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In International Relations, work on the specific properties of imperial systems 
has lagged far behind analysis of unipolar and hegemonic orders. We lack 
theories of the dynamics of empires that adequately distinguishes them from 
those associated with unipolarity and hegemony. Moreover, mainline analysis 
of great-power grand strategy tends to conceptualize international structure in 
general, and anarchy in particular, as standing outside of the kinds of entities 
that populate it and the ways in which they relate to one another. This 
approach leads us to ask whether or not the United States is an empire, when
what is really at stake is whether the structure of the current international 
system has characteristics associated with imperial orders.  
 
To address these problems, we argue that international structure should be 
conceptualized in network and relational terms: as regularities in patterns of 
transaction between various actors and social sites. Ideal-typical empires can 
be represented as a particular kind of network generated by two specific
elements: heterogeneous contracting and rule through local intermediaries. In 
empires, cross-cutting ties between peripheries are sparse, local 
intermediaries operate as brokers between local interests and central 
authorities, and the imperial core occupies a high degree of centrality with 
respect to the rest of the network.  
 
Through a combination of inductive and deductive reasoning, we generate a 
number of key structural dynamics of such a network. It both facilitates and 
places a premium on divide-and-rule strategies, but it also produces strong
cross pressures on core imperial authorities as they attempt to navigate the 
competing demands of different peripheries. Indirect rule, for its part, 
minimizes governance costs and allows core imperial authorities to blame 
intermediaries for unpopular policies. On the other hand, it creates endemic 
principal-agent problems that, at the extreme, can lead intermediaries to rebel
against imperial rule. 

Dan Nexon is a post-doctoral fellow in political science at the 
Mershon Center.  

He is an Assistant Professor in the Department of Government 
and the School of Foreign Service at Georgetown University. He 
specializes in international-relations theory and comparative-
historical international relations. During the 2000-2001 academic 
year, he was a MacArthur Consortium Fellow at Stanford 
University's Center for International Security and Cooperation. 
His most recent publications are "Zeitgeist? Neo-idealism and 
International Political Change," Review of International Political 
Economy , 12,4 (2006) and “Paradigm Lost? Structural Realism 
and Structural Functionalism,” European Journal of International 
Relations , 10,1 (2005) [with Stacie E. Goddard].  

While at the center, he intends to finish his book manuscript: 
"Religious Contention, Imperial Rule, and International Relations 
in Early Modern Europe." He is also co-investigator for an 
upcoming conference at the Mershon Center, "Realism and 
Constructivism: From Debate to Dialogue." In addition to these 
projects, he is currently working on issues involving hierarchy 
and international politics, empires and imperialism, and 
relationship between dynastic norms and the balance of power in 
early modern European politics. He received his PhD from 
Columbia University in 2004 and his AB from Harvard University 
in 1995.  
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