
Chapter Seven POWER AND
INFLUENCE:
THE MEANS OF
FOREIGN POLICY

BEFORE DISCUSSING the role of power in international

relations it is necessary to establish how the term is to be used. If

power is defined broadly as the ability to move others, or to get
them to do what one wants them to do and not to do what one does

not want them to do, then logically all foreign policy the purpose
of which is to make others conform to one's wishescomes under
the heading of power politics. But such a broad definition of power
politics runs counter to common usage of the term which like

"struggle for power" evokes the image of coercion and not of meas-

ures such as foreign aid or cultural exchanges that are common to

present-day foreign policy and also affect the behavior of others. It

is appropriate, therefore, to distinguish between power and influence,

the first to mean the ability to move others by the threat or inflic-

tion of deprivations, the latter to mean the ability to do so through

promises or grants of benefits. 1 The distinction between power and

influence or "power politics" and "influence politics" does not mean
that the two can be clearly separated in practice; as a rule they will

1 Lasswell and Kaplan, who draw the same distinction, suggest an even

stricter definition of power to include only cases of "serious deprivation." But
the term "serious" causes difficulties of demarcation, and also there is merit in

making the term "power politics" applicable both to the use of the small stick

(threat of credit withdrawals, for instance) and to the use of the big stick

(in the extreme case, use of nuclear weapons) in order to steer clear of the

hypocritical notion that a nation is not using power to achieve its ends unless

it is resorting to the open use of military force. Harold D. Lasswell and
Abraham Kaplan, Power and Society: A Framework -for Political Inquiry

(Yale University Press, New Haven, 1950) , p. 76.
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104 DISCORD AND COLLABORATION

be found to go hand in hand. It is also an oversimplification to say

that power operates exclusively through coercion while influence

relies entirely on persuasion. In practically every instance in which

these means achieve significant political results, there is present both

an element of persuasion and an element of pressure or constraint

bordering on coercion. The best way to demonstrate the relation-

ship between the two is to consider the wide spectrum from almost

pure coercion to almost pure persuasion into which one can fit the

actual means used by nations in pursuit of their foreign policies.

If, at the close of a war, a defeated country agrees to uncondi-

tional surrender, one might be inclined to say that the country was

coerced into submission. In fact, however, it was persuaded to

prefer surrender to further punishment. Japan's surrender in 1945

was not achieved by "moving*' those whose lives were destroyed by
the force of atomic bombs but by the persuasive effects of the de-

struction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki on that country's leaders.

For the victim of extreme deprivation, it is true, the leeway for

choice may be reduced almost to the vanishing point at which, in a

not quite literal sense, he is forced to comply with the demands

made on him.

Turning to the other extreme, a condition of sheer persuasion
would seem to exist whenever a nation is led to make concessions in

return for highly attractive gratifications. Yet, in most instances,

there is present also an element of external pressure operating in a

more or less overt and more or less coercive form which reduces the

opportunity for choice. The pressures upon the decision-makers

may originate with domestic groups especially interested in obtain-

ing the particular benefits offered by the other nation; or they may
result from threats of deprivation implicit in the offer of benefits.

Thus, even if no strings are attached to foreign aid, the recipient

government is likely to be, or believe itself to be, under pressure to

conform to the wishes of the donor, if it wants to qualify for further

aid in the future. When strings are attached explicitly, the opera-
tion clearly falls into the category of power politics. The real-

ization of have-not countries that dependence on foreign aid sub-

jects them to some degree of foreign power frequently dampens
their gratitude toward the donor and may even induce them to

refuse the grants.

While power and influence differ in many respects in effective-

ness, for instance, or in the sacrifices they impose they share the

role of being the means par excellence of foreign policy. No coun-
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try that has any external objectives can hope to attain them and yet

operate without some degree of power and influence. All the other

instrumentalities of foreign policy can be judged by the way in

which they enhance national power and influence though, like

these, nations may come to value them as ends in themselves. In

the case of armaments and alliances the fact that they have value

only if they enhance national power is not likely to be forgotten
because the costs and embarrassments connected with their estab-

lishment and maintenance prevent them from becoming desirable

in themselves. The case of international organizations is different.

