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Why do some shifts in power between states pass off peacefully while others result in 

conflict?  Scholars have debated the implications of international power transitions at 

least since Thucydides in his History of the Peloponnesian War documented the rise of 

Athens and the fear that this aroused in Sparta.  Must the rise in power of a potential 

challenger lead to jealousy, enmity and conflict as Thucydides claims was the case in 

antiquity?  Or can established and rising powers find common ground on the world stage?  

Most attempts to answer these questions have focused on the decision-making calculus of 

rising states or else have modeled abstract dyadic relations between two rational actors 

under conditions of shifting power.  In this dissertation, I shift the analytic focus onto the 

decision-making of established Great Powers, examining the international and domestic-

political circumstances under which states will acquiesce to or promote the rise of 

another state and when they will instead seek to stymie the rise of a potential rival. 

 The dissertation advances the notion that established Great Powers act as critical 

“gatekeepers” of world order.  In the context of shifting power, established Great Powers 
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are by definition materially stronger than their rising challengers—at least during the 

initial phases of a power transition.  As such, established Great Powers are able to apply 

their preponderant power—military, economic, political and diplomatic—in ways that 

shape the opportunity structures available to would-be challengers.  I provide an 

argument to explain when and why an established state will see discharge this 

gatekeeping function in a way that is conciliatory towards a rising state and when its 

leaders will, instead, opt for a strategy of containment.  The model has implications for 

reading international history; International Relations theory on grand strategy, security 

studies and international order; and for contemporary public policy debates surrounding 

the rise of China and the other so-called BRICS nations.  Evidence is drawn from a 

comparative historical analysis of British and American responses to rising states, 1890-

1990. 
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PART I 

 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

“Our two nations are trying to do something that has never been done in history,” 

declared Hillary Clinton on a 2012 trip to meet with Chinese leaders in Beijing, “which is 

to write a new answer to the question of what happens when an established power and a 

rising power meet.”1  With these remarks, the United States’ highest ranking diplomat 

evoked an enduring puzzle in the study of international history and world politics.  

Scholars have debated the implications of power shifts in the international system at least 

since Thucydides in his History of the Peloponnesian War chronicled the rise of ancient 

Athens and the “fear” that this aroused in Sparta.2  What are the general dynamics that 

                                                 
1
 Hillary Clinton quoted in William Wan, ‘Hillary Clinton, top Chinese officials air some differences’, The 

Washington Post, 5 September 2012, http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/hillary-clinton-

top-chinese-officials-air-some-differences/2012/09/05/78487e86-f746-11e1-8253-

3f495ae70650_story.html (accessed 11 June 2014). 
2 Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War. Trans. Rex Warner (Baltimore: Penguin, 1972).  There is 

a debate, of course, over whether China’s rise should be considered indicative of an impending power-

transition.  Fifteen years ago, Gerald Segal predicted that China would not overtake the United States and 

instead would remain a mere “theoretical power—a country that has promised to deliver for much of the 

past 150 years but has consistently disappointed.”  Today, respected scholars and commentators continue to 

affirm Segal’s thesis.  See Gerald Segal, ‘Does China Matter?’, Foreign Affairs 78, no. 5 (1999), 24-36, 24; 

David Shambaugh, China Goes Global: The Partial Power (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014); 

and Jonathan Fenby, Will China Dominate the 21st Century? (Cambridge: Polity, 2014).  There is a related 

debate over whether the U.S. should be considered a declining power.  See, for example, Michael Cox, ‘Is 

the United States in Decline—Again? An Essay’, International Affairs 83, no. 4 (2007): 643-653; Cox, 

‘Power Shifts, Economic Change and the Decline of the West?’, International Relations 26, no. 4 (2012): 

369-388; and Robert J. Lieber, Power and Willpower in the American Future: Why the United States Is Not 

Destined to Decline (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012).  Nevertheless, the overwhelming 

consensus in academia, policy circles and the wider public sphere is that China is a rising state and that 

China will overtake the United States (at least in terms of economic might) at some point during the 

twenty-first century, edging the international system towards multipolarity.  See Fareed Zakaria, The Post-

American World: Release 2.0 (New York: W.W. Norton, 2011); and Charles A. Kupchan, No One’s World: 

The West, the Rising Rest, and the Coming Global Turn (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012). 



 
2 

underpin shifts in power between states?  Must the rise in power of one state lead to fear, 

covetousness, enmity and conflict as Thucydides claims was the case in antiquity?  Or 

can rising and established states accommodate each other on the international stage?  

Answers to these questions are of fundamental importance for understanding how world 

politics has evolved over time and how international relations will unfold in the future. 

Indeed, Clinton’s choice of frame for Sino-American relations serves as a 

powerful reminder that the puzzle of power transitions is pregnant with implications for 

contemporary international politics.  Clinton’s pessimistic first breath (“trying to do 

something that has never been done in history”) conjures a conventional wisdom that 

China’s rise ultimately will lead to hostilities with the United States and its allies.  

According to this view, Thucydides was right.  Rising powers like China spell trouble for 

dominant or declining states; shifts in power are preludes to troubled relationships or 

even hegemonic war.3  Yet the clear intention of Clinton’s statement was to convey 

optimism that the United States and China might avoid such a cataclysmic fate and 

evince lasting cooperation instead of conflict (“a new answer to the question of what 

happens when an established power and a rising power meet”).  Assuming the continued 

rise of China—and the (re)emergence of other global powers such as Brazil, India and 

Russia—which of these two outcomes is more likely: Great Power rivalry or peaceful 

                                                 
3 The academic literature and popular commentary in this vein is vast and deep-seated. See, inter alia, 

Denny Roy, ‘Hegemon on the Horizon?: China’s Threat to East Asian Security’, International Security 19, 

no. 1 (1994): 149-168; Charles Krauthammer, ‘Why We Must Contain China’, Time, 31 July 1995; Richard 

Bernstein and Ross H. Munro, The Coming Conflict with China (New York: A.A. Knopf, 1997); 

Christopher Layne, ‘China’s Challenge to US Hegemony’, Current History 107, no. 705 (2008): 13-18; 

John J. Mearsheimer, ‘The Gathering Storm: China’s Challenge to US Power in Asia’, The Chinese 

Journal of International Politics 3, no. 4 (2010): 381-396; Aaron L. Friedberg, A Contest for Supremacy: 

China, America, and the Struggle for Mastery in Asia (New York: W.W. Norton, 2011); Mearsheimer, The 

Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton, 2014), chapter 10; Richard N. Rosecrance, The 

Next Great War? The Roots of World War I and the Risk of U.S.-China Conflict (Cambridge: MIT Press, 

2014); and Christopher Coker, The Improbable War: China, the United States and the Logic of Great 

Power Conflict (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015). 
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coexistence?  Perhaps more to the point, what can leaders in Washington, Beijing and 

other world capitals do to ensure that peaceful outcomes prevail? 

In this dissertation, I address these and related questions.  Whereas most studies 

of power transitions analyze the intentions and actions of rising states under conditions of 

shifting material capabilities, attributing variation in power-transitional outcomes to 

whether rising states are “status quo” or “revisionist” in their orientation towards the 

prevailing global order,4 I shift the analytic focus onto decision-making by extant Great 

Powers.  I argue that established Great Powers act as critical gatekeepers of world order 

during periods of shifting power, purposefully exerting influence over which rising states 

are ushered into the Great Power club and which are held in abeyance.  In turn, I show 

that how Great Powers discharge their gatekeeping function has a significant impact upon 

the subsequent course of power-transitional dynamics and future international political 

development more broadly.  Drawing upon International Relations theory and the lessons 

of international history, I propose a framework to explain why dominant states sometimes 

acquiesce in and even promote the growth in power of their potential rivals while at other 

times seeking to stymie the rise of would-be challengers.  My model pays attention to the 

                                                 
4 The revisionist-status quo distinction in International Relations scholarship goes back at least as far as 

Arnold Wolfers, ‘The Pole of Power and the Pole of Influence’, World Politics 4, no. 1 (1951): 39-63.  See 

also Wolfers, Discord and Collaboration: Essays on International Politics (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 

Press, 1962); Randall L. Schweller, ‘Bandwagoning for Profit: Bringing the Revisionist State Back In’, 

International Security 19, no. 1 (1994): 72-107; Schweller, Deadly Imbalances: Tripolarity and Hitler’s 

Strategy of World Conquest (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998); Alistair Iain Johnston, ‘Is 

China a Status Quo Power?’, International Security 27, no. 4 (2003): 5-56; Jeffrey W. Legro, ‘What China 

Will Want: The Future Intentions of a Rising Power’, Perspectives on Politics 5, no. 3 (2007): 515-534; 

and Feng Huiyun, ‘Is China a Revisionist Power?’, Chinese Journal of International Politics 2, no. 3 

(2009): 313-334.  Sometimes, power-transition theorists substitute the language of “satisfied” and 

“dissatisfied” for “status quo” and “revisionist,” but the meaning of the two sets of labels is fairly similar.  

See, for example, A.F.K. Organski and Jacek Kugler, The War Ledger (Chicago: The University of 

Chicago Press, 1980); Douglas Lemke and William Reed, ‘Power Is Not Satisfaction: A Comment on de 

Soysa, Oneal, and Park’, Journal of Conflict Resolution 42, no. 4 (1998): 511-516; and John R. Oneal, 

Indra de Soysa and Yong-Hee Park, ‘But Power and Wealth Are Satisfying: A Reply to Lemke and Reed’, 

Journal of Conflict Resolution 42, no. 4 (1998): 517-520. 
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international context of a challenger’s rise, domestic political conditions within both 

established Great Powers and rising states, and the agency of key groups and decision-

makers.  I provide evidence from a comparative historical analysis of British and U.S. 

responses to rising states between 1890 and 1990 in order to illustrate and test the 

argument. 

The biggest practical implications of my theory pertain to U.S. foreign policy 

towards China.  I argue that the United States faces an impending strategic adjustment 

vis-à-vis China (and, indeed, other rising states).  This coming adjustment will pose 

major political challenges for U.S leaders and therefore demands serious planning and 

preparation.  Too often, scholarly discussion on power transitions portrays the intentions 

of rising states as paramount for understanding how and why shifts in power will pass off 

peacefully or not.  Particularly, the focus has been upon whether rising powers such as 

contemporary China are “status quo” or “revisionist” in their orientation towards the 

prevailing global order.5  From this perspective, the onus is on rising states to refrain 

from upending international security.  Established states conspicuously are absent from 

the analysis.  Even (perhaps especially) commentators in the United States tend to ignore 

the decision-making calculus of extant Great Powers in the context of shifting power.6  

Yet established Great Powers deserve considerable attention from those who seek an 

understanding of global power transitions; even if it is already widely acknowledged that 

U.S. foreign policy will need to adjust to the “rise of the rest” at some point during the 

                                                 
5 See, for example, Alistair Iain Johnston, “Is China a Status Quo Power?”; Jeffrey W. Legro, “What China 

Will Want”; Barry Buzan, “China in International Society: Is ‘Peaceful Rise’ Possible?” The Chinese 

Journal of International Politics 3, no. 1 (2010): 5-36; Scott L. Kastner and Phillip C. Saunders, “Is China 

a Status Quo or Revisionist State? Leadership Travel as an Empirical Indicator of Foreign Policy 

Priorities,” International Studies Quarterly 56, no. 1 (2012): 163-177; and Dingding Chen, Xiaoyu Pu and 

Alistair Iain Johnston, “Debating China’s Assertiveness,” International Security 38, no. 3 (2014): 176-183. 
6 There are exceptions, of course.  See, for example, Thomas J. Christensen, “Fostering Stability or 

Creating a Monster? The Rise of China and U.S. Policy toward East Asia,” International Security 31, no. 1 

(2006): 81-126. 
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twenty-first century7 then a concrete understanding of just how far-reaching and 

momentous this adjustment will be—let alone how it should be managed—is sorely 

lacking.  In no short measure, America is at risk of sleepwalking into one of the most 

consequential critical junctures in the history of its foreign relations.  This is a problem.  

Instead, decision-makers in the U.S. ought to be ready—much more ready than they 

currently are—to assume responsibility for shaping the ensuing power transition with 

China that most observers anticipate to be in the offing. 

 

PROBLEMATIZING THE “THUCYDIDES TRAP” 

 

An answer to the question of what to expect from geopolitical shifts is of clear interest to 

students of International Relations, foreign policy decision-makers and other members of 

the global public square—not least of all ordinary citizens.  Unfortunately, extant 

scholarship offers an incomplete and often unhelpful picture.8  Historically, theorists of 

power transitions have tended to regard major geopolitical shifts as intrinsically 

                                                 
7 Kupchan, No One’s World; Geoff A. Dyer, The Contest of the Century: The New Era of Competition with 

China—and How America Can Win (New York: Knopf, 2014).  There is, of course, some debate about the 

extent to which America really is undergoing a meaningful relative decline vis-à-vis China and other so-

called rising states.  See, for example, Lieber, Power and Willpower. 
8 The most visible work on the subject is organized under the heading of “power-transition theory,” a 

tradition that can be said to have originated with Organski, World Politics (New York: Knopf, 1958).  This 

section essentially is a critical review of the power-transition theory literature.  On the general point of 

power-transition theory’s indeterminacy, see Robert Powell, In the Shadow of Power: States and Strategies 

in International Relations (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), chapter 4; and Dale C. Copeland, 

The Origins of Major War (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2000).  On the specific question of power-

transition theory’s usefulness for understanding contemporary power-transitions—namely, the future of 

US-China relations—see Steve Chan, ‘Exploring Puzzles in Power-Transition Theory: Implications for 

Sino-American Relations’, Security Studies 13, no. 3 (2004): 103-141; Chan, China, the U.S., and the 

Power-Transition Theory: A Critique (New York: Routledge, 2007); and Jack S. Levy, ‘Power Transition 

Theory and the Rise of China’, in Robert S. Ross and Zhu Feng, eds., China’s Ascent: Power, Security, and 

the Future of International Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008), 11-33. 
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destabilizing to Great Power relations.9  Driving this conclusion has been the notion that 

established or declining states and rising states have opposing views about how 

international politics should be ordered.10  Established and declining states—the 

presumed architects of the prevailing international architecture—are said to have a strong 

self-interest in maintaining the status quo while rising states generally are bent on 

revisionism.  Because the shape of international order has important distributive 

consequences for states, this intrinsic disagreement between established and rising states 

is severe enough to push Great Powers towards war.  Viewed from this perspective, states 

involved in a major power shift seem inexorably destined for conflict, a dynamic that 

Graham Allison has branded “Thucydides’s trap.”11 

I argue that this conventional approach to studying power transitions suffers from 

an over-reliance on vanishing disparities in national power as an explanatory factor.  

Especially when it comes to understanding Great Power responses to rising states, the 

traditional take on power transitions—what might be called the “vanishing disparities 

thesis”—is problematic in three main respects: practical, empirical and theoretical.12  

                                                 
9 As the canonical exponent of this view puts it, “challenges by newcomers result in war.  Indeed, the major 

wars of recent history have all been wars involving the biggest power in the world and its allies against a 

challenger (or group of challengers) who had recently risen in power. […] One could almost say that the 

rise of such a challenger guarantees a major war.” Organski, World Politics, 322-323.  Robert Gilpin is 

similarly fatalistic: “The conclusion of one hegemonic war is the beginning of another cycle of growth, 

expansion, and eventual decline.  The law of uneven growth continues to redistribute power, thus 

undermining the status quo established by the last hegemonic struggle.  Disequilibrium replaces 

equilibrium, and the world moves toward a new round of hegemonic conflict.  It has always been thus and 

always will be, until men either destroy themselves or learn to develop an effective mechanism of peaceful 

change.” Robert Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1981), 210. 
10 “The central idea,” explains Gilpin, “is that there is incompatibility between crucial elements of the 

existing international system and the changing distribution of power among states within the system.”  

Gilpin, ‘The Theory of Hegemonic War’, Journal of Interdisciplinary History 18, no. 4 (1988), 601.  See 

also Gilpin, War and Change, 94-95. 
11 Graham Allison, ‘Thucydides’s trap has been sprung in the Pacific’, Financial Times, 21 August 2012, 

http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/5d695b5a-ead3-11e1-984b-00144feab49a.html (accessed 2 November 2014). 
12 The following discussion is drawn from Peter Harris, ‘Problems with Power-Transition Theory: Beyond 

the Vanishing Disparities Thesis’, Asian Security 10, no. 3 (2014): 241-259. 
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Practically, the theory offers a truncated inventory of usable policy prescriptions for those 

responsible for managing power transitions.  By modeling a deterministic relationship 

between shifts in power and outbreaks of war, the vanishing disparities thesis deprives 

policy-makers of insights into how conflict might be avoided and how peaceful power 

transitions can be brought about.  In theoretical terms, the vanishing disparities thesis 

suffers because it posits the immanency of a power-transitional event as an explanatory 

variable while also effectively making vanishing disparities in power a scope condition to 

the cases that the theory applies to.  As such, the theory’s explanatory variable is not 

really a variable at all—it does not vary, with a single value (the impending prospect of 

one state overtaking another as ‘leader’ of the international system) always being 

observed in practice.  The vanishing disparities thesis, therefore, is at most capable of 

explaining the limited set of world-historical power transitions that have produced 

conflict and can shed precious little light on those cases of shifting power that have ended 

in lasting interstate cooperation.13  Even with this low bar, however, the vanishing 

disparities thesis can be criticized on empirical grounds because several of its observable 

implications—including prominent claims made by adherents—are difficult to confirm 

when judged against the historical record.  In what follows, I discuss each basket of 

criticisms in turn. 

