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Tuinking ApouT EMPIRE

ALEXANDER ). MOTYL

Common sense tells us that empires rise and fall. We know that the Roman,
Habsburg, Onoman, and Romanov realms were called empires, and we know—
from history or, more precisely, from historians—that they had temporally iden-
tifisble begnnings and ends, Not surprisingly, we conclude that the history of
entities called empires must hold the explanatory key to the rise and fall of
empires.

The intuition is correct, but only up to a point. It is of course rivially true that
historical knowledge about self-styled empires is indispensable to theorizing
about empires.’ But, a5 the case of the Soviet Union shows, empires in name are
not all there is to empire. For if we may, as we in fact do, term the USSR an
empire, even though its leaders never called it that, then, surely, we are equally
entitled to go against the terminological preferences of self-styled emperors and
insist thar their realms really may mof have been empires.”

Coming to grips with the rise and fall of empires as a class of objects with cer-
tain properties must also involve something so obviows—and so obviously
tedious for mest historians—as a conceprual analysis.” Only after the concept of
empire (as well as of rise and fall, but that is a subject for another essay) has been
delineated and defined, with respect to its semantic field and in terms of history,
experience, knowledge, intuition, and the like, is an empirical inguiry appropri-
ate. On its own, historical investigation, no matter how rich, detailed, and
nuanced, is powerless either to explain why empires rise and fall or even to iden-
tify the class of entities that rise and fall. Afrer all, induction, like deduction, pre-
supposes the ability to distinguish ravens from non-ravens and black from non-
black.

This argument does not dispute the ontological reality of historical events, but
it does assume that they are knowable only through the mediation of our own
langruage and concepts.” It may thus be interesting to ask why and how historical
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subjects perceived their reality as they did, but it is manifestly impossible—pace
Leopold von Ranke's aspirations—for us to recreate or experience it." The work
of Robert Damton shows that a sense of bewilderment inevitably accompanies
our confrontation with historical actors. We may study their language, their
texts, and their opinions, but we can never break out of our own hermeneutic cr-
cle and enter theirs. More important, if we could pull off such a erick, our under-
standing of history would acrually be impaired. As Arthur Danto has persuasively
argued, the conceprual distance imposed upon us by the passage of time makes
history possible.” It is precisely because our perspective is rooted in the future that
we can comprehend the past, and not merely chronicle past events.

What Empire Might Be

Let us begin the concepiual analysis of empire by unpacking what may be its two
least unacceptable defining characteristics.' Most scholars would probably agree
that every empire consists of something called a core and something called 2
periphery.’ And most might agree that both core and periphery, whatever they
are, are situated in geographically bounded spaces inhabited by culturally differ-
entiated elites and populations.” By “culturally differentiated” | mean that core
elites and populations share certain cultural characteristics and are different, with
respect to these characteristics, from their counterparts in the periphery, It mar-
ters not whether these characteristics are physically real or merely imagined.

If cores are situated in bounded spaces, what, then, is situared inside cores? A
sensible answer, and for two reasons, is m::u'm'mﬂ'm. and not, a3 one might
expect, institutions, One reason is that such a notion of core echoes Max Weber's
classic definition of the state, and empires are states. Another is thar, thanks o
the “new instinutionalists,” institution has come to mean virmually everything
under the sun, therehy becoming almost useless as a coneept.”

The organizations that constitute a core must, 1 suggest, be (1) political, eco-
nomic, and sociocultural {multidimensional); (2) located in a bounded geo-
graphic space (territorially concentrated); (3) supportive of one another (muru-
ally reinforcing); and (4) endowed with significant decisionmaking authority
{centralized). In sum, a core is a multidimensional set of ternitorally concen-
trated and mutually reinforcing organizations exercising highly centralized
authority in 2 stare. In contrast o cores, peripheries are the territorially bounded
administrative outposts of central organizations. While there can only be one
core in an empire, there must be at least two peripheries for empires to be dis-
ninguishable from bifurcated states, such as the former Czechoslovakia.

Not surprisingly, the relationship of core to core elite is already implicit in the
two concepts. Thus, we expect core elites to run core organizations. By the same
logic, peripheral elites run peripheral organizations. The running of core organi-
zations manifests itself in a variety of ways, some typical of nonimperial states
and some peculiar 1w empires. We expect core elites, like all state elites, 1o craft
foreign and defense policy, print the currency, and control borders. But imperial
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elites must also have other prerogatives to be worthy of the modifier. They direct
the finances of peripheries; they appoint peripheral governors or prefects; and
they are not accountable to the periphery, which, in turn, has no legal basis for
influencing the appointment of core officials and the choice of core policies,
While the relationship of core elite 1o peripheral elite must therefore be termed
dictatorial, that of core elite to core population and of peripheral elite to periph-
eral population is indeterminate.” | emphasize that this understanding of empire,
in its exclusive emphasis on the core-periphery relationship, has nothing spe-
cific to say about the regime either of the core polity or of the peripheral polity.

