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Environmental factors in the study of

international politics’

HAROLD AND MARGARET SPROUT

Princeton University

Those who practice statecraft, as well as
those who study and write about it, seem
generally to take for granted that the phe-
nomenon called “international politics” is
meaningfully related to the setting or en-
vironment or milieu in which political deci-
sions are taken and executed.

Let us start with some illustrative exam-
ples. First, the words of a German diplomat,
Richard von Kiihlmann, that “geographical
position and historical development are so
largely determining factors of foreign policy
that, regardless of the kaleidoscopic change
of contemporary events, and no matter what
form of government has been instituted or
what political party may be in power, the
foreign policy of a country has a natural
tendency to return again and again to the
same general and fundamental alignment”
(our italics) (3).

Next, the French diplomat, Jules Cam-
bon: “The geographical position of a nation

. is the principal factor conditioning its

1 This paper is a sequel to Man-Milieu Rela-
tionship Hypotheses in the Context of Interna-
tional Politics, published in 1956 by the Center
of International Studies at Princeton University.
Both studies are products of a research program
supported jointly by the Rockefeller Foundation
and Princeton University. An earlier draft of the
present paper served as basis for a panel dis-
cussion at the annual meeting of the American
Political Science Association, in September, 1957.

foreign policy—the principal reason why it
must have a foreign policy at all” (our
italics) (1).

Third, from a recent text on sea power:
“England driven to the sea by her sparse
resources to seek a livelihood and to find
homes for her burgeoning population, and
sitting athwart the main sea routes of West-
ern Europe, seemed destined by geography
to command the seas” (our italics) (4, p.
44).

Fourth, from a highly regarded work on
Japan: “The mountains of Japan have
pushed the Japanese out upon the seas,
making them the greatest seafaring people
of Asia. . .. Sea routes have beckoned the
Japanese abroad. . . . The factor of geo-
graphic isolation during . . . two thousand
years has helped fashion national traits
which eventually, and almost inevitably, led
Japan to political isolation and to crushing
defeat in war” (our italics) (5, pp. 5, 8).

Fifth, from a standard treatise on re-
sources, the assertion that invention of
the basic steel furnace (which made it pos-
sible to produce good steel from the acidic
ores of Alsace-Lorraine) “led inevitably to
Germany’s industrial hegemony on the con-
tinent [of Europe]” (our italics) (11, p.
648).

In all such statements (and one could
extend the list indefinitely), a causal rela-
tionship is asserted between some environ-
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mental factor or set of factors, on the one
hand, and some attitude, action, or state of
affairs, on the other. Some of the statements
are phrased in deterministic language—“de-
termined,” “drove,” “led inevitably,” etc.
Others, probably more numerous, are
phrased in terms compatible with some de-
gree of choice—“influence,” “pressure,” etc.

Such forms of speech and the causal re-
lationships which they state or imply deline-
ate the main issues with which this study is
concerned: How are environmental factors
related to political phenomena? And what
forms of speech are most fruitful in express-
ing such relationships?

In approaching these questions, it will be
helpful to draw a distinction between polit-
ical attitudes and policy decisions, on the
one hand, and, on the other hand, the lay-
outs in space or other states of affairs which
we shall call the “operational results of de-
cisions.” We regard this distinction as
important, indeed as prerequisite to fruit-
ful investigation of ecological viewpoints,
concepts, and theories in connection with
politics in general and international politics
in particular.

Within these terms of reference, we shall
attempt to establish the following proposi-
tions or theses:

1. Environmental factors become related
to the attitudes and decisions which, in the
aggregate, comprise a state’s foreign policy
only by being apperceived and taken into
account by those who participate in the
policy-forming process.

2. Conclusions as to the manner in which
apperceived environmental factors are dealt
with in foreign-policy-making depend on
the theory or theories of decision-making
which the analyst brings to bear on the case
under consideration.

3. Hypotheses as to the manner in which
apperceived environmental factors enter in-
to the decision-making process can provide
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fruitful linkages between ecological and be-
havioral approaches to the study of inter-
national politics.

4. Environmental factors can be signif-
icantly related to the operational results of
policy decisions, even though such factors
are not apperceived and taken into account
in the policy-forming process.

5. What is called analysis of state power
or international power relations or (prefer-
ably, in our view) analysis of state capa-
bilities consists essentially of calculating op-
portunities and limitations latent, or implic-
it, in the milieu of the state under consid-
eration.

6. Capability calculations or estimates
are always carried out within some frame-
work of assumptions regarding the policy
objectives, operational strategy, and politi-
cal relations of the state under considera-
tion.

7. Conclusions as to the opportunities
and limitations which are implicit in a
state’s milieu and which may affect the
operational results of its policy decisions
depend on the ecological theory and the
topical explanatory premises which the
analyst brings to bear in the specific case
under consideration.

The Problem in General

In the preceding paragraphs we have
used numerous ecological terms—“environ-
ment,” “milieu,” “environmental factors,”
“man-milieu relationship hypotheses,” etc.
This terminology suffers from ambiguous
and conflicting usage in the special vocabu-
laries of ecological and behavioral sciences
and in the vocabulary of human geography,
which has ecological aspects but is not re-
garded by its principal spokesmen as pri-
marily an ecological science.

We have attempted to straighten out this
semantic tangle in a previous study (8).
Because “environment” has come to mean
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different things to different specialists, we
have substituted the French word milieu to
designate the general concept. Since there
is no corresponding French adjective, we
have retained the English adjective “en-
vironmental.” But we have restricted the
noun “environment” (modified by qualifying
adjectives) to limited aspects of the milieu,
as, for example, “physical environment,”
“social environment,” “non-human environ-
ment,” “psychological environment,” “oper-
ational environment,” etc.

We define the general concept of “milieu”
to include all phenomena (excepting only
the environed unit’s own hereditary factors)
to which the environed unit’s activities may
be related. So defined, milieu includes both
tangible objects, non-human and human, at
rest and in motion, and the whole complex
of social patterns, some embodied in formal
enactments, others manifest in more or less
stereotyped expectations regarding the be-
havior of human beings and the moverments
and mutations of non-human phenomena.
This definition of milieu includes the en-
vironed unit’s own ideas or images of the
milieu, a concept designated herein as “psy-
chological environment.”

This aggregate of physical objects and
social patterns is conceived as comprising
the potential maximum set of environmental
factors that might be deemed relevant to
any given human state of affairs. What spe-
cific components of this aggregate are
judged to be significantly relevant in a
particular context depends on how the ana-
lyst defines the problem in hand and on the
relationship of the theory, or theories, which
he brings to bear.

Environment, or milieu, connotes some
idea of relationship, both in popular usage
and in technical vocabularies of special
fields. Something is conceived to be en-
compassed—that is to say, environed—by
something else in some meaningful relation-

» o«

ship. In the discussion of human affairs, the
“something environed” may be defined as a
single human being or as some human
group. In the context of diplomacy and
other aspects of international politics, the
environed unit may be conceived as a
single policy-making agent of the state, as
some ad hoc policy-making group, as a
formal agency of government, as some non-
official group within the body politic, as the
population of the state as a whole, as the
state itself viewed as a corporate entity, or
as some supra-state grouping such as, for
example, the “Atlantic Community.”?