While they are meant, originally, to help nations influence the be-

havior of others, either in the direction of co-operative action or of

conformity with established rules, enthusiasm for international or-

ganizations per se may lead a nation to support them irrespective of

whether it gains or loses influence as a consequence of the way the

organizations operate. A change from the role of means or proxi-
mate goal to that of an ultimate goal may take place in the case of

territorial objectives too. A nation that originally covets a strip of

territory because its possession would enhance its strategic position
or security may in the course of time come to cherish the territory

for sentimental reasons, even though in the meantime it has become
a drain on power rather than an asset.

In many respects, power and influence play the same role in inter-

national politics as money does in a market economy. In such an

economy, money is indispensable for the purchase of goods both for

consumption and production. For most people, therefore, acquiring

money is a proximate goal, a steppingstone to things valued for

their own sake or usefulness. But a second group of people, a

minority, are skillful or fortunate enough to be able to accumulate

financial reserves. These reserves are useful in an unforeseen crisis

or opportunity, raise a man's credit, and give him a sense of eco-

nomic security and freedom of action. There is finally a third

group, the misers, who lose sight of the service money can render

as a means to other ends and come to value it as an end in itself.

Such men spare no effort or sacrifice in their unlimited quest for

the accumulation of money.
In seeking influence and power, nations fall into three groups

similar to those encountered among money-seekers. Most nations

fall into the first category for which influence or power is an exceed-

ingly scarce commodity strictly limited by the external prerequisites

of its enhancement and by the sacrifices involved in its attainment.
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For these nations, then, power and influence are instruments by
which to satisfy at least their most urgent national needs. A second

group comprises nations in the fortunate position of possessing

some reserves of influence or power not immediately needed in the

service of specific goals. A nation may have military forces or alli-

ances in existence at times when no threat to its security nor any
desire for new assets has yet materialized. The centuries-old British-

Portuguese alliance can be placed in this category. Finally, as in the

case of money, rulers or nations at times develop a lust for power or

influence as ends in themselves. Here, as for the miser, the drive for

their enhancement propels a nation to unlimited exertions and un-

limited demands on others; a rational drive has become a patholog-

ical urge; a quest for power adequate to attain national ends turns

into a quest for maximum power irrespective of circumstances.

Differences in purpose for which power is soughtas a means for

the satisfaction of specific demands, as a reserve for future contin-

gencies, as a value in itself account for some of the great variations

in the scope and intensity of the quest for influence and power,

both among different nations and in the case of a single nation from

one period to another. Other factors enter in and further enhance

these differences. Much depends on the value that nations attach to

the goals they seek to attain through influence or power. The higher
this value, the greater the incentive to bear higher costs for an in-

crease in power. Much depends also on the estimate of the amount

and kind of power that will be required to satisfy one's demands.

The uncertainty here is greater than in the case of money because

there are no price tags to indicate what it takes to "buy" a desired

success in foreign policy. Another, and in some instances the cru-

cial, factor is the difference in value governments and nations attach

to the assets, financial and other, that have to be sacrificed if influ-

ence or power is to be attained, preserved, or enhanced. Despite
these many variables, some predispositional or subjective in char-

acter, the quest for influence or power is as universal in the inter-

national arena as is the quest for money in a market economy.
Nations have little chance of surviving as independent units if they
fail to attain some degree of coercive power: influence without

power is not likely to carry far. Having to rely on their own

strength for almost all the things they cherish, including their very

survival, nations set limits below which they dare not drop in their

quest for power and influence and their resort to power.
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So far the emphasis has been on what power and Influence have

in common. Now it must be stressed that the two can be worlds

apart in their effectiveness and in the way they affect the actors. It

stands to reason that for the country that is to be moved, it is far

preferable to be subjected to influence than to power. But the

country seeking to obtain its objectives will as a rule also much

prefer to use influence provided this promises net benefits similar to

those attainable through power. After all, the exercise of coercive

power is bound to be costly and risky, and usually far more costly

than the use of persuasion. Therefore it is almost a truism to say
that a government would rather obtain its objectives by negotiation
than by war. Except in the case of a bloodthirsty tyrant, the ques-
tion is whether the objective can be obtained without coercion or

whether avoidance of the costs and risks of coercion justifies sacri-

ficing part, or the whole, of the objective.