While a species both of multinational state and of dictatorship, an empire is
not merely a dictatorial multnational state, but a peculiar kind of dictatorial
multinational state. Figure 3.1 situates the concept of empire within a family of
refated polities. Ethnoterritorial federations, such as Canada, former socialisy
Yugoslavia, and post-Soviet Russia, have culturally distinet administrative units,
but no core institutions, Such multinational dictatorial states as Franco Spain and
Saddam Husseins Iraq have cores, but lack culturally bounded administrative
anits. Multinational nondictatorial states and territorial federations such as the
United States and Switzerland possess neither cores nor distiner cultural sub-
units. In empires, meanwhile, territorially bounded cores and peripheries are
coterminous with culourally distinet administrative units. More than a simple
dictatorial multinational state, an empire is a highly centralized, territorially seg-
mented, and culturally differentiated state within which centralization, segmen-
tation, and differentiation overlap.”

Although 1 am certain that this definition, like all definitions, will not meet
with universal scclaim, I am equally certain that it makes some sense conceptu-
ally and even fits the facts historically. Because the Persian, Roman, early Byzan-

Core
Present Absent
Empire Ethnoterritorial
Cu?n{r:ﬂ}' federation
distinct
Administrative
units Multinatonal
o Multinational nondictatorial
MNendistinet dictatorial state state; termitorial
federation

FIGURE 3.1 Types of Multinational States
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tine, Mongol, Omoman, Habsburg, Roemanov, French, British, and Soviet poli-
ties possessed the defining characteristics of empire, we are justified in saying
that they were indeed empires. In each, the organizations clustered in a cultur-
ally distinct region usually centered on a capital city and irs hinterland exercised
direct control over the finances and elites of the rest of the empire.

Fully appreciative of the historian’s delight in historical richness, we are not
surprised that the degree of cultural distinctiveness, like the degree of control,
varied, that all real empires only approximated the definitional ideal type. The
Ottomans of Constantinople, Rumelia, and Anatolia shared Islam with most
imperial elites; ethnic Germans formed a sizeable portion of sarist Russia’s rul-
ing elite; after 1867, Habsburg control over Hungary declined in 2 manner
reflective of the dynamics of “imperial decay™" all elites shared a Sovier Russian
culture in Leonid Brezhnev's USSR, while republican elites enjoyed a fair degree
of genuine autonomy.

Unwilling to reify historical richness and the representations, signs, and names
that constinute it, however, we are equally unsurprised by the fact thar pars of
empires may be definitionally imperial, while others may not, and that, hence, the
same territory, with the same core stare, may or may not be termed an empire at
various times in history, regardless of what it is officially called and how it
emerged. Accordingly, it would be illogical to call Byzantium an empire on the
eve of Constantinople’s setzure by the Ottomans in 1453, or fail to recognize thar
Moscow's relationship with the US5Rs East European satellives was no less
imperial than its relations with the non-Russian republics.

How Empires Rise

As a mental category that serves only to distinguish one class of objects from
other classes of objects, the concept of empire says nothing about the causes or
consequences of imperial rise or imperial fall." To smuggle an explanation into
the concept of empire is a sleight of hand that conveniently proposes unsubstan-
tiated theories as definitions and typically results in claims that something can-
not be an empire if it is not the product of imperialism or the cause of exploita-
ton.* But once the definition of empire is cleansed of hidden causes and effects,
the question of how and why empires rise and fall leads to illuminating answers
quite different from those generally encountered in the literarure.

For the sake of simplicity, let us pare the concept of empire of most of its com-
plicating baggage and, in light of the just completed definitional exercise, focus
only on three defining characteristics: (1) a distinct core elite and a distinct
peripheral elite; (2) a distinct core populartion and a distiner peripheral population;
and (3} a dictatorial relationship between the core elite and the peripheral elite.