 

Practical problems 

 

                                                 
13 In this sense, the power transition literature’s vanishing disparities thesis is not an explanatory theory at 

all.  While it might comprise a predictive hypothesis (that vanishing disparities in power produce conflict), 

a true explanation for any event’s occurrence should also be able to account for that event’s non-

occurrence, which the vanishing disparities thesis does not do—a non-trivial indictment given that peaceful 

power shifts have, in fact, been observed in history and are just as demanding of an explanation as are those 

shifts in power that have ended in conflict. 
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From a practical public policy-making perspective, traditional power-transition 

theory is of limited value for decision-makers in established Great Powers such as the 

contemporary United States.  Bruce Jentleson identifies three ways in which International 

Relations theories can have practical relevance for policy-makers: (1) by diagnosing the 

nature of problems; (2) by identifying the universe of possible strategic responses to 

problems; and (3) by assisting in the drawing of lessons from previous policy successes 

and failures.14  Of these, the vanishing disparities thesis certainly diagnoses the nature of 

a problem—that is, by identifying narrowing disparities in material power between 

dominant and rising states as a source of Great Power conflict—but it fails to illuminate a 

full universe of possible responses to the problem of shifting power and, as I detail 

below, certainly misses several important lessons of international history (while getting 

other lessons badly wrong). 

The argument that narrowing disparities in material capabilities result in conflict 

is highly deterministic and functionalist, leaving little room for human agency.15  Policy-

makers in established Great Powers and statesmen in rising states alike are left with scant 

idea of how to maximize the likelihood of maintaining peaceful relations in the context of 

shifting power.16  The only recommended responses that emerge from the vanishing 

disparities thesis are that policy-makers should either prepare for conflict or else find 

                                                 
14 Bruce W. Jentleson, ‘The Need for Praxis: Bringing Policy Relevance Back In’, International Security 

26, no. 4 (2002), 181-182. 
15 As Zhiqun Zhu notes, “traditional power transition theory treats power transition as a predetermined 

incident, with almost no consideration of how the decision environment will affect both the process and the 

outcome of a particular power transition.”  Zhiqun Zhu, US-China Relations in the 21st Century: Power 

Transition and Peace (New York: Routledge, 2006), 7. 
16 Scholars who deviate from power-transition theory’s strictures tend to offer a greater variety of 

prescriptions for how to deal with shifting power.  See, for example, Buzan, ‘China in International 

Society’; Rosemary Foot and Andrew Walter, China, the United States, and Global Order (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2011); Hugh White, The China Choice: Why America Should Share Power 

(Collingwood: Black Inc., 2012); and James Steinberg and Michael E. O’Hanlon, Strategic Reassurance 

and Resolve: U.S.-China Relations in the Twenty-First Century (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

2014). 
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ways to manage an increasingly precarious balance of power—that is, stave off any shift 

in relative material capabilities.17  The theoretical possibility of amicable power 

transitions is almost entirely rejected, while historical examples of peaceful rise are 

downplayed instead of being cannibalized in the service of more holistic explanations.18  

This inability to explain outbreaks of peace is unlikely to satisfy public officials who 

believe that there must be practical possibilities to facilitate peaceful power transitions.  

Indeed, for all the talk of conflict between the United States and China, there are few 

politicians in Washington, Beijing or elsewhere who seem resigned to the inevitability of 

such a fate—and nor is it likely that their respective publics would countenance them 

being so.19 

Power-transition theory thus minimizes the role of foreign policy-makers and 

does a poor job of enumerating options for dealing with power-transitional moments in a 

peaceful fashion.  This is a problem.  While scholars today disagree over the extent and 

implications of U.S. relative decline,20 it is at least prudent to begin producing public 

policy options geared towards promoting lasting peace in the context of major shifts in 

                                                 
17 See, for example, Friedberg, Contest for Supremacy, 275 (“The Pentagon’s top priority over the course 

of the coming decade must be to find cost-effective ways to blunt, counter, sidestep, and defeat the rapidly 

maturing anti-access/area denial capabilities of the People’s Liberation Army”); and Charles Glaser, ‘Will 

China’s Rise Lead to War? Why Realism Does Not Mean Pessimism’, Foreign Affairs 90, no. 2 (2011): 

80-91. 
18 By contrast, in China at least some scholars appear to draw inspiration from past experiences of peaceful 

power-transition and seek lessons that could be applied to contemporary US-China relations.  See, for 

example, Feng Yongping, ‘The Peaceful Transition of Power from the UK to the US’, Chinese Journal of 

International Politics 1, no. 1 (2006): 83-108.  See also Barry Buzan and Michael Cox, ‘China and the US: 

Comparable Cases of ‘Peaceful Rise’?’, The Chinese Journal of International Politics 6, no. 2 (2013): 109-

132. 
19 As James Steinberg and Michael O’Hanlon note, foreign policy practitioners “tend to reject deterministic 

accounts, not least because adopting such views implies that the choices made by individual leaders are 

irrelevant to the future course of events.” Steinberg and O’Hanlon, Strategic Reassurance and Resolve, 3. 
20 Again, the literature on this question is vast.  For a smattering of views, however, see Lieber, Power and 

Willpower; Robert Kagan, The World America Made (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2012); Kupchan, No 

One’s World; and Michael Mandelbaum, The Frugal Superpower: America’s Global Leadership in a Cash-

Strapped Era (New York: PublicAffairs, 2010). 
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power.  Consider an analogy with that other great global challenge of the twenty-first 

century: climate change.  Some economists and scientists believe that global warming is 

inevitable, whether primarily caused by human activities or not, and so make the case that 

the costs of climate change should be accepted and dealt with by world leaders—for 

example by improving flood defenses and relocating communities in low-lying areas.21  

These are the power-transition theorists of the climate change debate—voices that call for 

adaptation to inexorable trends.  In that debate, however, such voices are a minority.  

Most scientists, policy-makers and members of the general public agree that it is 

desirable that research be done into how humankind can halt or reverse the effects of 

global warming instead of accepting the deleterious effects of climate change as a fait 

accompli.  Given that it is not known for sure that climate change is unstoppable, it seems 

reasonable to invest at least some—in fact, more—resources towards investigating how 

environmental catastrophe can be avoided.  In the same vein, there are strong normative 

arguments against accepting the pessimistic viewpoint of the power-transition theorists; 

the quest for practical knowledge regarding how to promote peaceful power transitions 

between Great Powers ought not to be forsaken.  Even if it is understandable (and 

judicious) that plans be laid for the coming shift towards bi- or multi-polarity being 

conflictual, it nevertheless behoves scholars and policy-makers alike to organize for the 

(presumably more desirable) possibility that conflict can be avoided. 

Of course, the point is not that scholars of power-transitions should develop new 

theories simply to flatter self-important policy-makers or to pander to a naïve popular 

desire for peaceful international change.  It is true that some social and political 

phenomena are caused primarily by structural conditions that rest beyond the control of 

                                                 
21 See, for example, William D. Nordhaus, ‘A Review of the Stern Review on the Economics of Climate 

Change’, Journal of Economic Literature 45, no. 3 (2007): 686-702; and Bjorn Lomborg, Cool It: The 

Skeptical Environmentalist’s Guide to Global Warming (New York: Random House, 2007). 
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human beings acting alone or as a group.  Power-transition theorists argue that the 

Thucydides Trap is one such phenomenon, a more-or-less iron law of international 

politics.  If they are right, it would be inappropriate—and quite dangerous—to argue that 

public officials are capable of preserving peace in the face of shifting power without a 

compelling reason to believe it actually to be the case.  In fact, however, there is enough 

of a literature to cast doubt on the explanatory purchase of traditional power-transition 

theory to justify exploratory departures from the theory’s main tenets.  So far, optimists 

about the possibility of peaceful rise have focused on how shared interests, shrewd 

diplomacy, mutual policies of restraint, commonly agreed rules, joint membership of 

international institutions and cultural commonality can facilitate peaceful shifts in 

power.22  Combined, their work has made the firm descriptive point that peaceful power-

transitions are possible, even if currently the literature is lacking an overarching answer 

to the questions of when and why such peaceful transitions will occur.  In this 

dissertation, I build upon this extant research with a view towards contributing to greater 

understanding of the conditions under which both conflictual and peaceful outcomes 

prevail in the context of shifting power. 

The project has been organized with policy-relevance in mind, particularly with 

regards to U.S. foreign policy.  One glaring lacuna in prevailing power-transition 

literature that I am especially concerned with addressing is with regards to the domestic 

politics and characteristics of established and declining Great Powers.  If domestic 

                                                 
22 See, for example, Kupchan, Emanuel Adler, Jean-Marc Coicaud and Yuen Foong Khong, Power in 

Transition: The Peaceful Change of International Order (Tokyo: United Nations University Press, 2001); 

Kupchan, How Enemies Become Friends: The Sources of Stable Peace (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 2010); G. John Ikenberry, After Victory: Institutions, Strategic Restraint, and the Rebuilding of 

Order After Major Wars (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001); Ikenberry, Liberal Leviathan: The 

Origins, Crisis, and Transformation of the American World Order (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

2011); Chan, China, the U.S., and the Power-Transition Theory; Chan, Looking for Balance: China, the 

United States, and Power Balancing in East Asia (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2012). 
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politics are theorized at all in the contemporary power-transition literature, it is to suggest 

that undemocratic and non-liberal rising states are more likely to be revisionist in their 

attitudes towards the prevailing world order than rising liberal democracies.23  Yet the 

domestic political balance within established states also matters a great deal when it 

comes to explaining how shifts in power will play out.  What makes established states 

conducive to conciliating their rising peers, and what makes them prone to hostile (even 

if understandable) acts of containment?  What domestic-political foundations are required 

to sustain wide-ranging and far-reaching policies of accommodation?  A better 

understanding of these issues would be of instrumental importance to policy-makers in 

the U.S. (today’s pre-eminent established Great Power), who, after all, have dramatically 

more influence over what happens in their own polity than they do over the domestic 

politics and regime-type of foreign countries.24 

 

Empirical problems 

 

                                                 
23 Friedberg, A Contest for Supremacy. 
24 Evelyn Goh, for example, shows that US politicians in the 1960s and 1970s worked assiduously to 

reframe China in domestic-political discourse, a key factor in allowing for the successful US-China 

rapprochement.  See Evelyn Goh, Constructing the U.S. Rapprochement with China, 1961-1974: From 

“Red Menace” to “Tacit Ally” (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005).  While Goh focuses on the 

politics of identity and representation in US domestic politics, others have studied the ways in politicians 

can (must) construct political-economic coalitions in favor of their desired foreign policies.  See, for 

example, Benjamin O. Ford, Building the Cold War Consensus: The Political Economy of U.S. National 

Security Policy, 1949-51 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1998); Thomas Christensen, Useful 

Adversaries: Grand Strategy, Domestic Mobilization, and Sino-American Conflict, 1947-1958 (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1996).  Both approaches offer valuable insights into what it might take for 

contemporary US leaders to build the requisite domestic-political foundations for a peaceful 

accommodation of China in the twenty-first century.  For a recent discussion of domestic politics and 

rivalry in the context of shifting power, see David A. Lake, ‘The Challenge: The Domestic Determinants of 

International Rivalry Between the United States and China’, International Studies Review 16, no. 3 (2014): 

442-447. 
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Beyond its questionable usefulness from a practical public policy-making 

perspective, traditional power-transition theory also can be criticized on empirical 

grounds.  That is, several of the theory’s observable implications—including prominent 

claims made by its proponents—often are difficult to confirm when judged against the 

historical record.  First—and most glaringly—if shifts in relative power produce an 

“inevitable clash between the dominant state and the rising challenger,”25 then what can 

explain such cases as the largely peaceful (if piecemeal) power transition that took place 

between Britain and the United States during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries?  As 

a rising—not to mention expansionist—state, the United States should have provoked a 

hostile response from the dominant British Empire.26  Yet, as noted above, relations 

between the two countries actually warmed instead of deteriorating.  A faithful 

application of the traditional formulation of power transition theory simply cannot 

account for why Britain and the United States treated each other in such a peaceful 

manner, something that the theory’s architects tend to acknowledge.27  Nor does power-

transition theory have much to say about the last transformative geopolitical shift to take 

place in international politics: the collapse of the Soviet Union.  Arguably, then, power-

transition theory fails to explain the two most important empirical instances of systemic 

change of the past 150 years. 

                                                 
25 Gilpin, ‘The Theory of Hegemonic War’, 595-596. 
26 On the expansionist and bellicose nature of US foreign policy during the nineteenth century, see Kagan, 

Dangerous Nation (New York: Knopf, 2006). 
27 For example, Organski, World Politics, 323-324.  Organski speculates (but does not fully theorize or test 

empirically) that this peaceful power transition occurred because of several unique circumstances: unlike 

other rising states, the United States did not seek world leadership; the United States’ growth in power was 

due to the development of its internal provinces, and was thus non-threatening to external powers; the 

United States was accepting of the extant Anglo-French international order; and, in any case, London was 

powerless to prevent the inevitable. 
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A second expectation and common observation made by power transition 

theorists is that all rising states are revisionist.28  “Rather than embracing the rules of the 

current international system,” the story goes, “rising powers will as a matter of course 

seek to adjust the prevailing order in ways that advantage their own values and interests.  

They have been doing so since the beginning of time, and the coming era will be no 

different.”29  Ultimately, however, this is an empirical question and the historical record 

does not bear out the claim.  To be sure, rising states often have sought some revisions to 

international settlements but, in many cases, they have refrained from such behavior—or, 

at least, they have demanded fewer revisions than power-transition theory would expect 

of them.  The United States, for example, maintained much of Britain’s global, maritime, 

capitalist (“liberal”) international system when it emerged as a Great Power and later 

superpower.30  As a rising state, Meiji Era Japan also replicated the behavior of the 

dominant European powers in East Asia rather than seeking to upend the accepted 

international order.  After besting Qing China in the 1895 Sino-Japanese War, for 

example, Japan bowed to European pressure (the “Triple Intervention”) not to annex 

portions of Qing territory instead of pressing for what Japanese leaders viewed as their 

just desserts.  In fact, Japan’s expansionism between 1895 and 1905 perhaps says more 

about the general conduct of Great Power politics at that time—that is, the norm of 

imperialism and colonialism—than it does about Japan as an individual (“revisionist”) 

                                                 
28 See Organski, World Politics, 333: “As the challenger grows more powerful, it begins to demand new 

arrangements and changes in the international order which will give it a larger share of the benefits it 

desires.”  Gilpin agrees that “[a rising state] will try to expand its political, economic, and territorial 

control; it will try to change the international system in accordance with its particular set of interests.” 

Gilpin, War and Change, 94-95, 106.  The later iteration of power-transition theory put forward by 

Organski and Kugler seems to diverge from this assumption somewhat, allowing for the possibility that 

rising states can be status quo (“satisfied”) in orientation.  See Organski and Kugler, The War Ledger, 22-

24, 23. 
29 Kupchan, No One’s World, 4. 
30 Walter Russell Mead, Gold and Gold: Britain, America, and the Making of the Modern World (New 

York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2007). 
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actor.31  In the twenty-first century, the most obviously revisionist states in the 

international system—those that have chafed most against the prevailing balance of 

power and system of rules—are not rising states but stagnating or declining middle-rank 

powers: Russia, Iran, North Korea and Venezuela.  Meanwhile, clearly rising states such 

as China, India and Brazil appear to be comparatively muted in their demands for 

international redress.32 

Third, the power-transition school tends to portray established Great Powers as 

having a vested interest in maintaining the international status quo.33  In fact, established 

Great Powers have often been the most active in overturning international settlements—a 

pattern partly explained by the fact that reigning hegemons are the only states (by 

definition) with the wherewithal to affect wholesale change of the international system.  

Consider, for example, the sweeping changes made by the British Empire during the 

nineteenth century.  From using its preponderant military (naval) might to push for free 

trade and open markets to protecting the newly independent Latin American states in the 

early 1800s (thus radically transforming the international politics and economics of the 

Western Hemisphere) to expanding its illiberal formal empire to cover one quarter of the 

world’s landmass by the early 1900s, Britain at its height remade the world order in 

dramatic fashion.  As a rising power, Britain helped to industrialize and globalize the 

African slave trade; as a reigning power, it organized a massive global effort to suppress 

                                                 
31 See W.G. Beasley, Japanese Imperialism 1894-1945 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987); Shogo Suzuki, 

‘Japan’s Socialization into Janus-Faced European International Society’, European Journal of International 

Relations 11, no. 1 (2005): 137-164; and Ikenberry and Kupchan, ‘Socialization and Hegemonic Power’, 

International Organization 44, no. 3 (1990): 283-315. 
32 On China’s intentions and strategies in the context of its rise in power, see Rosemary Foot, ‘Chinese 

Strategies in a US-Hegemonic Global Order: Accommodating and Hedging’, International Affairs 82, no. 1 

(2006): 72-108.  For an empirical analysis of China as a status quo power, see Kastner and Saunders, ‘Is 

China a Status Quo or Revisionist State?’. 
33 Organski, World Politics, 326. See also Organski, World Politics, 327: “The dominant nation is 

necessarily more satisfied with this existing international order than with any other since it is to a large 

extent her international order.” Emphasis in original. 
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that same trade.  Through the League of Nations and United Nations systems, Britain 

sought to have a key role in reorganizing the international world order even as it was in 

precipitous relative decline vis-à-vis other Great Powers.  Consider also the United States 

post-9/11: the George W. Bush Administration embarked upon a hugely expansionist 

foreign policy aimed at remaking the Middle East—one of the most volatile and 

geopolitically important regions of the world—during a moment of unparalleled 

unipolarity.  Governments were toppled, a new doctrine of preventive war was 

promulgated and long established global norms against the use of torture were eroded as 

the U.S. sought to deploy its preponderant power unilaterally.34  What these examples 

show is that revisionist attitudes towards prevailing international institutions cannot be 

regarded as the preserve of rising states.  While some rising states may indeed be 

revisionist at times, so too can established Great Powers be.  To imply (or infer) a causal 

relationship between burgeoning power and revisionism is to ignore this empirical reality. 