Unfortunately, in most of the situations in which nations are in-

clined to go to great lengths to attain highly valued objectives,

resort to coercive power promises to be far more effective than influ-

ence. Only under quite exceptional circumstances have nations

found it possible, without at least the threat of coercionand usu-

ally the threat of military action either to bring about serious

changes of the established order or to prevent such changes when
the demand for them was intense. The cases of "peaceful change"
of any substantial kind are known to be very rare. Can anybody

imagine that England could have been persuaded to give independ-
ence to its thirteen American colonies by any benefits they could

have offered the mother country, that Alsace and Lorraine could

have been reunited with France through the exercise of French in-

fluence, or that any of the colonial empires could have been liqui-

dated short of the threat or use of large-scale violence? Because

there is no substitute for coercion even less for the threat of coer-

cionto bring about or prevent a change of control over assets to

which both parties to a dispute attach great value, it is hypocritical

to say that one has no quarrel with the objectives of nations seeking

change but condemns only their resort to force. Given the condi-

tions of the multistate system and the value patterns of nations it is

not surprising that no nation possessing adequate power has

managed consistently to get along without threatening deprivations

on others and only few have managed without actually resorting to

military coercion on occasion. In our era of cold war and nuclear

deterrence the threat of force, implicit or explicit, is a constant ac-
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companiment of the foreign policies of the major powers. Peace

cannot become more stable unless nations decide to cut out or

downgrade some of the demands that lead them into severe clashes

with others.

Influence usually comes out second best in its competition with

power. Yet its usefulness as an instrument of policy is far from

negligible and in some situations, especially where demands are to

be made on friendly nations, it outstrips power. A nation can often

be persuaded by its ally to see the common interest more clearly, or

to yield for the sake of benefits to be obtained from continued

solidarity. Instead, if an ally threatens to withdraw from an alli-

ance unless he gets what he wants, he may come to be regarded as

so unreliable that his associates lose interest in his continued par-

ticipation. In cases of serious conflict, particularly when relations

have become inimical and the promise or grant of net benefits to

the other side is uninviting, influence is limited to the kind of

persuasion that diplomats can exercise in negotiations or around

the conference table. Here diplomacy may succeed or fail according
to its own intrinsic capacities. Lord William Strang has dealt with

this aspect of persuasion thoroughly, and his words deserve to be

quoted in full:

Apart altogether from effective military power or the prestige that rests

on military potential, there are factors which can weigh substantially in

the diplomatic scales. One of them is sheer diplomatic skill. Power of

exposition, choice of timing, the appeal to reason or to good faith or to

international comity and morality, or to personal relationship, or to

self-interest; the canvassing of support, the judicious threat, the dangled
inducement, the hint of support or opposition on other issues, the

sagacious estimate o'f the other minister's standing with his colleagues or

with his sovereign, or with his public, or of the strength and standing
of the other government: as between well-matched adversaries, these

skills can play a substantial part.

In common with Sir Harold Nicolson, Strang also stresses the value

of a "well-founded reputation for fair-dealing, for truth-telling, and
a liberal regard for the common interest." 3

Yet after all is said about the possibilities of moving others by
persuasion, it is necessary to remind oneselfand to remind diplo-
matsthat "coercive power in the background" usually deserves a

2 Lord William Strang, Britain in World Affairs: The Fluctuations in Power
and Influence from Henry VIII to Elizabeth II (Frederick Praeger, New York,

1961) , p. 153.
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major part of the credit for successful negotiation. One need not

think of the kind of open and clumsy threats of force that instead

of being persuasive may merely antagonize friends or stiffen the

resistance of the opponent. But if any diplomat should doubt the

assistance he gains from the mere existence of power in the hands

of his government and from the threat of forceful action implicit in

such power, he need only ask himself whether he would expect

equal success in negotiating with a strong opponent if he were

representing Iceland instead of the United States.

