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how we view subnational actors— interest groups, nongovernmental organ izations 
(NGOs), and businesses.

The Rational Model: The Realist Approach
Most policy makers, particularly during crises, and most realists begin with the 
rational model, which conceives of foreign policy as actions the national government 
chooses to maximize its strategic objectives. The state is assumed to be a unitary actor 
with established goals, a set of options, and an algorithm for deciding which option 
best meets its goals. The pro cess is relatively straightforward, as Figure 5.2 shows. 
Taking as our case the 1996 incident in which the  People’s Republic of China (PRC) 
tested missiles by launching them over the Republic of China (ROC; Taiwan), a ratio-
nal approach would view Taiwan’s decision- making pro cess about how to respond in 
the following manner (the numbers correspond to the numbered steps in Figure 5.2):

1. The PRC was testing missiles over the ROC in direct threat to the latter’s national 
security.

2. The goal of both the ROC and its major supporter, the United States, was to stop 
the firings immediately.

3. The ROC decision makers had several options: do nothing; wait  until  after the 
upcoming elections; issue diplomatic protests; bring the issue to the UN Security 
Council; threaten or conduct military operations against the PRC; or threaten or 
use economic statecraft (cut trade, impose sanctions or embargoes).

4. The ROC leaders analyzed the benefits and costs of  these options: the PRC would 
exercise its veto in the UN Security Council; any economic or military actions 
the ROC undertook  were unlikely to be successful against the stronger adversary, 
potentially leading to the destruction of Taiwan.

5. The ROC, with U.S. support, chose diplomatic protest as a first step.  Doing noth-
ing clearly would have suggested that the missile testing was acceptable. Military 
action against the PRC might have led to disastrous consequences.

Crises such as the preceding example have a unique set of characteristics: decision 
makers are confronted by a surprising, threatening event; they have only a short time 
to make a decision about how to respond; often a limited number of decision makers 
are involved in top- secret proceedings; and  there is  little time for substate actors to 
have much influence. In  these circumstances, using the rational model as a way to 
assess the other side’s be hav ior is an appropriate choice.

In a noncrisis situation, when a state knows very  little about the internal domestic 
pro cesses of another state—as the United States knew  little about mainland China 

ESSIR7_CH05_132-179_11P.indd   163 6/14/16   10:06 AM

M
eg

a 
Le

ctu
re

For Live Classes, Recorded Lectures, Notes & Past Papers visit:
www.megalecture.com

+92 336 7801123
https://www.youtube.com/MegaLecture



164  CHAPTER FivE ■ T h e  S TaT e

during the era of Mao Zedong— then decision makers have  little alternative but to 
assume that the other state  will follow the rational model. Indeed, in the absence of 
better information, most U.S. assessments of decisions the Soviet Union took during 
the Cold War  were based on a rational model. Only  after the opening of the Soviet 
governmental archives following the end of the Cold War did historians find that, 
in fact, the Soviets had no concrete plans for turning Poland, Hungary, Romania, or 
other East Eu ro pean states into communist dictatorships or socialist economies, as the 
United States had believed. The Soviets appear to have been guided by events happen-
ing in the region, not by specific ideological goals and rational plans.21 The United 
States was incorrect in imputing the rational model to Soviet decision making, but in 
the absence of complete information, this was the least risky approach: the anarchy of 
the international system means a state assumes that its opponent engages in rational 
decision making.

The RaTional Model of  
deciSion Making

figURe 5.2

as unitary actor
State

(1) clearly identifies the problem

(2) elucidates goals

(3) determines policy alternatives

(4) analyzes costs and benefits
of alternatives 

(5) selects action that produces
best outcome at least cost 
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The Bureaucratic/Or gan i za tional Model and  
the Pluralist Model: The Liberal Approaches
Not all decisions occur during crises, and not all decisions are taken with so  little knowl-
edge of domestic politics in other countries. In  these instances, foreign policy decisions 
may be products of  either subnational governmental organ izations or bureaucracies— 
departments or ministries of government— the bureaucratic/or gan i za tion al model, or 
decisions taken  after bargaining conducted among domestic sources— the public, inter-
est groups, mass movements, and multinational corporations— the pluralist model (see 
Figure 5.3).