Finally, and perhaps most relevant of all for the purposes of this dissertation, 

power-transition theorists tend to claim that the rise of potential challengers always 

presents a zero-sum quandary for established Great Powers.  Yet rising states do not 

always appear to portend danger from the perspective of established or even declining 

powers.  On the contrary, history shows that established states often have enlisted rising 

powers as their allies, willingly embracing seemingly adverse shifts in power in the name 

of realpolitik.  Decision-makers in London, for example, did not wring their hands as the 

U.S. rose to become a regional Great Power in the Americas and East Asia during the 

                                                 
34 See Robert Jervis, ‘Understanding the Bush Doctrine’, Political Science Quarterly 118, no. 3 (2003): 

365-388; Cox, ‘Empire, Imperialism and the Bush Doctrine’, Review of International Studies 30, no. 4 

(2004): 585-608; Lanxin Xiang, ‘Washington’s Misguided China Policy’, Survival 43, no. 3 (2001): 7-23; 

David Shambaugh, ‘China or America: Which is the Revisionist Power?’, Survival 43, no. 3 (2001): 25-30; 

Charles W. Kegley Jr. and Gregory A. Raymond, ‘Preventive War and Permissive Normative Order’, 

International Studies Perspectives 4, no. 4 (2003): 385-394; and Ryder McKeown, ‘Norm Regress: US 

Revisionism and the Slow Death of the Torture Norm’, International Relations 23, no. 1 (2009): 5-25. 
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1800s and early 1900s.  Instead, they actively promoted Washington’s ascendancy and 

lent diplomatic and logistical support towards that end—allowing Commodore Dewey’s 

squadron to base itself at Hong Kong before advancing on Manila during the Spanish-

American War, for example, and allowing the U.S. access to the Hong Kong 

communications cable while denying that same privilege to the Spanish.  Indeed, Britain 

took advantage of America’s rise in power by using it as cover to reduce its military 

commitments in Canada and the Caribbean.35  This accommodation by Britain of the 

rising U.S. is an empirical fact that counts against extant power-transition theory because 

it shows that seemingly adverse shifts in power can actually inspire optimism within 

established Great Powers rather than creating only apprehension.36 

 

Theoretical problems 

 

At base, all of the foregoing problems with power-transition theory can be 

attributed to problems with the theory itself.  The main theoretical problem is that a 

vanishing disparity in national power is characterized as an independent variable—

something that causes particular outcomes in the context of shifting power—while at the 

                                                 
35 Britain’s leveraging of America’s growing power is discussed in greater detail in chapter 3. 
36 The United States, too, has an established track record of promoting the rise of other nations.  During the 

Cold War, the US heavily invested in promoting the rise of Japan and Western European nations, 

particularly West Germany, as bulwarks against Soviet expansionism.  Enormous amounts of economic 

investment and some extremely costly military policies were put in place so that rival centers of power 

could be established—or allowed to grow—in Europe and East Asia.  See Michael J. Hogan, The Marshall 

Plan: America, Britain, and the Reconstruction of Western Europe, 1947-1952 (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1987); and Aaron Forsberg, America and the Japanese Miracle: The Cold War Context of 

Japan’s Postwar Economic Revival, 1950-1960 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2000).  

Again, the historical record would therefore suggest that adverse shifts in relative power between the two 

states of any given dyad are not always viewed with consternation from the vantage point of states 

undergoing relative decline—only some of them are, and conventional power-transition theory cannot 

explain the variation. 
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same time being, by necessity, a scope condition to the argument—an essential, defining 

feature of all power-transitions.  In other words, the theory’s explanatory variable does 

not vary: one value (the imminence of a power-transitional moment) always is observed, 

while the other conceptually possible value (the anticipated preservation of a disparity in 

power) never is observed.  Of course, an independent variable that does not vary cannot 

account for a response variable that does.  In effect, the vanishing disparities thesis is 

more of a postulated law than it is a theory: it holds that narrowing disparities in material 

capabilities between Great Powers always end in conflict.  Yet the historical record casts 

doubt upon such a relationship; the law does not account for empirical instances of 

peaceful power transition such as those noted above.  In two senses, therefore, extant 

power-transition theory can be criticized for offering limited explanatory purchase: first, 

because it is a purported law, not an explanatory theory;37 and second, because it cannot 

account for its predicted outcome’s non-occurrence as well as its occurrence. 

Further theoretical weaknesses stem from power-transition theory’s neglect to 

specify the benefits to states of holding power in international politics.  Even worse, 

adherents to the theory tend either to conflate power and benefits, regarding them as one 

and the same, or else imply a perfect conveyor-belt between the material capabilities of 

states and the international benefits enjoyed by states, thus rendering an analytic 

distinction between the two less important.38  The unstated assumptions are (1) that rising 

Great Powers can convert their growing power into extra influence without incurring any 

‘transaction costs’; (2) that additional influence, in turn, can be deployed to reshape the 

                                                 
37 Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading: Addison-Wesley, 1979), chapter 1. 
38 de Soysa, Oneal and Park, ‘Testing Power-Transition Theory Using Alternative Measures of National 

Capabilities’, Journal of Conflict Resolution 41, no. 4 (1997): 509-528; Lemke and Reed, ‘Power Is Not 

Satisfaction: A Comment on de Soysa, Oneal, and Park’; Oneal, de Soysa and Park, ‘But Power and Wealth 

Are Satisfying’; and Jonathan M. DiCicco and Jack S. Levy, ‘Power Shifts and Problem Shifts: The 

Evolution of the Power Transition Research Program’, Journal of Conflict Resolution 43, no. 6 (1999): 

675-704. 
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structure of the international system in self-interested ways; and (3) that alterations to the 

international system are enough to generate sufficient benefits to satisfy Great Powers 

that have undergone increases in material capabilities.  This formulation leaves several 

questions underexplored and, in fact, is contradicted by other findings in the International 

Relations literature.  For example, is material strength always convertible into influence?  

Is material strength the only way to wield power and influence?39  And what exactly is 

meant when it comes to using power and influence to (re)fashion the international 

environment—that is, what are the nuts and bolts of (re)organizing international politics?  

Given that changes to international agreements always must be made via strategic 

interactions with other actors in world politics (whether through multilateral negotiation 

or in anticipation of how others will react to unilateral actions), it makes little sense to 

suggest that one state’s increase in power and its altered foreign policies alone will be 

enough to produce meaningful international organizational change.  Furthermore, several 

power-transition theorists recognize that the costs of altering and managing the 

international system can sometimes outweigh even the supposed benefit of occupying a 

leadership role on the world stage.40  So when is primacy worth having and when is it 

not? 

 

Beyond the vanishing disparities thesis 

 

                                                 
39 James Morrow suggests that material capabilities are not necessary to exert leadership in international 

politics.  See James Morrow, ‘Modeling the Forms of International Cooperation: Distribution versus 

Information’, International Organization 48, no. 3 (1994): 387-423.  See also Stephen D. Krasner, 

International Regimes (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983); and Robert O. Keohane, After Hegemony: 

Cooperation and Discord in the World Political Economy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984). 

On the complexity of power, see Michael Barnett and Raymond Duvall, ‘Power in International Politics’, 

International Organization 59, no. 1 (2005): 39-75. 
40 Gilpin, War and Change, 95, 106-107.  See also Paul M. Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great 

Powers: Economic Change and Military Conflict from 1500 to 2000 (New York: Random House, 1987). 
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How should students of shifting power respond to the shortcomings of extant 

power-transition theory?  One option would be to accept the fact that all theories contain 

unrealistic assumptions and that no theory can explain all cases.  The existence of some 

outliers—in this instance, empirical episodes of peaceful power transition—are not 

enough to discredit a whole theory.  Perhaps it is better than nothing to accept the logic 

that vanishing disparities in national power do, on balance, tend to cause conflict in 

international politics.  But this is an unsatisfying response from an analytic point of view.  

Given that some scholars have observed and theorized peaceful rise,41 it would be more 

satisfying to join the two literatures into a holistic theoretical framework capable of 

explaining both peaceful rise and conflictual power shifts.  Such an approach is also 

likely to be more rewarding from the perspective of policy-makers, who would benefit 

from a solid understanding of which shifts in power portend Great Power conflict and 

thus how peaceful shifts in power can be made more likely to occur. 

If there is to be a new theory of power-transitions capable of explaining both 

peaceful and conflictual processes of international change, however, then there is an 

unavoidable need to move beyond the vanishing disparities thesis.  This can be achieved 

in either of two ways.  First, vanishing disparities in national power could be relegated to 

the status of scope condition—a defining characteristic of the cases that the theory 

applies to—rather than a truly causal factor.  Following this path would mean finding 

new independent variables capable of explaining variation in dyadic outcomes (that is, 

whether shifts in power result in peaceful change or hegemonic war).  To be sure, it 

would be possible to model variation in types of vanishing disparities in power (rapid 

versus slow shifts in power, for example, or vanishing disparities between democracies 

                                                 
41 For example, Kupchan et al., Power in Transition. 
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versus non-democracies) in order to retain an analytic focus on shifting power as a causal 

factor.42  Yet vanishing disparities per se cannot be modeled as causal if they are also to 

be modeled as a scope condition. 

Second, scholars could continue to characterize vanishing disparities in power as 

an independent variable to explain dyadic outcomes in the context of shifting power but 

only if new scope conditions are devised to allow for an expanded universe of cases that 

allows for variation to be observed.  In this latter scenario, however, the revised 

vanishing disparities thesis would cease to be a theory of power transitions per se because 

it would by necessity become applicable to cases where vanishing disparities in power 

between states are not observed.  In this dissertation, then, I follow the former 

prescription—that is, I study the phenomenon of power transitions (instances in which a 

disparity in power between two Great Powers is narrowing or vanishing) by positing new 

and different independent variables to account for variation in outcomes.  Crucially, I 

also shift the dependent variable from pertaining to dyadic outcomes (hegemonic war or 

peace) to focusing on the foreign policy-making of just one half of the dyad: the 

established Great Power.  The result, I believe, is an explanation of Great Power politics 

in the context of shifting power that is more useful to scholars and policy-makers alike 

than most others found in the prevailing literature. 

 

RESEARCH QUESTION 

 

I will argue that states do not covet power in its own right but rather as a means 

for acquiring benefits vis-à-vis other states.  The more powerful that a state is, the more 

                                                 
42 Even here, though, the available research shows that the pace of power shifts is unlikely to be fully 

determining. See Powell, In the Shadow of Power. 
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capacity it has to press for an enhanced position in international society.  Understood in 

this context, shifts in power are episodes during which new power differentials call into 

question prevailing distributions of benefits.  Yet such episodes are only prone to cause 

conflict when the distribution of benefits between states is kept out of sync with the 

changing distribution of power.43  If power and benefits are kept in alignment during a 

shift in power then the incentives for interstate animosity fall away: rising states are made 

(kept) satisfied with their lot in international affairs, which eliminates their incentives 

wage costly wars; and if the process of redistributing benefits can sufficiently be 

managed by an established or declining state then it too can be made (kept) relatively 

satisfied with the changing international environment.  This intuition is supported by 

extant theoretical work on interstate relations under conditions of shifting power but it is 

also borne out in the historical record: the few instances of peaceful power-transition that 

international history has allowed for have been those where mutually agreed upon 

concessions have been made to rising states, whereas conflictual ones have been those 

where rising and established states have been unable to find agreement on the 

redistribution of benefits.  All of this means that, while Thucydides’s trap is no “myth”44 

(that is, shifts in power between states do sometimes lead to hegemonic conflict), neither 

is it preordained that the trap must be sprung whenever the international distribution of 

power undergoes change.  As Fareed Zakaria writes, “Properly understood and properly 

                                                 
43 Powell, In the Shadow of Power, 141-148.  Note that such an understanding of power and benefits 

expands the universe of cases to which theories of power transitions must apply.  Traditional power-

transition theory has been taken to apply only to shifts in power where the ascendant state is judged to have 

a real prospect of matching or overtaking the reigning Great Power in terms of aggregate material 

capabilities.  Yet any meaningful shift in power represents a problem from the perspective of established 

states: new distributions of power intrinsically render anachronistic pre-existing distributions of benefits, 

necessitating a response to an understandably dissatisfied rising state even if that rising state enjoys little to 

no prospect of one day becoming the most powerful state in the international system. 
44 Wei Zongyou, ‘China-U.S. Relations: The Myth of the Thucydides Trap’, The Diplomat, 30 March 

2014, http://thediplomat.com/2014/03/china-u-s-relations-the-myth-of-the-thucydides-trap, accessed 4 

August 2014. 
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handled, great power transitions can be smooth.  Misconstrued and mismanaged, they can 

have cataclysmic consequences.”45 

The critical question that has gone unanswered—and, indeed, notably under-

studied—in the power-transition literature, then, is why the distribution of benefits and 

the distribution of power in international politics only sometimes fail to align in the 

context of power shifts.  In this dissertation, I provide an argument to explain one aspect 

of this puzzle—namely: 

 

Under what conditions—and how—do established Great Powers accede to 

changes in the distribution of benefits vis-à-vis rising states, and when will they 

invest in alternative grand strategies aimed at preserving the status quo? 

 

Before proceeding, it is necessary to address two possible objections to this 

research question.  First, why focus on extant Great Powers as opposed to emerging 

challengers?  Second, and relatedly, why not model a strategic interaction between rising 

and established states if the broader purpose is to shed light on the causes of war and 

peace in the context of shifting power?  Much ink has been spilt to predict the behavior of 

rising states.46  Yet rising states do not emerge in a vacuum.  Almost by definition, they 

rise in power relative to some other extant state or group of states.  These established 

Great Powers are intimately connected with and invested in the prevailing international 

                                                 
45 Fareed Zakaria, From Wealth to Power: The Unusual Origins of America’s World Role (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1998), 11. 
46 The literature here is truly vast.  On the contemporary rise of China alone, see Johnston, ‘Is China a 

Status Quo Power?’; Yong Deng and Fei-Ling Wang, eds., China Rising: Power and Motivation in Chinese 

Foreign Policy (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, 2005); Avery Goldstein, Rising to the Challenge: 

China’s Grand Strategy and International Security (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2005); Legro, 

‘What China Will Want’; Barry Buzan, ‘China in International Society’; Schweller and Xiaoyu Pu, ‘After 

Unipolarity: China’s Visions of International Order in an Era of U.S. Decline’, International Security 36, 

no. 1 (2011): 41-72. 
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system, and thus have a strong incentive to shape future membership of the Great Power 

club.47  Moreover, it is almost always true (by definition) that extant Great Powers 

materially are stronger than their rising challengers, at least during the initial phases of a 

rising state’s ascent.  During these critical phases, extant Great Powers can apply their 

preponderant power to shape the foreign policy choices open to rising states; some rising 

states will be assisted in their rise in power while others will find impediments placed in 

their paths.  In this sense, established Great Powers are the gatekeepers of global order.  

Their choice of how to respond to any given rising state is central to explaining what type 

of international political environment will prevail during a power shift and, by extension, 

whether a shift in power will be peaceful or not.  While it would be wrong to suggest that 

established Great Powers have absolute control over how shifts in power play out, I argue 

below that they do exert considerable influence. 

Furthermore, abstracting away from the strategic interaction between rising and 

established states and focusing instead on the decision-making calculus of established 

Great Powers alone has two distinct analytic advantages.  First, it allows for sharp focus 

on a particularly critical phase in interstate power transitions: that is, the phase in which 

an extant Great Power decides whether to support or reject a challenger’s rise.  Second, 

by clarifying which factors are influential for decision-making by established Great 

Powers, my approach allows for analyses of how (domestic and international) political 

circumstances can be manipulated by political actors in order to bring about desired 

outcomes.  The goal is thus not just to understand why Great Powers act as they do 

towards rising states, but to explain how they can be influenced to act differently—a 

                                                 
47 Traditional power-transition theorists are not wrong on this point.  See also Ikenberry, After Victory; 

Ikenberry, Liberal Leviathan. 
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critical step towards providing public policy-makers with useful insights when it comes 

to managing international power transitions. 

