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I have some thoughts I wanted to share about how Simpol fits into the realist/liberal 
theoretical traditions of international relations.  

Your point that Simpol’s analysis of a prisoner’s dilemma has a foot in both the realist and 
liberal perspectives is well taken. The underlying logic of the prisoner’s dilemma, that states 
will not cooperate because they cannot trust the other(s) not to defect, is certainly well 
represented by the realist perspective. If I understand correctly, Simpol is a strategy of 
ensuring that defection will be eliminated should a cooperative agreement be entered. 
Realism in its most general form (there are many subtypes of realism, such as 
classical/defensive, offensive, neorealism) sees states as the only relevant actors in the 
international system, states which are only concerned with their own survival, locked in zero-
sum competition. For most realists, even common threats such as environmental degradation, 
resource scarcity, or even terrorism cannot foster meaningful cooperation or collaboration. 
Liberalism in its most general form (again, many subtypes: classical, institutional, 
neoliberalism) views competition between states as positive sum, and the role of non-state 
actors is incorporated in theories of why states engage in positive-sum activities such as trade 
or humanitarian aid or environmental control. 

At its core, I see Simpol as neither a realist nor liberal idea. Rather, as you have pointed out, 
it seems to bridge the two theories in that it restructures the way states understand 
competition. I do not think that the simultaneous implementation of environmental control 
legislation is anti-realist; nor is this necessarily liberal. You could assert that from the realist 
perspective, a state is acting in its best interest by joining the policy implementation. A 
similar realist argument could be that states in the Middle East and North Africa participate in 
the “War on Terror” operations conducted by the USA and UK – not because they see 
eradication of terrorism in positive-sum terms, but rather that they are concerned with how 
their individual sovereignty is affected by terrorist groups or by the threat of US invasion. It 
is less costly to participate than it is to “go it alone” or to risk the US taking direct action. 
Similarly, realism does not necessarily preclude action on the degradation of the 
environment, even if the state sees relative costs. From the liberal perspective, there is a 
positive-sum affect to the Simpol process. If the legislation can delay the degradation of the 
environment, all states “win” even if they have relative or absolute costs. This reaches at the 
normative need for cooperation, as you point out, and also at the rational need. 

I think that the process of Simpol, rather than the idea, has more liberal elements than realist. 
The role of non-state actors and the emphasis on the positive-sum benefits echo the liberal 
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perspective. It seems that Simpol is essentially a self-enforcing institution that fosters 
cooperation (as it “punishes” defectors) – which is a difficult concept to most realists. As far 
as bridging realist and liberal thinking, the process of Simpol may preclude this. Realist 
practitioners may struggle with the idea that non-state actors can essentially construct an 
institution that leads to a shift in state behavior. It seems to me that Simpol is actually 
changing the “game” that states are playing. 

Instead of a prisoners dilemma, states affected by the Simpol campaign find themselves in an 
assurance game (sometimes referred to as a “Stag Hunt” game), where simultaneous action in 
the same direction (both enact environmental control policies) gives a better payoff for both 
players than all alternatives. However, simultaneous action in the opposite direction (no 
policy enacted) is better for both players than if one player enacts and the other does not. 
States are caught in a trust problem, and over repeated play there are two Nash equilibria 
rather than just one like in the prisoners dilemma (despite the fact that both players 
cooperating is Pareto efficient in this game) as you have pointed out. 

I hope that these ideas are useful. I am happy to continue to correspond via email if you have 
additional ideas or comments. I look forward to finishing the text you sent, and I will be sure 
to share your ideas with my international relations students and colleagues. 
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