
 

 

THE HOBBESIAN PROBLEM AND THE MICROFOUNDATIONS 
OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS THEORY 

KURT TAYLOR GAUBATZ 

HE IMAGE OF states as unitary actors has been particularly unhelpful for 
policy makers and analysts dealing with the most pressing recent prob-
lems on the international stage. Consider the civil wars in central Africa 

and the former Yugoslavia, the role of refugees in the relationship between the 
United States and Cuba, the sorting out of the pieces of the former Soviet 
Empire, and the links between international terrorism and the warlord systems 
in Somalia and Afghanistan: all these issues point to the dramatic international 
effects of internal political disunity. These are particularly dramatic cases in-
volving the search for state identity; but in fact, as Thomas Hobbes argued 
more than three centuries ago, the struggle to create coherent communities is a 
critical political issue faced by all states. 

Thomas Hobbes is a central progenitor of the realist perspective in the 
study of international relations and is often identified with the treatment of 
states as analogous to individuals in the state of nature.1 Importantly, however, 
while the Hobbesian notion of the �war of all against all� is frequently invoked 
in the study of international relations, Hobbes develops his political realism 
primarily in the domestic context. The central problem that Hobbes addresses is 
how a large group of individuals with diverse and competing interests can cre-
ate a political community that facilitates cooperative behavior and constrains 
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the war of all against all.2 In the international system, Hobbes and many sub-
sequent writers have viewed the creation of such a community as unlikely or 
impossible.3 In contrast, international relations theory often begins from the 
assumption that states have solved the Hobbesian problem of building coher-
ent political communities at the domestic level. This is certainly true for those 
theories that are built on the unitary rational actor assumption. Even many 
putative theories of foreign policy emphasize the cohesive rather than the po-
tentially divisive nature of national security questions.  

Is the assumption that the Hobbesian problem is solved at the domestic 
level warranted in the study of international relations? Or do we need to think 
more carefully about the ability of states to create adequately cohesive internal 
communities for the purposes of engaging in international relations? These 
questions are important for both substantive and theoretical reasons. Substan-
tively, these questions are ultimately empirical: how is it, in fact, that states are 
sustained as cohesive units? Theoretically, these questions are about the neces-
sity of incorporating the decision making of domestic actors into our theories 
of international relations. Students of international relations are showing in-
creasing interest in exploring the links between domestic and international 
politics.4 I want to go further here to argue that the ways in which states con-
stitute themselves and attempt to solve the Hobbesian problem are conse-
quential for international relations theory. 

My argument will focus on national security issues. Since national security is 
the arena in which state unity has been most frequently taken for granted, the 
implications I draw here will usually apply a fortiori to international economic 
relations. 

 

 
2. Sheldon S. Wolin, Politics and Vision (Boston: Little Brown, 1960), 240�41. 
3. Hobbes does not actually put too much effort into developing this argument. Kings 

will engage in wars because, like all people, they lust after ever more power (Leviathan, 11.2). 
He says that while there has never been a real �state of nature� for individuals, �in all times� 
sovereigns are in a state of war with each other (Leviathan, 13.12). The international state of 
war does not lead to the same pressures for amelioration since individuals within states can 
still lead reasonably secure and industrious lives (Leviathan, 13.12). Bertrand Russell, on the 
other hand, argues that all of Hobbes�s arguments for Leviathan would apply equally to an 
overarching international government. Bertrand Russell, A History of Western Philosophy (New 
York: Simon and Schuster, 1945), 557. Indeed, Hobbes�s ambiguity on this point has led the 
English School to reject Hobbes as a progenitor of contemporary realism; see Michael Wil-
liams, �Hobbes and International Relations,� International Organization 50, no. 2 (spring 1996): 
213�15. 

4. See, for example, Peter Gourevitch, �Squaring the Circle: Domestic Sources of Interna-
tional Cooperation,� International Organization 50, no. 2 (spring 1996): 349�73. 
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THE MICROFOUNDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL SECURITY COMMUNITY 

ONFRONTING THE Hobbesian problem forces us to address questions 
about the microfoundations of international relations theory. Most theo-

retical work in international relations has utilized aggregations of individuals as 
the central actors. When we address the microfoundations of such theories, we 
ask whether the decisions we expect individuals to make within these units are 
compatible with the behavior theorized at the aggregate level. Do the incen-
tives faced by the individual human beings�state leaders, opposition politi-
cians, soldiers, and everyday citizens�make it possible for states to act as 
states in the international arena? In particular, do the individuals have incen-
tives to stick together, and are there incentives for individuals to make material 
sacrifices�to put health and wealth at risk�for the sake of national security?5 

Hobbes would have no quarrel with the importance of studying the micro-
foundations of international relations theory. In his adaptation of Galileo�s 
resolutive-compositive methodology, the behavior of societies is built on the 
aggregation of the incentives and passions of individuals.6 More contemporary 
realists, however, have minimized the importance of this approach. Waltz, for 
example, argues vigorously against �reductionism,� with the assertion that the 
consistent character of international behavior despite variance in domestic 
factors obviates the need for inquiry into the domestic politics of states.7  

Structural realism has provided the heuristic base for a number of advances 
in international relations theory.8 Nonetheless, there are both substantive and 
methodological reasons to worry about building the microfoundations of our 
theories. Bueno de Mesquita and Lalman, for example, argue that the empirical 
record supports the position that international behavior is better explained by 
internal political dynamics than by the demands of the international system 
alone.9 In general, there has been a recent resurgence of interest in the domes-
tic sources of foreign policy.10 Similarly, the increasing use of decision-

 
5. Markus Fischer has pointed to the failure of the neorealists to build a foundation for 

realism on a set of assumptions about the basic character of human nature. Interestingly, he 
suggests a return to the political realism of Machiavelli and Hobbes as a source for such a 
microfoundation. Markus Fischer, �Machiavelli�s Theory of Foreign Politics,� Security Studies 
5, no. 2 (winter 1995): 248�79. 

6. There is some debate about Hobbes�s indebtedness to the resolutive-compositive 
method; see Richard Tuck, Hobbes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 105.  

7. Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1979). 
8. Robert O. Keohane, Neorealism and its Critics (New York: Columbia University Press, 

1986). 
9. Bruce Bueno de Mesquita and David Lalman, War and Reason (New Haven: Yale Uni-

versity Press, 1992). 
10. Gourevitch, �Domestic Sources of International Cooperation.� 
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theoretic models in the study of international relations suggests a need for un-
derstanding how the preferences of decisionmakers aggregate into the interests 
attributed to states. 

Even if we accept the realists� metaphor of states as opaque billiard balls 
caroming off each other in their international interactions, understanding the 
ways in which states solve the Hobbesian problem will be important for our 
understanding of the long-term dynamics of the international system. I de-
velop this argument in more detail below. For now, suffice it to say that in the 
realist vision, states can manipulate their position in the distribution of power 
through either external or internal change. There are few more important 
changes internally than increasing a society�s cohesion and unity of purpose in 
foreign policy pursuits. Of course, the benefits of cohesiveness should not be 
overstated. An excessive or stifling unity may lead to poor decision making or 
some diminution of international effectiveness.11 Nonetheless, some relatively 
high level of cohesion around foreign policy goals is clearly beneficial for the 
effective articulation and implementation of foreign policy. 

At a minimum, the pursuit of microfoundations can be justified methodol-
ogically as pure science. Even if we believe that the unitary rational actor as-
sumption is empirically justified or simply necessary for parsimonious theories, 
we should still desire theories that are as complete as possible. We need to 
know whether the unitary actor assumption is a convenient fiction or if it is 
well grounded in the dynamics of foreign policy.12 More immediately signifi-
cant, the increasing use of formal theories of analysis suggests an important 
need for work on microfoundations. As in economics, there is an increasing 
effort to draw connections between the incentives faced by individuals and the 
aggregate result of their behaviors.13 We need to show that behaviors postu-
lated at the aggregate level are consistent with the incentives individuals face. 

 
 
 

 
11. On the decision-making benefits of diversity, see Alexander L. George, Presidential De-

cisionmaking in Foreign Policy (Boulder: Westview, 1980). On the external benefits of some 
kinds of internal diversity, see Kurt Taylor Gaubatz, �Democratic States and Commitment in 
International Relations,� International Organization 50, no. 1 (winter 1996): 349�73; and Ken-
neth A. Schultz, Domestic Political Competition and Bargaining in International Crises (Ph.D. diss., 
Stanford University, 1996). 

12. Terry M. Moe, �On the Scientific Status of Rational Models,� American Journal of Politi-
cal Science 23, no. 1 (February 1979): 349�73. 

13. E. Roy Weintraub, Microfoundations: The Compatibility of Microeconomics and Macroeconomics 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979). 
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SOLVING THE HOBBESIAN PROBLEM 

HERE ARE FOUR broad solutions to the Hobbesian problem. These solu-
tions are not necessarily exclusive, but have reasonably separable charac-

teristics and effects, both within the state and in the international system. The 
first solution is the creation of an �internal security community� in which citi-
zens join together to protect themselves from each other. The second is an 
�external security community� in which citizens form a compact to protect 
themselves from other security communities. The third is an institutionalized 
community in which social structures create incentives for common action on 
the part of individuals. The fourth is a normative community in which cohe-
sion is facilitated by shared ideas. These ideas might be a common set of pref-
erences and values, or even just a shared sense of political community and the 
duties of citizenship. 

These solutions can be roughly associated with the major paradigms of in-
ternational relations theory. The internal and external security communities 
accord with realist approaches. The institutionalized community fits most 
closely with the liberal and institutionalist approaches. The normative commu-
nity is most likely to resonate with a constructivist approach. 

Though some part of each of these solutions can be found in Leviathan, 
Hobbes shows a decided preference for the first�the internal security com-
munity. Meanwhile, the solution most frequently advanced in the study of in-
ternational relations has been the second�the external security community. I 
will argue here that these first two solutions are inadequate both empirically 
and theoretically. I will instead suggest that to the degree that states succeed in 
solving the Hobbesian problem, it is most likely to be through the use of 
unifying institutions and associative norms. These two approaches to state 
unity provide a more solid foundation both for our theoretical understanding 
of international relations and for an appropriate empirical description of state 
behavior. 

SOLUTION I: THE INTERNAL SECURITY COMMUNITY 

Hobbes�s famous solution to the problem of creating a cohesive state is, of 
course, Leviathan�a state sufficiently powerful to coerce cooperative behavior 
from the citizenry. To constrain the competing interests of individuals effec-
tively, the state must have absolute power. Without such overwhelming power, 
the same problems of cooperation and commitment that make the state of 
nature such an unpleasant place will cause a similar degeneration of society. 
Individuals will be willing to give up all of their rights�except for the right of 

T 
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self-preservation�in exchange for the benefits of a political society free of the 
dangers of the state of nature. Individuals see those benefits as possible only 
insofar as the state is able to enforce the simultaneous renunciation of rights 
by all citizens.14 

The internal solution falls short as a theoretical foundation for international 
relations. The provision of national security will be very difficult if the sover-
eign cannot ask citizens to jeopardize their self-preservation. This problem has 
been noted even at the domestic level, where some have asked how police 
officers and others would be recruited to do the dangerous work of law en-
forcement.15 The dangers faced by law enforcement officials in a police state 
pale in comparison to the risks soldiers face on the battlefield. Hobbes recog-
nizes this problem, arguing that citizens would have an obligation to risk their 
lives if the sovereign requests it for a purpose consistent with the defense of 
sovereignty itself: 

[T]he obligation a man may sometimes have, upon the command of the 
sovereign, to execute any dangerous or dishonourable office, dependeth 
not on the words of our submission, but on the intention, which is to be 
understood by the end thereof. When, therefore, our refusal to obey 
frustrates the end for which the sovereignty was ordained, then there is 
no liberty to refuse; otherwise there is.16 

And when the defence of the commonwealth requireth at once the 
help of all that are able to bear arms, everyone is obliged, because oth-
erwise the institution of the commonwealth, which they have not the 
purpose or courage to preserve, was in vain.17 

It is not clear that individual incentives in the Hobbesian state can support 
the defense of sovereign power. Except in those rare cases of an all-out de-
fense of the realm, when every single contribution is clearly required, there will 
be a free-rider problem in the Hobbesian commonwealth. No one individual�s 
contribution will be �required� if there are other individuals who could do 
the job.18 Hobbes also allows exceptions to these duties for those who are 