 

Global gatekeeping 

 

As well as providing an explanatory argument about Great Power responses to 

rising states, this dissertation aims to make the more modest—but analytically prior—

descriptive inference that established Great Powers do, indeed, act as global gatekeepers 

with regards to world order.  In order to do so, it is first necessary to understand what the 

concept of global gatekeeping has looked like in practice.  A brief—and illustrative—

discussion of Britain’s varying responses to rising states during the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries will help to make the point.48  The British Empire widely is 

regarded as having been hegemonic for most of the 1800s.49  At least after the dispatch of 

Napoleonic France, Britain led the world in geopolitical terms.  London played an 

animating role in the Congress of Europe diplomatic system, acting as a balancer to keep 

                                                 
48 For good overviews of British foreign policy during much of this period, see George W. Monger, End of 

Isolation: British Foreign Policy, 1900-1907 (London: T. Nelson, 1963); and Thomas G. Otte, The China 

Question: Great Power Rivalry and British Isolation, 1894-1905 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007).  

For a detailed look at a narrow slice of the period, which amply highlights the sheer number and 

complexity of international challenges facing Britain during the Edwardian Era, see F.H. Hinsley, ed., 

British Foreign Policy under Sir Edward Grey (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977).  For a 

diplomatic history of the period with less of an Anglo-centric focus, see John Albert White, Transition to 

Global Rivalry: Alliance Diplomacy and the Quadruple Entente, 1895-1907 (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1995). 
49 Nevertheless, there is debate on the question.  William Wohlforth, for example argues that British 

hegemony never was complete: “The nineteenth century was not a ‘Pax Britannica’,” he argues.  “From 

1815 to 1853, it was a Pax Britannica et Russica; from 1853 to 1871, it was not a pax of any kind; and from 

1871 to 1914, it was a Pax Britannica et Germanica.”  See William C. Wohlforth, ‘The Stability of a 

Unipolar World’, International Security 24, no. 1 (1999), 39.  For a riposte against those who have doubted 

the substance of British hegemony, see Rebecca Berens Matzke, Deterrence through Strength: British 

Naval Power and Foreign Policy under Pax Britannica (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2011). 
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its nearest rivals perennially in check.50  Militarily, Britain was able to muster the arms 

and the allies necessary to achieve decisive wins in several critical land-based conflicts in 

Europe, Africa, Asia and elsewhere.  The Royal Navy dominated the world’s oceans and 

major sea lanes.  Economically, too, Britain (“the workshop of the world”) led its peers—

outstripping them in terms of technological innovation, industrial output and share of 

international markets.51  All told, the British Empire came to rule 10,000,000 square 

miles of territory and over 400 million people.52 

During the last decades of the nineteenth century and the first decades of the 

twentieth, however, Britain was confronted with the rise in power of several potential 

challengers to its global supremacy.  The United States, a newly unified German Empire 

and post-Meiji Restoration Japan rapidly rose to become Great Powers for the first time 

in their histories53 to take up positions alongside the prevailing Great Powers of the era: 

France, Russia, Austria-Hungary, the Ottoman Empire and Italy.54  Britain’s leaders 

                                                 
50 As Walter Russell Mead puts it, “The Britons who laid the foundation of the most powerful global 

empire ever created saw the rivalries of Europe less as a game to play than as a strategic asset.  Let France 

and Prussia duke it out on the Rhine; let Austria and Prussia batter one another bloody over Silesia, an 

irregular, slightly sausage-shaped territory now part of Poland that is roughly equal to the combined area of 

Connecticut and Massachusetts.  While they were busy with one another, England would build a global 

economic system that would leave all rivals in the dust.”  Mead, God and Gold, 94-95.  For a good 

overview of European Great Power politics in the latter half of the nineteenth century, see A.J.P. Taylor, 

The Struggle for Mastery in Europe, 1848-1918 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1954). 
51 Eric Hobsbawm, Industry and Empire: The Birth of the Industrial Revolution (London: Penguin, 1999 

[1968]). 
52 Timothy H. Parsons, The British Imperial Century, 1815-1914: A World History Perspective (London: 

Rowman & Littlefield, 1999). 
53 Prussia had been a regional Great Power at previous times in its history, but the newly unified (post-

1871) German Empire was the first German state (excluding the Austrian monarchy, perhaps) poised to 

assume truly global Great Power status. 
54 Of these, France and Russia also can be considered rising states.  France rebounded precipitously 

following its defeat to Prussia (1870-1871) and Russia was a growing threat to British interests in the 

Eastern Mediterranean, Central Asia and Far East throughout the period, although it suffered a significant 

military and geopolitical setback following its defeat by Japan in 1905.  Unified Italy was a rising state in 

the sense that it represented a new amalgamation of power on the Italian peninsula, but it never wielded the 

kind of economic or military power commensurate with the United States, Germany or Japan.  Austria-

Hungary and the Ottoman Empire were in decline.  For an assessment of the Great Powers of this era, see 
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crafted different responses to each of the rising states that posed a challenge to its 

international preponderance.  In the Western Hemisphere, Britain pursued a policy of 

conciliation towards the United States, giving its diplomatic assent to Washington’s pre-

eminence in the Americas.55  In East Asia, an initially cautious policy towards Japan gave 

way to an Anglo-Japanese alliance designed to contain Russian (later, German) influence 

in the region.56  France, too, was eventually cemented to Britain’s side as part of the 

entente cordiale.57  A cold peace with Russia over each other’s Central Asian holdings 

was followed by the conclusion of the Triple Entente between London, Paris and 

Moscow.58  With Germany, however, there could be little compromise.  Despite some 

attempts to make concessions to Berlin in light of its rapid growth in power, London’s 

policy eventually became one of containment and deterrence: of preventing Germany 

from establishing the kind of power that would threaten Britain’s mastery of the seas and 

its national security.59  The same strategy ultimately held sway regarding Britain’s 

relationship with Japan, as the Anglo-Japanese alliance withered and died in the interwar 

years. 
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58 On Anglo-Russian relations, see Jennifer Siegel, Endgame: Britain, Russia and the Final Struggle for 

Central Asia (London: I.B. Tauris, 2002).  On the so-called Triple Entente, see Patricia A. Weitsman, 
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Each of these varied British responses to rising states had a huge impact upon the 

policies of the respective rising states as well as the subsequent course of world-historical 

events.  The point is not that the foreign policies of the United States, Germany, Japan, 

France and Russia did not matter in these equations.  They did.  Yet it is no exaggeration 

to say that British policy hastened the rise to Great Power status of the United States and 

Japan, or that London’s opposition to Germany’s rise influenced both the outbreak and 

the outcome of World War I (and even, by extension, the events leading up to World War 

II in Europe).60  What if in 1898 Britain had opposed U.S. intervention in Cuba, denying 

the use of Hong Kong to Commodore Dewey’s ships and allowing the Spanish access to 

vital underwater communications cables?  What if London had interceded for Spain by 

organizing a coalition of European powers in favor of the status quo?  The result could 

easily have been changes in U.S. foreign policy with regards to overseas expansion, 

particularly as the threat of conflict with Britain would have strengthened the hand of 

anti-interventionists and outright isolationists in Washington (among whom ranked 

prominent citizens such as ex-president Grover Cleveland, the writer Mark Twain, the 

industrialist and philanthropist Andrew Carnegie as well as a vocal contingent of U.S. 

senators).61  Without the Philippines and Guam, the United States would have been 

denied toeholds in the Western Pacific and the history of America as a global power 

could have been very different.  As even this one counterfactual scenario suggests,62 how 

                                                 
60 It also is possible that Britain’s spurning of Japan in the 1920s contributed to that country’s diplomatic 

isolation and ultimate turn towards militarism and the pursuit of autarky—itself a primary cause of World 

War II in the Pacific. 
61 Robert L. Beisner, Twelve Against Empire: The Anti-Imperialists, 1898-1900 (New York: McGraw-Hill, 

1968); Philip S. Foner and Richard C. Winchester, eds., The Anti-Imperialist Reader: A Documentary 

History of Anti-Imperialism in the United States (New York: Holmes & Meier, 1984).  On the broader 

theme of internal dissent against U.S. expansion, see David Allan Mayers, Dissenting Voices in America’s 

Rise to Power (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007). 
62 Others abound: What if Britain had conciliated the German Empire instead of acting to contain it, as 

indeed was advocated by Joseph Chamberlain (Colonial Secretary between 1895 and 1903) and arch-

imperialists like Cecil John Rhodes?  What if Britain had sided with Russia in its contest with Japan over 
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Great Powers respond to rising states has the potential, at least, to determine the 

opportunity structures available to their challengers and thus shape the subsequent 

outcome of major world-historical events. 

Yet it is not obvious what might explain the striking variation in British strategy 

during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  While it is true that domestic 

politics in Britain during the late-Victorian and Edwardian eras militated towards some 

measure of retrenchment in international affairs,63 domestic factors alone can do little to 

explain why London acted so differently towards each of its adversaries.  Why warm 

peace with the United States but a cold peace with Russia?  Why welcome the rise of 

Japan but impede that of Germany?  It might be argued that Germany alone had the 

potential to threaten Britain’s naval mastery and therefore could be considered the most 

serious threat to British interests (the only worth containing), but in fact the same charge 

could equally (if not more so) be applied to the United States and Japan.  Indeed, the 

British Isles were relatively safe from German attack behind the natural defense of the 

English Channel whereas Britain’s far-flung imperial holdings in the Americas and East 

Asia were arguably much more at risk from American or Japanese predation.  Dynastic 

ties between the British and German royal houses were strong, as were Anglo-German 

cultural and political connections.  Britain and Prussia even fought as allies on several 

                                                                                                                                                 
Manchuria, perhaps in exchange for Russian concessions in Central Asia, and put in place effective 

deterrents against Japanese expansionism?  Historian Keith Neilson argues that a modus vivendi with 

Russia was, in fact, the preference of British officials up until around 1898.  See Keith Neilson, ‘Anglo-

Japanese Alliance and British Strategic Foreign Policy’, in Phillips Payson O’Brien, ed., The Anglo-

Japanese Alliance, 1902-1922 (London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2004), 50; and Neilson, Britain and the Last 

Tsar: British Policy and Russia, 1894-1917 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 178-237.  Ian Nish 

similarly notes that India, not China, was Britain’s biggest preoccupation in Asia, and that a strategy of 

turning Russia’s attention away from Central Asia and towards East Asia would have been the most 

appropriate diplomatic move according to a logic of realpolitik.  See Nish, The Anglo-Japanese Alliance, 

17. 
63 Monger, End of Isolation; Muriel Evelyn Chamberlain, Pax Britannica?: British Foreign Policy, 1789-

1914 (New York: Longman, 1988). 
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occasions during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  What, then, explains why an 

established Great Power like Britain would craft such drastically different responses to 

the rise in power of its potential challengers?  Stated in general terms: Why do states 

sometimes mollify their rising challengers while at other times acting to check a rising 

state’s growth in stature?  What determines how Great Powers exercise their gatekeeping 

function? 

 

ARGUMENT IN BRIEF 

 

I argue that established states face two broad choices when it comes to responding 

to a rising state: first, whether to conciliate or contain the rising state (in other words, 

whether or not to accede to alterations in the distribution of benefits between itself and 

the rising state); and second, how many resources to devote to the task at hand.  This 

choice of strategy will be made by the leaders of an established state with reference to a 

combination of factors pertaining to the international context of the rising state’s ascent 

and domestic political conditions within in the established state itself. 
 

Shifting power and statecraft 

 

Not all adverse shifts in power are viewed alike from the perspective of leaders in 

an established Great Power.  Several factors help to distinguish potentially benign or even 

beneficial shifts in power from their intolerable counterparts.  First, there is variation in 

the international-institutional context within which power-transitional dynamics take 

place, whether bilateral or multilateral.  Sometimes, established and rising states deal 
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with one another in a mostly bilateral setting.  On balance, such power shifts are less 

threatening from the perspective of an established state because bilateralism affords 

greater leeway for managing the redistribution of benefits than multilateralism.  In strictly 

bilateral contexts, established Great Powers retain a relatively high degree of control over 

the process of redistributing benefits and are thus more likely to find a diplomatic 

solution that will satisfy a rising state at an acceptable cost; they are able to exercise 

significant discretion over which international benefits are ceded to the rising state, and 

which are kept off the table.64  In contrast, multilateral settings hinder the kind of 

diplomacy necessary for the peaceful and orderly redistribution of benefits because of the 

presence of multiple veto-points; third parties are afforded opportunities to scupper an 

established state’s efforts to conciliate a rising challenger.  In a multilateral setting, then, 

established states will lack the autonomy and maneuverability necessary to oversee a 

mutually acceptable redistribution of benefits.  Inevitably, this will damage an established 

state’s confidence that the rising state will be able to ascend peacefully.  As a result, 

established states are less likely to be sanguine about their chances of sating a rising 

power in a multilateral context than a bilateral one; multilateral settings should tend 

towards producing strategies of containment on behalf of established Great Powers, and 

mostly bilateral settings should tend towards producing strategies of conciliation.65 

                                                 
64 Again, it warrants emphasizing that established Great Powers are by definition materially stronger—at 

least for the time being—than the rising states with whom they bargain over the future of international 

order.  This preponderance of power gives them some leeway in terms of dictating the terms of offers made 

as part of negotiations over international structure. 
65 A good example of a mostly bilateral relationship resulting in peaceful accommodation is the Anglo-

American relationship during the late nineteenth century.  See Kupchan, How Enemies Become Friends, 

chapter 3.  Anglo-German relations in the interwar period are an example of a power-transition dynamic 

nested in a complex multilateral setting.  See Patrick O. Cohrs, The Unfinished Peace After World War I: 

America, Britain and the Stabilisation of Europe, 1919-1932 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2006); and Zara Steiner, The Lights that Failed: European International History, 1919-1933 (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2005). 
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Established states also take into account whether a rising state’s rise in power is 

structural or agentic in nature.  In other words, is a rising state’s growth in power the 

unavoidable result of exogenous, structural factors such as its “natural” modernization 

and the realization of long-standing underlying characteristics such as population size, 

territorial expansiveness and resource endowments?  Or is a country’s rise in power the 

result of conscious political choices unrelated to the country’s underlying material 

characteristics—a decision to invest national resources in the military or to conquer new 

territories, for example?66  This structural-agentic dichotomy is important because 

increases in power that are attributable to structural factors are difficult to slow, halt or 

reverse67 but rises caused by human design are far from indomitable.  Moreover, agency-

centered growth in power can reveal something about the intentions of rising states (is the 

government of a rising state investing in national power in order to pursue grandiose 

foreign policy aims?) while structurally-induced growth in power need not necessary lead 

to suspicions of malicious intent. 

To give an example, the rise of China in contemporary world politics is often 

judged to be the product of structural forces: with a population of over one billion, it has 

long been expected that China will rise in material power as a result of its political 

modernization, economic development and increased participation in world markets.  

Indeed, far from being an object of pure design, China’s international rise is often the 

source of embarrassment for Chinese leaders who would prefer to shirk the 

responsibilities of leadership on the international stage in favor of pursuing domestic 

                                                 
66 Organski mentions imperialism (the conquest of territory and the requisition of externally located 

resources) and permissive immigration policies as choices that can hasten a country’s rise in power.  

Organski, World Politics, 301-313.  Such causes of growth are contrasted with the primary sources of 

growth that Organski identifies: namely, political modernization and economic industrialization. 
67 Organski, World Politics, 308-311. 
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development.68  In contrast, consider the example of Italy’s rise in power during the 

1920s and 1930s.  Interwar Italy’s drive for international prominence was almost 

certainly a product of expansionist and militarist policies implemented by the country’s 

fascist leadership rather than anything to do with underlying and unrealized material 

strength.69  North Korea’s attempts to aggrandize itself by pursuing a nuclear capability 

can be understood in a similar light.  Often, of course, there is a considerable degree of 

overlap between structural and agentic causes of any shift in power70 but, still, it is 

usually possible for observers to make judgements about the broad contours that drive a 

given state’s rise.  When a rising state’s ascent is judged to be the product of mostly 

structural (exogenous) factors, established Great Powers will be more apt to pursue 

conciliation as a response.  When a rising state is perceived to be driven by agent-

centered policies of aggrandizement, however, strategies of containment are more likely 

to prevail. 