What phenomena are included in the
milieu depénds in part on how one defines
the environed unit. If, for example, the unit
is a formal agency of government or some
ad hoc policy-making group in the govern-
ment, a great many factors physically in-
ternal to the state as well as factors external
thereto may be significantly relevant ele-
ments of the milieu of such policy-making
units. On the other hand, if the environed
unit is conceived as the corporate entity of
the state, only factors external to that entity
are components of the milieu. For certain
purposes—for example, the analysis of policy
decisions—it may be more fruitful to pro-
ceed in terms of the concepts of decisional
unit and internal and external setting.? For
other purposes—for example, analysis of
certain aspects of state capability—it may be

2 The concept of a group or a corporate entity
as the environed unit presents numerous difficul-
ties. A group is not a biological entity endowed
with hereditary characters in any sense analo-
gous to the human beings who comprise the
group. Nevertheless, the concept of a group as
an environed unit conforms to almost universal
usage; and, if properly qualified, it is a fruitful
concept in the analysis of foreign policy and state
capabilities in international relations.

8 For an example of the use of this distinction
between internal and external setting in foreign-
policy analysis see Snyder et al. (6, pp. 34 ff.).
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more fruitful to conceive the state as an
entity in relation to its external setting
alone.

All too often in discussions of foreign
policy and state capability, the precise ref-
erent is obscure. But some concept of en-
vironed unit there must be. Otherwise, by
definition, there is no concept of milieu, no
ascertainable set of relevant factors, no con-
cept of environmental relationship.

Relationships between man and milieu
have been hypothesized in various ways. In
our earlier study, cited above, we identified
and discussed five more or less distinct rela-
tionship theories: environmental determin-
ism, free-will environmentalism, environ-
mental possibilism, cognitive behaviorism,
and environmental probabilism.

Environmental determinism hypothesizes
an invariable correlation between some set
of environmental “causes” and environing
“effects.” Man, by this hypothesis, has no
choice; indeed, he is, by definition, incapa-
ble of choice. The properties of the milieu
determine his activities. Hence his past
activities are explicable and his future ac-
tivities predictable by reference to the vari-
ation of some set of environmental causes.

Construed literally, two of the statements
quoted at the beginning of this essay would
appear to be exhibits of environmental de-
terminism: the quotations regarding British
sea power (Potter et al.), and regarding
Germany’s “industrial hegemony” (Zim-
mermann). The authors of these state-
ments, we are confident, would deny that
they are environmental determinists.

Looking at the matter more broadly, one
notes that the determinist label has been
pinned on numerous interpretations of his-
tory. Such names as Demolins, Ratzel,
Semple, and Huntington immediately come
to mind. Huntington, for example, has been
called a determinist because he claimed to
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discover regular correlations between cli-
matic variables and “civilization.”

Neither Huntington nor any other alleged
determinist known to us has denied man’s
capacity to choose among alternative courses
of action. We have never discovered any
interpretation of history that even closely
approaches rigorous environmental deter-
minism. We would contend that both gen-
eral interpretations of history and specific
statements phrased in deterministic rhetoric
are simply rhetoric and nothing more. A lit-
tle later on, we shall attempt to show that
most man-milieu relationships expressed in
deterministic rhetoric are also and more
fruitfully explicable in non-deterministic
terms.

Free-will environmentalism, or simply en-
vironmentalism, represented in its origin a
retreat from strict determinism. The en-
vironmentalist substituted, in place of “de-
termine,” “control,” and other deterministic
verbs, such verbs as “influence,” “push,”
“beckon,” etc., which admit the concept of
choice among alternatives.

Most environmentalists have concerned
themselves mainly with man’s relations to
the physical environment. Environmentalist
discourse often displays a certain teleologi-
cal coloration. “Nature” is conceived as a
wise and purposeful entity guiding human
destiny. Man is the target of Nature’s signals.
If he is wise, he heeds them. But the en-
vironmentalist conceives man as capable of
choosing the “wrong road’—albeit to his
future sorrow and frustration.

One encounters environmentalist rhetoric
in many fields. We have quoted several
examples. We are confident that the authors
of those passages would reject the teleology
implicit in a literal interpretation of their
words. Again, we suspect, these authors
have indulged in a poetic license which, in
our view, has no justification in serious ex-
planations of human activities. At any rate,
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environmentalist rhetoric explains nothing
that is not more satisfactorily explicable in
terms of other relationship theories yet to
be considered.

Environmental possibilism is the relation-
ship theory that took form in reaction
against determinism and environmentalism.
In the possibilist theory, the issue of choice
is bypassed. The milieu as a whole or some
set of environmental factors is conceived as
a sort of matrix which limits the opera-
tional results of whatever is attempted.

These environmental limits are conceived
to vary from place to place and from time
to time. The limits implicit in one set of
factors (for example, Atlantic winds and
currents) may vary with changes in other
factors (for example, changes in ship de-
sign and mode of propulsion). But, at any
given place and time, possibilism postulates
some set of limits that affect the outcome of
any attempted course of action.

A particular set of limits may circumscribe
broadly or narrowly; that is to say, they
may leave room for considerable, or very
little, range of effective choice. Under con-
ditions of primitive technology, the range
tends to be narrow. As men attain more
efficient tools and skills, accumulate capital,
and perfect their social organization, the
limits may be pushed back, and the range
of effective choice widens.

In the possibilist hypothesis, environmen-
tal limitations on accomplishment are as-
sumed to be discoverable. But methodologi-
cal discussion of possibilism is rarely ex-
plicit as to how one goes about discovering
them. One may assume that a hypothetical
omniscient observer could identify and de-
lineate all the interrelations between milieu
and environed unit. But, of course, no ob-
server is in fact omniscient. The most that
one can do is to frame hypotheses as to
what environmental factors are significantly
relevant to the action under consideration

and ‘how these set limits to the operational
results thereof.

Thus the example just above rests upon
some such set of hypotheses or premises, as
follows: north of about 40° north latitude,
Atlantic winds and currents move generally
toward the east. These westerly winds and
currents presented formidable obstacles to
westbound sailing ships unable to sail close
to the wind. In that state of marine technol-
ogy, the normal westbound course across
the Atlantic included a long detour south-
ward to the latitudes of the northeasterly
trade winds. Development of sailing ships
capable of sailing closer to the wind re-
duced somewhat the limiting effects of
headwinds and adverse currents. The devel-
opment of externally powered ships even-
tually reduced tlie wind-current limitation
to a level where it no longer substantially
affected the westbound movement of ships
across the Atlantic.

In possibilist theory, environmental lim-
itations may exist and be operative irrespec-
tive of human knowledge and decisions. In
the example just cited, Atlantic winds and
currents indubitably limited certain move-
ments of a fifteenth-century ship, irrespec-
tive of the desires and decisions of the
ship’s master. But hypotheses to account for
this state of affairs do not exist apart from
human observation and thought. Such hy-
potheses are formulated by someone. They
have been called acts of creative imagina-
tion. Generally, though not necessarily, they
are generalizations derived from observed
events. But there is no certainty that any
two observers will formulate identical ex-
planatory hypotheses. However, in any
given society and period, there is likely to
be considerable agreement as to how things
work and why.