Turning to power, little need be said about the potentialities for

moving others by the threat or infliction of deprivations. It is the

limitations on the effectiveness of power that are not self-evident

and therefore require analysis. If professional diplomats are often

inclined to place undue confidence in their peculiar skills, military

men are no less inclined to consider the instruments at their dis-

posal a panacea for the ills besetting their countries. While both

groups are indispensable to the conduct of foreign policy, both need

to be protected, less against their own illusions than against those

they may evoke in others who, expecting miracles from negotiations
or force as the case may be, turn bitterly against their leaders when-

ever failure occurs. The most skillfully conducted negotiations may
lead nowhere except to disillusionment, and very powerful coun-

tries may suffer exasperating frustrations if unaware of the limits of

their capacity for effective coercion.

Consideration of what to expect from the threat or application
of power in making others behave as one desires them to do must

focus not on power in general but on particular types of power.
From a natural desire to minimize military violence many people
have been led to wishful thinking about what nonmilitary types of

power can achieve. After World War I the tendency, as the League
of Nations Covenant indicates, was to place great confidence in

economic coercion; the threat and use of economic sanctions were

hailed as substitutes for war. When sanctions actually were applied,

however against Italy after her attack on Ethiopiamembers of the

League discovered that getting agreement among the large number

of nations whose participation was needed to make economic sanc-

tions effective was extraordinarily difficult, and that economic

sanctions were insufficient unless supplemented by the willingness to

move on to military action in case the victim of the sanctions should

resort to military force. After World War II a similar illusion

about another alleged substitute for military power became wide-
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spread. Verbal or propagandistic coercion now took the place of

economic sanctions. No doubt propaganda, by exerting a subversive

influence, can under certain circumstances inflict serious depriva-

tions. But if exponents of a ''dynamic policy" call for propaganda
and subversion as a substitute for military superiority, the Hun-

garian Revolution should have taught them a lesson: it may be

possible by encouragement from outside a country to trigger a

rebellion which might otherwise have been delayed, but nothing
short of intervention by superior military power can save the rebels

if they get into trouble from brutal suppression by their own

government.
It is a prerequisite of rational policy that coercion be kept at the

minimum required to attain desired results. And both humani-

tarian considerations and concern for public opinion give nations

an additional interest in keeping the deprivations they inflict on

others at a minimum. Power operates, however, by frightening
others or by inflicting pain and it can be effective only if the pain

anticipated or suffered is greater than the opponent is willing to

tolerate. How much pain it takes to move him depends among
other things on his vulnerability to a specific type of coercive

measure. Nations differ in their vulnerability or immunity to sub-

version or to economic blockade, to severance of diplomatic rela-

tions or to bombardment. What may be a pinprick in one case may
be a calamity in another. While a blockade may suffice to bring
one country to its knees, it is a blunt weapon against another coun-

try that is economically self-sufficient. Mao Tse-tung may be con-

vinced that his country would have a better chance of surviving a

nuclear war than a foolproof blockade; blockade threats are not

likely to make much impression on Khrushchev. In every instance,

the value of coercive power hinges on the particular deprivations it

can inflict on a particular actor under a particular set of circum-

stances, and also on the costs to its user when employed under these

circumstances.

Despite the unique services the threat and use of coercive force

can render, it is a fallacy to equate an array of even the most im-

pressive instruments of coercion with effective national power. A
nation with large, well-equipped, and well-commanded military
forces may still suffer frustration in foreign policy. There are sev-

eral reasons for the frequent discrepancies between the appearance
of power and its actual performance: one is the relativity of power,
another is the gap between the estimate of power and its reality,
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and a third is the specificity of power, which means that it takes

specific types of power to bring results under specific circumstances.

I shall briefly discuss these three sources of limitation and frus-

tration.