 
14. Hobbes, Leviathan, 18.4-5. 
15. Jean Hampton, Hobbes and the Social Contract Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-

sity Press, 1986), chap. 6. 
16. Hobbes, Leviathan, 21.15. 
17. Hobbes, Leviathan, 21.16. 
18. See Hampton, Hobbes and the Social Contract Tradition, chap. 6, for a discussion of some 

of the ways out of this problem for enforcement within society. These solutions do not look 
as promising for dealing with the problems of monitoring performance on the battlefield. 
Barry Posen, for example, argues that technological developments have led to the need for 
more effective ways of motivating the performance of soldiers given the increased difficulties 
of monitoring them. See Barry R. Posen �Nationalism, the Mass Army, and Military Power,� 
International Security 18, no. 2 (fall 1993): 84. 
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�naturally timorous� or who find someone else to take their place.19 This ap-
proach opens the door for citizens to decide for themselves on the appropri-
ateness of specific military efforts, and might put significant limits on the abil-
ity of the sovereign to use force in the execution of foreign policy. 

Hobbes expected sovereigns to recognize the importance of treating their 
citizens well. Indeed, some of the earliest criticisms of Hobbes focused on 
what were seen as the excessive rights of citizens in his model state. The reli-
gious notion of the divine right of kings allows no opportunity to resist any 
command of the sovereign. Hobbes�s acceptance of a right to refuse dangerous 
service led to Bramhall�s famous assertion that, far from being a paean to abso-
lute authority, Leviathan actually was a �rebel�s catechism.�20 While most inter-
pretations of Hobbes have emphasized the strong authority of the Hobbesian 
state, several recent interpretations have returned to Bramhall�s focus on the 
responsibilities of rulers. Flathman, for example, labels Hobbes�s philosophy a 
�chastened� view of the powers of the sovereign.21  

Nonetheless, Hobbes would not allow that the lack of responsible and con-
strained sovereignty could be a justification for rebellion. Thus, building the 
absolutist state on the Hobbesian psychology of self-preservation still raises 
the obvious theoretical problem of just how oppressive a regime people will 
accept before they either prefer the state of nature or believe that some other 
sovereign might be available. Locke, who had a much more benign sense of 
the state of nature, asks why individuals should accept the awesome powers of 
the Hobbesian state to escape from the relatively puny powers of other indi-
viduals in the state of nature: 

This is to think that Men are so foolish that they take care to avoid what 
Mischiefs may be done them by Pole-Cats, or Foxes, but are content, nay 
think it Safety, to be devoured by Lions.22 

Indeed, twice in Hobbes�s lifetime absolutist rulers in England lost their grip 
on the social contract when sizable minorities decided that they preferred the 
risks of civil war to the �safety� of the sovereign�s rule. Just nine years after 
Hobbes�s death, James II was forced off the throne and William of Orange was 
imported from Holland to replace him in the Glorious Revolution of 1688, 

 
19. Hobbes, Leviathan, 21.15. 
20. Hobbes, Leviathan, 21.15. 
21. Richard E. Flathman, Thomas Hobbes: Skepticism, Individuality and Chastened Politics (New-

bury Park, Calif.: Sage, 1993). See also Mary G. Dietz, �Hobbes� Subject as Citizen,� in Tho-
mas Hobbes and Political Theory, ed. Mary Dietz (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1990); 
and Tuck, Hobbes. 

22. John Locke, Second Treatise on Government (1689; Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1960), 372 par. 93. 



The Hobbesian Problem and the Microfoundations of IR Theory      171 

 
 
 

SECURITY STUDIES 11, no. 2 (winter 2001/2): 171 

when a sufficient majority of parliamentarians became concerned that James 
was too Catholic and overly indifferent to English affairs. 

Finally, it is not clear that the foreign policy interests of a society will ade-
quately cohere with the foreign policy interests of an absolute sovereign. 
Hobbes recognized this problem but touted monarchy as the best form of 
commonwealth on the grounds that it maximized the coherence of the inter-
ests of the sovereign and the public: 

for the most part if the public interest chance to cross the private, he 
prefers the private; for the passions of men are commonly more potent 
than their reason. From whence it follows that where the public and pri-
vate interest are most closely united, there is the public most advanced. 
Now in monarchy the private interest is the same with the public.23 

The tumultuous foreign policy alignments of seventeenth-century England 
should have raised questions for Hobbes about the accuracy of this perspec-
tive. The institution of the monarchy in the seventeenth century was highly 
internationalized. The Stuart kings were connected by marriage to ruling fami-
lies in Denmark, Holland, France, Portugal, and parts of what are now Italy 
and Germany. One of James I�s most trusted advisers and confidants was the 
Spanish ambassador to England, Sarmiento de Acuña.24 Charles II was closely 
aligned with the French court, where he (and Hobbes, who briefly tutored him 
in math) had lived after the royalist defeat in 1646. The extent of Charles�s 
French connection was made clear in 1675 when, in exchange for an annual 
subsidy of £100,000, he signed a treaty with Louis XIV promising to dissolve 
parliament if it should prove hostile to France.25 He continued to receive the 
subsidy despite his failure to disband the unruly legislature even when it went 
so far as to declare war on France. Charles did refuse to act on the declaration 
of war. The English ambassador to France was then instructed to ask Louis 
XIV for an annual salary for the English King of six million livres, since Charles 
could not expect any money from Parliament once he had stood in the way of 
its expressed desire for war with France.26 

The independence of nations in the sense used by the realists assumes that 
states are rational egoists.27 This is a difficult position to sustain if representa-

 
23. Hobbes, Leviathan, 19.4. 
24. Clayton Roberts, The Growth of Responsible Government in Stuart England (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1966), 43. 
25. Roberts, The Growth of Responsible Government in Stuart England, 205. 
26. Exposure of this request led to the parliamentary impeachment of the Lord Treasurer 

(Roberts, The Growth of Responsible Government in Stuart England, 213). 
27. David Fromkin, The Independence of Nations (New York: Praeger, 1981). 
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tives of the interests of other states permeate national security decision mak-
ing.28 