                                                 
68 Zheng Bijian, ‘China’s “Peaceful Rise” to Great-Power Status’, Foreign Affairs 84, no. 5 (2005): 18-24; 

Foot, ‘Chinese Strategies in a US-Hegemonic Global Order’.  The same can be said of Japan during the 

Cold War period, during which time Japan was clearly rising in terms of its material capabilities but tended 

to shun an active role in global affairs—particularly military affairs.  Instead, under the so-called “Yoshida 

Doctrine,” Japanese leaders consciously prioritized domestic development over international 

aggrandizement. 
69 Jason W. Davidson, ‘The Roots of Revisionism: Fascist Italy, 1922-39’, Security Studies 11, no. 4 

(2002): 125-159. 
70 For example, is China’s rising the product of a political choice—that is, Deng Xiaoping’s policies of 

economic modernization—or a natural outgrowth of the country’s material endowments?  Or consider the 

rise in power of Japan in the late nineteenth century:  Was Japan’s rise the result of an agent-centered drive 

for national greatness characterized by the Meiji Restoration, the jettisoning of the policy of seclusion 

(sakoku) and the aping of the western European powers?  Or was it the product of structural factors, a 

return to “normal” international strength and influence after an anomalous period of weakness inflicted by 

sakoku.  While the jury is still out on China, in Japan’s case it was clear to most observers by the 1930s, at 

least, that Japan’s growth in power was not simply the product of structural factors (the country “coming 

into its own”) but rather was driven by militarist tendencies within the Japanese elite.  See Jack L. Snyder, 

Myths of Empire: Domestic Politics and International Ambition (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991), 

chapter 4.  Either way, the point is that observers in established states must make judgments about the 

cause of a rising state’s growth in power.  Usually, officialdom will come down on one side or the other. 
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The balance of political forces in the international system also helps to determine 

whether an established Great Power will recognize advantages in conciliating a rising 

challenger or else imperatives to contain one.  Namely, is there a common foe against 

which an established state and a rising state might ally?  If so, an established state may 

opt to promote the rise of a potential challenger in the hopes of recruiting the rising state 

into its own ranks.  The insight here is that not all powerful states are threatening from 

the perspective of established gatekeepers.71  Powerful allies, after all, are valuable assets 

in the cut-and-thrust world of international politics.  For example, Britain and Japan at the 

beginning of the twentieth century shared a common interest in containing Russian 

expansionism in East Asia and so Britain came to value Japan as a counterweight to 

Russian ambitions in the region.72  In the absence of such a viable common threat, 

however, an established Great Power will see only foreboding in the rise of a challenger; 

it will be minded to contain instead of conciliate.  This is how the United States saw the 

Soviet Union during the Cold War: with no common threat to unite against, the two 

superpowers were locked into a zero-sum contest whereby conciliation made little hard-

headed sense. 

Foreign policy-makers within established Great Powers are not just diplomats 

with antennae pointing towards the international system, however.  Statesmen are also 

politicians with a deep interest in their own domestic success and in the standing of their 

co-partisans.73  As such, certain domestic political conditions are important for 

understanding the strategic choices made by Great Powers in response to rising states.  

Not least of all, domestic politics help to determine the means available to leaders when it 

                                                 
71 Stephen M. Walt, The Origins of Alliances (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987). 
72 Nish, The Anglo-Japanese Alliance. 
73 Peter Trubowitz, Politics and Strategy: Partisan Ambition and American Statecraft (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2011). 
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comes to crafting a strategic response.  First, the ruling coalitions from which national 

leaders are drawn vary insofar as they benefit from investment in costly, especially 

militaristic, foreign policies.  Foreign policies—like all public policies—have 

distributional consequences for domestic groups.74  Some domestic groups benefit from 

high public spending on foreign policy, perhaps because they have a stake in maintaining 

the international political and economic status quo or because they are heavily invested 

abroad, whether in colonies or other foreign markets.  Other domestic groups have an 

interest in lowering public expenditure on foreign policies and so favor prioritizing 

investment on domestic programs or else cutting public spending altogether.  This might 

not necessarily be because such groups have no interest in developments beyond their 

own borders; it is just that spending on foreign policy per se is inimical to their narrow, 

sectional interests.  In deciding who to contain, who to conciliate and how to do it, then, 

statesmen must be mindful of the interest groups that they themselves represent and upon 

whom they rely for political—and financial—support.  Even if domestic supporters are 

ambivalent about the ends of grand strategy, they can be relied upon to have strong 

preferences over the means by which grand strategies are funded. 

Second, leaders must take into account the electoral costs and benefits of their 

foreign policies, at least in democracies like Britain and the United States—the two 

country-cases under investigation in this dissertation.  Leaders do not remain in office 

simply by being in hock to narrow, parochial interest groups and “selling” foreign 

                                                 
74 The literature on this point is vast.  See, inter alia, Trubowitz, Defining the National Interest: Conflict 

and Change in American Foreign Policy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998); Trubowitz, Politics 

and Strategy; Kevin Narizny, The Political Economy of Grand Strategy (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 

2007); Jeff Frieden, ‘Sectoral Conflict and Foreign Economic Policy’, International Organization 42, no. 1 

(1988): 59-90; Frieden, ‘Invested Interests: The Politics of National Economic Policies in a World of 

Global Finance’, International Organization 45, no. 4 (1991): 425-451; and Benjamin O. Fordham, 

Building the Cold War Consensus: The Political Economy of U.S. National Security Policy, 1949-51 (Ann 

Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1998). 
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policies to the highest bidders.75  Instead, successful political leaders must be responsive 

at a general level to the wants and needs of a sufficiently broad slice of the national 

electorate.  Sometimes, public opinion and electoral incentives mandate hawkishness—

activism, jingoism, bullish stances—in foreign policy, making it difficult for leaders to 

make concessions on the international stage.  At other times, public sentiment may be 

more dovish, wary (or weary) of international commitments and unpersuaded on the 

merits of overseas engagements.  National zeitgeists such as these are much more 

favorable to retrenchment and the prioritization of domestic policy rather than expensive 

foreign policies.  In the 1930s, for example, British and French leaders constantly were 

mindful of public opposition to militarism when crafting their responses to the rise of 

Nazi Germany.  In large part, the pervasive belief that electors would not countenance 

investment in militarism drove the Anglo-French policy of appeasement.76 

Last, rulers must be mindful of material resource constraints when crafting their 

responses to rising states.  Can the country afford costly strategies (whether of 

containment or conciliation) or must it by necessity look to cheaper measures of pressing 

its national interest on the world stage?  By definition, of course, Great Powers tend to 

have the wherewithal to deal with most foreign threats.  However, they vary in how 

efficiently their respective leaders are able to mobilize these resources for foreign policy 

objectives.  Sometimes, domestic obstacles exist to investing even abundant resources on 

items such as military expenditure.77  At other times, multiple simultaneous international 

                                                 
75 Gene M. Grossman and Elhanan Helpman, ‘Protection for Sale’, The American Economic Review 84, no. 

4 (1994): 833-850. 
76 Daniel Hucker, Public Opinion and the End of Appeasement in Britain and France (Farnham: Ashgate, 

2011).  On the general point that fragmented domestic opinion can lead to variation in responses to external 

threats, see Schweller, Unanswered Threats: Political Constraints on the Balance of Power (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2006). 
77 Zakaria, From Wealth to Power; Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, Norrin M. Ripsman and Steven M. Lobell, eds., 

The Challenge of Grand Strategy: The Great Powers and the Broken Balance Between the World Wars 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012). 
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threats can lead to difficult decisions regarding how to allocate resources.78  Moreover, 

even the greatest of Great Powers undergo economic downturns and contractions in 

revenue that curtail the amount of resources available for foreign policy ends.79 

In practice, there is overlap between the six factors (three international, three 

domestic) discussed above.  Yet there is analytic purchase to be gained from treating 

them as distinct, for they do not always coincide and, as I illustrate in the empirical 

chapters, can be seen to exert separate streams of influence upon decision-makers.  In 

what follows, I will show that a model that incorporates these six factors is able to 

explain Great Power responses to rising states much more satisfactorily than extant 

power-transition theory.  I go into greater detail about how I deal with conceptualization, 

operationalization and measurement in the following chapter. 
 

Four strategies for dealing with rising challengers 

 

As will be described in more detail in chapter 2, I collapse the six factors 

described above into two independent variables, one pertaining to the international sphere 

and the second capturing variation in domestic politics.  Internationally, I model 

established Great Powers as facing either opportunities to conciliate or incentives to 

contain a rising challenger.  Domestically, the leaders of extant Great Powers preside 

over polities that demand either retrenchment or revanchism in foreign policy.80  The 

                                                 
78 Ripsman and Levy, ‘Wishful Thinking or Buying Time? The Logic of British Appeasement in the 

1930s,’International Security 33, no. 2 (2008): 148-181. 
79 Mandelbaum, The Frugal Superpower. 
80 The French word revanche literally translates as “revenge.”  The word “revanchism” has long been used, 

of course, to describe foreign policies ordered towards the end of reversing territorial losses or otherwise 

avenging national dishonor.  Here, I use revanchism to mean “activist,” “expansive” or “expansionist.” 
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permutations of these two independent variables predict and explain the occurrence of the 

four values of my dependent variable—that is, four possible responses to rising states 

(see table 1): (1) appeasement (low-cost/low-intensity conciliation); (2) strategic entente 

(high-cost/high-intensity conciliation); (3) external balancing (low-cost/low-intensity 

containment); and (4) internal balancing (high-cost/high-intensity containment).  

Appeasement and strategic entente are strategies of conciliation—strategies designed to 

facilitate a rising state donning the mantle of Great Power status, albeit on terms 

favorable to the established Great Power—whereas external balancing and internal 

balancing are strategies of containment—strategies geared towards blocking or even 

reversing a rising state’s onward march.  In what follows, I discuss the four strategies in 

turn. 

 
 

 
 

International incentives 

 

Conciliation 

 

 

Contain 

 

 

 

Domestic 

incentives 

 

 

Retrench 

 

Scenario 1. 

 

Appeasement 

 

 

Scenario 3. 

 

External balancing 

 

 

Revanche 

 

Scenario 2. 

 

Strategic entente 

 

 

Scenario 4. 

 

Internal balancing 

Table 1. Predicting grand-strategic choice 

 

Appeasement in its ideal-type form occurs when the international context affords an 

established Great Power the opportunity to benefit in geopolitical terms from the rise of a 

challenger and when its ruling leadership has domestic-political incentives to pursue a 
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form of retrenchment.  Essentially, appeasement involves the established state ceding 

international-level benefits to the rising state across a range of issue-areas as part of a 

wide-ranging diplomatic package aimed at keeping the distribution of benefits in 

international society reflective of the changing distribution of power, but in a way that the 

extant Great Power can “live with.”  Appeasers are those who recognize some potential 

value in ceding international benefits to a rising state, usually in the form of an 

opportunity to husband the rising state’s material strength to compensate for reductions in 

their own outlays on foreign policy.  Opportunities exist to conciliate a rising challenger 

and domestic preferences push leaders to do so cheaply.  An example of successful 

appeasement in the context of a power transition is Britain’s grand strategy towards the 

United States post-1895, whereby London acquiesced in Washington’s ascent to material 

preponderance in the hope that its “brother across the ocean” would wield its newfound 

global influence in ways amicable to British interests.81 

In contrast, strategic entente occurs when an established Great Power has 

diplomatic opportunities to conciliate a challenger but when its domestic politics favor 

revanchist policies over retrenchment.  In order to accommodate its challenger while still 

catering to domestic interests intent on heavy investment in foreign policy, an established 

state will propose a joint approach to international affairs—a strategy of working in 

concert with the rising state to order world politics in a mutually beneficial way.  Benefits 

will still be ceded to the rising state, but done so at significant cost to the established 

Great Power—costs that the established state is in a domestic-political position to pay for.  

In this way, domestic political exigencies can be catered to while still reaping the 

                                                 
81 Iestyn Adams, Brothers Across the Ocean: British Foreign Policy and the Origins of the Anglo-

American ‘Special Relationship’ 1900-1905 (London: Tauris Academic Studies, 2005); Kupchan, How 

Enemies Become Friends, chapter 3; Bradford Perkins, The Great Rapprochement: England and the United 

States, 1895-1914 (New York: Atheneum, 1968). 
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international benefits of managing a peaceful power transition.  As with appeasement, 

adroit diplomacy is required to ensure that the international conditions militating towards 

conciliation do not prove to be ephemeral—that is, established Great Powers must craft 

their strategies such that they do not unwittingly open the door to a wolf in sheep’s 

clothing.  The United States’ strategy of including Japan and West Germany in its 

stewardship of the post-World War II liberal order can be considered an instance (or two 

separate instances) of strategic entente.  The United States promoted the rise in power of 

both Japan and West Germany during the Cold War partly because Washington a self-

interest to involving each state in the management of regional and world order; each was 

allowed to rise in power such that, by the late 1980s, Germany and Japan were the second 

and third most powerful economies in the world, but was bound to America’s side via a 

web of political, military and economic arrangements designed to ensure that this growth 

in power would complement U.S. grand strategy. 

In terms of containment, external balancing aims at preventing the international 

distribution of benefits from changing in line with adverse power shifts through 

comparatively cheap measures such as collective security organizations, bilateral or 

multilateral alliances, buck-passing and other non-militaristic strategies.  Its defining 

feature as a strategy is the pursuit of containment through means that are sourced from 

the international environment.  External balancing will occur when an established Great 

Power sees little diplomatic gain in conciliating a rival and when domestic politics 

mandate retrenchment; when leaders recognize the threat posed by a rising challenger but 

lack the domestic-political foundations to mount a mobilization of national resources.  

The ill-fated Stresa Front against Germany in the 1930s can be considered a form of 

external balancing and is discussed in chapter 5.  President Eisenhower’s “pactomania” 

of the 1950s can also be considered a shade of external balancing, a strategy of 
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encouraging allies to share more of the burden of containing the threat posed by the 

Soviet Union.82  Today, many observers view President Bush and President Obama’s 

alliances (formal and informal, explicit and tacit) with countries around China’s 

periphery—India, Thailand, Indonesia, the Philippines, Taiwan, South Korea, Japan—as 

an emerging strategy of external balancing towards Beijing.83 

Internal balancing is also a strategy of containment, albeit one which relies upon 

national resources as opposed to international solutions.  Internal balancing occurs when 

an established state has no cause to conciliate a rising challenger and when domestic 

preferences are for revanchist foreign policies.  Far from being inclined to cede 

international benefits to a rising state, the scene is set for the leaders of such states to 

pursue a full-throttled attempt at containing or even rolling back the rise in power of a 

rival.  Internal balancing is characterized by unilateral spending on the military and other 

tools of foreign policy in order to check revisionist tendencies in the rising state.  A broad 

range of overt attempts are made to stymie the rise of a rival—economic and diplomatic 

as well as military.  The goal of internal balancing is to deny a potential challenger any 

increased share in international benefits and to do so in the full glare of domestic 

constituents.  Without resource constraints and when hawkishness is popular 

domestically, the leaders of established Great Powers have incentives to pursue 

containment to public acclamation at home.  Indeed, internal balancing even is prone to 

being pursued to excess given that it is implemented for domestic consumption as much 

as to meet exigencies posed by the international system.  United States responses to 

                                                 
82 Richard A. Melanson, ‘The Foundations of Eisenhower’s Foreign Policy’, in Melanson and David 

Mayers, eds., Reevaluating Eisenhower: American Foreign Policy in the Fifties (Urbana: University of 

Illinois Press, 1987), 54-55. 
83 Friedberg and others refer to contemporary United States policy towards China as “congagement”—a 

mixture of containment (through external balancing) and selective engagement, particularly in the 

economic sphere.  See Friedberg, A Contest for Supremacy.  The term “congagement” was coined in 

Zalmay Khalilzad, ‘Congage China,’ RAND Issue Paper 187 (1999). 
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perceived increases in Soviet power during the 1960s and 1980s can be considered 

archetypal instances of internal balancing. 
 

Significance 

 

This project has been designed to have significance for both International 

Relations scholarship and contemporary public policy debates by contributing to the 

formulation of a theoretical framework capable of explaining both peaceful and 

conflictual outcomes during periods of shifting power in international politics.  In 

particular, the contribution being made here is focused on illuminating one stage of the 

power-transition process: the stage in which an established Great Power chooses its 

response to a rising challenger.  The essential argument is that established Great Powers 

wield crucial influence during moments of shifting power, and that the way they choose 

to exercise this influence—the dependent variable of interest—has potentially epoch-

defining implications for how international change will proceed.  Again, the point is not 

that established Great Powers have total control over how a power-transition dynamic 

will turn out, but the evidence that I present in the following chapters does suggest that 

established states’ responses to an adverse shift in power is an important part of the 

equation, one that has been understudied to the detriment of scholars and policy-makers 

alike. 

By focusing on decision-making by established Great Powers, the dissertation 

aims to generate useful analysis for foreign policy-makers in the U.S. and abroad—as 

well as non-governmental actors who have a stake in understanding the dynamics that 

underpin shifting power in international politics.  In each empirical chapter, I not only 
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illustrate the structural conditions that acted upon agents in various historical contexts of 

shifting power, but I also show how agents can act—indeed, have acted—to affect 

international and domestic-political structures and bring about policies more in tune with 

their normative or political ambitions.  The insight here is that leaders in world politics 

are not helplessly at the mercy of international and domestic-political conditions.  To be 

sure, grand-strategic responses to rising states are dependent upon political antecedents: 

policies will fail if the requisite political foundations are absent, if leaders pursue actions 

that betray a misreading of (or disregard for) political realities.  Yet this is not to say that 

human agency is irrelevant.  On the contrary, it clarifies a crucial role for effective 

leaders: to be cognizant of structural conditions and to undertake whatever must be done 

in order to establish the political prerequisites necessary for any given policy to 

succeed.84 

Another contribution of the dissertation is to document what rising states 

historically have wanted in the context of their rise.  This is an empirical contribution 

rather than a theoretical one.  While most of my research done towards this end has been 

undertaken inductively, by scouring the historical record for evidence as to what the 

particular rising state in question (and their foreign policy executive) has demanded of 

others in the international system, this is not to say that the accumulated evidence lacks 

generalizability.  Where common themes or patterns emerge, I have highlighted them.  

The goal is to produce usable knowledge that can help in predicting what today’s (and 

future) rising and re-emerging Great Powers will demand of their more established peers.  

Again, the point is to contribute to a greater understanding of how policies can be devised 

to make peaceful international change more likely. 