Environmental possibilism carries no built-
in assumption that a given environed unit
will discover the limits of fruitful choice
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prior to reaching a decision. Nor is there
any assumption that prior discovery would
necessarily affect the decision taken. In the
possibilist frame of reference, motives and
decisions are always taken as given, not as
phenomena to be explained or predicted.

Broadly speaking, environmental possi-
bilism is the frame of reference within which
the capabilities of states are calculated. But
possibilism provides no basis for analyzing
environmental factors in the context of
policy formation. We shall return to this
point later.

Cognitive behaviorism is the label that
we have selected to designate the simple
and familiar principle that a person reacts
to his milieu as he apperceives it—that is, as
he perceives and interprets it in the light of
past experience.* This concept of milieu is
variously designated in the special vocabu-
laries of psychological science: “life-
space,” “psychological field,” “behavioral
environment,” “psychological environment,”
ete.

Cognitive behaviorism per se postulates
no particular theory of human motivation
and no particular mode of utilizing environ-
mental knowledge. It simply draws a sharp
distinction between the psychological en-
vironment (with reference to which an indi-
vidual defines choices and takes decisions)
and the operational environment (which
sets limits to what can happen when the
decision is executed).

This distinction was at issue in a recent
rejoinder to a familiar passage in R. C. Col-
lingwood’s work on The Idea of History.
Collingwood argued that “the fact that cer-
tain people live . . . on an island has in it-
self no effect on their history; what has an
effect is the way they conceive of that posi-

4 The term “cognitive behaviorism” is open to

certain objections considered in our earlier study
(8, p. 58).
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tion” (2, p.-200). To this the geographer,
O. H. K. Spate, replied that “people cannot
conceive of their insular position in any way
unless they live on an island” (7).

Spate’s rejoinder plainly runs contrary to
a great deal of well-authenticated human
experience. From time immemorial, men
have formed opinions and taken decisions
on some inaccurate image of the milieu.
One thoroughly investigated demonstration
of this phenomenon and its operational
consequences was the now all-but-forgotten
panic that was triggered off in New Jersey
in 1938 by Orson Welles’s rather too real-
istic radio description of the landing, near
Princeton, of imaginary invaders from Mars.
To contend that “people cannot conceive of
their insular position in any way unless they
live on an island” is equivalent to insisting
that they cannot perceive non-existent “fly-
ing saucers.”

Cognitive behaviorism simply affirms the
elementary first principle that what mat-
ters in decision-making is not how the mi-
lieu is but how the decision-maker imagines
it to be. The next step in linking environ-
mental factors to decisions involves applica-
tion of some hypothesis as to the decision-
maker’s environmental knowledge and his
mode of using it.

Environmental probabilism is a general
label for various behavioral models by
which choices and decisions are explained
or predicted on the basis of probable con-
formity to a hypothetical norm. Such a
model may be simple or complex. It may be
set forth explicitly or (what is more likely)
left implicit. The analyst may even deny
that he has any behavioral model in mind
at all. But such denials are largely quibbles
over terminology; for every explanation of
past action and every prediction that is
more than a throw of the dice are based on
some set of assumptions regarding what is
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normally expectable behavior in the situa-
tion under consideration.

Some historians, geographers, and polit-
ical scientists contend that every human
being is unique and hence that human deci-
sions are unpredictable. But such persons
generally do not hesitate, for example, to
cross a busy street when the traffic light
turns green. In stepping from the curb,
they are making a prediction that adverse
traffic will obey the signal. In effect, such a
prediction is simply an inference (generally
subconscious) from a generalized model
(rarely articulated) of how a “typical” mo-
torcar driver behaves in the milieu under
consideration. The pedestrian generally
knows nothing about the lives of the specific
drivers of oncoming cars. Nor does he usual-
ly know anything about their specific indi-
vidual driving behavior. But he does have
some notion of how drivers generally be-
have in that city and country; and he pre-
dicts driving behavior on the expectation
of probable conformity to that hypothetical
norm. That is all any behavioral model pro-
vides.

Before considering some of the assump-
tions incorporated into models of decision-
making, we should like to stress a little fur-
ther the probabilistic nature of such a
model. The model is not a description of
any specific person’s behavior, and it carries
no built-in assumption that the generalized
description of “typical” behavior fits any
particular person. In the present state of
knowledge, no behavioral model can pos-
sibly anticipate idiosyncratic deviations
from the hypothetical norm.

Norms are derived by generalization of
past experience. Such a generalization is
initially a trial hypothesis to be tested.
When (in the example cited above) further
observation confirms that car drivers almost
invariably obey traffic signals, the hypothe-
sis is said to be confirmed to a high degree

of probability. In due course the hypothesis
evolves into an assumption accepted with-
out further proof and eventually hardens
into a firm expectation. At any stage in
the evolution from trial hypothesis to firm
expectation, the proposition may constitute
the general premise (also called “explana-
tory hypothesis,” “principle,” “law”) from
which future decisions are predicted by
logical deduction.

No model can eliminate uncertainty from
the prediction of decisions. This holds with
special force for decisions formulated in
complex organizations. One’s closest ap-
proach to certainty can be expressed by
some such sentence as “A will almost cer-
tainly choose x.” Generally, if deliberation
is involved in the decision-making process,
the most one is justified in predicting is that
A will probably choose x. Often one can
find no justification for more than “The
odds are about even that A will choose x.”
In every gradation of certainty to uncer-
tainty, prediction consists essentially of
making rough estimations of the betting
odds for or against a certain choice being
made.

Probabilistic behavioral models generally
include at least three categories of assump-
tions: (1) assumptions regarding motiva-
tion; (2) assumptions regarding environ-
mental knowledge; and (8) assumptions re-
garding the mode of utilizing such knowl-
edge in defining alternatives and taking de-
cisions.

Ideological or other characteristics of the
model depend, it is clear, on the content of
these assumptions. The assumption regard-
ing motivation, for example, can have an
acquisitive, power-seeking, self-denying,
Marxist, racist, or other content. The as-
sumption regarding the extent of the deci-
sion-maker’s environmental knowledge can
range anywhere between total ignorance
and omniscience of relevant factors. The as-
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sumption regarding the mode of utilizing
environmental knowledge in making deci-
sions can be that the hypothetical “typical”
person is predominantly rational or that his
behavior is explicable by the “theory of
games” or by “Freudian theory” or by some
other theory of human behavior.

A very familiar American version of the
decision-making model is one that might be
called “common-sense probabilism.” In
this model, men are assumed to be predomi-
nantly acquisitive, adequately knowledge-
able, and generally rational. In the context
of daily living, the assumption of acquisi-
tiveness usually shows a strong pecuniary
coloration. People are assumed to want
money and the things money buys. Com-
mon-sense probabilism further assumes
that men generally have environmental
knowledge that is adequate for their pur-
poses. That is to say, the actor’s psycho-
logical environment is assumed to corre-
spond in essential respects to the operation-
al environment in which his decisions are
executed. Third, common-sense probabil-
ism assumes that the individual applies his
environmental knowledge rationally to the
choice of ends achievable with the means
at his command and to the choice of appro-
priate means to achieve possible ends. That
is to say, he calculates rationally the oppor-
tunities and limitations implicit in his oper-
ational environment. Finally, built into
common-sense probabilism is the implicit
assumption that the actor upon the stage
and the analyst who observes and interprets
from the sidelines both perceive and eval-
uate the milieu of the actor in substantially
the same way.

