








240 ANDREW MORAVCSIK 

capabilities in pursuit of any single foreign-policy goaL Few wars are total, few 
peaces Carthaginian. On the margin, the binding constraint is more often "resolve" 
or "preference intensity" -a view set forth by Albert Hirschman and others, and 
more fundamentally consistent with conventional Nash bargaining theory than 
is realist theory (Hirschman 1945; Raiffa 1982). Even in "least-likely" cases, where 
~ilitary means are u~ed to contest political independence and territorial integrity, 
preferences for the Issues at stake ... can compensate for a disadvantage in ca

pabilities." In the Boer War, Hitler's remilitarization of the Rhineland, Vietnam, 
and Afghanistan, for example, the relative intensity of state preferences arguably 
reshaped the outcome to the advantage of a "weaker" party (Mack 1975; Morrow 
1988,83-4). Such examples suggest that the liberal view of power politics, properly 
understood, generates plausible explanations not just of international cooperation 
and coexistence, but of the full range of systemic phenomena central to the study of 
world politics, including war. 

2 THEORETICAL VARIANTS OF LIBERALISM 
...... ~ ... ".- ............ " .... " ...... ~ .. " .. " .......... " ................................................................................................... " .... ~ ....... ~ .. " ... .. 

The three core liberal assumptions outlined above, like those of institutionalism, 
realism, or any other broad paradigm, are relatively "thin" or content free. The 
focus on variation in preferences, rather than autonomous capabilities, beliefs, or 
information, does exclude most realist, institutionalist, and nonrational theories. 
But alone it is insufficient to specify a single sharply defined set of theories or 
hypotheses. This is as it should be.5 A paradigm should instead clearly define a 
theoretical field, and the question is whether a coherent, rich, and focused research 
program emerges. While the analysis of state preferences over managing global
ization might appear in theory to be impossibly unparsimonious, as many have 
argued, the range of viable liberal theories has proven in practice to be focused 
and empirically fruitful. Three variants have emerged in recent theorizing, stressing 
respectively identity, interest, and institutions. 

2.1 IdeationalIdIdentity and Legitimate Social Orders 
One source of state preferences is the set of core domestic social identities. In the 
liberal understanding, social identity stipulates who belongs to the society and what 
is owed to them. Liberals take no distinct position on the ultimate origins of such 

5 The Lakatosian understanding of a "paradigm" leads us to expect that core assumptions and 
concepts define a paradigm, but auxiliary propositions are required to specify it (Moravcsik 2003). 
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identities, which may stem from historical accretion or be constructed through con
scious collective or state action, nor on the question of whether they "ultimately" 
reflect ideational or material factors-just as long as they are not conceived as en
dogenous to short-term inter-state interaction. (The ultimate origin of preferences 
"all the way down" is an issue on which international relations theorists, the specu
lations of constructivists notwithstanding, have little comparative advantage.) But 
liberals have long argued that identity is essential to state preferences-a tradition 
reaching back through William Gladstone, Mill, Giuseppe Mazzini, Wilson, and 
Keynes. More research is required to isolate precise causal mechanisms at work. 
Liberals focus in particular on legitimate domestic order across three dimensions: 
national identity, political ideology, and socioeconomic order. 6 

The first type of social identity concerns beliefs about the proper scope of the 
political "nation" and the allocation of citizenship rights within it. Where inconsis
tencies arise between underlying patterns of political identity and existing borders, 
liberals argue, the potential for inter-state conflict increases. Where they coincide, 
peaceful coexistence is more likely. Where identities are more fluid, more complex 
arrangements may be possible. Empirical evidence supports such claims. From 
mid-nineteenth-century nationalist uprisings to late-twentieth century national 
liberation struggles, claims and counterclaims involving national autonomy consti
tute the most common issue over which wars and interventions have been waged: 
antinationalist intervention under the Concert of Europe and the Holy Alliance, 
Balkan conflicts preceding the First World War and following the cold war, and 
ethnic conflicts today (Van Evera 1990; Holsti 1991),7 Not by chance is scenario plan
ning for China/United States conflict focused almost exclusively on Taiwan-the 
one jurisdiction where borders and national identity (as well as political ideology) 
are subject to competing claims (Christensen 2001). Recent literature on civil wars 
increasingly focuses on contention over the social identity, political institutions, 
and the political economy of the state (Walter 1997; Fortna 2004; Kaufman 2006). 

Ironically, the current era of fixed borders may lead civil wars to proliferate then 
spill over, rather than being resolved by succession or adjustment (Atzili 2006-7). 

A second relevant social identity concerns fundamental political ideology. Where 
claims of political legitimacy or ideology conflict directly, and the realization of 

6 Here is a point of intersection between traditional liberal arguments and more recent construc
tivist works, which tend to stress the social rather than inter-state origins of socialization to particular 
preferences (Risse-Kappen 1996). Yet the concept of preferences across public goods is deliberately 
more focused than Ruggie's "legitimate social purpose" (1982) or Katzenstein's "collective identity" 
(1996). 

7 Even those who stress the absence of domestic credible commitment mechanisms or the inter
action between ideational and socioeconomic variables in explaining patterns of nationalist conflicts 
concede the importance of underlying identities (Fearon and Laitin 2000). Dissidents include realist 
John Mearsheimer (1990, 21), who bravely asserts that nationalism is a "second-order force in world 
politics:' with a "largely ... international" cause-namely, multipolarity. Greater problems since 1989 
in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, where there are more overlapping national claims 
than in democratic, capitalist Western Europe, belie Mearsheimer's prediction. 
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