In the first case, orga nizational politics emphasizes an organ ization’s standard 
operating procedures and pro cesses. Decisions arising from orga nizational pro cesses 
depend heavi ly on pre ce dents; major changes in policy are unlikely. Conflicts can 
occur when dif er ent subgroups within the organ ization have dif er ent goals and pro-
cedures. Often par tic u lar interest groups or NGOs have strongly influenced  those 
dif er ent goals. In models of bureaucratic politics, members of the bureaucracy rep-
resenting dif er ent interests negotiate decisions. Decisions determined by bureaucratic 
politics flow from the push and pull, or tug- of- war, among  these departments, groups, 
or individuals. In  either po liti cal scenario, the ultimate decision depends on the rela-
tive strength of the individual bureaucratic players or the organ izations they represent.

In the second case, pluralist models, societal groups may play very impor tant roles, 
especially in noncrisis situations and on par tic u lar issues, often economic ones. 
Societal groups have a variety of ways of forcing favorable decisions or constraining 
adverse decisions. They can mobilize the media and public opinion, lobby the govern-
ment agencies responsible for making decisions, influence the appropriate represen-
tative bodies (e.g., the U.S. Congress, the French National Assembly, the Japa nese 
Diet), or ga nize transnational networks of  people with comparable interests, and, in 
the case of high- profile heads of multinational corporations, make direct contacts with 
the highest governmental officials. Decisions made  will reflect  these diverse societal 
interests and strategies— a result that is particularly compatible with liberal think-
ing. Both trade and environmental policy are prominent examples of the bureaucratic/ 
orga nizational model of decision making at work in noncrisis situations. Bureaucra-
cies in the ministries of agriculture, industry, and  labor in the case of trade, and envi-
ronment, economics, and  labor in the case of the environment, fight particularly hard 
within their own governments for policies favorable to their constituencies. Substate 
groups develop strong relationships with  these ministries to ensure favorable out-
comes. When time is no real constraint, informal bureaucratic groups and departments 
are  free to mobilize. They hold meetings, hammering out positions that satisfy all the 
contending interests. The decisions reached are not always the most rational ones; 
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The BureaucraTic/Or gan i za TiOnal  
and PluraliST MOdelS Of deciSiOn Making

figure 5.3
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rather, the groups are content with satisficing— that is, settling for a decision that 
satisfies the dif er ent constituents without ostracizing any, even if the decision they 
reach is not the best pos si ble outcome.

Liberals especially turn to this model of decision- making be hav ior in their analyses 
 because, for them, the state is only the playing field; the actors are the competing inter-
ests in bureaucracies and organ izations. The model is most relevant in large demo cratic 
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countries, which usually have highly differentiated institutional structures for foreign 
policy decision making and where responsibility and jurisdiction are divided among 
several diff er ent units. But to use this model in policy- making circles to analyze or pre-
dict other states’ be hav ior, or to use it to analyze decisions for scholarly purposes, one 
must have detailed knowledge of a country’s foreign policy structures and bureaucracies.

The pluralist model is also compatible with liberal approaches. No one doubts the 
power of the rice farmer lobbies in both Japan and South  Korea in preventing the impor-
tation of cheap, U.S. grown rice. No one denies the power of U.S.  labor  unions in sup-
porting restrictions on the importation of products from developing countries. No one 
doubts the power of AIPAC in influencing much of U.S. policy  toward the Arab- Israeli 
conflict. The movement to ban land mines in the 1990s is yet another example of a soci-
etally based pluralist foreign policy decision, a pro cess reflecting demo cratic practices.

The bureaucratic/or gan i za tion al and pluralist models require considerable knowl-
edge of a country’s foreign policy pro cesses and are most applicable in noncrisis situa-
tions. Time is needed for bureaucracies to be called to the  table, for organ izations 
to bring their standard operating procedures, and for societal groups to or ga nize. In a 
crisis, where time is of the essence and information about a country’s foreign policy 
apparatus is absent, the rational model is the best alternative.