This list suggests a simple procedure for identifying how—but not why—
empares rise and fall. As these three defining characteristics “make™ an empire,
anytime they come together in some political entity, regardless of its past or
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future, we can, in the spirit of the conceptually inspired inductivism of this essay,
confidently assert that an empire has emerged. And anytime any entity with
these three characteristics loses all or any of them, then we can just as confi-
dently claim that an empire has disappeared. There is no reason why, logically, all
three characteristics cannot come together or fall away simultaneously—in which
case utterly new entities may be said to have emerged or disappeared. There is
also no reason why only ene or two of these characteristics cannot appear or dis-
appear for the entities possessing them to gain or lose the status of empire.

Consider the implications of these observations. We generally assume that
empires come into existence only as a result of the extension of core control over
some potential periphery. Naturally, 2 core elite can extend its power into terri-
tories with already existing distinet elites and populations via military campaigns,
wars, and subsequent conquest and thus engage in straightforward imperialism,
History is rife with examples of just this sort of military expansionizm and of the
empires to which it frequently gave rise. Rome may be the classic example.

But military conquest surely is not the only manner in which core elites can
expand the scope of their sovereignty. History offers just as many examples of
dynastic unions between powerful and weak monarchs resulting in the incorpo-
ration of the latters” realms on imperial terms. The rise of the Habsburg empire
and the emergence of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth are two such cases.
There is also no reason why, logically, “ready-made” peripheries cannot be bought
or otherwise acquired, perhaps by thievery or stealth—as was Bosnia in 1908 by
the Habsburgs, in clear violation of the resolutions of the Congress of Berlin,

The above examples concern only the third defining characteristic of empire,
the dictatorial relationship berween a core elite and a peripheral elite. But
empires can also emerge if the other two characteristics involving distinet elites
and distinct populations undergo change, Logically, there is no resson why non-
dictatorial states with distinet clites and distinct populations should not be
termed empires if they become dictatorial or why dictatorial states cannot be
trunsformed into empires by virue of the emergence of territorially bounded dis-
tinct elites and/or rerritorially bounded distiner populations.

In the first instance, empire would be the product of an ethnoterritorial feder-
ation’s development of, as Figure 3.1 suggests, dictatorial relations between its
anits. In the second and third instances, empire would result from a multina-
tional dictatorial state’s development of culturally distinet administrative units. All
three developments could also take place more or less simultaneously, if multina-
tional nondictatorial states were to develop culwrally distinct administrative units
and cores for any number of internally specific politieal, social, or economic rea-
005,

Post-Soviet Russia may soon be an example of the first possibility, At peesent,
the Russian state occupies the second quadrant of Figure 3.1, As an ethnoterrito-
rial federation, it has culturally distiner administrative units—the various
republics—populated by distinct populations and run by distinct elites. Inasmuch
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as Moscow's relationship with these units is democratic at best and chaotic at
worst, it cannot be deemed imperial. If current trends continue, however, that
judgement may have to change. Boris Yeltsin has already abandoned many of the
policies that contributed to his early democratic reputation; reactionary forces, on
the left and on the right, are not insignificant; and “men on horseback” lurk in
the wings. Should democratization be sbandoned, de facto if not de jure, and
should Moscow's relations with the provinces then become dictatorial, the Rus-
sian Federation will have become, and rightly be deemed, an empire.

The USSR illustrates the second tendency, how an empire might emerge after
a dictatorial state acquires distinct peripheral elites and populations. In creating
the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, the Bolsheviks purposefully transformed
revidutionary Russia’s simple dicratorship over its newly acquired territories into
a complex web of imperial relationships premised on non-Russian administration
of symbolically sovereign republics inhabited by distinet non-Russian popula-
tions. As politics is ar the core of my definition of empire, the fact thar many of
the republics underwent modernization and that Russia paid a high price eco-
nomically for its political dominance does not detract from the imperial nature
of the Soviet state.

Showing how empires emerge—via expansion and the four possible moves
suggested by Figure 3.1—cannot explain their emergence, but, it does underscore
the magnitude of the explanatory task, suggest the kinds of theoretical questions
that should be asked, and imply what the future of empire may be.

First of all, it is probably safe to say that a nontrivial theory of imperial emer-
gence, one that explains all five patterns, will be, at best, immensely difficulr to
formulate. Indeed, 2 universal theory may be logically impossible, inasmuch as
the explanada involved ase quite different. Although the defining characteristics
of empire do provide for identical initial conditions, the explanatory task seems
either to require very different covering laws or to imply very different causes or
combinations of necessary and sufficient conditions. Probabilistic acoounts would
be afflicted with the same problems.”