                                                 
84 This aspect of my work is heavily influenced by E.E. Schattschneider, The Semisovereign People: A 

Realist’s View of Democracy in America (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1960); and William H. 

Riker, The Art of Political Manipulation (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986). 
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Last, the dissertation contributes to International Relations literature on 

international order in several key ways.  First, it tackles the question of membership of 

the Great Power club.  Who are the Great Powers in world politics, and which states get 

to constitute “poles” of the international system?  One of the major implications of my 

argument is to suggest that the number of Great Powers or poles in the international 

system is not an exogenous fixture of the international system but rather is partly the 

result of policies enacted by the extant Great Powers themselves—a corollary of 

established Great Powers’ gatekeeping function.85  Second, which facets of international 

order are at risk when power shifts, and which are likely to prove durable?  My theory 

and findings suggest that, ceteris paribus, bilateral agreements to regulate international 

order are much more flexible than multilateral institutions and that this flexibility can be 

a good thing when it comes to promoting peaceful change in the context of power 

transitions.  This is a significant implication of the argument because much of the 

prevailing discourse in contemporary public policy emphasizes the need to integrate 

rising states into extant multilateral institutions.  My research points in exactly the 

opposite direction. 
 

ORGANIZATION 

 

The dissertation is divided into four parts.  Following this introduction, Part I 

continues with a chapter on theory and method (chapter 2).  I outline both my general 

                                                 
85 Drawing on work by Kevin Narizny and others, I suggest that the current membership of the Great 

Power club is largely (although, of course, not exclusively) the product of Anglo-American primacy over 

the past several centuries.  See Narizny, ‘Anglo-American Primacy and the Global Spread of Democracy: 

An International Genealogy’, World Politics 64, no. 2 (2012): 341-373; and Mead, God and Gold. 
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approach to the study of foreign policy and a specific model for explaining grand-

strategic choices made in response to rising states.  I argue that power shifts cannot be 

understood in isolation from either the broader international-political context in which 

they occur or the domestic political conditions that prevail within states.  The concept and 

theory of global gatekeeping is advanced as a profitable way to think about how and why 

established Great Powers act in the context of shifting power.  I justify a research design 

that relies upon a comparative historical analysis of British and American responses to 

rising states, 1890-1990, and describe the data and methodology employed in service of 

developing and testing my argument. 

Part II analyzes strategies of conciliation.  In chapter 3, I compare British policy 

towards the United States and Japan (1890-1922) to flesh out the conditions under which 

a strategy of appeasement will take place.  The Anglo-American case is one of the most 

familiar in the power-transition literature, yet few analyses have assessed the so-called 

“Great Rapprochement” in a comparative context.  In part, this has led to a tendency to 

dismiss the peaceful nature of the Anglo-American power-transition as an anomaly, an 

outcome unlikely to be replicated in world politics.86  An investigation of 

contemporaneous Anglo-Japanese relations helps to test this commonplace assertion.  Is 

there a general formula, or set of circumstances, under which the appeasement of a rising 

state will take place?  If so, what are the historical lessons of pursuing appeasement as a 

strategy?  Under what circumstances will peace between two Great Powers prove to be 

lasting under the duress of a major shift in material capabilities? 

In chapter 4, I compare United States policy towards West Germany and Japan 

during the Cold War.  I treat both sets of bilateral relations as instances in which the 

                                                 
86 See, for example, Organski, World Politics, 323. 
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United States pursued strategic entente towards a rising state.  As with chapter 3, the aim 

is to comprehend the circumstances under which an established Great Power will forge a 

conciliatory strategy towards its rising competitors, albeit this time through via the 

activist and expensive means that are the hallmarks of strategic entente.  My 

characterization of US-German and US-Japanese relations during the Cold War as 

examples of power-transition is something of a departure from conventional 

historiography: while it is unmistakable that Bonn and Tokyo were rising powers during 

the Cold War, the political and economic development of either rarely is portrayed in the 

context of power transitions.  When viewed through the lens of conventional power-

transition theory, however, it clearly is counterintuitive that the United States worked to 

promote the growth in power of two potential rivals instead of stymieing their 

development.  West Germany and Japan rose from complete oblivion in 1945 to the ranks 

of third and fourth biggest economies in the world by 1970, largely under the protection 

and with the assistance of the United States.  What is more, West Germany and Japan 

possessed formidable militaries throughout the Cold War, not to mention the latent 

capacity to produce much greater military arsenals should either have chosen to do so.  

Understanding what led the United States actively to foster the growth in power of these 

potential (and, in fact, erstwhile) regional hegemons is therefore an important part of 

understanding the overall calculus of Great Powers when responding to rising states. 

Part III turns to strategies of containment.  First, chapter 5 analyzes Britain’s 

strategy of externally balancing against Germany during the early twentieth century and 

again in the interwar period.  Britain twice attempted to contain German power via 

mechanisms sourced from the international system—alliances, buck-passing, 

international institutions and collective security organizations.  In each instance, 

however, Britain’s containment of Germany (both times pursued reluctantly by decision-
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makers in London, many of whom preferred to find common cause with Germany rather 

than check Berlin’s growth in power) ultimately proved to be unsuccessful, giving way to 

greater internal balancing and war.  Both cases therefore offer momentous lessons when 

it comes to understanding how established Great Powers might go about containing an 

emerging threat without relying on its own military wherewithal, as well as shedding 

light upon what happens when a preferred grand-strategic response fails or is 

impracticable and an alternative response is required. 

Chapter 6 is the final empirical chapter, and takes stock of the U.S. strategy of 

internal balancing against the Soviet Union in the 1960s and 1980s.  Unlike the cases 

outlined in chapter 5, the cases in chapter 6 focus on instances in which an established 

Great Power choose to rely upon expensive military means to contain a rival instead of 

turning to a comparatively cheaper method of containment.  Moreover, the presidencies 

of John F. Kennedy, Lyndon B. Johnson and Ronald Reagan help to illustrate how 

perceptions—of a rising power’s maturation, its intentions and its domestic politics—are 

just as important in explaining grand strategy as are so-called objective realities. 

Part IV comprises a single chapter, chapter 7, and provides a discussion of 

implications for International Relations theory and public policy-making.  In terms of 

international theory, perhaps the most important implication of my argument is that 

membership of the Great Power circle—that is, polarity itself—is actually endogenous to 

the foreign policies of existing Great Powers.  In other words, Great Power status is as 

much a product of international-level strategic interaction as it is domestic-level 

processes such as modernization, industrialization, urbanization and investment in the 

military.  Drawing on the empirical study of Anglo-American foreign policy developed 

throughout the dissertation, I suggest that London and Washington have for nearly 200 

years been the most important gatekeepers of this most important facet of global order.  
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While Anglo-American influence has not been untrammeled in terms of determining 

“who governs” in international politics, it has been pivotal—especially at key critical 

junctures in international history, including in the contemporary era.  Other implications 

are for the durability of international order and the theoretical possibility of peaceful rise 

in international politics. 

Turning to contemporary policy debates, I look ahead at the rise of China, the 

other so-called BRIC countries (Brazil, Russia and India) and the European Union vis-à-

vis the United States.  How will—and how should—the United States respond to these 

primary actors in an increasingly multipolar world?  What foreign and domestic policies 

can U.S. leaders put in place to affect the future unfolding of world politics?  While it is 

impossible to predict the future with any degree of certainty, the deductive theorizing and 

empirical work presented in the dissertation would be of little value if it could say 

nothing about contemporary and future events. 
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Chapter 2: Theory and methodology 

 

Most approaches to studying power-transitions have in common a focus on dyadic 

or systemic interactions—that is, scholars mostly have attempted to model bilateral 

relationships between rising and declining states, focusing on the general patterns that 

might be expected of two actors under conditions of shifting power.  In contrast, I 

abstract away from strategic interactions and focus instead upon grand strategy-making 

by just one half of the power-transition dyad: the established Great Power.87  This 

primary point of departure leads to three other main analytic differences between my 

work and the bulk of the extant power-transition literature.  First, I place a heavy 

emphasis on the role of individual leaders and decision-makers, recognizing that 

statesmen and diplomats are immediately responsible for the critical choices that 

determine states’ foreign policies and, by extension, the ultimate fate of power-transition 

dynamics.  Related to this, I treat individuals and groups as wielding the capacity to 

reshape the structural context within which they and others operate.  Second, I model 

variation in domestic politics within both established and rising powers instead of treating 

states as monolithic, unitary actors.  Third, I situate Great Power decision-making within 

a “thick” international architecture replete an array of institutions and multiple actors 

(state and non-state) instead of assuming a dyadic relationship devoid of context. 

This chapter begins by elaborating upon these three facets of my general 

approach: agent-centered theorizing, domestic political analysis and attention to 

international society.  Next, I turn to outline my specific theoretical model of Great 

                                                 
87 For another example of this approach, see Copeland, The Origins of Major War. 
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Power responses to rising states.  The final section describes the methodological strategy 

that will be employed to develop and test the theory. 

 

Agent-centered theorizing 

 

After resigning from the British cabinet in March 2003 over the government’s 

decision to join the U.S. in invading Iraq, former Foreign Secretary Robin Cook gave a 

speech to the House of Commons to outline his reasons for stepping down.  Cook 

described his unease that the march to war in Washington and London was being driven 

by the machinations of one leader: George W. Bush.  “What has come to trouble me most 

over past weeks,” Cook confided, “is the suspicion that if the hanging chads in Florida 

had gone the other way and Al Gore had been elected [president of the United States], we 

would not now be about to commit British troops [to war in Iraq].”88  In essence, Cook 

was positing a causal relationship between leaders and foreign policy; his analysis 

implied that U.S. foreign policy would have been significantly different if there had been 

an alternative occupant of the Oval Office.89  Furthermore, Cook was claiming that the 

small cadre of leaders centered on the U.S. president was affecting the broader 

international environment and, as a result, British foreign policy.90  In short, it seemed to 

Cook that the outlook of a few individuals was dictating the pace of international politics 

and inexorably pushing the United States and its allies towards war. 

                                                 
88 BBC, ‘Cook’s resignation speech’, 18 March 2003, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/2859431.stm, accessed 28 

September 2013. 
89 While this might seem like a trivial observation, not all International Relations theories agree that 

variation in leadership or even domestic politics matter for explaining questions of war and peace.  See 

Narizny, Political Economy, 1-8. 
90 For a similar argument about the importance of Bush’s close advisers, see James Mann, Rise of the 

Vulcans: The History of Bush’s War Cabinet (New York: Viking, 2004). 
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Correct or not, Cook’s diagnosis of March 2003 serves a reminder that, in the real 

world of politics, leaders are perceived to matter a great deal when it comes to foreign 

policy-making.  Most practitioners and observers of foreign policy subscribe to a view 

that privileges the role of decision-makers instead of a Tolstoyan view of history as 

impersonal, overwhelming and inexorable.  Those close to the foreign policy apparatus 

observe leaders to be involved in foreign policy-making in at least three ways.  First, 

elected leaders formally are responsible for sanctioning (enacting) agreed upon policies 

and ordering and overseeing (executing) their implementation.  In this sense, at least, 

leaders bear ultimate responsibility for how states act.  Second, leaders often are able to 

control the process by which such policies are made, whether through exercising their 

formal powers of office or through investing their (usually considerable) political capital 

in ways such as agenda-setting.  The Bush administration, for example, went to great 

lengths to frame the post-9/11 national security debate as one in which Iraq featured 

prominently.91  There was nothing inevitable about a link being drawn between 9/11, 

Saddam Hussein’s Iraq and the need for regime change—but political will on behalf of 

the Bush administration ensured that such a link was not only made but was acted upon. 

Finally, and relatedly, powerful (and savvy) political leaders are well placed to 

manipulate the antecedent factors that cause, shape or restrict foreign policy: events, 

public opinion, fiscal realities, elite perceptions of external threats, and so forth.  In this 

way, leaders can put in place the structural building blocks—the heresthetics—required 

to make particular outcomes more likely to obtain.92  Bush’s response to and leadership 

                                                 
91 Jon Western, ‘The War over Iraq: Selling War to the American Public’, Security Studies 14, no. 1 

(2005): 106-139.  See also David Domke, Erica S. Graham, Kevin Coe, Sue Lockett John and Ted 

Coopman, ‘Going Public as Political Strategy: The Bush Administration, an Echoing Press, and Passage of 

the Patriot Act’, Political Communication 23, no. 6 (2006): 291-312; and Chaim Kaufmann, ‘Threat 

Inflation and the Failure of the Marketplace of Ideas: The Selling of the Iraq War’, International Security 

29, no. 1 (2004): 5-48. 
92 Riker, The Art of Political Manipulation. 
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of public opinion after 9/11, his macro-economic policies (particularly his 

administration’s acceptance of borrowing as a legitimate way to finance foreign policy, 

including war) and his administration’s circulation of research identifying Saddam as a 

national security threat all can be considered heresthetical attempts to manipulate the 

antecedent causes of war with Iraq.  Far from being a passive recipient of “inputs” to a 

foreign policy-making process, the Bush administration was assiduous at manufacturing a 

particular “output”—that is, war to remove Saddam Hussein from office.93 

Nevertheless, while political leaders do exercise clear and obvious roles in the 

foreign policy decision-making process from start to finish, “great men” do not make 

history as if operating in a vacuum.94  Foreign policies cannot be reduced to leaders’ 

wills.  Certain structural forces—at home and as well as abroad—act upon statesmen in 

ways that limit the art of the possible.95  This is not to say that leaders are powerless to 

change the immediate-term structural forces that act upon them, but equally it would be 

wrong to suggest that domestic and international structures are wholly plastic and 

malleable.  Instead, there is an interrelationship between structure and agency.96  As such, 

                                                 
93 Other examples abound of leaders creating the antecedent conditions necessary for desired foreign policy 

outcomes.  Consider, for example, the Truman administration’s “over-selling” of the so-called “China 

threat” in the late 1940s and early 1950s, which critically altered in the U.S. the perception of the 

international environment for decades during the Cold War, or President Kennedy’s heresthetical use of the 

(apocryphal) “missile gap” to put in place the conditions necessary for an expansive military build-up under 

his leadership.  On these two episodes, see Christensen, Useful Adversaries; and Christopher A. Preble, 

‘“Who Ever Believed in the ‘Missile Gap’?”: John F. Kennedy and the Politics of National Security’, 

Presidential Studies Quarterly 33, no. 4 (2003): 801-826. 
94 On this question, see Daniel L. Byman and Kenneth M. Pollack, ‘Let Us Now Praise Great Men: 

Bringing the Statesmen Back In’, International Security 25, no. 4 (2001): 107-146; Bear F. Braumoeller, 

The Great Powers and the International System: Systemic Theory in Empirical Perspective (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2012); Robert Jervis, ‘Do Leaders Matter and How Would We Know?,’ 

Security Studies 22, no. 2 (2013): 153-179. 
95 See Trubowitz, Politics and Strategy; Lobell, Ripsman and Taliaferro, eds., Neoclassical Realism, the 

State, and Foreign Policy (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009). 
96 On this broad point, see Walter Carlsnaes, ‘The Agency-Structure Problem in Foreign Policy Analysis’, 

International Studies Quarterly 36, no. 3 (1992): 245-270, although Carlsnaes in this article treats states as 

the actors in question, not leaders. 
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instead of conceptualizing leaders as either omnipotent determiners of foreign policy or 

entirely passive handmaidens of structure, leaders are perhaps best theorized as they are 

in the foreign policy analysis (FPA) scholarly tradition, as “the point of theoretical 

intersection between the primary determinants of state behavior.”97  In other words, 

leaders are the actors through which the structural causes of foreign policy are channeled.  

The specific determinants of grand strategy discussed in this dissertation are outlined 

below, but for now it is simply worth stressing that they are “multifactorial” (there is 

more than one cause of grand strategy) and “multilevel” (causes of foreign policy stem 

from all of the traditional “levels of analysis” in International Relations scholarship).98 

Consistent with the FPA tradition, I maintain that what “occurs between nations 

and across nations is grounded in human decision makers acting singly or in groups.”99  

The question arises, however: Which humans?  Who are the human actors most deserving 

of analytic attention?  In this dissertation, I adopt a focus on the “foreign policy 

executive” within any given state.  I borrow a definition of the foreign policy executive 

from neoclassical realism: “In the foreign policy realm, the state consists of the foreign 

policy executive, principally the head of government and key ministers and officials 

charged with the conduct of foreign policy.”100  Not only does this theoretical choice 

                                                 
97 Valerie M. Hudson, ‘Foreign Policy Analysis: Actor-Specific Theory and the Ground of International 

Relations’, Foreign Policy Analysis 1, no. 1 (2005), 3.  This is also the basic approach adopted in Robert D. 

