one looks, and because developing a the-
ory requires one to depict a pertinent realm of activity. To say
“image” also suggests that in order to explain international out-
comes one has to filter some elements out of one’s view in order to
concentrate on the presumably fundamental ones. In relating the
first and second images to the third, I viewed the third image as “the
framework of state action” and “as a theory of the conditioning ef-
fects of the state system itself.”2 Explaining international outcomes
requires one to examine the situations of states, as well as their in-
dividual characteristics.3

What I then called “the state system,” I later defined more pre-
cisely as the structure of the international political system. Strictly
speaking, Man, the State, and War did not present a theory of inter-
national politics. It did, however, lay the foundation for one. It de-
veloped concepts and identified problems that continue to be major
concerns for students and policy makers. Chapter four, the longest

Preface to the 2001 Edition ix



one in the book, examines the basis for, and questions the validity
of, what is wrongly called “the democratic peace theory.” (It is a the-
sis, or a purported fact, but not a theory.) I drew a distinction be-
tween interventionist and noninterventionist liberals and warned of
the dangers lurking in the inclinations of the former, a warning now
often unheeded by the makers of American foreign policy. Peace,
after all, is the noblest cause of war, and if democracies are the one
peaceful form of the state, then all means used to cause other states
to become democratic are justified. The means that may be used to
achieve the Clinton administration’s goal of “enhancing democ-
racy” make noninterventionist liberals shudder. I questioned the
validity of the democratic peace thesis by posing the third image
against the second and by invoking the authority of Jean-Jacques
Rousseau. To expect states of any sort to rest reliably at peace in a
condition of anarchy would require the uniform and enduring per-
fection of all of them.

Americans have long believed that their country promotes uni-
versal values abroad. The belief has two consequences. First, when
the country acts to maintain a balance, as in entering World War I
and in countering the Soviet Union during the Cold War, justifica-
tion of the policy is expressed not in power-political terms but in
terms of strengthening the forces of freedom in the world and ad-
vancing the cause of democracy. Second, Americans find it hard to
believe that other countries may resent and fear America’s extend-
ing its influence and increasing its control internationally. It is diffi-
cult for Americans to believe that their present preponderance of
power, even when accompanied by good intentions, is a worry for
states living in its shadow. Man, the State, and War explains how bal-
ances result not from the malevolence of men or of states but from
the condition in which all states exist.4

The tendency of states to balance is rooted in the anarchy of
states. So are other practices and concerns of states. War may break
out in the present for fear that a satisfactory balance will turn into
an imbalance against one’s own country in the future. What is now
aptly called “the shadow of the future,” and often thought to further
cooperation among states, is shown to be an important cause of
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war, with World War I used as an extended example.5 Moreover,
conflict is shown to lie less in the nature of men or of states and
more in the nature of social activity.6 Conflict is a by-product of
competition and of efforts to cooperate. In a self-help system, with
conflict to be expected, states have to be concerned with the means
required to sustain and protect themselves. The closer the competi-
tion, the more strongly states seek relative gains rather than ab-
solute ones.7

The durability of Man, the State, and War attests to the continuity
of international politics. The many important events of recent
decades have left the anarchic structure of international politics in-
tact, and thus, the relevance of the book remains. Questions of
major concern—the prevalence of balance-of-power politics, the
causal weight of forces identified by one or another of the three im-
ages, the effects of the shadow of the future, the importance of rel-
ative versus absolute gains—are questions that continue to concern
students of international politics.

NOTES

1. Defense and Diplomacy (New York: King’s Cross Press, 1956).
2. See p. 231.
3. See p. 170.
4. See especially pp. 198–223.
5. See chapter 5, especially pp. 130 ff.
6. See p. 168.
7. See pp. 198, 224.
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FOREWORD (1959)

MAN, THE STATE, AND WAR is the second of the Topical Studies in
International Relations to be published. The series was planned to
demonstrate some of the contributions which existing bodies of
knowledge are capable of making to the understanding of modern
international relations. Even in a relatively new field of academic
specialization, it is not necessary for the scholar to make an ab-
solutely fresh start. Indeed, it is incumbent upon him not to fail to
draw on existing storehouses of knowledge. One of those store-
houses least systematically inventoried for its usefulness for interna-
tional relations is classical Western political thought. Each volume in
the Topical Studies series was meant to be such an inventory. It 
is particularly appropriate that Man, the State, and War be included in
the series. 