While a “theory of everything” may therefore be beyond our grasp, there is no
reason why more focused theoretical enterprises, such as providing plausible
accounts of imperial emergence via territonal expansion, regime change, elite for-
mation, and societal transformation, should ot be possible. Indeed, there already
exist rich social sclence and historical literatures on all of these issues, Periph-
eries, for example, may form as a result of modemization, education, uneven
development, and the subsequent emergence of excluded ethnic entreprencurs
and “internal colonies.™ The rask before students of empire is to apply these
insights, with the appropriate modifications, to impenal settings.

Finally, by having identified acquisition, union, war, dictatenal regimes, social
differentiation, and excluded elites as possible sources of empire, we are in a posi-
tion to speculate, more or less knowledgeably, about the likelihood that empires
will continue to arise even in a “post-imperial” age. Somewhat unexpectedly per-
haps, the picture is mixed.
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Deespite some fluctuations, most of the internanonal sources of empire have
declined in importance over the last two centuries. Land purchases became vir-
sually impossible after the division of the world into a seamless web of states, and
dynastic unions became irrelevant with the introduction of effectively non-
monarchical regimes in all states. In contrast, war is still o going concern, cven
though some scholars question its utility.” Less questionable, perhaps, is that one
of the maditional goals of war, extensive territorial expansion, has become signif-
icantly more difficult to attain and sustain.

Two formidable obstacles stand in the way. Because modern states serve as the
international system's organizing principle, the inviolability of state boundaries is
a generally accepted international norm and even “failed states” are usually pre-
ferred to territorial division. To be sure, norms do get violated and the reconfig-
uration of states does oceus, but, as the fall of the USSR and Yugoslavia suggests,
usually as a last resort. In any case, if and when aggressors threaten security and
regional stability, great-power intervention or geopolitical balancing generally
suffices to stifle or keep expansion within reasonable limits. In sum, the reduc-
tion in oppertunities for, and the growth of disincentives to, traditional imperi-
alism suggest that empires are unlikely to emerge in this manner in the foresee-
able future,

But recall that there are two other ways for empires to come into being, There
is, first, no rezson to think that existing non-dictatorial systems will never break
down and become dictarerial and that all ransitions to democracy will succeed.
Quite the contrary, we know from history, from the extensive literature on demo-
cratic breakdowns, and from the transparent teleology of the concept of transa-
tion that democracies do end and that democratization can fail®

The second internal source of empire, differentiation, is even more likely in
the near furure. All that modernization is supposed to entail—industrializa-
tion, education, urbanization, and so on—not only occurs unevenly, thus creat-
ing pockets, if not whole areas, of backward development, but also leads o
social differentiation and elite frustration. And if, as the history of modemniza-
tion leads us inductively to expect, these continue to breed ethnic assertiveness,
regional patriotism, and communal identities, then the probability thar distinct
elites and populations, unsuccessful separatist movements, nondemocratic rela-
tions between cores and peripheries, and thus empires will emerge should
remain correspondingly high.

These remarks do not constitute o theory of imperial emergence, but they do
sugrprest that, although the sources of empire have undergone a shift in the last
century or so, the emergence of empire is, ceferis parifus, unlikely to be af-
fected in any substantive way. Although the international sources of empire
may have declined in importance, the internal sources are not only present, but,
arguably, have assumed greater salience. And because empires can emerge
silently—without noisy campaigns or bombastic proclamarions of manifest
destiny—they should continue to exist in everything but name for some time
to come.
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How Empires Fall

As the foregoing remarks intimated, the fall of empires can proceed along lines
very similar to those of the rise of empires, involving both externally and inter-
nally generated processes that transform interstate relationships, regimes, soci-
eties, and elites. First on our list, although not necessarily primary in importance,
are wars and national liberation struggles, both of which can produce long-term
processes of decling by artrition, 1s in the case of the Ottomans, or complete and
instantaneous collapse, as was true of the Romanovs, Habsburgs, and Soviers.”
lnasmuch as liberation struggles are commonplace and war has hardly disap-
peared, both should continue to exert a corrosive influence on putative empires,

While dynastic divorces and family squabbles have contributed to the break-
up or diminution of realms in the past, they are much less likely to do so now and
in the future, After all, dynasties are our of fashion and, even if they were not,
core elites would surely prevent peripheral elites from leaving an empire with
their erstwhile realms in hand. In contrast, while parts of empires have been sold
in the past—Louisiana and Alaska come to mind—there is reason to think that,
if economic globalization truly diminishes the value of territorial holdings, such
entrepreneurial practices may revive in the future,

