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Objective:

The emergence of the so called “revisionist states” (or
dissatisfied powers) has been one of the concerns of
realism as various configurations of international order/
disorder in the course of history have been more or less the
result of the confrontations of status quo and revisionist
powers. Since realists’ main concern is international
stability and order, they commonly have a negative
understanding of revisionist powers and expect their defeat
in their confrontation with the protectors of the status quo.
Nevertheless, there have been revisionist powers that could
realize their objectives and aspirations without
overthrowing or destabilizing the existing international
order. One can sce that there is a theoretical void in
realists’ discussions on revisionism in international
relations. Although they have discussed the emergence,
conduct, and defeat of such powers, they have not
attempted to explain the success of some others. This
article seeks to address this deficiency through a
comparative study of two historical cases of successful and
uniuccessful revisionist states, Prussia and Russia in the
19" century. On the basis of a neo-classical realist
framework and a case-oriented comparative method, the
effect of international and domestic factors on the differing
results of the revisionist attempts will be evaluated
specifically on the basis of their impact on the availability
of relative power capabilities, prudence, and the probability
of the formation of balancing efforts.
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Introduction

International systems in the course of history have witnessed cases of confrontation
between status quo and revisionist powers with their different views of preferred
international order, sometimes leading to a change in the order. This change may
impose costs on various actors involved and it is usually the revisionist side that is
found responsible. A monolithic portrait of revisionist states as imperialists or
emerging hegemons is far from reality; they may have different characteristics,
motivations, objectives, conduct, and fates. Among realists, Randall Schweller
(2015) has paid attention to differences between various revisionist states. What is
missing almost altogether in realist literature, however, is an explanation of success
or failure of a revisionist power in achieving its objectives.

The Research Method

This articles seeks to reach a realist explanation of the success and failure of
revisionist states. If we have two cases of failed and successful revisionism,
contrasting them can help us explain the variables that may have led to the differing
results. Here, the two cases to be studied are the failed attempt of Russia in the
Crimean War of 1853 and the success of Bismarck’s actions leading to the
unification of Germany in 1862. The study is conducted within a neo-classical
theoretical framework using case-oriented comparative method. The independent
and intervening variables are taken from neo-classical realism.

Results

Neo-classical realism, like neo-realism, takes international structure, i.e., the
distribution of power as the independent variable but finds it insufficient for
explaining the actions of actors and/or their implications for foreign policy and
international politics whereas a range of results at both foreign policy and system
levels can be better explained through intervening variables that are found at the
domestic level (see Lobell et al, 2009: 6-7). Besides the international/structural
variable, the intervening variables that are considered to be relevant in this study are
as follow: domestic governing structure and political institutions, economic
conditions and the level of economic development, military conditions, government-
society interactions, strategic culture, intellectual and practical consistency among
political elites, and the leaders’ cognition. These, on the basis of case-oriented
comparative method, are studied both in Prussia and Russia, and then a comparison
is made between the two cases to show how they differed from each other (for a
discussion on case-oriented comparative method, see Ragin 2009).

As far as the structural factor at the international level is concerned, but it seems
that there were not great changes in the period between 1853 and 1862. The main
great powers were Britain, France, Austro-Hungarian Empire, Russia, and Prussia
with different interests, objectives, and strategies (see Wycliffe,2004:161; Baumgart,
2020:107; Mostafavi, 1975). Examining these differences shows how important it
was for a revisionist state to correctly grasp them and make its policies accordingly.
Therefore, we can take the structural variable (distribution of power among other
states) as constant variable.

The most important difference at the structural level, however, was the fact that
no balancing effort was made against Prussia while there was one led by Britain
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against Russia and this perhaps was a determinant factor. Yet, as we will show
below, this difference was mostly the result of the differing ways in which Russia
and Prussia represented their actions mostly on the basis of the
perceptions/misperceptions of their leaders towards the international system.

As far as domestic political structure and institutions are concerned, the major
difference between the two countries was that Prussia had a more open governing
system relying on multiple centers of power (the king, the chancellor, parliament,
and the Federal Council besides the existence of more or less independent political
parties). This made policy makers more prudent and responsible. In Russia,
however, the Tsar was more or less the ultimate, and policy maker felt free not to
take into account others’ opinions. This meant more space for imprudent decision
making.

Prussia had a standing army with a compulsory duty system that helped it to be
more effective as they were drilled forces. The general staff of the armed forces
provided transportation infrastructures which shortened the time needed for the army
movement. Prussia also had one of the best (if not the best) set of modern weapons
available at the time. In general, Prussian military condition was very favorable with
efficacious organization and command of force. The Russian army, in contrast, was
based on voluntary forces, who were mainly from rural areas and without any
serious training. The military infrastructure and weaponry were too weak compared
to other great powers of the time (see Moon, 1992; Kennedy 2020; Breuilly 2021).

If Prussia was an increasingly industrializing nation with industrial products
such as steel and consumer goods as well as basic products like coal and minerals,
Russia was mostly a rural nation with some limited industrial base suffering from
shortage in consumer goods which had made it an importer of such products from
Western countries (Wawro, 2003; Blackwell,1968). Furthermore, the governments
in the two countries followed different economic policies in crises and war time.
While the Prussian government sold its stocks in the railroad without any pressure
on the people, the Russians printed banknotes leading to inflation and thus more
problems for the people leading to unpopularity (Baumgart, 2020).

The more or less open political system in Prussia meant a better interaction with
social forces leading to the government’s responsiveness, but in Russia, the closed
system meant an irresponsible form of governance. Thus the former had to follow
more prudent policies whereas the latter did not have to. The Prussian government in
its campaign for the unification of German-speaking people had the support of
masses, but it was more or less the Tsar’s expansionist aspirations that could not
attract public support (Bridge& Bullen, 2005: 110-121; Taylor,1954: 220).

The Prussian main strategic preference at the time was the unification of the
German people in a single territorial state which was in harmony with its strategic
culture of limited militarism and a more or less unilateralist approach. The Russian
strategic culture with its emphasis on its great power position together with a sense
of vulnerability, when combined with its sense of religious mission, could create a
less realistic understanding of the international system and its own power position
within it.

Bismarck, the Prussian chancellor, not only enjoyed the support of people in the
wars to unify Germans, but also the support of the majority of the ruling political
elite. Even most of the chancellor’s rivals as well as intellectual elites of his country
shared his aspirations even if some believed in methods other than war. Tsar’s
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aspirations were supported only by a very small group inside the government and
even most of these did not find the Tsar’s methods acceptable
(Riasanovsky,2005:141; Badem 2010: 72).

As it was mentioned above, although the international system had more or less
the same characteristics in the 1850’s and 1860’s, the leaders of Russia and Prussia
were differed in their understanding of international conditions. This article shows
how well Bismarck understood the existing opportunities and limitations as well as
other countries’ objectives, interests, and sensitivities, while the Tsar’s imaginations
were far from the realities of the system within which it had to act and it almost
always had misperceptions about others’ objectives and their possible actions and
reactions (Morgenthau 2010: 109; Steinberg, 2001:226; Schmitt, 1919: 46;
Baumgart, 2020: 134).

Conclusions

The overall result is that the success and failure of the two revisionist states of
Prussia and Russia in achieving their objectives depended much on their governing
system, military conditions, economic conditions, the degree of elite and popular
support, and, last but not the least, on its leaders’ perception of the international
system and other states’ policies.
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