Some such behavioral model, we submit,
is implicit in Griffith Taylor’s so-called
“scientific determinism” and in the rhetoric
of all those who employ deterministic or
environmentalistic modes of speaking. Let
us consider Taylor’s familiar example of
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Antarctica as a milieu which largely deter-
mines man’s choices and actions with refer-
ence to it. The purport of what he says ap-
pears to be about as follows: If the choice
of fruitful means to a desired end in a
given milieu is narrowly circumscribed (as
in establishing a permanent settlement in
Antarctica), and if (as Taylor clearly as-
sumes) persons involved in the enterprise
are adequately cognizant of what is pos-
sible (that is, cognizant of limitations set by
that milieu), and if (as he also appears to
assume) such persons take their environ-
mental knowledge rationally into account in
making choices, then it follows that there
will be close correlation between environ-
mental limits and human action.

If, as the common-sense probabilist also
appears to assume, his (the analyst’s) own
knowledge of the milieu in question and his
mode of thinking about it correspond in
essential respects to his subject’s, the analyst
can explain the subject’s past choices and
predict his probable future choices simply
by informing himself as to the milieu and
by imagining how a “rational man” like
himself would react to it. Thus, starting
with a given action and the set of environ-
mental factors which he deems relevant,
the common-sense probabilist reasons back-
ward to an explanation of the action, as
indicated above. Starting with a set of en-
vironmental factors, he reasons forward to
the probable correlated behavior. This, we
submit, is substantially what underlies most
statements in which environmental factors
are asserted to “determine” or to “influ-
ence” choices and other actions.

Now, in the light of this discussion, let
us re-examine some of the statements quoted
in the opening paragraphs. Von Kiihlmann,
it is recalled, cited “geographical position”
as one of the factors “determining” a state’s
foreign policy. Reischauer contended that
the “mountains of Japan pushed the Japa-
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nese out on the seas” and that “sea routes
beckoned the Japanese abroad.” The sea-
power text spoke of England “driven to the
sea by her sparse resources. . . .”

How should one construe such rhetoric?
One possibility is to brand it as pure tele-
ology. Read in context, however, such seem-
ingly teleclogical statements as those just
quoted rarely appear to justify the conclu-
sion that the author intended to ascribe
human-like purposes and behavior to non-
human phenomena. Sometimes, it would
appear, teleological rhetoric represents sim-
ply a sort of poetic license, designed per-
haps to infuse an atmosphere of struggle
and drama into the subject in hand.

However, there is still a third way of in-
terpreting such rhetoric. Quite often, it
would appear, authors employ action-verbs
with an environmental factor or set of fac-
tors as the grammatical subject, but in a
sense neither teleological nor poetic. Take
the verb “influence,” for example. This is
probably the most commonly used verb in
seemingly teleological environmentalistic
rhetoric. The essence of dictionary defini-
tions of influence is “Some activity on the
part of a person or thing, that produces
without apparent force an effect on another
person or thing.” The father speaks and
thereby influences the child. The traffic offi-
cer blows his whistle and thereby influences
the motorist. Then, by a sort of analogical
extension, an author speaks of geographical
location or climate or a new machine or
some other non-human factor influencing
people to do so-and-so.

Construed in context, such seemingly tele-
ological statements appear frequently to be
a sort of verbal shorthand to connote that
the “influenced” person or group perceived
the environmental factor or aggregate in
question; that he, or they, evaluated it with
reference to their purposes; and that he, or
they, acted in the light of the conclusions

reached. One could similarly construe the
whole battery of action-verbs when em-
ployed with environmental subjects. In such
usage, the force of the verb—ranging from
determine, or control, to influence—may be
construed merely as expressing the speak-
er’s estimate of the odds that the environed
unit would recognize and heed the limita-
tions implicit in the environmental factors
in question.’

When one reads in the Reischauer book
that “sea routes have beckoned the Japanese
abroad,” perhaps all that the passage was in-
tended to communicate is that, at a certain
stage in Japanese history, substantial num-
bers of Japanese envisaged more attractive
opportunities in seafaring than in farming
or other pursuits ashore.

Our conclusion is that these and other
examples of environmentalistic rhetoric,
when not construed as teleology or poetic
license, are equivalent to saying that the
environed persons envisaged certain ends;
that they perceived and comprehended ade-
quately the opportunities and limitations
latent in their milieu; and that they applied
such knowledge rationally in choosing ends
that were possible and in formulating means
appropriate to the ends selected.

All the protabilistic models with which
we are here concerned carry an assumption
that the environed unit is capable of choos-
ing among alternatives. But that is not
equivalent to assuming that all choices
which, by definition, are possible choices
are equally probable choices. The essence
of such a model is that some choices are

5 It should be carefully noted that there is a
certain class of environmental factors to which
standard dictionary definitions of influence and
other action-verbs can be applied with no teleo-
logical coloration. We refer, of course, to the
other human beings in the milieu of the unit
under consideration—such as the father and the
police officer in the examples used in the text.
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more probable than others. The function of
the model is to enable the analyst to ar-
range a set of possible choices on a sort of
continuum of estimated degrees of prob-
ability. By reference to the assumptions of
normally expectable behavior, incorporated
into the model, the analyst eliminates as
very improbable or less improbable those
choices which would represent greater or
lesser deviations from the hypothetical
norm.

Probabilistic models, it may be argued,
are manifestly better suited to predicting
the odds of occurrence in a large aggregate
of units than to “pinpointing” the actions
of a specific unit. A market analyst, for
example, may be able to predict within a
more or less calculable range of error how
many persons in a given society will buy
new automobiles next year. But if the ana-
lyst should attempt to identify the specific
prospective purchasers, the incidence of
error would increase greatly, and the statis-
tical methods employed in handling large
aggregates of data might prove quite fruit-
less for predicting the behavior of partic-
ular individuals.

From this position it is an easy step to
skepticism concerning all models for pre-
dicting the behavior of specific individuals
and small groups.® But, as previously em-
phasized, a recurrent and inescapable fea-
ture of our day-by-day living in society is
precisely that kind of prediction. Hardly
anyone would contend that the scores of
predictive judgments which each of us
makes every day are merely blind guesses,
like pulling numbers out of a hat. We ar-
gued from the street-crossing example that
such predictions consist essentially of de-

6 This issue was recently discussed in a paper
by Dr. William Warntz (10) on “The Unity of
Knowledge, Social Science, and the Role of Ge-

ography.”
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ductions from assumptions of typical, or
normally expectable, behavior respecting
particular aspects of the total behavior of
our fellow men. The question posed for the
next section is whether and to what extent
such models are fruitful for explaining and
predicting the decisions of foreign policy
taken in the more complex milieu of inter-
national politics.