Because the power of one country has to be measured against the

power of its opponent, absolute figures relating to a nation's

military strength prove nothing. This was obvious to military

planners prior to the nuclear age, when strategic calculations were

based on the estimated relative strength and stamina of the oppos-

ing forces in the field. In a confrontation of nuclear powers, the

problem at first sight appears different. Here the power of a nation

possessing the means to "kill off" its opponent in a first strike is not

diminished by the prehostilities power of its victim which, if the

assumption holds, will not survive the initial attack. The assumed

ability of one country to disarm another in a first strike gives it an

absolute advantage by eliminating any power its opponent possessed

prior to the encounter. However, as soon as both sides have nuclear

power that can survive an initial attack, the element of relativity

reappears, though in somewhat different form from that existing

under nonnuclear conditions. Because the power of the potential
initiator of nuclear war must be measured against the surviving

retaliatory strength of its victim rather than against his prehostil-

ities strength, a comparison of their prehostilities strength in terms

of numbers of megatons and carriers does not indicate their relative

nuclear power in war and is, therefore, misleading.
There is one familiar phenomenon in international relations that

seems to run counter to the suggested relativity of power. It could

be called the paradoxical "power of the weak" vividly demon-

strated by the success with which a score of very shaky new states

have gained advantage from the world's superpowers, and especially

by the ways in which tiny Cuba and tiny Albania, each on at least

one occasion, were able to reject pressures from overwhelmingly

powerful close neighbors. Here lies the source of some of the worst

irritations and frustrations of the major powers. The chief reason

for this "power of the weak" stems from the relationships among
the great powers themselves. Even for them power is a scarce com-

modity which they need to husband with care. This means placing

priorities on its use. Therefore, whenever two great powers are

locked in serious conflict they can spare little if any of their coercive

strength to deal with minor offenders and to impose their will on

them over issues that have no direct bearing on the major struggle
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in which they are involved with their equals. Weak countries

awake to their own interests and to conditions favorable to them do

not fail to appreciate the advantages accruing to them, without

their doing, whenever major powers are forced to concentrate on

struggles among one another. The current heyday of small power

Influence on world affairs is not likely to come to a close as long as

the parties to the cold war remain rather evenly balanced or stale-

mated.

Not all the success of the "weak," however, is thus borrowed

from others. Relatively weak countries as a rule are not lacking

coercive power assets of their own. One such asset is the solidarity

that usually prevails among the lesser countries and makes all of

them sensitive to the "bullying" of any one of them. The potential

hostility of a large number of lesser countries, some of which may

be allies or close friends, is a deprivation that any nation setting out

to impose its will on a weaker country must take into consideration.

Further power accrues to a weak country if it can credibly threaten

to switch its allegiance from one side to the other. The mere belief

on the part of one great power that it would suffer a serious loss if

a weak country with which it was dealing shifted either from one

camp to the other or from alignment to neutrality gives the weak

country a far from negligible coercive asset, sometimes called the

power of blackmail. The United States has added immeasurably

to the influence of the many neutralist states that have arisen in the

postcolonial era, and even to the influence of some of its allies, by

making plain that it would consider it a major deprivation if any

non-Communist country were to fall into the hands of a Communist

regime or to move closer to the Sino-Soviet bloc.

Under nuclear conditions, discrepancies between the estimates of

two opponents' power distribution and the actual distribution tend

to have particularly serious consequences, though erroneous power
estimates have plagued nations at all times and have been the cause

of many national calamities. Usually the error consists of under-

estimating the relative power of one's opponent. Overestimation of

the strength of an opponent may be detrimental too: it discourages

action or resistance where it would actually be rational. Neither

the difficulties nor the importance of accuracy in the estimates of

power can be exaggerated, but it is a mistake to conclude that the

inevitability of particularly wide margins of error under nuclear

conditions makes it senseless to continue thinking in terms of a

balancing of power process. The statement that a "balance of
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power" is assuring mutual deterrence means that under given con-

ditions each side estimates the forces its respective opponent will

bring into play In case of war to be too great to engage except in

desperation. A nation is more likely to be deterred the more it

overestimates its opponent's relative power and willingness to carry

through his threats. The error or accuracy of the estimates will not

be revealed unless deterrence fails and the actual opposing forces

become locked in battle. 3 But it does not follow that bluffing with

great power and massive threats is a safe means of deterrence.