Professor Waltz has chosen to investigate the particular contribu-
tion which classical political theory makes to understanding the
causes of war and to defining the conditions under which war can
be controlled or eliminated as the final arbiter of disputes between
groups of men in the absence of central authority. There are other
fundamental questions of interest to the student of international re-
lations to which classical political theorists have sought to provide
answers, but none is so central as the question with which Professor
Waltz is concerned. 

His method has been to describe the answers which certain rep-
resentative theorists have given and then in alternate chapters to dis-
cuss some of the implications and applications of classical insights to
contemporary social science research and choices in the field of pub-
lic policy. Thus, his work is far more than a work of exegesis. He is
concerned not only with what certain towering figures in the history
of Western political thought have really meant, but even more with
what difference it makes that they thought and wrote as they did.



His concern is not an antiquarian one, and his is not purely an “art
for art’s sake” point of view.

The Topical Studies series, in major part, was organized in 1947 
by Dr. Grayson Kirk, now president of Columbia University, but 
then professor of international relations in that university. His ad-
ministrative burdens made it necessary for someone else to assume di-
rect editorial responsibility for the series; and he requested me to as-
sume such responsibilities in 1951. The studies in the series have been
made possible by a grant from the Carnegie Corporation to Columbia
University. Neither the foundation nor the university thereby as-
sumed responsibility for the findings of the various contributors to the
Topical Studies series. As I observed in the foreword to the earlier vol-
ume in the series, Alfred Vagts’s Defense and Diplomacy (New York:
King’s Crown Press, 1956), the opinions expressed are those of the
authors alone and to them properly belongs the credit as well as the
responsibility.

WILLIAM T. R. FOX

Institute of War and Peace Studies

Columbia University

New York City

April 6, 1959

xiv Foreword



PREFACE (1959)

THE pages that follow reflect a direct concern with international
relations and a long-standing interest in political theory. The latter
dates from my years at Oberlin College where John and Ewart
Lewis led me to feel the fascination of theory and to understand its
importance in the study of politics. Later, at Columbia University, I
was fortunate enough to be one of the students of the late Franz
Neumann, whose brilliance and excellence as a teacher can never be
forgotten by those who knew him.

My most immediate and my deepest debts are to William T. R.
Fox. From the first vague outline of the manuscript to the final ver-
sion here presented, he willingly gave his advice and perceptive crit-
icisms. Moreover, as Director of Columbia University’s Institute of
War and Peace Studies, he made it possible for me to devote sum-
mers and parts of the academic year as well to research and writing.
It is insufficient to say that because of him this is a better book, for
without his encouragement and counsel it is difficult to see how
there would be any book at all.

I have been unusually fortunate in my other critics as well: Her-
bert A. Deane and John B. Stewart, both of Columbia University,
and Kenneth W. Thompson of the Rockefeller Foundation. Each
was kind enough to read the entire manuscript at some stage of its
preparation, and Professor Stewart patient enough to read it at two
different stages. Each made suggestions that saved me from many er-
rors and, more important, that caused me to reconsider and often to
recast substantial parts of the manuscript, though I did not always
come to conclusions they would accept.

My wife has done more than keep the children quiet and move
commas around, more than criticize and read proof; she did most of
the research for one chapter and contributed ideas and information
to all of them. I should also like to thank the Columbia University



Press for its understanding of the problems an inexperienced author
must face and its generous assistance to him in overcoming them.

Excerpts from the works of others often conveyed the ideas I had
in mind with more felicity than I could hope to achieve. I have there-
fore quoted freely and wish to thank the following publishers for their
kind permission to quote from copyrighted works: George Allen and
Unwin, Ltd., for John Hobson’s Imperialism; Constable and Com-
pany, Ltd., for Jean Jacques Rousseau’s A Lasting Peace through the Fed-

eration of Europe, translated by C. E. Vaughan; E. P. Dutton and Com-
pany, Inc., for Jean Jacques Rousseau’s The Social Contract, translated
by G. D. H. Cole (Everyman’s Library edition); William Morrow
and Company, Inc., for Margaret Mead’s Coming of Age in Samoa (copy-
right 1928 by William Morrow and Company) and And Keep Your

Powder Dry (copyright 1942 by Margaret Mead); the Philosophical
Library for Psychological Factors of Peace and War, edited by T. H. Pear;
and the Social Science Research Council for Otto Klineberg’s Tensions

Affecting International Understanding.

KENNETH N. WALTZ

Swarthmore College

April, 1959
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