Environmental Factors in Foreign-
Policy Analysis

Our thesis, as stated at the outset, is that
environmental factors become related to the
attitudes and decisions which comprise a
state’s foreign policy only by being per-
ceived and taken into account in the policy-
forming process. The statesman’s psycho-
logical environment (that is, his image, or
estimate, of the situation, setting, or milieu)
may or may not correspond to the opera-
tional environment (in which his decisions
are executed). But in policy-making, as we
have stressed before, what matters is how
the policy-maker imagines the milieu to be,
not how it actually is.

The American debacle at Pearl Harbor
is a historic example of this principle. The
American commanders there remained to-
tally ignorant of the approaching Japanese
task force. Their psychological environment
contained no hostile force readying its
planes for a dawn attack on the great
American base. Hence that force, though
indubitably part of the operational environ-
ment, was not related in any way whatso-
ever to the decisions of the American com-
manders to the moment the attack began.

Many other examples come to mind. The
United States—Canadian boundary was
originally drawn in ignorance of the geo-
graphic layout and had subsequently to be
corrected. The Battle of New Orleans was
fought in January, 1815, in the erroneous
belief that a state of war still continued.

voLuME I NUMBER 4

This content downloaded on Fri, 21 Dec 2012 10:10:12 AM
All use subject to JISTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS IN THE STUDY OF INTERNATIONAL POLITICS 319

The Battle of the Bulge caught the Allied
Command unprepared in December, 1944,
because of faulty evaluation of intelligence
reports. The Monroe Doctrine was promul-
gated in 1823, with reference to a threat of
aggression that had largely subsided. Amer-
ican missile and satellite research after
World War II proceeded on a widely held,
but erroneous, assumption of a comfortable
margin of superiority over Russian technol-
ogy. Attitudes are formed and decisions of
foreign policy are constantly being taken
on fragmentary and often quite defective
estimates of the situation.

The British Cabinet’s decision to re-
occupy the Suez Canal, in October, 1956,
illustrates the same principle, but with a
complicating dimension. Let us assume, for
purposes of this discussion, that the deci-
sion to intervene was predicated on some
such set of assumptions as these: that the
operation could be executed swiftly; that
the Egyptians would be unable either to
offer effective resistance or to block the
canal; that other Arab peoples would not
disrupt the production and flow of oil to
Europe contrary to their manifest economic
interest; that the Soviet government would
keep its hands off; that the United States
and Commonwealth governments and
peoples would accept a fait accompli; that
the United Nations could offer no serious
opposition; and that public opposition,
which was dividing Britain internally, would
speedily collapse as soon as British forces
were re-established in the Canal Zone.

In the Suez case the significant environ-
mental factors included potential human
responses to the decision under considera-
tion. These responses, when they did occur,
became part of the operational environ-
ment in which the British decision was exe-
cuted. That they did not exist prior to the
decision added a complicating element of
uncertainty to the decision-makers’ prob-

lem. But that in no way invalidates the
thesis that environmental factors are related
to policy decisions only to the extent that
they are taken into account in the decision-
making process. The Suez example rather
emphasizes that the decision-maker’s esti-
mate of the situation may frequently (per-
haps generally) have to include not merely
phenomena existent prior to the decision
but also his predictions as to how the situ-
ation will develop as the decision is carried
into execution.

Discrepancies between the policy-maker’s
estimate of the situation (that is, his psy-
chological environment) and the opera-
tional environment become highly signifi-
cant when the problem is to explain or to
predict the results of a given decision. We
shall consider that issue further in the next
section. For the present it is sufficient to
emphasize once again that what matters in
policy-making is how the milieu appears to
the policy-maker, not how it appears to
some sideline analyst or how it might ap-
pear to a hypothetical omniscient observer.
Hence, excluding the special problem of
self-analysis by the policy-maker himself,
the first step in linking environmental fac-
tors to policy decisions is to find out how
the given policy-maker, or policy-making
group, conceives the milieu to be and how
that unit interprets the opportunities and
limitations implicit therein with respect to
the ends to be accomplished.

This task presents formidable difficulties.
The task is to construct at second hand,
from what the decision-maker says and
does, a description of his image, or esti-
mate, of the situation and his orientation to
it. The analyst functions at some distance,
often at a great distance, from his subject.
He may have to contend with linguistic,
ideological, or other social barriers to com-
munication and understanding. As a rule,
he has to work with insufficient, incomplete,
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and often contradictory evidence. At best,
the analyst’s inferences regarding his sub-
ject’s image of the milieu and his orienta-
tion to it rest invariably and inescapably on
more or less arbitrary decisions as to the
relevance and weight to be given to various
kinds of evidence perceived and filtered
through the analyst’s own (and usually
several intermediaries’) culture-biased spec-
tacles.

Even when one comes to grips in some
fashion with the methodological difficulties
inherent in imagining the “universe of the
decision-makers”—or, in less technical id-
iom, the “pictures in their heads”—he is still
only on the threshold of explaining or pre-
dicting how environmental factors enter in-
to the policy-forming process. In order to
take another step, he must apply some the-
ory of decision-making; and, in order to be
relevant for this purpose, the theory must
include assumptions as to (@) the purposes
or ends toward which the policy-maker’s
efforts are oriented; (b) the environmental
data which the policy-maker deems rele-
vant to his purposes and from which he de-
rives his estimate of the situation; and (c)
his mode of utilizing such data in deciding
what ends are feasible and in formulating
strategy calculated to attain the ends en-
visaged.

Discussion of the relation of environ-
mental factors to policy decisions has tend-
ed in the past to follow more or less in the
pattern which we have called “common-
sense probabilism.” Rarely have the guid-
ing assumptions been clearly articulated.
Often they have been obscured by environ-
mentalistic rhetoric, as in the examples
quoted early in this essay. But scratch the
surface of almost any discussion of foreign
policy, and one is apt to discover the fa-
miliar assumptions that men are predomi-
nantly acquisitive, adequately knowledge-
able, and generally rational.
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In the specific context of foreign policy,
the assumption of acquisitiveness typically
appears as power orientation. Politics is de-
fined as a struggle for power. Desire to
enhance the power of one’s own state over
other states is said to be the paramount
objective of the foreign policies of all states.
At a lower level of generality, this struggle
for power is described in terms of expan-
sion and protection—expansion at the ex-
pense of other states, protection of things
previously acquired against encroachment
by other states.

Whether this assumption is adequately
descriptive of the typical orientation of
policy-makers in all countries and whether
the assumption is a fruitful one at still more
specific levels of policy definition are both
debatable. But these issues are marginal to
the present discussion. The point here is
that some concept of ends to be accom-
plished underlies all foreign-policy analysis
and that the analyst’s assumptions as to
the general orientation and specific objec-
tives envisaged by the policy-makers in a
given situation will affect his conclusions as
to what environmental factors probably
were (or probably will be) taken into ac-
count in the deliberations under considera-
tion.

Turing, now, to the issue of the policy-
maker’s environmental knowledge, the
common-sense model assumes that policy-
making units normally command data that
are sufficiently complete and accurate for
their purposes. This assumption is implicit
in the venerable cliché that “politics is the
art of the possible.” That cliché is some-
times quoted as a description of typical
policy-making behavior, sometimes as a
precept for policy-makers. In either context
it implies that those who make decisions
for the state can be assumed, in general, to
know what is possible. That is to say, their
estimates of a situation can be assumed to
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represent close enough approximations of
opportunities and limitations implicit in
their operational environment.

