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ABSTRACT

The problem with traditional explanations of relations between states
is that they focus on matters of interests and pay insufficient attention
to matters of identities. This article seeks to improve on this situation by
providing a formal discussion of the role of recognition. World politics
is best described as a recognition game rather than as a prisoner’s
dilemma. To prove the applicability of this argument, an analysis is
made of the relations that obtained between Soviet Russia and the
West. From the perspective of the alternative, identity-based, model, a
number of the most important events of the twentieth century are
explained in quite a new fashion.
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As a country on the periphery of the European continent, Russia has
always had a troubled relationship with the countries of the European core.
Already when Sigmund von Herberstein, the envoy of the Habsburg
emperor, visited Moscovy 1n 1526 there was an obvious sense of insecurity
on the part of the tsar. For the occasion, tsar Basil III Ivanovich had herded
together a large number of people in his castle. No doubt, as von
Herberstein concluded, ‘so that foreigners may note the size of the crowd
and the mightiness of its lord’ (Shennan, 1974: 13). At the same time, the
presence of ‘such great potentates in the persons of their respected ambas-
sadors’ was designed to show the tsar’s own vassals ‘the respect in which
their master 1s held’ in the rest of the world.

The insecurity of tsar Basil Ivanovich had structural rather than psycho-
logical causes. In the Renaissance, a European system of states had begun
to be formed. The world had come to be understood as a stage on which
princes were acting and inter-acting with each other (Bozeman, 1960:
480-3; Ringmar, 1996a). The question was only who had the right to partic-
ipate in this performance and which role each state was to play. This is the
origin of Russia’s insecurity. Compared to proper European nations, Russia
would always come up short. Europe was the centre of civilization and cul-
ture, and Russia was backward, its people primitive and its rulers hopelessly
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uncouth. Naturally, such conclusions undermined the position of the tsar in
relation to other Renaissance princes and also in relation to his own
subjects. In a rather desperate attempt to shore up his position, Basil 111
Ivanovich sought the presence of respected foreigners in order to impress
his subjects, and the presence of his subjects in order to impress his foreign
VISItoTs.

Contemporary scholars of international relations are constitutionally
unable to understand concerns such as these. According to the most influ-
ential — realist — analysis, the only standard that matters in world politics
is that by which power is measured (Waltz, 1979/1986: 27-130). A state’s
position in the world 1s ultimately determined by the military capability it
can muster, and, by implication, by the economic and technological foun-
dation that makes a certain military capability possible. The anarchical
structure of world politics has a strong socializing effect, and states are
forced to mimic the behaviour of each other if they are to survive.

As the Russian example shows, however, socialization in international
politics can operate on many different levels and not just security concerns
make states copy each other. Not only physical, but also social survival 1s at
stake. The squalor of a prince’s court can give rise to a sense of inferiority
and the spirituality of a people can give rise to a sense of superiority. These
feelings, in turn, influence the way in which foreign policy 1s made. A coun-
try that considers itself inferior to others may try to catch up, either by
peaceful means — like Japan after 1868 — or by military means — like
Japan after 1931. A country which considers itself superior may seek to
dominate others, be it militarily — like France after 1799 — or peacetully
— like the United States after 1945.

On an intuitive level it is easy to agree that factors like these are impor-
tant to a study of world politics, yet it i1s far from clear how to incorporate
them mnto a scientific account. The theoretical aim of this article is to give
these intuitions a more precise analytical content. Indeed the aim 1s to high-
light an alternative, non-rationalist, interpretation of the fundamental logic
of world politics. According to this logic, states not only pursue their
‘national interest’, but also — and before anything else — they seek to
establish identities for themselves. In fact, questions regarding a state’s
identity must always be more fundamental than questions regarding its
interests (Ringmar, 1996a). The empirical aim of this article is to apply this
analytical framework to the relations that obtained between Soviet Russia
and the West in the twentieth century. When seen from this alternative
point of view, many of the most familiar events of recent history will receive
quite a different interpretation.

Fighting for Interests, Fighting for Identities

According to realist scholars, questions of war and peace must ultimately be
answered by reference to the nature of the international system. The struc-
ture of world politics is decentralized and anarchic, they argue, and under
such circumstances each state is forced to fend for itself. Yet, since each
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state 1n seeking its own security increases the imsecurity of other states, the
inevitable result is hostility, arms races and threats of war. As long as world
politics lacks a common power that can regulate common affairs, conflicts
are likely to continue.

This description of world politics has often been compared to Thomas
Hobbes’s description of life in the state of nature. In this imaginary condi-
tion before the emergence of the state, man had been engaged in a restless
quest for the satistaction of his desires. Since power was required for this
pursuit to be successful, the restlessness of the desires corresponded to a
‘perpetuall and restlesse desire of Power after power, that ceaseth onely in
Death’ (Hobbes, 1651/1968: 161). Not surprisingly, one man’s search for
satisfaction came into conflict with another man’s, and since each man had
the means to kill each other man, war — a bellum omnium contra omnes —
was the inevitable result (Hobbes, 1651/1968: 184-6).

In more formal terms, the logic of this interaction can be illustrated with
the help of a prisoner’s dilemma game, a situation of strategic interaction
between two players in which the collectively most beneficial outcome
differs from the outcome that is most beneficial to each individual partici-
pant. Mutual cooperation is preferable over mutual defection, but peace
leads to war since each player is tempted by unilateral gains and threatened
by unilateral losses (Matrix 1 shows the outcome from the point of view of
player A).

The applicability of the state-of-nature model to world politics may be
questioned on a number of grounds. It may, for example, be questioned as
an empirical description. Perhaps states do not primarily seek their own
survival; perhaps they look for many other goals besides power; or perhaps
they have more interests in common than is generally assumed. If this is the
case, world politics may not best be described as a Hobbesian state of
nature, and states may not actually be playing prisoner’s dilemmas, but
instead some more benign form of coordination games (Brams, 1985).

Even if we redefine the logic of world politics in some such terms, how-
ever, we are still assuming that it 1s the quest for pay-offs that motivates

MATRIX 1
The Prisoner’s Dilemma Game

A/B cooperation defection

cooperation peace unilateral losses

defection unilateral gains war





























