Putnam, ‘Diplomacy and Domestic Politics: The Logic of Two-Level Games’, International Organization 

42, no. 3 (1988): 427-460; and Trubowitz, Politics and Strategy. 
98 Hudson, ‘Foreign Policy Analysis’, 2.  On levels of analysis, Waltz, Man, the State, and War: A 

Theoretical Analysis (New York: Columbia University Press, 1959); J. David Singer, ‘The Level-of-

Analysis Problem in International Relations’, World Politics 14, no. 1 (1961): 77-92; and Barry Buzan, 

‘The Level of Analysis Problem in International Relations Reconsidered’, in Ken Booth and Steve Smith, 

eds., International Relations Theory Today (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995): 

198-216. 
99 Hudson, ‘Foreign Policy Analysis,’ 1 (emphasis in original).  For an expanded evaluation of FPA as a 

theoretical and research tradition, see Valerie M. Hudson, ed., Foreign Policy Analysis: Classic and 

Contemporary Theory 2
nd

 edition (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2014). 
100 Ripsman, Taliaferro and Lobell, ‘Conclusion: The State of Neoclassical Realism’, in Lobell, Ripsman 

and Taliaferro, Neoclassical Realism, 280-281 (emphasis added). 
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make intuitive sense, given that the individuals that make up a foreign policy executive 

are usually the same individuals endowed with the formal powers to make foreign policy 

on behalf of a state, but it has the added analytic utility of assuming a fixed locus of 

decision-making within states, which allows for comparability across cases while also 

offering the methodological advantage of identifying the particular set of actors and 

organizations in need of research. 

As a final note on leaders and agency, it is important to remember that 

understanding how leaders are (and are not) responsible for foreign policy is important 

for normative reasons as well as for analytic ones.  First, knowing how decisions are 

made is an essential pre-requisite to exercising democratic control over foreign policy 

through a healthy principal-agent relationship.101  Without knowledge of how policy is 

made, civil society—public intellectuals, organized interest groups, the media and 

ordinary citizens—cannot know whom to lobby and hold to account over foreign policy 

decision-making.  Second, if too much emphasis is placed upon the structural 

determinants of foreign policy instead of agent-centered explanations, then public 

officials would be absolved of responsibility for particular foreign policy outcomes.  In 

such circumstances, the whole system of democratic accountability breaks down: nobody 

ever is at fault if structure always is to blame.  Stephen Krasner has written about this 

danger with regards to the temptation to blame foreign policy failures on faceless 

bureaucratic politics102 but Krasner’s insights are equally applicable to instances in which 

foreign policy outcomes are attributed to non-bureaucratic structures such as the 

                                                 
101 For a partial overview of the FPA literature and a normative argument for why it is necessary, see 

Christopher Hill, ‘What Is To Be Done? Foreign Policy as a Site for Political Action’, International Affairs 

79, no. 2 (2003): 233-255.  See also Christopher Hill, The Changing Politics of Foreign Policy (New York: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2003). 
102 Stephen D. Krasner, ‘Are Bureaucracies Important? (Or Allison Wonderland)’, Foreign Policy 7 

(1972): 159-179. 
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international distribution of power, domestic resource constraints, and so forth.  The point 

is that, to a greater or lesser extent, leaders do plot trajectories for the states that they 

govern; they should not be treated as though they do not.  Understanding the scope and 

limits of their agency is thus a critical normative project. 

 

Domestic politics 

 

The specific domestic-political factors that I model leaders as responding to are 

developed in the subsequent sections of this chapter.  For now it is simply necessary to 

establish the broad conceptual framework that I use in the dissertation.  How, in general 

terms, do domestic politics affect leaders’ decision-making over grand strategy?  The first 

way is via the transmission of societal-level preferences to leaders.  It is a basic premise 

of pluralist democratic theory that groups within societies hold different preferences over 

policy and that government policies are the product of competition between these various 

societal interest groups.103  This is as true for foreign policy as it is of domestic policy.  

The relevance for foreign policy analysis is that foreign policy executives are not aloof 

from the state and society that they head.  Usually, leaders belong to and are responsible 

to a particular group—they are anchored in a given “ruling coalition” or “selectorate.”104  

                                                 
103 For landmark texts on pluralism with a focus on the United States, see Publius [James Madison], 

‘Federalist no. 10’ in Clinton Rossiter, ed., The Federalist Papers (New York: New American Library, 

1961); Robert A. Dahl, Who Governs? Democracy and Power in an American City (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1961); Dahl, Polyarchy: Participation and Opposition (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 1971); David B. Truman, The Governmental Process: Political Interests and Public Opinion (New 

York: Knopf, 1951); Grant McConnell, Private Power and American Democracy (New York: Knopf, 

1966).  For criticisms, see Schattschneider, The Semisovereign People; and John Gaventa, Power and 

Powerlessness: Quiescence and Rebellion in an Appalachian Valley (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 

1980). 
104 “Selectorate” is the term of Bruce Bueno de Mesquita, Alastair Smith, Randolph M. Siverson, and 

James D. Morrow, The Logic of Political Survival (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2003). 
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Like other societal groups, such coalitions will have a direct or indirect stake in a specific 

type of foreign policy and will exert pressure upon their elected representatives to enact 

such policies.  As such, the foreign policies of individual states often can be explained 

with reference to the makeup of the ruling coalition responsible for designing and 

implementing them.105  Leaders drawn from broadly left-wing, worker-centric coalitions 

will pursue different foreign policies from those representing mostly right-of-center 

business interests, for example.  Similarly, rulers representing mostly protectionist 

interests will act differently from those beholden to free traders, and so on. 

Beyond representing narrow, parochial interests, however, leaders are also 

responsive to the broader population.  Especially in democracies like Britain and the 

United States (the principal country-cases under investigation in this dissertation), leaders 

must secure a decisive slice of the national electorate in order to gain and retain power, 

usually by providing certain goods106 or by using heresthetics to out-maneuver their 

opponents.  While scholars disagree on the extent to which public opinion exerts an 

independent effect on foreign policy, there is at least evidence to suggest that leaders 

themselves do take public perceptions seriously when making decisions.107  Certainly, 

leaders in democracies respond to perceived electoral exigencies out of political self-

                                                 
105 See Trubowitz, Defining the National Interest; Trubowitz, Politics and Strategy; Narizny, The Political 

Economy of Grand Strategy; Frieden, ‘Sectoral Conflict and Foreign Economic Policy’; Frieden, ‘Invested 

Interests’; Fordham, Building the Cold War Consensus; Snyder, Myths of Empire; Etel Solingen, Regional 

Orders at Century’s Dawn: Global and Domestic Influences on Grand Strategy (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1998); and Richard Rosecrance and Arthur A. Stein, eds., The Domestic Bases of Grand 

Strategy (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993).  There is also a longstanding International Relations 

literature to analyze how exposure to the international system and the international economy can induce the 

formation of certain political cleavages within states.  This is the so-called “second image reversed.”  See 

Ronald Rogowski, ‘Political Cleavages and Changing Exposure to Trade’, American Political Science 

Review 81, no. 4 (1987): 1121-1137; and Peter Gourevitch, Politics in Hard Times: Comparative 

Responses to International Economic Crises (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986). 
106 See Grossman and Helpman, ‘Protection for Sale’; and Kishore Gawande, Pravin Krishna and Marcelo 

Olarreaga, ‘What Governments Maximize and Why: The View from Trade’, International Organization 

63, no. 3 (2009): 491-532. 
107 See, for example, Hucker, Public Opinion and the End of Appeasement. 
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interest and out of mindfulness about what is best for their co-partisans.  Public 

opinion—the “general will” of the country—can thus be an important brake on what 

politicians can achieve.  But it can also serve as a short-term resource for leaders to draw 

upon when trying to push through particular policies.108  Either way, national public 

opinion is a vital ongoing consideration for every leader with more than a minimal 

interest in maintaining power over the long-term.109 

Leaders are also constrained by prevailing national economic conditions, 

especially the availability of economic resources: raw materials, tax receipts, budget 

surpluses, financial reserves, and so forth.  When resources are scant, leaders are limited 

in the extent to which they can devote such resources towards foreign policy ends—both 

in absolute terms and relative to domestic-political priorities.110  In contrast, leaders are 

much more empowered to pursue a variety of foreign policy options when resources are 

(perceived to be) abundant.  Related to this factor is the concept of state strength.  When 

the state apparatus is weak vis-à-vis society, leaders will face difficulties requisitioning 

national resources to bankroll foreign policy: the private sector will be more able to keep 

the country’s wealth out of the hands of government officials.  Strong states, by contrast, 

are much more able to muster national resources and are thus better positioned to conduct 

foreign policies that are both nimble and well-resourced.111 

As noted above, the point here is not that leaders are handmaidens to societal 

interest groups or prisoners to domestic political and economic structures.  Canny 

                                                 
108 See Domke et al., ‘Going Public as Political Strategy: The Bush Administration, an Echoing Press, and 

Passage of the Patriot Act’. 
109 For a landmark defense of the (American) public’s ability to exercise retrospective judgment upon 

national leaders, see V.O. Key, The Responsible Electorate: Rationality in Presidential Voting, 1936-1960 

(Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1966).  
110 Mandelbaum, The Frugal Superpower. 
111 Zakaria, From Wealth to Power. 



 
58 

political leaders can exert influence over domestic political conditions rather being 

wholly subject to them.  Leaders can act as party managers, building coalitions in support 

of a particular foreign policy; they can lead public opinion instead of following prevailing 

trends; and they can implement economic policies to alter the fiscal landscape instead of 

being constrained by existing balance sheets.  Yet this does not detract from the broader 

analytic point that domestic politics matter when it comes to understanding foreign policy 

outcomes.  Even if they are shaped in part by strategic actors—indeed, perhaps because 

they are partly the product of political machinations—domestic political conditions are 

essential to consider when explaining the foreign policy choices made by governments. 

 

The salience of international community 

 

States live alongside each other in some form of international political community 

simply by virtue of being states.  Even sovereign statehood itself is a status conferred by 

states upon one another.  Like any political community, this international environment is 

a system of “inclusion and exclusion.”112  That is, participation in international society 

both affords opportunities and portends risks for its members.  On one hand, organized 

interactions with other countries can offer states an “escape from the state of nature,”113 a 

means of obtaining intrinsic goods for themselves and their citizens—security, prosperity, 

belonging—in what might otherwise look like a threatening anarchic environment.  For 

example, while war might be endemic to international politics, it is less prevalent and 

more regulated than it would be absent the rules and institutions that go together to 

                                                 
112 Andrew Linklater, The Transformation of Political Community: Ethical Foundations of the Post-

Westphalian Era (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1998), 2. 
113 The phrase is from Lake, ‘Escape From the State of Nature: Authority and Hierarchy in World Politics’, 

International Security 32, no. 1 (2007): 47-79. 
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comprise the international community of states.  Similarly, the benefits to states of 

international trade are well documented.  Questions of identity and ontological security 

are less well studied in mainstream International Relations scholarship, but they too are 

increasingly accepted as essential goods that states enjoy vis-à-vis their interactions with 

one another.114  In short, the potential benefits to states of living in international society 

are legion: the fact of living side-by-side with other states can be empowering because it 

creates a series of opportunity structures that present states with viable pathways to 

material and ideational betterment. 

At the same time, however, cohabitation in international society necessitates 

exposure to other states with the capacity to take away or restrict access to these same 

benefits.  Powerful states invade their vulnerable neighbors and deprive others of 

economic well-being through colonization, foreign ownership of national assets or 

unequal trading regimes.  The strongest in the international system can force humiliation 

upon the weak.  In fact, vulnerability is a necessary concomitant of anarchy: as Thomas 

Hobbes argued, even the strongest must fear for their interests—indeed, their very 

survival—in a system where there is nothing to prevent violence and predation.  Yet it 

would be naïve to suggest that the opportunities and the risks of living in international 

society are apportioned equally among all states.  For any given epoch, some states will 

be “on top” in international politics while others will languish at the bottom of the heap.  

Essentially, a state’s place in the distribution of power will determine its access to the 

                                                 
114 Alexander Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1999); Martha Finnemore, National Interests in International Society (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 

1996); Jennifer Mitzen, ‘Ontological Security in World Politics: State Identity and the Security Dilemma’, 

European Journal of International Relations 12, no. 3 (2006): 341-370; Louiza Odysseos, The Subject of 

Coexistence: Otherness in International Relations (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2007); and 

Brent J. Steele, Ontological Security in International Relations: Self-Identity and the IR State (New York: 
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benefits of international living and its exposure to the downsides.115  At the top of the pile 

are the Great Powers—the subjects of this dissertation, which I have labelled the 

“gatekeepers” of global order. 

At the most basic level, foreign policy is the panoply of means by which states—

or, more accurately, states’ foreign policy executives—navigate international politics 

with a view to receiving the maximum amount of benefit from participation in 

international society.  To adapt Harold Lasswell’s memorable phrase to the international 

sphere, world politics is about “who gets what, when, how.”116  Yet as Lasswell’s 

contemporary E.E. Schattschneider pointed out, distributive politics never takes place on 

a level—or even static—playing field.117  Instead, political actors—in this instance, 

states—seek to shape the political context in ways that serve their interests and 

disadvantage their would-be opponents.  As a result, the structure and the organization of 

politics—including the defining characteristics of the international sphere—can be 

considered endogenous to political conflict itself.  The international architecture reflects 

the interests of (and the power imbalances between) today’s states while also bearing the 

imprints of past struggles over how to organize world politics.  In this sense, international 

structure is something wrought by the behavior of states even as it exerts influence over 

how states themselves act; structure and agency are co-constitutive.  In this dissertation, I 

will argue that the practice of global gatekeeping constitutes one of the most important 

ways through which this manufacturing of international political context takes place. 

                                                 
115 For some groups, international society might even make life worse off than it would have been in a state 

of nature.  See Ian Clark, The Vulnerable in International Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2013). 
116 Harold Lasswell, Politics: Who Gets What, When, How (New York: Whittlesey House, McGraw-Hill, 
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But what precisely do states compete over in international politics?  In this 

dissertation, I do not assume a fixed package of benefits as the subject of international 

contestation but rather allow for “what states want” to vary across space and time.  For 

each case study, I establish what rising and established states wanted during each 

historical power transition and how these desires brought them into conflict with each 

other—that is, I identify the nub of international disagreement for every power-

transitional dynamic.  By necessity, this must be a primarily inductive task because the 

precise needs and desires of states differs from case to case and often is historically-

specific.118 

Nevertheless, states’ wants can be categorized into three baskets of goods, each of 

which already has been alluded to above: (1) security, (2) wealth and (3) prestige.  

Turning first to security, all states must pursue policies to protect their borders, 

populations and commercial and administrative centers.  “The state among states,” 

Kenneth Waltz argues, “conducts its affairs in the brooding shadow of violence.”119  With 

no centralized global authority capable of maintaining peace in international affairs, 

states must look to themselves when it comes to ensuring external security.  Such 

security, moreover, is a critical prerequisite for anything else that a state, its leadership or 

its populace might want to achieve.  While Waltzian structural realism holds that states 

are induced to seek security by the anarchical structure of the international system, it is 

also true that leaders possess “self-interested reasons for behaving as realists 

predict”120—that is, for pursuing security and survival on the world stage—because 

failing to provide national security would be anathema to a leader’s domestic survival: 
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“Failure or defeat in international affairs throws open the door to domestic opponents and 

would-be challengers to the throne.”121 

States also seek to extract income from their participation in the international 

economy.  This is because all leaders depend upon their ability to provide public goods to 

domestic constituents, at least to some extent.  Especially in democracies, leaders are 

under pressure to find ways to increase the general public’s standard of living and bolster 

the economic fortunes of key groups of supporters.122  Yet even autocrats must concern 

themselves with national prosperity or else risk losing power, whether because of 

revolution or a palace coup.  Moreover, for all leaders a failure to secure economic 

growth relative to other states will result in a national economy lagging behind its peers, 

creating a potentially dangerous gap in material wealth that could, in turn, create security 

concerns down the road.  How, then, do states seek to secure their economic wellbeing in 

international society?  In fact, the answer to this question depends upon a state’s 

particular circumstance.  Sometimes it will be through pursuing free trade, at other times 

protectionism; sometimes new territory will be sought to bolster national wealth, while at 

other times retrenchment will be pursued in order to curtail expenditure and reduce 

liabilities.  Variation in how states seek to orient themselves vis-à-vis the international 

economy will be a product of various factors.  Whatever their preferred method of 

maximizing the level of national income sourced from the international system, however, 

the point is that all governments desire a free hand in determining their relationship with 

the international economy.  Interaction with the outside world is a primary way of 

maximizing national prosperity and thus prolonging an individual’s (or a party’s) grip on 
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power, and so leaders should jealously guard any power that they have to shape the terms 

of engagement with the international economy. 

It is also natural that states and their leaders seek prestige: in the eyes of domestic 

audiences; among their peers on the world stage; and simply as an end in itself.123  

Prestige has fallen out of favor in much of the International Relations literature on what 

motivates states, having lost ground in an academy predominantly concerned with 

rationalist (materialist) explanations for state behavior.  Yet there is a venerable literature 

on prestige in world politics that goes back centuries.124  Prestige can be an end itself as 

well as a necessary resource without which statesmen cannot achieve their more 

materialistic goals: having prestige can bolster a leader’s international and domestic 

standing and lend itself to the service of particular objectives; lacking prestige, statesmen 

are not only rendered ineffective but also become vulnerable to humiliation, failure and 

ouster.  Indeed, the need for prestige is particularly pertinent during the context of major 

shifts in power as the leaders of rising states see themselves charged with converting 

newfound power into recognition of greatness and the leaders of established states 

possess incentives to buttress their own state’s global standing in the face of relative 

decline. 