This is a dubious assumption. It is one
thing, for example, to assume that farmers
generally know the elements of good farm-
ing in a given milieu. It is something else
again to assume that a specific individual
farmer commands such knowledge. It is
still more dubious, in our judgment, to as-
sume that a head of state or a foreign min-
ister or a legislative committee commands
effectively the vastly greater range of envi-
ronmental data required to conduct ade-
quately the foreign relations of a modern
state.

The higher one moves in the hierarchy of
a great power’s government, the more one
is impressed by the remoteness of executives
from the operational environment in which
their decisions are executed. What passes
for knowledge of the situation at the higher
levels consists mainly of generalized descrip-
tions and abstracts, several degrees removed
from on-the-spot observations. On most is-
sues the individual or group responsible for
decisions will have little time and only the
most general knowledge for checking what
is prepared at lower working levels of the
organization.

Let us assume (and we think it is a rea-
sonable assumption) that the British Cabi-
net’s decision to send military forces to
reoccupy Suez was predicated on a firm
expectation that the job could be finished
quickly. How did Eden and his colleagues
come to such a conclusion? One can only
speculate, of course. They probably received
estimates of the situation prepared by civil
servants and military staffs. Such estimates
probably included statements regarding the
strength and deployment of land, sea, and
air forces, their state of readiness, landing
craft and other transportation and handling
equipment on hand, liaison arrangements

with the French Command, the condition
of Egyptian defenses, the morale of Egyp-
tion troops and civil population, etc. In
addition, we may perhaps assume that
Eden and his immediate associates had
some general notions of their own about
British military power, conditions in the
Arab countries, and what it would take to
reoccupy the canal. But is it likely that they
had much fresh knowledge of these matters
or the time necessary to check up on their
experts?

These questions immediately pose others.
To what extent is a top-level executive a
virtual prisoner of the civil and military
officials who provide data for him? On the
other hand, how may his known preferences
affect the substance and coloration of what
his staffs decide to tell himP To what extent
may their own attitudes and preferences
bias their observations and calculations? In
other words, to what extent is the “wish
father to the thought” in statecraft as in
other walks of life? And to what extent do
such considerations affect the whole chain
of communications in a complex foreign-
policy-making situation?

Such questions raise doubts as to the
common-sense assumption of adequate en-
vironmental knowledge. The proposition
that a head of state, foreign minister, legis-
lative committee, or other decision-making
unit in a complex modern government com-
mands such knowledge effectively is no
more than a hypothesis to be confirmed—
rarely, if ever, an assumption to be taken
for granted.

With reference to past actions, it is some-
times possible for the historian to discover
what environmental data were actually
available, recognized as relevant, and taken
into account. But with reference to past
actions about which evidence is scanty and
untrustworthy and with reference to all fu-
ture contingencies, the analyst has no alter-
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native but to supplement empirical research
with some hypothesis or model as to the
manner in which information is “normally”
or “typically” gathered, interpreted, and
communicated upward through the organi-
zation under consideration.

We come finally to the closely related
issue of how environmental data are uti-
lized in foreign-policy-making. Here one
encounters a wide range of opinions. At one
pole stand those who are generally skepti-
cal of all explicit models for explaining or
predicting how individuals or groups are
likely to react to a perceived state of affairs.
This skepticism is especially marked with
respect to interpreting the behavior of per-
sons functioning in a milieu radically differ-
ent from the analyst’s own. This view is
reflected in the argument that it is useless
to try to understand or to forecast the re-
actions of Chinese or Russians or other “in-
scrutable” foreigners. The classic expression
of this pessimism is Churchill’s description
of Soviet foreign policy as a “riddle wrapped
in an enigma.”

At the opposite pole one hears it optimis-
tically contended that “human nature” is
everywhere the same and that one can
(within limits, to be sure) intuit how other
people (even the “inscrutable foreigners”)
are likely to react. The analyst has simply
to imagine how he himself would react to
the state of affairs in question. This intui-
tive hypothesis rests upon assumptions pre-
viously discussed in connection with the
difficulty of reconstructing another’s image
of the milieu. It involves assuming that per-
sons of different social class, different edu-
cational background, different functional
role, different nationality, etc., will never-
theless perceive and react in substantially
similar ways. When doubts are voiced, these
are resolved by assuming that analyst and
subject analyzed, alike, function rationally

CONFLICT RESOLUTION

HAROLD and MARGARET SPROUT

in accord with universal principles of “hu-
man nature.”

Some such view seems to be implicit in
much of the environmentalistic rhetoric
which encumbers the literature of foreign
policy. We opened this discussion by quot-
ing numerous examples of such rhetoric.
Later on, we contended that environmental-
istic statements in the context of foreign
affairs can be construed as teleology or as
poetic license but that such statements are
just as likely to be no more than a sort of
shorthand for longer and more cumber-
some descriptions of human reactions to
perceived environmental conditions. We
concluded, it will be recalled, that when
an author speaks of some environmental
factor or set of factors influencing foreign
policy or the makers of foreign policy, what
he seems generally to be saying is that the
policy-makers desired to achieve certain
ends; that they imagined the milieu to be
so-and-so; that their image of the milieu
corresponded substantially with the opera-
tional environment; and that they employed
their environmental knowledge rationally
in framing a strategy to accomplish the
desired end.

In general, this concept of man-milieu
relationship takes for granted that policy-
making is a deliberative process and that it
is carried on within an intellectual frame-
work of rationality and logic. There is much
evidence to confirm these assumptions. But
they do present difficulties, for there is also
evidence that policy decisions may reflect
not only defective environmental knowl-
edge but also illogical reasoning as well.
For example, how often do executives dis-
count overtones of caution, warning, or
pessimism in staff advice which casts a
shadow on the choice to which they are
predisposed? What are the odds that the
top-level decision-maker will disregard, for
quite illogical reasons, the estimates and
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recommendations prepared for his guid-
ance?

Such questions go to the heart of sys-
tematic foreign-policy analysis. They raise
the issue whether attempting to forecast
the choices of a single individual or deci-
sion-making group by means of assumptions
regarding “typical” or normally expectable,
behavior is any more fruitful than throwing
the dice. Analogies drawn from various
kinds of macro-prediction are not especially
helpful. The economic geographer predict-
ing crop distributions, the demographer
projecting population trends, the market
analyst, or the election forecaster rarely, if
ever, attempt to predict reactions of specific
individuals but only the odds that certain
choices will recur in large aggregates of
behavior. The foreign-policy analyst, on the
contrary, deals (by definition) with the
choices of specific individuals or relatively
small organized groups.

Nor is it very helpful to compare street-
crossing behavior (see preceding section)
and foreign-policy analysis. In the street-
crossing example, it is true, the analyst
drew a predictive inference from assump-
tions as to what he regarded as normally
expectable behavior. But the significant
variables involved in predicting when a
man will cross 4 busy street are probably
much fewer and simpler than those involved
in predicting what a foreign minister will
do about disarmament, nuclear-bomb tests,
technical assistance to underdeveloped
countries, etc.