Just as the emergence of a dictatorial relationship between core and periphery
can transform an ethnotersitorial federation into an empire, so, too, the demise
of such a relationship can transform an empire into an ethnoterritorial federa-
tion. Although 1 prefer to characterize Vienna's post-1867 relations with
Budapest as an example of imperial decay, it is admittedly possible to claim that
a qualitative change had taken place after the Ausgleich and that, with Budapest’s
acquisition of approximate political pasity, the late Habsburg empire ceased being
fully imperial across much of its territory.™

Similar reasoning holds for the other entities populating Figure 3.1. If periph-
eral or core populations or elites lose their distinctiveness, or if regime change
accompanies population and elite shifts, then empires cease to exist, In the mid-
dle of the nineteenth century, for instance, when Ukraine’s formerly distinct Cos-
sack elite had disappeared and its population seemed to be only a Lirtle Russian
variant of the Grear Russian people, “imperial” cannot be the best modifier for
the Russo-Ukrainian relationship.

As with the silent emergence of empires, such internal realignments can eccur
as the resule of economic development, demographic movement, and the resul-
tant intermixing and assimilation of ethnic groups.” In addition, the actions of
core elites—such as forcible assimilation, population resettlement, and ethnic
cleansing—can play, and historically have played, o major role in promoting, in
effect if not in intent, the mansformation of imperial peripheries into mere
regions of dictatorial multinational states.™ The Soviet Union provides examples
of each of these policies. Thus, non-Russians were subjected 1o varying degrees
of cultural and linguistic Russification; Russians were sertled throughout all the
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sepublics; and Volga Germans, Crimean Tatars, Koreans, Chechens, and Ingush
were effectively cleansed from their homelands, Not surprisingly, the creation of
national states in Western Enrope, or for that matter in North America, would
also be inexplicable without reference to equally brural sctions aimed at eradicat-

ing core-periphery distinctions,

The Future of Empire

As with the rise of empire, identifying the forms of imperial decline does not
amount to an explanation, but it does suggest that a unified theory explaining so
many different hypotheses is probably impossible, that theories accounting for
particular forms of decline are perfectly possible and, indeed, may already exist in
the socal science lterature, and that educated guesses about the future sustain-
ability of empire can be made.

As there 15 no reason to repear my remarks about the first two points, let us
proceed directly to an evaluation of the forces working for and against empire,
now and in the future. I start with the observation that, by and large, the same
factors that can bring empire into existence can also end it. While scemingly
basnal, this proposition does have one important implication. If other things are
held equal, we have no grounds for climing, finally and conclusively, that empire
is no longer possible. Scholars and policymakers whe speak of the passing of the
“age of empires” may be premature in their judgement.

But, as we saw, other things are not equal, One important difference was thar,
wilfully or not, the core elites of empires have frequently pursued policies—such
o assimilation, resettlement, and genocide—aimed at ending the core-periphery
distinction. That contemporary elites have been especially prone to act in this
mianner may mean that empise is an inefficient organizational system,” and that
modern administration proceeds more smoothly if populations speak the same
language and if local elites lose their collective character and are absorbed into
the state as individuals, and not as groups.* Inasmuch as assimilation presumably
turthers the effective administration of empire, modern core elites would seem to
}r!;l-::l direct, if perhaps unwirting, interest in the demise of the very empises they

Do these arguments spell the end of empire? For better or for worse, the
answer is “no.” Although the logic of the modern bureaucratic state may be
incompatible with that of empire, it does not follow that state elites actually
have the capacity, wherewithal, or skills either to eliminate empire or to do so in
a manner that will net aggravate core-periphery relations or even create core-
periphery distinctions. The literature on the crisis of the state in general and of
the national state in particular provides ample grounds for paying heed to the
limitations on elites. This cavear is of particular relevance today, when the lan-

guage of human rights and self-determination dominates international dis-
course, when identity may have become the key criterion of political loyalry, and
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when state attempts to deal with ethnic diversity are almost invariably repre-
sented as encroachments on cultural authenticity and thus become inducements
to ethnic mobilization.

Where do these remarks leave us? On the one hand, somewhat less uncertain
about the rise and fall of empire. On the other hand, quite certain that the forces
promating the silent emergence of empires and the incapacity of modern states
to cope with an increasingly assertive multinationality could even work in favor
of empire. Terminological conventions and political niceties may dictate that
such entities not be called empires, bur, by meeting not unreasonable defini-
tional requirements, they will be just that. Ironically, although imperialism may
belong to the past, empire may belong to the furre.
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