Even if we overlook the theoretical problems with the internal security 
community as a basis for state cohesion in international relations, this solution 
remains empirically unsatisfying. Usually when we think about the state of hu-
man liberty we focus on the relative paucity of respect for individual rights in 
most of the world over most of the course of history. As rare and as recent as 
the creation of liberal states has been, however, the extremes of the absolutist 
Hobbesian state also have rarely been achieved. Certainly, many rulers have 
sought that ideal, but they have rarely met with sustained success. The majority 
hardly approximate the level of absolutism that Hobbes proposes. Moreover, 
in those cases in which the ideal of absolutism has been sought, it is unlikely 
that absolutism emerged as a goal of a security-conscious citizenry. Indeed, 
even though writing in the �era of absolutism,� Hobbes acknowledges the rar-
ity in practice of sovereignty that approximates his model. He dismisses this 
empiricism, however, with the assertion that this lack is the explanation for the 
frequency of disorder in his times: 

The greatest objection is that of the practice, when men ask where and 
when such power has by subjects been acknowledged. But one may ask 
them again, when or where has there been a kingdom long free from se-
dition and civil war…. For though in all places of the world men should 
lay the foundation of their houses on the sand, it could not thence be in-
ferred, that so it ought to be.29 

In sum, Hobbes�s assertions are not compelling. It is not at all clear that 
there is a positive relationship between absolutism and foreign policy cohe-
siveness.30 Hobbes identified a very real problem, but historically, his solution 
has seemed as implausible as it is unpleasant.  

Most theorists of international relations, while endorsing the Hobbesian vi-
sion of anarchy at the international level, have not incorporated the internal 
security solution into their theories at the domestic level. There has been the 
occasional assertion that democracy is incompatible with the effective forma-
tion and conduct of foreign policy, and thus that liberal states would not be 
able to compete with authoritarian states in the international system.31 By and 
 

28. Stephen D. Krasner, �Compromising Westphalia,� International Security 20, no. 3 (win-
ter 1995): 115�51. 

29. Hobbes, Leviathan, 20.19. 
30. Kenneth N. Waltz, Foreign Policy and Democratic Politics (Boston: Little Brown, 1967); 

Bruce Russett, Controlling the Sword (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990); Miroslav 
Nincic, Democracy and Foreign Policy (New York: Columbia University Press, 1992). 

31. Bertrand Russell chides Hobbes for wanting to make states more effective: �So long 
as there is international anarchy, it is by no means clear that increase in the efficiency in the 
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large, however, where it has not simply been assumed, state cohesion has usu-
ally been attributed to the pressures of the international system itself. This 
brings us to the second and probably most commonly postulated solution to 
the Hobbesian problem: the external security community. 

SOLUTION II: THE EXTERNAL SECURITY COMMUNITY 

While in the internal security community a group of citizens band together to 
keep themselves safe from each other, international relations theorists have 
most often assumed that the Hobbesian problem would be solved with an 
external security community�a group of citizens who band together to keep 
themselves safe from other states. Hobbes certainly recognized the importance 
of the common defense as a motivation for forming a commonwealth, but it 
does not play nearly the central role that internal security does in his system of 
thought. In the external security view, the war of all against all at the interna-
tional level ensures the creation of social contracts at the domestic level. Com-
munities are cohesive not so much because the alternative is the state of 
nature, but because the community itself exists within an anarchic international 
order that approximates a state of nature. In this argument the dangers of in-
ternational competition motivate individuals to join together to form natural 
security communities. Margaret Levi has proposed such pressures as a prime 
source of state creation: 

Individuals will consider joining with others in a state organization only 
when they face a common enemy or problem; otherwise, they will con-
tinue to compete among themselves.32 

In sociology this perspective has been captured by the in-group/out-group 
hypothesis. As formulated by Georg Simmel, communities define themselves 

                                                                        
separate States is in the interest of mankind, since it increases the ferocity and destructiveness 
of war…. [O]nly inefficiency can preserve the human race.� Russell, A History of Western 
Philosophy, 557. Tocqueville�s assertion that �I have no hesitation in saying that in the control 
of society�s foreign affairs democratic governments do appear decidedly inferior to others� is 
the most famous formulation of this notion. Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America 
(1835; Garden City: Doubleday, 1969), 228 (v. 1, pt. 2, chap. 5, sec. 15). More recently, 
George F. Kennan, in American Diplomacy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951); and 
Walter Lippmann, in Essays in the Public Philosophy (Boston: Little Brown, 1955) have espoused 
variations on this theme. See also Theodore J. Lowi, �Making Democracy Safe for the 
World,� in Domestic Sources of Foreign Policy, ed. James N. Rosenau (New York: Free Press, 
1967): 295�331. Waltz refutes this view in his 1967 book on democratic foreign policy, in 
which he argues that democracies are no worse than other states at dealing with international 
relations (Waltz, Foreign Policy and Democratic Politics). 

32. Margaret Levi, �The Predatory Theory of the State,� in The Microfoundations of Macro-
sociology, ed. Michael Hechter (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1983), 226. 
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less by whom they include than by whom they exclude.33 The cohesion of 
communities emerges from this process of exclusion and from the perception 
of external threats. Actors who might otherwise be competing with each other 
join together in common purpose when faced with a common enemy.34 The 
acceptance of the in-group/out-group hypothesis is sufficiently strong that 
some see it as a general law that external pressure increases the internal coher-
ence of groups.35 The strongest evidence for this hypothesis in international 
relations is the �rally effect� whereby support for government leaders increases 
dramatically in times of crisis.36 

Despite its frequent invocation, the external security community is little 
more satisfying as a foundation for international relations theory than the in-
ternal security community. Again, this is true on both theoretical and empirical 
grounds. Hobbes himself raises two objections to the external security com-
munity as a basis for state cohesion. First, in an argument somewhat inconsis-
tent with his description of the state of nature and of the ambitions of sover-
eigns, he argues that there may not always be a common enemy. Second, and 
more relevant to the thrust of my argument here, he warns that different indi-
viduals may view outsiders differently: 

Nor is it enough for security, which men desire should last all the time 
of their life, that they be governed and directed by one judgment for a 
limited time, as in one battle or one war. For though they obtain a vic-
tory by their unanimous endeavour against a foreign enemy, yet after-
wards, when either they have no common enemy, or he that by one part is 
held for an enemy is by another part held for a friend, they must needs by the 
difference of their interests dissolve, and fall again into a war amongst 
themselves.37 

The external security model cannot explain how states form effective barri-
ers to the influence of external interests. At a minimum there will be the kinds 
of cross-state sectoral alliances that emerge through economic interdepend-
ence.38 For national security issues, it is plausible that unity will emerge if a 

 
33. Georg Simmel, Conflict (New York: Free Press, 1955). 
34. Simmel, Conflict, chap. 3. 
35. Jack S. Levy provides a useful and insightful review of the strengths and weaknesses 

of this approach. Jack S. Levy, �The Diversionary Theory of War,� in Handbook of War Stud-
ies, ed. Manus I. Midlarsky (Boston: Unwin-Hyman, 1989): 259�88. 