Whether the bluff will be called and deterrence fail depends on

how much self-punishment the threatened nation assumes its op-

ponent expects to suffer should he execute his threat, and also on
what the initiator believes his opponent to be ready to suffer for the

values at stake for him in the particular confrontation. A threat

that is not credible is no deterrent.

The problem of credibility arises also in connection with the

third cause of frustration mentioned above, to which I applied the

term specificity of power. Not all forms of power can be applied
with equal success under all conditions. Thus, even the most im-

pressive array of strategic nuclear forces has little deterrent value if

it is incredible to the opponent that the country possessing those

forces would sacrifice possibly tens of millions of its people to

counter a relatively moderate provocation. Here, less destructive

weapons offering a chance of less mutual punishment, may repre-
sent a more effective deterrent.

Because of the need for a wide variety of means of coercion and

of persuasion, a nation is best prepared for future contingencies if

it is equipped with a whole arsenal of means appropriate to varying
uses. But the accumulation and maintenance of such means is

costly in terms of other values even to nations with great resources

and great willingness to make sacrifices for the attainment of their

national goals. The question they constantly are asked or ask

themselves is whether to hold their goals to limits set by their

power or, instead, to enhance their power to the extent required for

their goals. There is no general answer that can serve as a guide to

rational policy under all conditions. Nations have been able to

make good on the saying that "where there's a will there's a way"
and have mustered a wholly unexpected degree of strength when
cherished values were at stake. Not always have the sacrifices and

3 This problem will be discussed more fully in Chapter 8, ''The Balance of

Power in Theory and Practice."
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exertions been regretted or condemned afterward. But defeat and

disillusionment are ahead for those who blind themselves to the

limits that conditions are bound to place on the enhancement of

power at some point-and frequently at a point far below what

megalomania or dreams of glory suggest. The limits need not be

absolute; they operate whenever, in terms of the values that prevail

in a society, and are respected by the government, the costs of fur-

ther enhancing power exceed the advantages it promises to provide.

Rational policy-makers will seek to bring policy ends-and commit-

ments to pursue them-in line not necessarily with existing power

but with the potential power that can be actualized at sacrifices

they judge to be justified by the national interest. One can speak,

therefore, of a relationship of mutual dependence between ends

and means. 4

If nations were not so eager to obtain things they do not possess

or so keen to hold on to rights and possessions acquired in the past,

power politics would cede more place to influence politics; nations

would forego objectives and relinquish possessions the attainment

and maintenance of which are dependent on the threat or use of

coercion. But there is no indication, despite the prohibition of

resort to force in treaty after treaty, that a development away from

power politics is taking shape As in the past, nations satisfied with

the status quo live in fear of new initiations of violence by others

and nations that urgently, if not in blind fanaticism, demand

change have little hope of bringing it about peacefully. But there

are some promising signs of greater caution and self-restraint wher-

ever a resort to coercion threatens to trigger the great strategic

nuclear forces. Particularly the great powers themselves, who would

bear the responsibility for a nuclear holocaust, seem to have recog-

nized that at the level of large-scale nuclear destructiveness war

ceases to be a rational instrument of policy. It remains to be seen

whether this recognition will lead these powersand lead all of

4
Speaking of the "determinative importance of means," Charles Burton

Marshall in The Limits of Foreign Policy (Henry Holt & Co., New York, 1954,

p. 31) says: "It is important nay, necessary to maintain balance between

those portions of ends chosen as purposes for action and the means availa-

ble .... Regard for this necessity of balance between means and purposes is

the heart of foreign policy/* On the same point, Walter Lippmann in U.S. For-

eign Policy: Shield of the Republic (Little, Brown & Co., Boston, 1943, p. 10)

says of a statesman that "he must . . . bring his ends and means into balance.

If he does not, he will follow a course that leads to disaster/'
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them equally to downgrade the value of assets they can expect to

acquire or to hold only by means of force, or whether the result will

be to place an ever-increasing premium on coercive measures short

of the kind of wars that might escalate to the nuclear level.