Even though it may be generally un-
fruitful (in the present state of knowledge
about human behavior) to attempt to “pin-
point” the specific choices of specific de-
cision-making wunits operating in complex
situations, it does not necessarily follow
that throwing the dice is the only alterna-
tive. Under these conditions, negative pre-
diction can become a useful product of

analysis. By applying suitable premises rve-
garding what is “typical,” or normally ex-
pectable, behavior in the kind of situation
under consideration, the analyst attempts
to narrow the range within which specific
choices will probably fall. By this method
(described in the preceding section), the
foreign-policy analyst eliminates as very
improbable or as quite improbable those
choices which would represent greater or
lesser deviation from the hypothetical norm.
If he cannot forecast precisely what the
British Cabinet will do about the European
“common market” during the next five
years, the foreign-policy analyst can per-
haps reach fruitful conclusions as to what
they are more or less likely not to do.
Negative prediction to narrow the range
of probable choice, no less than positive
prediction of specific choice, involves the
application of general hypotheses, or prem-
ises, of typical or normally expectable be-
havior. The value of such premises will
depend, in part, on the analyst’s knowledge
of the setting and functions under consid-
eration, in part on the imagination he dis-
plays in drawing generalizations from such
knowledge that are relevant and significant
for the problem in hand. If the problem is
to compare the collection, communication,
and utilization of environmental data in all
governmental systems, the model would ob-
viously have to be pitched at the highest
level of generality. But the problem may be
to compare the effective command and use
of such data in all totalitarian governments
or in all democratic governments or in all
democratic governments of the parliamen-
tary type. Or the problem may be to com-
pare democratic and totalitarian types,
Western and non-Western types, or more
specifically, for example, the British and
Chinese systems of foreign-policy-making.
Or the problem may be to form conclusions
regarding the command and use of envi-
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ronmental data within a single form of
government or even within a single specific
system.

In every case the issue is what set of
premises (hypotheses or assumptions) will
yield the most fruitful insights as to the
ways in which environmental data are re-
lated to policy decisions. Such premises, we
emphasized previously, are not found in
“nature”; they are formulated. In the main,
they are generalized descriptions of typical,
or normally expectable, behavior either at
the level of a single system or at the level
of two or more systems. In the context of
foreign-policy analysis, premises regarding
man-milieu relationships focus mainly on
the policy-maker’s knowledge of the milieu
and the uses he makes of that knowledge.
At these two points of focus, the ecological
approach gives way to behavioral concepts
and theories for the further development of
knowledge and understanding of the rela-
tion of environmental factors to the foreign
policies of states.

Enviromental Factors in Capability
Analysis

We drew a distinction at the outset be-
tween capability analysis and foreign-policy
analysis. The latter consists essentially of
explaining or predicting policy decisions.
Capability analysis, on the other hand, is
directed to the calculation of the oppor-
tunities and limitations implicit in the mi-
lieu, which will affect the operational results
of whatever is attempted, irrespective of
whether such factors are known and heeded
by the decision-makers in question.?

The Japanese task force approaching
Pearl Harbor, for example, was unknown
to, and hence formed no part of the psycho-
logical environment of, the American com-
manders there. But that hostile fleet was in-
dubitably part of their operational environ-
ment and (though not related in any way
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to their decisions) affected the results of
those decisions.

Put in general terms, the distinction is
this. If the problem is to explain or to pre-
dict a policy decision, the analyst has to
answer such questions as: What environ-
mental factors (or aspects of the situation)
did the decision-maker recognize and con-
sider to be significant? What use did he
make of his environmental knowledge in
defining what was to be attempted and the
means to be employed? If, on the other
hand, the problem is to explain or to pre-
dict the operational results of a given policy
decision or set of decisions (actual or hy-
pothetical), the question he must answer is:
How may the properties present or latent
in the milieu affect the operational results
of that decision, even though these factors
are not known or taken into account in the
decision-making process?

Capability analysis, so defined, involves
application of the frame of reference and
ecological theory commonly known in geo-
graphic science as “environmental possibil-
ism,” whereas foreign-policy analysis in-
volves application of the theory which we
have called “environmental probabilism.”

Statements about state capabilities, like
statements about foreign policy, are fre-
quently couched in deterministic or environ-
mentalistic rhetoric. Zimmermann (quoted

7 We prefer the term “state capability” to the
more common term “state power.” The latter
term is used loosely, and usage varies. Power
may be defined simply as superior military force.
Or it may be conceived more broadly to include
non-military instrumentalities and techniques of
statecraft, such as negotiation, subversive activi-
ties, economic inducements and pressures, etc.
In its broadest connotation, power can be defined
as the sum total of a state’s capacities to affect
the behavior of other states. In this sense, influ-
ence as well as coercion are subcategories of the
concept “power.” So defined, power approxi-
mates capability as we use this term herein.
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carlier) asserted that invention of the basic
steel furnace “led inevitably to Germany’s
industrial hegemony” on the Continent.
The sea-power text spoke of England being
“destined by geography to command the
seas” (our italics).

In reviewing the sea-power book, we
contended that “geography did not destine
England to command the seas.” We con-
strued the passage to mean simply that
“available resources ashore, configuration of
lands and seas, and other conditions in the
milieu enabled Englishmen to achieve the
kind of history which they did in fact make
for themselves” (9).

One could similarly recast the Zimmer-
mann statement in non-deterministic terms.
The invention of the basic steel furnace
made it possible to produce good steel out
of acidic ores. A lot of such ore was present
inside Germany (that is, latent in the Ger-
man milieu). German industrialists took ad-
vantage of the new process to expand steel
production. Thus a change in one environ-
mental factor (steel-making process) en-
abled German industrialists to make use of
another environmental factor (acidic iron
ore) and thereby to outstrip the steel pro-
duction of other European countries and
achieve the “industrial hegemony” which
they did, in fact, achieve.

One can analyze state capabilities either
historically or predictively. In the former
context, the task is to formulate an explana-
tion of how it was possible for certain
functions to be performed, which were in
fact performed, as exemplified above. In a
predictive context (and most capability
analysis is predictive), the task is to calcu-
late the odds for or against ability to per-
form certain functions in the future.

At this point some analytical distinctions
should be made. Capability calculations
normally enter into the policy-making
process. A foreign-policy analyst (who

studies the process from the sidelines) will
normally attempt to find out how the
policy-makers and their staffs themselves en-
visage the opportunities and limitations im-
plicit in their milieu. Such an inquiry is not
capability analysis but rather an aspect of
foreign-policy analysis, considered in the
preceding section. But the operation be-
comes capability analysis when the sideline
observer makes an independent judgment
as to what those opportunities and limita-
tions are and how they will affect the course
of events, irrespective of whether or how
these factors are conceived or taken into
account by the decision-makers in question.

Perhaps an analogy from medicine will
help to make this distinction clearer. The
physician may ask the patient to describe
his symptoms. From the latter’s responses,
the physician learns how the patient con-
ceives his illness. The physician may also
deduce from the patient’s description of
symptoms some conclusions as to what the
illness really is. But he may also make
various laboratory tests—blood pressure,
metabolism, etc.—from which to confirm or
modify the inferences drawn from the pa-
tient’s verbalization. Similarly, the capabil-
ity analyst may make his own independent
assessment of the opportunities and limita-
tions implicit in the milieu of the state un-
der consideration.