36. Richard A. Brody and Catherine R. Shapiro, �The Rally Phenomenon in Public Opin-
ion,� in Richard Brody, Assessing the President (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1991): 45�
77. 

37. Hobbes, Leviathan, 17.5 (emphasis added). 
38. Ronald Rogowski, Commerce and Coalitions (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

1989). 
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conquering state announces in advance its plans to kill or enslave everyone in 
the target state. More clever expansionary states, however, will lower the costs 
of invading their neighbors by making alliances with subgroups in the target 
state. Events that elicit a coherent sense of national emergency and urgent uni-
versal service are, in fact, relatively rare in the international system. 

Finally, the externalization of the security problem also brings us no closer 
to resolving collective action issues. Why should individuals risk their own lives 
to defend the collective, when individually their marginal contribution to the 
common defense is not measurable, and when there are others who could do 
the job just as well? As with the internal security community, the rare case 
when national survival is threatened and the maximal contribution by each and 
every individual is clearly demanded might motivate individual choices to sacri-
fice safety. Even in such conflicts, however, some will serve the state as supply 
sergeants while others face war in the trenches of the front lines. Apportioning 
the costs for the indivisible benefit of common defense remains a significant 
problem. 

Empirically, one might consider the experiences of states in the Second 
World War�surely as significant a national security event as any the interna-
tional order has experienced in the past two centuries. Despite this major in-
ternational conflict, there was a wide set of interests within states. There is 
little to suggest that the mere existence of an external threat was itself suffi-
cient to motivate unity within these countries. Conscription was required in all 
of the states and there is evidence of significant increases in domestic dis-
unity.39 If states had serious problems solving the Hobbesian problem in that 
period, it would seem unlikely that the natural national security community can 
be counted on to motivate significant unity during the more frequent conflicts 
of lesser peril.  

Lewis Coser, who, along with Simmel, played a central role in developing 
the in-group/out-group hypothesis, warned that external conflict will only in-
crease cohesion for those groups that are already well formed, when there exist 
beliefs that the preservation of the group is a worthy goal, and when the exter-
nal conflict clearly threatens the whole of the group and not just parts of it.40 
Thus, the in-group/out-group approach begs the question of how the group is 
established in the first place. 

We are left with the same two questions with which we began: First, how do 
states maximize the probability that political leaders will follow a coherent set 

 
39. Arthur A. Stein, The Nation at War (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978, 

1980). 
40. Lewis A. Coser, The Functions of Social Conflict (Glencoe, Ill.: Free Press, 1956); Simmel, 

Conflict; Levy, �The Diversionary Theory of War,� 261. 



176      SECURITY STUDIES 11, no. 2 

 
 
 

SECURITY STUDIES 11, no. 2 (winter 2001/2): 176 

of interests? As should be clear from the case of the Second World War, this 
probability does not appear to be maximized simply because of a significant 
external threat. Second, how do states overcome the collective action problem, 
as required for the use of force both in self-defense and abroad?41 The answer 
to both of these questions can be found in the third and fourth solutions to 
the Hobbesian problem: the institutionalized security community and the 
normative security community. 

SOLUTION III: THE INSTITUTIONALIZED SECURITY COMMUNITY 

The most significant difficulty in interpreting Hobbes is reconciling his notion 
of the necessarily unlimited rights of the sovereign with the frequent duties he 
ascribes to that office. 

The office of the sovereign…consisteth in the end for which he was 
trusted with the sovereign power, namely, the procuration of the safety of 
the people, to which he is obliged by the law of nature…. [B]y safety here 
is not meant a bare preservation, but also all other contentments of life, 
which every man by lawful industry, without danger or hurt to the 
commonwealth, shall acquire to himself.42 

Hobbes was concerned about effective and just governance, though he was 
willing to be satisfied with almost any government as superior to the alterna-
tive of living in a state of nature.43 As Hobbes recognized, the key to effective 
sovereignty is making sure that the sovereign�s private interests overlap with 
the public interest. He asserts that this is most likely to occur with a single 
monarch whose private interests are tied up in the glories and riches of his or 
her country: 

The riches, power, and honour of a monarch arise only from the riches, 
strength and reputation of his subjects. For no king can be rich, nor glo-
rious, nor secure, whose subjects are either poor, or contemptible, or 
too weak (through want or dissension) to maintain a war against their 
enemies.44 

 
41. This is not meant as a prescription for enabling or encouraging the use of force 

abroad. I merely mean that since we observe the frequent use of force in the international 
system, only solutions to the Hobbesian problem that allow for these frequently observed 
military adventures will be adequate to serve as a theoretical foundation for the study of the 
current practices of international relations. 

42. Hobbes, Leviathan, 30.1. 
43. Ibid., 18.20, 20.18. 
44. Ibid., Leviathan, 19.4. 
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The historical evidence is weak, however, that absolute monarchs, and in 
particular Hobbes�s preferred form of hereditary monarchs, have always been 
good either at valuing the riches, strength, and reputation of their subjects, or 
at recognizing the appropriate policies for maximizing those qualities. Like-
wise, one does not have to think hard to name examples of absolute or nearly 
absolute rulers whose sense of the national interest in international affairs did 
not seem well tuned to the security and prosperity of the domestic public.45 

The question, to turn that of Reinhold Niebuhr on its head, is how can we 
craft an adequately unselfish system of government to identify and pursue the 
common good from the raw material of selfish and immoral individuals? The 
answer is: institutions. Historically, the key to coordinating the interests of the 
public and the interests of sovereign power has been the effective institution-
alization of decision making and accountability. The institutionalized commu-
nity creates a coherent sense of purpose through formal rules and procedures 
of decision making. In particular, such communities have procedures for se-
lecting policies and for evaluating the performance of leaders. The most trans-
parent form of such institutions are found in the liberal democratic states with 
their clear-cut electoral procedures and carefully defined offices. Other forms 
of government, however, have also had clear lines of authority and procedures 
for selecting and deposing their political leaders.  

