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Summary

This essay aims at: (1) defining the imperial system under the international system of
sovereign states; (2) examining political dynamics of the imperial system; (3) analyzing the his-
torical development of the international system from the perspective of imperial systems; (4)
briefly analyzing the development of the American imperial system; and finally (5) assessing
the validity and limitations of the concept of empire.

I define a state as an empire when the state has an asymmetric power over not only
foreign policy but also domestic politics of many other states (an imperial international sys-
tem), while hegemony (or hegemon) means a nation when it has an overwhelming influence
over only foreign policies. Furthermore, if such overwhelming influence is exercised formally
and institutionally, then the imperial system is formal. If the entities are formally independ-
ent and sovereign, then imperial system is informal. A distinction is also made between impe-
rial (hegemonical) and imperialistic (hegemonistic) depending on whether power is exercised
with consent or without consent. Therefore, we have four concepts that are closely related to
empire-an imperial state (behavior), an imperialistic state, a hegemonial state, and a
hegemonistic state.

An imperial state (empire) exercises an overwhelming influence over the member states
in a three dimensional space: military (security); economy; and values. It projects its power to
organize the international system on the basis of its value system. And it not only tries to
obtain benefits for itself but also to articulate collective goods to the member states. This in-
formal imperial system coexists with the formal sovereign state system and this coexistence
produces a complex dynamics in the international system. The existence of an imperial state
would provide stability to the international system but could be inconsistent with the basic
principles of the sovereign state system.

A potential empire should have a constitution with a universal value system which
makes its economy productive vis-a-vis other nations. When it realizes its potentials and be-
comes an economic giant, it must develop a state apparatus that enables the state to mobilize
its resources overseas. An empire expands for economic, security and value reasons. If an em-
pire expands for economic reasons, we will find an economic imperial system. If an empire ex-
pands for security and military reasons, a military empire will emerge. An empire of liberty
(or socialism) will be brought about if it expands for moral and normative reasons. The eco-
nomic, security and value factors will work independently, or in combination, or in sequence.

An imperial system is formed, maintained, deepened, curtailed and collapsed. This proc-
ess is derived by not only the internal conditions of the empire but also interrelations between
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the empire and other states and the structure of the international system. The rise and decline
of the relative resources of the empire is only one of the major reasons for creation and de-
cline of the imperial system. The process is complex and path-dependent in nature. The inter-
national system could contain a different number of imperial systems: only one imperial
system; two competing imperial systems; and several imperial systems; or none. The roles of
military power, alliance, and the value system are different between these different interna-
tional systems. The transition from one type of the international system to another poses dif-
ficulties to the empire and the member states.

The United States became the largest economy in the world in the late 19th century but
it is only after World War II that it fully committed to international politics and has con-
structed, and maintained, the infrastructure of an informal imperial system such as a vast
network of military bases and alliances. The American imperial construction was triggered by
the security reasons. In order to cope with the socialist Soviet Union, the United States has
created international arrangements on the basis of its own liberal principles-democracy and
free economy.

The United States, and its informal imperial system, outperformed the Soviet Union.
And, the Soviet Union and its informal imperial system collapsed and the international system
has now only one imperial system. The United States has maintained and even expanded the
network of alliances and military bases. There is no major power, or the combination thereof,
that has capability to challenge the United States. The threats come from 'rogue states' and
international terrorism.

The United States has taken different types of policies and behavior within the informal
imperial system-imperial, imperialistic, hegemonic and hegemonistic. As internal wars and in-
ternational terrorism have become major security concern, the United States tends to face
with the situations in which it would become imperialistic. American imperialistic action is
targeted to the periphery, but not to the center. Therefore, the current international system
is like a donut in which the United States is hegemonic in the center while it sometimes be-
comes imperialistic in the periphery. But, such imperialistic action will not continue forever
and cease eventually with or without a success. The American behavior would return to impe-
rial or hegemonic or even to the behavioral pattern of an ordinary major power. However, the
United States will continue to possess and maintain the resources and international infrastruc-
ture enough to take imperialistic action if it so chooses.

An informal imperial system is one of the possible models of the international system
of the sovereign states. It is, however, a limiting case in two senses. Firstly, it is relevant only
to the situation where power capabilities are extremely skewed and where the value system of
the polar state is accepted universal. Secondly, it is relevant to specific issue areas, particularly
the security area. However, it does not apply to many other important issues areas in an in-
creasingly globalized world. In such areas as global environments and even international ter-
rorism, forcible means is mostly irrelevant and multilateral cooperation is essential to achieve
our objectives.
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