An Elite Model: A Radical Alternative
While both realists and liberals acknowledge that states have real choices in foreign 
policy, no  matter which model explains their be hav ior, radicals see fewer real choices. 
In the radical view, cap i tal ist states’ interests are determined by the structure of the 
international system, and their decisions are dictated by the economic imperatives of 
the dominant class. Internal domestic elites have been co- opted by international cap i-
tal ists. So in the elite model that radicals  favor, multinational corporations play a key 
role in influencing the making of foreign policy.

A Constructivist Alternative
Constructivists hold that foreign policy decisions are based on two major  factors. First 
is the country’s strategic culture: the decision makers’ interpretation of a country’s 
historical experience, including philosophies, values, institutions, and understand-
ings of its geography and development. Australia’s strategic culture encompasses the 
geography- history trade- off:  whether policy should be set by Australia’s place in Asia- 
Pacific or by its history, its ties with Britain and the English- speaking world. Canada’s 
strategic culture is  shaped by its search for in de pen dence from the United States 
and its policies, made more problematic by geographic proximity and economic inter-
dependence.
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ConTending PerSPeCTiveS  
on STaTe Power and PoliCy
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STaTe Power
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international 
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especially 
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Multiple power 
sources; tangible 
and intangible 
sources

Economic 
power 
or ga nized 
around 
classes

Power subject 
to norm 
socialization

uSing STaTe 

Power

Emphasis on 
coercive 
techniques of 
power; use  
of force 
acceptable

Broad range  
of power 
techniques; 
preference for 
noncoercive 
alternatives

Weak states 
have few 
instruments 
of power

Power is tool  
of elites for 
socializing 
socie ties 
through norms

how foreign 

PoliCy iS 

made

Emphasis on 
rational model 
of decision 
making; unitary 
state actor 
assumed once 
decision is 
made

Bureaucratic/
or gan i za tion al 
and pluralist 
models of 
decision making

States have 
no real 
choices; 
decisions 
dictated by 
economic 
cap i tal ist 
elites

Decisions 
based on norms 
that regulate 
policy sector

deTerminanTS 

of foreign 

PoliCy

Largely 
external/ 
international 
determinants

Largely domestic 
determinants

Largely 
external 
determinants; 
co- opted 
internal 
ele ments

External 
determinants in 
combination 
with domestic 
civil society

Theory in brief

Second is the leaders’ interpretation of the salient international norms. Acknowl-
edging that leaders are socialized into the dominant international norms, they are 
inclined to build policies through pro cesses open to domestic and international civil 
society, the mass media, and international partners. Foreign policy decisions are deter-
mined by leaders’ beliefs that their actions are congruent with the international norms 
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they have appropriated. Decisions may not be the same, as strategic cultures differ.22 
In short, constructivists take a holistic view of decision making, and the domestic and 
international  factors are enmeshed.

Each alternative model offers a simplification of the foreign policy decision- making 
pro cess. Each provides a win dow into how groups (both governmental and nongov-
ernmental) influence the foreign policy pro cess. But  these models do not provide 
answers to other critical questions. They do not tell us the content of a specific deci-
sion or indicate the effectiveness with which the foreign policy was implemented.

Challenges to the State
The state, despite its centrality in international affairs, is facing challenges from the 
pro cesses of globalization, religiously and ideologically based transnational movements, 
ethnonational movements, transnational crime, and fragile states (see  Table 5.2). In 
each of  these pro cesses, new and intrusive technologies— e- mail, Facebook, Twitter, 
cell phones with cameras, direct satellite broadcasting, and worldwide tele vi sion net-
works such as CNN— increasingly undermine the state’s control over information 
and hence its control over its citizens, nongovernmental groups, and their activities. 
Both the Persian Gulf states and China have fought losing  battles trying to “protect” 

ChallengeS to State Power

Forces eFFects on the state

globalization— political, 
economic, cultural

Undermines state sovereignty; interferes with 
state exercise of power; exacerbated by the 
rise of new media.

transnational religious and 
ideological movements

Seek loyalty and commitment of individuals 
and groups beyond the state; change state 
be hav ior on a specific prob lem or issue.

ethnonational movements
Seek own state; attempt to replace current 
government with one representing the 
interests of the movement.

transnational crime Challenges state authority.

Fragile states Threaten lives of persons within states and 
security of other states in international system.

 table  5.2
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