Hobbes clearly appreciates the importance of decision-making institutions 
in overcoming the incoherence that will result from competing individual per-
spectives.46 He is willing to accept that sovereignty might rest in a representa-
tive assembly, although he is clearly skeptical about the potential of democratic 
institutions.47 Hobbes, however, strongly rejects the notion of institutions of 
accountability. His most fundamental precept for institutional design is that 
sovereignty must not be limited or divided.48 Indeed, Hobbes�s preference is 
for a single monarch, and in this framework he offers only a very thin notion 
of institutions. 

This is not to claim that either aggregating diverse individual interests into a 
coherent set of national interests or monitoring and regulating the actions of 
leaders is an easy task. All of the difficult problems of social choice and moral 
hazard must be overcome. Still, as Hobbes himself argues, political regimes 
should be compared to the likely alternatives rather than to an impossible 
 

45. Stephen D. Krasner, for example, argues that Third World dictators are motivated 
more by maximizing their freedom of action and their ability to maintain office than by 
maximizing the wealth and well being of their subjects. Stephen D. Krasner, Structural Conflict 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985). 
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47. Hobbes, Leviathan, chap. 19. 
48. Ibid., chap. 29. 
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ideal. For Hobbes the alternative to absolute sovereign power is the extraordi-
nary hardship of the state of nature. Contrary to his claims, however, civil war 
and sedition have not been the norm for most regimes with institutions of 
both decision making and accountability built on what he calls �the sand� of 
limited sovereignty.49 

In fact, institutionalization has been the key to solving the Hobbesian prob-
lem for most states in the past two centuries. Leaders have been held account-
able for the performance of their states both domestically and in foreign pol-
icy. In the domestic realm, the relationship between economic performance 
and the electoral fortunes of ruling parties in the Western democracies is well 
known.50 With increasing economic interdependence, foreign policy perform-
ance and economic performance may well become increasingly linked. Leaders 
are also held accountable for their performance in the national security arena.51 
For example, Bueno de Mesquita, Siverson, and Woller, and Siverson and 
Bueno de Mesquita, have argued that foreign policy performance has a signifi-
cant effect on the longevity of leaders in office.52 

The institutionalized commonwealth can contribute to the creation of a co-
herent national interest out of a community of diverse interests. It still has dif-
ficulty, however, offering an effective solution to the problem of collective 
action for national security. There can be enforcement institutions that extend 
accountability to individual soldiers, but as Barry Posen has argued, shirking on 
the battlefield is a significant problem that has been exacerbated by the tech-
nologies of modern war.53 Posen goes on to argue that nationalism is a re-
sponse to the difficulties of motivating dispersed soldiers on the battlefield. 
Following his line, it would seem that the most promising approach for ad-
dressing this aspect of the Hobbesian problem is to turn to the fourth solution: 
the normative security community. 

SOLUTION IV: THE NORMATIVE SECURITY COMMUNITY 

A mechanism for aggregating individual interests into collective goals is not 
sufficient for solving the collective action problems involved in making 

 
49. Ibid., Leviathan, 20.19. 
50. Russett, Controlling the Sword, 26�34. 
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of Regimes,� American Political Science Review 86, no. 2 (September 1992): 638�46; Bruce 
Bueno de Mesquita and Randolph M. Siverson �War and the Survival of Political Leaders: A 
Comparative Study of Regime Types and Political Accountability,� American Political Science 
Review 89, no. 4 (December 1995): 841�55. 
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sacrifices for the public defense. Douglass North expressed the essence of this 
problem in looking at the microfoundations of economic theory: 

The neoclassical model has an asymmetrical dilemma built into its be-
havioral function because it assumes both wealth maximization and the 
Hobbesian model of the state, which will constrain behavior to produce 
a viable political system. If individuals are acting rationally with respect 
to the first assumption then they are acting irrationally with respect to 
the second. It is certainly in the interests of a neoclassical actor to agree 
to constrain behavior by setting up a group of rules to govern individual 
actions: hence the view that the Hobbesian state is a logical extension of 
the neoclassical model applied to a theory of the state. But it is also in 
the interests of the neoclassical actor to disobey those rules whenever an 
individualistic calculus of benefits and costs dictates such action. That 
action would, however, result in the non-viability of any state, since en-
forcement costs of the rules would be, if not infinite, at least so large as 
to make the system unworkable.54 

North argues that norms and values have to be a critical part of institutional 
analysis.55 Ideology has to be incorporated into our models of individual eco-
nomic incentives in order to explain the existence of states that are rational for 
the community as a whole but that cannot be supported by the simple material 
incentives faced by individuals. The assumption that security interests will pro-
vide the necessary incentives to solve the Hobbesian problem in the arena of 
national security is as theoretically problematic as the assumption that the free-
rider problem can be solved in the economic arena.56 

The normative solution to the Hobbesian problem is to hold states together 
with shared values, preferences, or ideas about citizenship and its responsibili-
ties. For the first three solutions�the internal, external, and institutionalized 
security communities�the interests of individuals are narrowly material. That 
is, they are defined primarily by the pursuit of individual wealth or survival. In 
the normative approach, the interests of individuals are conditioned by con-
cerns that can transcend this materialist base. 

If we constrain Hobbes to a material definition of interest, then Hobbes�s is 
a functionalist argument: citizens must be willing to sacrifice security when the 
 

54. Douglass C. North, Structure and Change in Economic History (New York: Norton, 1981), 
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state itself requires protection, because without such a sacrifice the notion of 
the state is impossible.57 Such an approach to this issue deviates from the more 
deductive nature of the resolutive-compositive method. Indeed, we could sim-
ply turn this argument around: the notion of the state is impossible without 
citizens who are willing to sacrifice their security. The incentives of the indi-
vidual and the needs of the collectivity cannot be rationalized without allowing 
for the existence of goals and ideals that individuals hold to be worth the sacri-
fice of security. 