It should be clear by now that we con-
ceive capabilities to be calculable only with
reference to some set of policies and some
operational situation. It is utterly meaning-
less to speak of capabilities in the abstract.
Capability is always capability to do some-
thing, to bring about or perpetuate some
state of affairs. Policy assumptions may be
left implicit. But, unless some set of ends
and means is envisaged, no calculation is
possible, no inventory of environmental fac-
tors has any significance.

Failure to keep the discussion of state
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capabilities within some policy frame of
reference is one of the reasons why a good
deal that has been said about the so-called
“elements” or “foundations” of national
power is footless and unconvincing. The
data of physical geography have no intrinsic
political significance whatever. Nor have
demographic, technological, economic, or
other environmental data. Such factors ac-
quire political significance only when re-
lated to some frame of assumptions as to
what is to be attempted, by what means,
when and where, and vis-a-vis what adver-
saries, associates, and bystanders.

The policy framework may be short-term
and rather specific. What factors, for exam-
ple, will set limits to the results of the de-
clared American intention to regain ground
lost to the Russians in science and military
technology? What factors will affect the
outcome of the French policy of holding the
line in Algeria? What factors will limit
British military expenditures during the
next five years? By what criteria may one
judge the proposition asserted in the British
Defense Statement of 1957, that “there is at
present no means of providing adequate
protection for the people of [Britain]
against the consequences of an attack with
nuclear weapons”?

Such relatively short-term capability
questions shade off into longer-term and
more general questions. By what criteria,
for example, may one evaluate the thesis,
propounded by a prominent geographer,
that “permanent environmental restrictions
of cold, drought, and continentality will
never permit [the Soviet Union] to achieve
strictly first-class rank” Or Sir Halford
Mackinder’s historic thesis that “the group-
ing of lands and seas, and of fertility and
natural pathways, is such as to lend itself
to the growth of empires, and in the end of
a single world empire”?

Putting the problem within a suitable
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policy framework constitutes only the first
step in capability analysis. Given the most
explicit policy assumptions—as to what is to
be attempted, by what means, when and
where, etc.—one still has very little basis for
judging the significance of a state’s geo-
graphical position, material resources, popu-
lation, economic plant, social structure, and
similar data regarding other states. Such
data acquire significance for capability
analysis only when subjected to the criteria
of appropriate explanatory propositions or
hypotheses.

What do we mean by explanatory capa-
bility hypotheses? We mean such proposi-
tions as, for example: The growth of air
power has progressively diminished the
military value of insular bases. Or: In the
present state of military technology there is
no effective tactical defense against nuclear
missiles. Or: Democratic systems of govern-
ment are less able than dictatorships to
execute quick changes of policy. Or: Size of
population is not per se an index of military
or economic capacity. Such hypotheses,
which are the essence of capability calcula-
tions, comprise the logical premises from
which the analyst deduces what environ-
mental factors are significantly relevant and
what they signify with respect to the policy
objectives and strategy under consideration.

Like models of normally expectable
policy-making behavior, discussed in the
preceding section, capability hypotheses or
premises are not found full-blown in nature.
They are creative acts of imagination, gen-
erally, though not necessarily, derived by
generalization from observed events. Many
of the premises employed in capability anal-
ysis have been so repeatedly confirmed as to
be accepted as truisms. But in our era of
rapid technological and other social
changes, most capability premises have be-
come more or less debatable. Take, for
example, the thesis that scientists in a total-
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itarian communist state operate under ideo-
logical and other handicaps that prevent
them from keeping pace with their counter-
parts in a “free society.” Only yesterday
that proposition seemed as sound as the
Rock of Gibraltar. Today it is at most no
more than a working hypothesis to be con-
firmed.

The propositions which an analyst ad-
judges confirmed and fruitful depend, as a
rule, on his previous experience with the
problem’s antecedents or on generalizations
derived from other problems which, in his
judgment, exhibit fruitful analogies. There
is no guaranty whatever that any two ana-
lysts will reason from exactly the same
premises or reach the same conclusions. The
most that one can expect is that explanatory
premises will be made explicit, that environ-
mental factors considered significantly rele-
vant will be so designated, and that logical
procedures will be observed. Only thus is it
possible for one analyst to check the work
of another, to identify the sources of con-
flicting conclusions regarding the capabili-
ties of states.

Consider, for example, the prediction
quoted above, that “permanent environ-
mental restrictions of cold, drought, and
continentality will never permit [the Soviet
Union] to achieve strictly first-class rank.”
Read in context, that prediction seems to
be derived from a number of hypotheses—
regarding future trends in science and tech-
nology, regarding the Russian people’s tol-
erance of austerity, regarding the pace of
development of other nations, etc. But these
strategic hypotheses are not explicitly artic-
ulated. Greater explicitness would have
rendered the exposition more fruitful, by
removing doubt and uncertainty as to the
premises from which the final conclusion
was derived.

This is not a plea for elaboration of the
obvious. It is rather a plea for more sophis-

ticated discrimination between what is ob-
vious ‘and non-controversial and what is
significant and controversial. It might be in-
structive to re-examine from this point of
view some of the many disconfirmed capa-
bility predictions of our time. One might
reflect, for example, on the generally im-
plicit assumptions from which observers
predicted that Nazi Germany could not
stand the financial and moral strains of a
long war; that the Red Army would collapse
in a few weeks under the hammer-blows of
the Wehrmacht; that it would take Russian
scientists and engineers twenty years or
more to produce an atomic bomb; etc.

It is easy to be wise after the event. Some
degree of uncertainty is probably inherent
in all complex capability calculations, at
least in the present state of knowledge. But
the burden of our argument in this section
is that clearer understanding of the steps in-
volved in capability analysis, more sophisti-
cation in formulation of capability premises,
more explictness in articulating strategic
premises, and more rigor in their applica-
tion to environmental data should help to
avoid such gross miscalculations as have
characterized capability predictions in the
past.

Conclusions

The first conclusion that emerges from
this discussion is our conviction that the
ecological viewpoint and frame of reference
—the concept of man-milieu relationship
and certain relationship theories—provide a
fruitful approach to the analysis of foreign
policy and the estimation of state capabili-
ties.

Our second conclusion is that it is fruit-
ful to distinguish analytically between the
relation of environmental factors to policy
decisions, on the one hand, and to the
operational results of decisions, on the
other. With respect to policy-making and
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the content of policy decisions, our position
is that what matters is how the policy-
maker imagines the milieu to be, not how it
actually is. With respect to the operational
results of decisions, what matters is how
things are, not how the policy-maker
imagines them to be. In our judgment, a
good deal of the confusion which has
clouded the discussion of environmental
factors in international politics derives from
failure to keep this distinction explicit and
to observe it rigorously.

Third, we conceive of the ecological ap-
proach as a system of concepts and theory
that is useful to the student of international
politics, not as a substitute for, but as a
complement to, the behavioral and other
approaches to the study of foreign policy
and the international capabilities of states.

Finally, we see in the ecological approach
a useful bridge for bringing to the study of
international politics relevant theories and
data from geography, psychology, sociology,
and other systems of learning.
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