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The Rarity of Realpolitik: What Bismarck’s Rationality Reveals about
International Politics
Brian Rathbun University of Southern California

Realpolitik, the pursuit of vital state interests in a dangerous world that con-
strains state behavior, is at the heart of realist theory. All realists assume either
that states engage in such behavior or, at the very least, are highly incentivized
to do so by the structure of the international system. Classical realists remind
us, however, that Realpolitik presupposes rational thinking, which should not
be taken for granted. Some leaders act more rationally than others because
they think more rationally than others. Research in cognitive psychology pro-
vides a strong foundation for classical realist claims that Realpolitik requires a
commitment to objectivity and deliberation, a particular psychology that few
leaders exhibit. A case study of Otto von Bismarck’s role in German reuniªca-
tion demonstrates that rationality is the exception, rather than the norm. Even
though Prussia was under enormous structural constraints that should have
incentivized Realpolitik, the man who would become the Iron Chancellor was
isolated because of his foreign policy views. Bismarck consistently disagreed
with conservative patrons and allies at home, disagreements that can be re-
duced largely to his higher degree of rationality.

56–99
Escalation through Entanglement: How the Vulnerability of
Command-and-Control Systems Raises the Risks of Inadvertent
Nuclear War
James M. Acton, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace

Nonnuclear weapons are increasingly able to threaten dual-use command,
control, communication, and intelligence assets that are space based or dis-
tant from probable theaters of conºict. This form of “entanglement” be-
tween nuclear and nonnuclear capabilities creates the potential for Chinese or
Russian nonnuclear strikes against the United States or U.S. strikes against ei-
ther China or Russia to spark inadvertent nuclear escalation. Escalation pres-
sures could be generated through crisis instability or through one of two
newly identiªed mechanisms: “misinterpreted warning” or the “damage-
limitation window.” The vulnerability of dual-use U.S. early-warning assets
provides a concrete demonstration of the risks. These risks would be serious
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for two reasons. First, in a conventional conºict against the United States,
China or Russia would have strong incentives to launch kinetic strikes on U.S.
early-warning assets. Second, even limited strikes could undermine the United
States’ ability to monitor nuclear attacks by the adversary. Moreover, cyber in-
terference with dual-use early-warning assets would create the additional dan-
ger of the target’s misinterpreting cyber espionage as a destructive attack.
Today, the only feasible starting point for efforts to reduce the escalation risks
created by entanglement would be unilateral measures—in particular, organi-
zational reform to ensure that those risks received adequate consideration
in war planning, acquisition decisions, and crisis decisionmaking. Over the
longer term, unilateral measures might pave the way for more challenging co-
operative measures, such as agreed restrictions on threatening behavior.

DIMENSIONS OF INTERNAL STRUGGLES
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High Stakes and Low Bars: How International Recognition Shapes
the Conduct of Civil Wars
Marika Landau-Wells, University of California, Berkeley

When rebel groups engage incumbent governments in war for control of the
state, questions of international recognition arise. International recognition de-
termines which combatants can draw on state assets, receive overt military
aid, and borrow as sovereigns—all of which can have profound consequences
for the military balance during civil war. How do third-party states and inter-
national organizations determine whom to treat as a state’s ofªcial govern-
ment during civil war? Data from the sixty-one center-seeking wars initiated
from 1945 to 2014 indicate that military victory is not a prerequisite for recog-
nition. Instead, states generally rely on a simple test: control of the capital city.
Seizing the capital does not foreshadow military victory. Civil wars often con-
tinue for many years after rebels take control and receive recognition. While
geopolitical and economic motives outweigh the capital control test in a small
number of important cases, combatants appear to anticipate that holding the
capital will be sufªcient for recognition. This expectation generates perverse
incentives. In effect, the international community rewards combatants for cap-
turing or holding, by any means necessary, an area with high concentrations of
critical infrastructure and civilians. In the majority of cases where rebels con-
test the capital, more than half of its infrastructure is damaged or the majority
of civilians are displaced (or both), likely fueling long-term state weakness.
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Wars within Wars: Why Windows of Opportunity and Vulnerability
Cause Inter-rebel Fighting in Internal Conºicts
Costantino Pischedda, University of Miami

Why do rebel groups often ªght each other when confronting a common, and
typically stronger, enemy—namely, the government? Inter-rebel aggression is
a calculated response by rebel groups to opportunities for expansion and
to the threats confronting such groups. In particular, inter-rebel wars occur un-
der the following conditions: (1) when a window of opportunity emerges al-
lowing rebel groups to defeat coethnic rivals at low costs and thus achieve
rebel hegemony, or (2) when rebel groups are confronted with a window of
vulnerability, in which they experience a radical deterioration of power rela-
tive to that of coethnic rivals and then attempt to escape in a desperate military
gamble. Both strict military considerations and ethnic identities shape the
rebel groups’ calculus. Coethnicity inºuences the threat perception of rebel
groups and their ability to grow at the expense of rivals, thus providing both
defensive and offensive motives for inter-rebel aggression. Because coethnic
rebel groups want to mobilize and control the same ethnic communities, they
are highly sensitive to immediate, intense conºicts of interest and see other
coethnic rebel groups as serious threats. Moreover, coethnic rebel groups can
generally expect to absorb the resources of defeated rivals, which in turn may
improve their chances in the ªght against the government. In-depth case stud-
ies of multiparty insurgencies in Ethiopia’s Eritrea and Tigray provinces, based
on interviews with former rebel leaders, strongly support the window of op-
portunity and vulnerability theory of inter-rebel war.
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note to contributors

International Security is a peer-reviewed journal that publishes articles on all as-
pects of security affairs. The articles published in the journal are ªrst circulated
for doubly blind external review. To facilitate review, authors should submit
their manuscripts with a cover letter and an abstract of 150–200 words online
via Editorial Manager at http://www.editorialmanager.com/isec. Authors
should refrain from identifying themselves in their manuscripts. A length of
10,000–15,000 words is appropriate, but the journal will consider and publish
longer manuscripts. Authors of manuscripts with more than 20,000 words
should consult the journal’s editors before submission. All artwork must be
camera ready. For more details on preparing manuscripts for submission, see
“How to Write for International Security: A Guide for Contributors” (Fall 1991).

For a fuller explanation of the review process, current contents, a cumulative
index, the guide for contributors, and other useful information, please visit the
journal’s website at http://www.belfercenter.org/IS/. For information on sub-
scriptions, permissions, and other details, visit the MIT Press International
Security website at http://mitpress.mit.edu/ISEC. For more information on the
Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs, the editorial headquarters
of International Security, go to http://www.belfercenter.org.
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