Facing this limitation in the traditional interpretation of Hobbes, several 
scholars have recently emphasized the importance of the normative solution 
for Hobbes. Sharon Lloyd argues that the Hobbesian notions of political obli-
gation and social order can only be understood in light of a conception of in-
terests based on ideals that transcend the fear of death.58 Applying this strain 
of thought to international relations, Michael Williams urges international rela-
tions theorists to rethink the simple rationalism that has usually colored the 
interpretation of Hobbes.59 He proposes an interpretation of Hobbes that em-
phasizes the role of knowledge and legitimacy. The Hobbesian project, in his 
view, is to convince leaders of the importance of limiting their own power and 
to convince citizens of the benefits of a sense of duty.60 

The notion of normative security communities accords with empirical ob-
servation. Turning again to the Second World War example, it is clear that all 
of the major parties expended considerable energy in promoting normative 
communities and that these efforts were essential to their war efforts. Ideo-
logical motivation is a critical element in the combat-effectiveness of soldiers.61 
The Soviets revitalized the Russian Orthodox Church in order to encourage 
nationalist support for the war effort. The role of Nazi ideology and enthusi-
asm was critical to Germany�s war effort. Britain and the United States each 
had significant internal propaganda machines. It was surely these efforts and 
the underlying sense of nationalism and ideological purpose, rather than a cal-
culation by each individual that his or her contribution was essential for na-
tional survival, that led so many citizens to volunteer to face the dangers of 
war.  

 
57. Hobbes, Leviathan, 21.15-6. 
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IMPLICATIONS FOR INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS THEORY 

NDERSTANDING THE way in which states solve the Hobbesian problem is 
important in and of itself. It is surely also critical to any attempts to pull 

together a theory of foreign policy and a theory of international relations. 
Structural realists, however, will argue that it is not essential for our theories of 
international relations unless the way states deal with the Hobbesian problem 
has significant effects on the behavior of states that could not otherwise be 
accounted for. In fact, I will argue presently that different approaches to the 
Hobbesian problem do have profound implications for the international sys-
tem and the behavior of states within it. 

THE EXTERNAL EFFECTS OF INTERNAL COHESION 

In the first place, the inability of some states to solve the Hobbesian problem 
adequately has important effects on the composition of the international sys-
tem and the kinds of stresses faced by states within it. One need only think 
here of the role of internal cohesion in some of the most pressing of recent 
problems faced by the world community. In addition to the continuing after-
shocks of the collapse of the Soviet Union, the problems in the Balkans and in 
central Africa are clearly driven by the dynamics of internal cohesion. In each 
of these situations, the failure to resolve the Hobbesian problem has had ef-
fects that spill over into grave foreign policy problems for their neighbors and 
for the leading states in the international system.  

The potential scope of these spillover problems is suggested by Charles 
Maynes, who calculates that seventy-nine of the eighty-two violent conflicts 
going on around the world in the period between 1989 and 1995 can be classi-
fied as �internal conflicts.�62 The phenomenon of a large number of states 
simultaneously experiencing significant internal disunity may reflect system-
wide changes in legitimacy norms. The very existence of modern states can be 
traced to changes in notions of legitimacy and to institutional innovations in 
the late Middle Ages.63 Decolonization was clearly driven by broad changes in 
ideas about the legitimacy of overseas empires. So too, the sweep of Marxist 
and democratic revolutions suggest the concrete manifestations of ideas about 
the appropriate domestic basis for unified communities.  
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THE HOBBESIAN PROBLEM AND THE DISTRIBUTION OF POWER 

Legitimacy and the power of states. At its root, the Hobbesian problem is a prob-
lem in the creation of state legitimacy. To the degree that internal legitimacy is 
a critical component of external power, the way in which states resolve the 
Hobbesian problem will clearly matter in international relations. States that are 
able to unite their citizens effectively in a common purpose will be better able 
to extract resources for enhancing their international capabilities, and will be 
able to apply those resources more effectively in their international relations. 

There is some important recent work that addresses this point empirically. 
Hendrik Spruyt argues that the ascendance of sovereign states as the dominant 
form of social organization in the late Middle Ages is largely a result of their 
superior ability to create and act on a coherent set of interests�as contrasted 
to the leagues of cities and city states.64 Kenneth Schultz and Barry Weingast 
have pointed to the beneficial effects of democracy on the ability of the state 
to extract resources from society.65 David Lake, likewise, argues that the le-
gitimacy advantages of democracy help to account for their strong perform-
ance in international conflicts, despite the common perception of democracies 
as weak and vacillating.66 Surveying the Latin American experience, Stanislav 
Andreski argues that military dictatorships are less capable of projecting force 
externally because their military resources are tied up in maintaining power 
domestically.67 

Ironically, Hobbes was unenthusiastic about this specific solution. He at-
tributes to democracy only greater problems in state cohesion. In particular, he 
viewed democracy as too likely to give opportunities to �the children of pride� 
to pursue their ambitions to power at the expense of the commonwealth.68 He 
had no appreciation of the potential for democratic institutions to enforce ac-
countability on the part of the sovereign. Indeed, the electoral characteristics 
of democracy receive no consideration in Leviathan. 

Innovation and emulation in legitimization. We generally think of the Hobbesian 
character of the international system as making life for individuals more 
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dangerous. One way in which it may actually work to their benefit is in forcing 
a reasonable degree of efficiency on the part of states. There has been a worry 
that international pressures limit the ability of sovereigns to grant rights to in-
dividuals.69 From the other side, however, it should also limit the ability of 
states to exploit their citizens excessively. Hobbes saw this as true even in his 
idealized world.70 A fortiori, in the real world in which leaders have some form 
of accountability, they will not be able to fall too far behind the pace of other 
states in providing those rights that are necessary to create sufficient legitimacy 
for survival in the international system. A lack of legitimacy can threaten sur-
vival both because of the danger of internal collapse,71 and because it can en-
courage attacks by other states.72 

Modern communications technologies have made it even more imperative 
for states to keep pace with the economic and military capabilities of other 
states. Individuals can more easily evaluate the relative performance of their 
state and other comparable states in economic terms. Thus, for reasons both 
of external competition and internal survival, states will have incentives to 
match innovations that other states make that enhance internal cohesion and 
legitimacy, just as they are forced to match innovations in military or manufac-
turing technology. 

