Realists believe that the drive for power underlies relations between nations. John Mearsheimer, 58, is professor of Political Science at the University of Chicago and a leading realist. His book, “The Tragedy of Great Power Politics,” (2001) defines the theory of ‘offensive realism,’ which at base argues that states must actively strive to be hegemons, the only great power in their region. Mearsheimer shared his views on current affairs with Diamond contributor Michael Fitzgerald.

Diamond. You view the U.S. as only the successful regional hegemon in modern history, but obviously we don’t just go in and take over, say, Canada. Why not?

Mearsheimer. Being a regional hegemon simply means that a state is by far the most powerful actor in its region, and that there is no other state in that region that can put up a meaningful fight against it in a war.

Diamond. How do shadow groups like Al Qaeda affect great power politics?

Mearsheimer.  Not very much. States do not like non-state actors they cannot control. Therefore they will go to great lengths to cooperate with each other to minimize  the influence of Al-Qaeda. It’s hardly surprising that after September 11th, both Syria and Iran went to considerable lengths to try to repair their relations with the United States and to help the Bush administration track down Al-Qaeda.  Both the Syrians and the Iranians understood that if Al-Qaeda were to do another September 11th, it was likely that the United States would go after one of them, or maybe even both of them.

Diamond.  What about a state like North Korea, which is a mouse but has nuclear weapons? 

Mearsheimer.  North Korean nuclear weapons are a matter of serious concern because it’s hard to be confident that Kim Jong-il will behave rationally, and because Japan, which is right next door to North Korea, is a close ally of the United States. It is not likely, but it is certainly possible that Kim Jong-il will do something to precipitate a conflict in Asia.  

The problem that the Americans face is that they have no cards to play against North Korea.  When the United States invaded Iraq, it was widely believed that it would score a stunning victory that would demonstrate American military might. Then the Bush administration would be able to use the threat of war to get North Korea to surrender its weapons and to get Iran to stop its nuclear program. But instead the United States found itself mired in a losing war in Iraq, which made its threat against Iran and North Korea not very credible. In effect, the United States got the worst of both worlds.  It scared the North Koreans and the Iranians to the point where they redoubled their efforts to acquire nuclear weapons, while at the same time, it put itself in a position where it couldn’t act militarily to thwart the nuclear ambitions of Iran and North Korea.

From Japan’s point of view, this is a dangerous situation, because Japan is threatened by North Korea’s nuclear weapons, but it does not have nuclear weapons of its own to deter a North Korean attack. It has to depend on the United States, which is bogged down in a quagmire in Iraq.

Diamond:  Is America in an unusual spot for a hegemon?
Mearsheimer. Yes and no.  We have never seen a state which has as much relative power as the United States possesses today.  It got into trouble, however, because it forgot that when one country occupies another—especially in the Arab/Islamic world—it is likely to generate an insurgency.  And insurgencies are very difficult to defeat militarily under any circumstances.  An insurgency neutralizes American military might to a large extent, as is evident in Iraq.

The other great equalizer that the United States faces is nuclear weapons, which is why, of course, countries like North Korea want nuclear weapons.  The North Koreans understand that no matter how powerful the United States is, if they have nuclear weapons, the United States is not going to invade, for fear that those nuclear weapons will be fired at Seoul or Tokyo.

Diamond:  Will Japan have to develop a stronger military?

Mearsheimer:
Japan already has potent conventional military forces.  But building more conventional forces would not address the North Korean nuclear threat. At some point in the not-too-distant future, Japan will probably move to get nuclear weapons of its own for that purpose.  The growing threats from China and North Korea, coupled with the fact that the Americans are not the reliable allies they once were, leaves them little choice.  Not only is the United States focused almost exclusively on the Middle East, and thus not paying much attention to events in Asia, but it is also clear that American policymakers have not acted with a lot of wisdom over the past five years. Therefore it’s more imperative than ever that Japan provide for its own security.

Diamond:   What about South Korea and Taiwan. Should they develop nuclear weapons? 

Mearsheimer:
They both tried at one time during the Cold War, but the Americans found out and landed on them like a ton of bricks. Over time, my guess is that there will be renewed pressure within South Korea to acquire nuclear weapons. 

Taiwan is of enormous strategic importance to both Japan and the United States, and if China continues to grow economically and militarily, both Tokyo and Washington will undoubtedly strengthen their commitments to Taiwan. Japan and the United States each have a deep-seated interest in making sure that Taiwan remains independent, so that that giant aircraft carrier is on their side, not on China’s side.  So for Taiwan, nuclear weapons are not so imperative.

Diamond. In the concluding chapter of your Great Powers book, you talk about the potential for conflict between the U.S. and China.  It’s been five years -- where are we now?

Mearsheimer:  This problem is 20 to 30 years away.  China has to grow much more before it’s a serious threat to dominate all of Asia.  Whether that actually happens is an open question. There are a good number of Chinese who believe that their economy will not continue expanding at a rapid pace, in part, for demographic reasons--the issue of its aging populace-- but for other reasons as well.  

But let’s assume that China does become a potential hegemon in Asia 20 years down the road. I believe that there will be an intense security competition between China and the United States as well as between China and its neighbors.  The United States and China’s neighbors will almost certainly put together a balancing coalition to contain China. Indeed, one can already see the broad outlines of that balancing coalition forming in Asia.  It will include Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Vietnam, Singapore, India, Russia, and the United States.

Diamond: You argue that Japan is a power in decline. Can that change?

Mearsheimer:  Japan could build a nuclear arsenal in a few months time and it could substantially augment its conventional forces, in which case it would probably be the most powerful state in Asia militarily. But over the long term, Japan’s position in the balance of power is likely to deteriorate because of demographic factors.  The two key building blocks of military power are population size and wealth.  And Japan, much like many European countries, is depopulating.  The end result of that process is that Japan’s position in the global balance of power is likely to weaken substantially over time.

Diamond: What else has caught your attention in international politics?

Mearsheimer:
A lot of people tend to talk about the Middle East and Asia as if they were two distinct regions of the world that have little to do with each other.  I disagree.  Because of the tremendous demand for Middle Eastern oil in Asia, which will only grow over time, there is likely to be substantial geo-political competition among the worlds’ great powers -- especially China and the United States -- in the Middle East.  In essence, Asia and the Middle East are inextricably bound up with each other, and in the future we are likely to see those two regions as being closely linked with each other. 