Two examples of such legitimacy innovations might include democratic in-
stitutions and nationalism. In the case of the former, we are currently seeing a 
significant expansion in the number of at least nominally democratic states. 
Indeed, many states are pursuing the forms of democratic organization�that 
is, elections�even where the underlying values and institutions do not yet 
exist to support them. There is a strong perception that at least the appearance 
of democracy can be beneficial for national strength. In the same way, when 
nationalism swept the world system at the end of the nineteenth century, few 
states could hold their place in the distribution of power without drawing on a 
similar basis for legitimacy.73 

 
69. The surrender of rights is, of course, central to Hobbes. One particular example 

would be his argument for strict government control over the expression of opinions 
(Hobbes, Leviathan, 18.6). 
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Usually, innovations in internal legitimization have propagated through the 
traditional mechanisms of socialization and selection. On occasion, however, 
international practices have arisen that encourage or discourage specific ap-
proaches to solving the Hobbesian problem. Janice Thomson, for example, 
chronicles the delegitimation of mercenary armies in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries.74 This shift had the effect of rewarding states that had effec-
tive internal legitimacy for raising their own armies, at the expense of those 
states that, lacking a sufficiently motivated domestic population, could only 
purchase their military forces from other states. The delegitimation of the trade 
in mercenaries increased the power of legitimate and well-institutionalized 
states and further decreased the power of less legitimate and more poorly insti-
tutionalized states. 

Just as legitimacy is an important part of a state�s power, delegitimation of-
ten serves as a weapon in the arsenal of states. Many of the battles of the cold 
war involved attempts by the United States and the Soviet Union to undermine 
the legitimacy of their rivals. The United States sought to establish liberal de-
mocracy as the test for legitimacy and to convince Soviet citizens and allies 
that the lack of such institutions should diminish their willingness to make 
sacrifices for the Soviet Union. Meanwhile, the Soviet Union focused on the 
illegitimate nature of capitalism and imperialism in an attempt to undermine 
domestic accord within the United States and its alliance. This legitimacy battle 
was plausibly critical to the end of the cold war, when liberal notions of legiti-
macy emerged as victors over class-based notions. 

NORMATIVE SECURITY COMMUNITIES AND STATE INTERESTS 

Finally, the normative solution to the Hobbesian problem raises a fundamental 
question for theories of international relations based on the assumption that 
states are solely concerned with the pursuit of security: If individuals are willing 
to sacrifice their personal security for nonmaterial goals and ideals, will they 
also be willing to have the commonwealth make such a sacrifice? Hobbes�s 
realism is built on shaky ground from the outset to the degree that he makes 
the desire for security fundamental at the same time that he recognizes the 
significant diversity of interests that motivate individuals and the great ambi-
tions for power that drive political actors.75 Societies that find a unity of pur-
pose in ideological goals may engage in behaviors that do not well accord with 
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their basic security needs. This has been a significant criticism of American 
foreign policy.76  

Normatively based communities that motivate the collective pursuit of 
glory, spiritual redemption, or the spread of ideas have been important actors 
on the world stage. Stephen Krasner argues that it is only overwhelming power 
that has given the United States the luxury of pursuing ideological goals with-
out the sacrifice of security.77 It would seem plausible that many less powerful 
states (Iran, Cuba, North Korea to cite some extreme examples) have also pur-
sued ideological or religious goals, to the detriment of their fundamental secu-
rity interests. 

Finally, the possibility of a normative foundation for international relations 
reflects back on the fundamental Hobbesian problem itself. As the 
constructivists have suggested, the very notion of the war of all against all may 
be a social construction rather than a deduction from the irreducible elements 
of human nature.78 A pursuit of the microfoundations of international relations 
theory will support the constructivist turn to consider at least the range of 
plausible normative orderings upon which social orders might be built.79 

THE MICROFOUNDATIONS OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS THEORY 

OR THE STUDY of international relations, the Hobbesian problem is the 
question of how states find a cohesive basis for their international identity. 

I have focused here on national security as a particularly appropriate arena in 
which to examine the Hobbesian problem. National security is the substantive 
arena in which the traditional logic of international relations theory would lead 
us most to expect to see strong incentives for cooperation at the domestic 
level. If we find that the sources of state cohesion are problematic for national 
security issues, we are even more likely to find them problematic in other are-
nas, such as international economic relations. 

How states solve, or attempt to solve, the Hobbesian problem is important 
not only to our understanding of the nature of sovereignty, but is also impor-
tant as a foundation for our theoretical understanding of international behav-
ior. Both the argument that states form around internal security communities, 
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and the traditional argument of international relations theory that states form 
around external security communities, are inadequate either to provide a foun-
dation for international relations theory or to describe the empirical reality of 
cohesive states. While some degree of legitimacy can be built on absolutist 
power or on the fear of outside invasion, institutions and norms have been a 
considerably more effective source of legitimacy. Empirically, states have in-
creasingly achieved cohesion through institutions of accountability and 
through norms that facilitate community and sacrifice. 

While structural models that assume away the Hobbesian problem may pro-
vide effective explanations for a large number of international behaviors, they 
are less useful for explaining the basic shape of the international system and 
the distribution of power within it. At a minimum, legitimacy has long been 
recognized as a fundament of state power. More interestingly, broad changes 
in the international distribution of power and the basic internal structure of 
states can be traced to international competition that has forced states to imi-
tate innovations that have enhanced internal coherence.80 Thus, for example, 
the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the cold war was not a trivial 
change in the internal composition of one of the billiard balls of international 
interactions. Instead, it reveals the ongoing demands of the international sys-
tem that states maintain internal legitimacy and extractive powers that are 
commensurate with those of their chief rivals.  

As Hobbes emphasized in his writings, maintaining internal coherence is es-
sential for all states. The external behavior of states is affected by this funda-
mental need for internal coherence. States take actions to enhance their own 
internal communities, and make attempts to undermine the unity of opposing 
states. Internally incoherent states affect the international system to the degree 
that their internal conflicts spill outside their borders and to the degree that 
their domestic troubles create temptations for other states to interfere in their 
internal affairs. The models we use to describe behavior in the international 
system should reflect this domestic-international nexus. Models of interna-
tional behavior that can incorporate these dynamics will be more useful than 
traditional single-level models both in the development of international rela-
tions theory and in the making of foreign policy. 
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