Security, economics, prestige—these are the three areas in which states seek 

benefits on the international stage.  As noted above, the exact mix of benefits that a state 
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and the Origins of War’; Markey, The Prestige Motive in International Relations, unpublished PhD 

dissertation (Princeton University, 2000); Lebow, A Cultural Theory of International Relations 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009); and Lebow, Why Nations Fight.  Even realists like Robert 

Gilpin recognize prestige as a major determinant of state action, although Gilpinian realism has been 

overshadowed by its Waltzian counterpart.  See Wohlforth, ‘Gilpinian Realism and International 

Relations’, International Relations 25, no. 4 (2011): 499-511. 



 
64 

will pursue will vary according to its domestic conditions, international situation and 

historical context.  But the overall point is that states must develop foreign policies in 

international society designed to acquire benefits and avoid denial of access to these same 

benefits.  To not do so is to incur penalties as others go about their business of self-help 

and self-aggrandizement.  What, however, is there to be said in more specific terms about 

the behavior of states towards each other during periods of shifting power? 

 

THEORY 

 

Power transitions are episodes when new power differentials between states call 

into question old allocations of benefits reflected in the organization of international 

politics.  They are events that invariably provoke responses from Great Powers, rising 

and established alike.125  Having “suffered what they must” under the old distribution of 

power, newly rising states find themselves in a material position to extract a more 

favorable international settlement from the international community if they so choose—

more security, more wealth, more prestige.  Pursuant of such ends, rising states may seek 

to alter the character of their external environment in some way—improving their relative 

military capabilities whether through new alliances or investment in arms, revising old 

treaties or insisting on new ones, pressing for open markets abroad or closing domestic 

                                                 
125 See Amrita Narlikar, ‘Introduction: Negotiating the Rise of New Powers’, International Affairs 89, no. 

3 (2013), 561: “The rise of new powers is seldom solely a function of growing economic or military 

prowess; much depends on how power is exercised, in relation to whom, the motivations that underpin this 

exercise, and further how action and reaction are interpreted or misinterpreted.  The rise of new powers is 

thus fundamentally a story of bargaining and negotiation.”  Major shifts in the distribution of power also 

affect non-Great Powers, including (perhaps especially) non-state entities and subaltern actors.  While such 

implications of power shifts are not the focus here, this is not to diminish their importance. 
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markets to foreign entry, demanding recognition of greatness or reparations for past 

injustices, and so on. 

As noted above, not all rising states will harbor and decide to act upon revisionist 

impulses.  Some will broadly be satisfied with the international status quo.  Yet even the 

most satisfied of rising states will still invite a response from established Great Powers: 

recognizing that rising states have increased capabilities to press for revisions to the 

international order even if they do not necessarily possess revisionist intentions, the 

leaders of established states have clear and compelling reasons to take seriously the 

growth in power of any and all rising challengers.  For how long will a nominally 

satisfied rising state remain status quo-oriented?  How can dovish ruling coalitions within 

rising states promise outsiders that hawkish leaders never will come to power?  The truth 

is that established states often cannot be assured of the answers to these questions, 

indicative of a fundamental commitment problem126 that plagues the relations between 

established and rising states during an ongoing or anticipated shift in power.  In short, 

then, Great Powers must respond to rising states—all rising states—in some way, shape 

or form.  While not all rising states are revisionist, all of them must prudently be treated 

as if they could be (whether in the short- or the long-term).  And while power-transitions 

do not necessarily portend cataclysmic confrontation over the spoils of international 

leadership, they do induce established and rising Great Powers alike to consider how 

benefits in international society could and should be rearranged in order to ensure a stable 

and long lasting equilibrium between the most powerful states in the international system. 

                                                 
126 See James D. Fearon, ‘Rationalist Explanations for War’, International Organization 49, no. 3 (1995): 

379-414; and Powell, ‘War as a Commitment Problem.’  In fact, I argue below that the commitment 

problem can be solved by the application of certain foreign policies to rising states.  That is, power-

transitional dyads can be ridded of the commitment problem via the adoption of far-sighted and well-

organized grand strategies.  Whether or not uncertainty continues to prevail in the context of a shift in 

power, then, is largely contingent upon the response implemented by an established Great Power (and its 

successful implementation). 
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Responding to rising states 

 

At the most basic level, there are two broad types of strategy that an established 

state can implement in response to another state’s rise in power (see figure 1).  First, an 

established state could assist in bringing a rising state’s allocation of benefits into 

alignment with the new distribution of power.  These are strategies of conciliation, aimed 

at ceding or granting benefits to a rising state in order to remove potential grounds for 

dissatisfaction and enmity.  Second, an established state could work to halt the 

redistribution of power or bring the distribution of power back into alignment with the 

pre-existing distribution of benefits.  These are strategies of containment, which involve 

proactive measures to check or reverse a rising state’s increase in power so as to avoid a 

revision of the international political status quo.  Both of these options are viable—albeit 

opposite—responses to the stimulus of a shift in power and it is impossible to deduce 

which one an established state will adopt with reference to the power shift alone.  Instead, 

this dissertation provides an argument to explain the conditions under which established 

states will accede to changes in the distribution of benefits when faced with rising powers 

and when they will instead opt to invest in alternative grand strategies aimed at 

preserving the status quo.  I argue that the decision to facilitate or oppose a challenger’s 

rise is one that leaders in an established state make with reference to a variety of 

factors—international as well as domestic. 

 

International causes of grand strategy 

 

First, the governments of established Great Powers respond to variation in 

international context.  Sometimes, the international environment will offer considerable  
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Figure 1. Diagram of strategies of containment versus conciliation 
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Figure 2. Causal diagram 
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opportunities for statesmen to reapportion international benefits in order to lubricate the 

peaceful rise of an emerging great power.  At other times, the international context will 

make revisions of the distribution of benefits difficult or undesirable to achieve.  In short, 

the international environment can take on one of two values: it can offer (1) opportunities 

for conciliation or it can close off diplomatic doors and create (2) incentives for 

containment. 

How do I measure international context?  When does the international 

environment lend itself to conciliation and when does it promote policies of containment?  

Here, I treat international context as a composite variable pertaining to (1) the 

institutional architecture within which a power-transitional dynamic is taking place; (2) 

the nature of the rising state’s growth in power; and (3) the configuration of power-

political alignments among the extant Great Powers.  In terms of international-

institutional settings, these can be mostly bilateral or else mostly multilateral.  Power 

shifts that take place in bilateral settings are, on balance, less threatening from the 

perspective of an established state because bilateralism offers a relatively high degree of 

control to an extant Great Power when it comes to managing the redistribution of 

benefits.  Given that established Great Powers always are materially stronger than their 

rising counterparts during the initial phases of a power transition, a bilateral setting 

affords the perfect opportunity for a dominant state to offer certain diplomatic packages 

to a subordinate (even if rising) adversary.  Multilateralism, on the other hand, removes 

important levers of control from the hands of extant Great Powers, tending to “lock in” 

particular distributions of benefits.127  This is because multilateral settings allow for 

                                                 
127 This insight is in contrast to a conventional wisdom that diplomacy flourishes best in balance of power, 

multipolar systems.  See, for example, Adam Watson, Diplomacy: The Dialogue Between States (London: 

E. Methuen, 1982), 4; also Karl W. Deutsch and J. David Singer, ‘Multipolar Power Systems and 

International Stability’, World Politics 16, no. 3 (1964): 390-406.  For a standard text on veto players, see 
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multiple veto-points in the form of third parties who might also have something to fear 

from a rising state’s rise.  Moreover, the well-known phenomenon of the collective action 

problem can lead to multilateral institutional settings hindering the kind of diplomatic 

solutions necessary for the redistribution of benefits in international society: no state 

wants to give up its individual share of the international status quo to achieve what all 

states recognize to be necessary, leading to an inability to respond to shifts in power via a 

conciliatory response.  Recognizing all of this, established states are less likely to be 

optimistic about conciliating a rising power in a multilateral context and thus are more 

likely to conclude that a strategy of containment ought to be put in place. 

Coding the international context of a power-transitional dyad as either multilateral 

or bilateral requires two things.  First, it requires an assessment of the main points of 

contention—explicit and latent—between the rising and established state.  Second, it 

requires an evaluation of whether it was possible for the states in question to address 

these concerns via bilateral agreement or whether their interactions by necessity had to be 

channelled through multilateral institutions.  Usually, is relatively easy to discern from 

the historical record.  For example, in the mid- to late-nineteenth century, the United 

States and Great Britain operated a bilateral relationship that suffered from several 

outstanding disputes (see chapter 3 for more detail).  Yet it is clear that almost all of these 

disputes could be resolved by bilateral means—that is, by submitting disputes to 

arbitration, by concluding new treaties and revising old ones, and so forth.  There were no 

third parties with a direct stake in Anglo-American relations that possessed the will or the 

way to derail Anglo-American rapprochement.  Conversely, it is obvious when assessing 

Britain’s dealings with Germany in the mid-1930s that a purely bilateral relationship did 

                                                                                                                                                 
George Tsebelis, Veto Players: How Political Institutions Work (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

2002). 
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not exist.  Instead, German grievances over arms limitations and territorial arrangements 

could not be solved by unilateral concessions made by Britain and, instead, were 

questions that belonged in multilateral forums. 

Second, established states take into account the root causes of a rising state’s 

increase in power.  Namely, is a rising state growing in power because of structural or 

agentic factors?  Structural factors are those largely exogenous to the choices made by a 

rising state’s decision-makers such as the underlying material endowments of a nation-

state or taken-for-granted social processes such as modernization, industrialization and 

development, which individual leaders have little or no control over.  Agentic factors are 

those endogenous to Great Power decision-making: political choices made by 

governments that are unrelated to the country’s underlying material endowments: the 

decision to conquer new territory or to invest in a new nuclear weapons capability, for 

example.  Often, of course, there is a considerable degree of overlap between these two 

stylized alternatives, but it is usually possible for observers to make a judgment about the 

forces responsible for driving a given state’s rise.  The distinction matters for analytic 

purposes because increases in power that are attributable to structural factors are almost 

impervious to outside pressure; such power shifts do not lend themselves to policies of 

containment because established states recognize the futility of such strategies.  How can 

any country be prevented from modernizing via the application of external pressure?  On 

the other hand, increases in power caused by human agency are much more easily 

checked through adroit foreign policies.128  In these instances, strategies of containment 

are at least feasible, even if not always desirable.  Overall, then, established Great Powers 

                                                 
128 Increases in power that are planned and instigated by human design are also more threatening because 

they can appear to reveal intentions on behalf of the rising state’s leadership—that is, power is being 

pursued out of desire, which creates suspicion that increased power might be used for expansionist 

purposes. 
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are more likely to lean towards conciliation when facing the structurally-induced increase 

in power of a rising state and containment when faced with an agency-driven rising 

challenger. 

To measure whether a rising state’s rise in power was caused by structural factors 

or by human agency, I rely almost entirely upon the perceptions of leaders in the 

established state as gleaned from the historical record.  Towards this end, I refer to both 

the secondary historical literature and, where possible, to primary documents.  It is 

unusual for leaders to make recorded comments about whether a rising state’s ascent is 

being driven by structure or agency, of course; in the real world, political actors do not 

behave in neat accordance within the artificial constructs of my theoretical model.  Yet it 

is possible to piece together a characterization of leaders’ perceptions from the available 

historical evidence.  For example, it is clear from an investigation of official documents 

that British officials regarded Japan’s militaristic advances in China during the early 

1930s as a matter of political choice and wanton aggrandizement.  It is similarly clear that 

the Reagan administration in the 1980s viewed the Soviet Union’s increases in power 

during the late Cold War as products of political design—Third World interventionism 

and investments in military technology, for example—rather than a reflection of 

underlying Soviet strength (which the administration rightly noticed to be illusory). 

Third, the prevailing distribution of allegiances in the international system also 

helps to determine whether an established Great Power will spy opportunity to conciliate 

a rising challenger or else imperatives to contain one.  Namely, is there a common 

geopolitical competitor—a mutual foe—against which an established state and a rising 

state might ally?  If so, the likelihood increases that an established state will see fit to 

promote the rise of a potential challenger because doing so might portend advantages in 

terms of containing the mutual threat.  As noted above, powerful allies are valuable 
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resources in world politics: often, it is better to befriend a rising power than to make an 

enemy of it.  The presence of a common threat can serve as glue to bind together 

established and rising states, a lodestone to orient one another in the same direction and 

to provide reassurance to each that neither will defect.  In the absence of a common 

threat, however, an established Great Power is unlikely to see advantage in conciliation.  

Even when a rising state professes friendship and good intentions, the leaders of 

established Great Powers will have precious little reason to accept such conciliatory 

overtures if there is no common threat to act as a guarantor of friendly relations; it is only 

when states are bound together by geopolitical necessity that this inherent commitment 

problem can be overcome and an alliance can be trusted by each partner. 

Measuring the presence (and absence) of common geopolitical threats is perhaps 

the most difficult empirical task in this dissertation—or, at least, the task most open to 

subjective interpretation and, thus, legitimate criticism.  It is therefore particularly 

important that I am open and transparent about my coding process.  In essence, my 

empirical strategy is to report the number of poles or Great Powers (and, usually, the 

major second-rate powers) that existed for a given epoch and to provide a detached 

evaluation of whether or not it would have been feasible for the established and rising 

state under investigation to unite against any of these states as a common foe.  Here, it is 

important to go beyond merely what is reported by leaders at the time.  For leaders can be 

blinded to theoretical possibilities in international politics because of a restricted 

worldview and a limited understanding of the realm of the possible.  The British Empire, 

for example, did not view the United States as common foe to be shared with Japan 

during the interwar period, even though Japan (up until then a firm ally of Britain) did see 

the U.S. as its primary geopolitical competitor.  As a result, relying upon the historical 

record alone in this case would miss the fact that, actually, a potential common threat did 
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exist in the international system to provide a rationale for continued Anglo-Japanese 

rapprochement.  It is just that Britain did not recognize the potential threat’s existence.  In 

this example (which is, in fact, taken up in chapter 3), I would report what I judge to be 

the presence of a potential common threat to Britain and Japan, thus allowing to reader to 

make his or her own evaluations of my subjective interpretations.  While this is a 

necessarily untidy way to go about coding, it is perhaps the best that can be achieved 

given the inherent nature of the subject matter. 

I use the three factors described above (international-institutional context; cause 

of a rising state’s increase in power; and geopolitical context) to code cases according to 

a dichotomous independent variable—that is, whether the foreign policy executive in 

question faced international incentives to conciliate or contain a rising challenger.  

Sometimes, it will be clearer than at other times just how the case should be coded.  In 

the instance of a “trifecta,” when all three indicators point in the same direction, coding 

will be a straightforward task.  Yet the trifecta does not always hold, with one of the 

indicators sometimes pointing in the opposite direction to the other two.  In such 

circumstances, I go with the majority of the indicators in order to code my case according 

to the independent variable, but it should be expected that the predictions of my model 

will be weaker than would otherwise have been the case. 

To be sure, there are several other international and transnational factors to 

explain why an established Great Power might view a rising state with a greater or lesser 

degree of wariness.  Do the established and rising states share a common culture?  If so, 

this might make narrowing disparities in power less threatening from the perspective of 

the established state.  Are the domestic politics of the rising state marked by xenophobic 

attitudes and autarkic tendencies?  If so, such attitudes and policies are likely to 

encourage an established Great Power to view the rising state with heightened suspicion.  
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Historical legacies of enmity or amity might also pertain to particular power-transitional 

dyads in significant ways.  As such, I do not pretend that the three factors outlined above 

are an exhaustive list of the ways in which international politics can affect an established 

state’s response to a rising power.  Nevertheless, I do submit that the factors developed in 

this dissertation are among the most important determinants of strategic choice under 

conditions of shifting power.  Essentially, it is the task of my empirical analysis to justify 

this assertion and to evaluate the plausibility of alternative explanations through a 

methodical sorting of the available evidence. 

 

Domestic causes of grand strategy 

 

Established Great Powers are not only reactive to international structure, of 

course: their domestic political circumstances also affect choices regarding foreign policy 

and grand strategy.  Domestic cross-pressures are particularly visible when leaders 

contemplate how much to invest in foreign policies versus domestic politics: invest too 

much in foreign policy and leaders will be criticized for neglecting priorities on the home 

front; invest too little and they will be chastised for hollowing out the nation’s defenses 

or failing to press the national interest on the world stage.  Again, I model variation in 

domestic politics as a dichotomous variable, this time with values retrenchment and 

revanchism.  It is measured with reference to three domestic-political characteristics: (1) 

the political-economic makeup of the ruling coalition; (2) electoral incentives; and (3) 

resource constraints. 

First, ruling coalitions vary by how much they benefit from investment in costly, 

especially militaristic, foreign policies.  As noted in the introduction, foreign policies—
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like all public policies—have distributional consequences.  That is, how a state organizes 

(and finances) its foreign relations will affect domestic groups in different ways.  Some 

groups benefit from high public spending on foreign policy, especially if they do not bear 

all the costs of paying for it.  Such groups include those with a direct stake in maintaining 

the international political and economic status quo and those who are heavily invested in 

aggressive foreign policies such as imperialism and expansionism.  Military 

organizations, for example, are touted as one example of a domestic group with 

preferences for high public expenditure on the armed forces and other tools of foreign 

policy.  Arms manufacturers are another example, as are economic interest groups with 

significant investments in overseas colonies or those groups with an interest in 

maintaining a particularly kind of international economic order.  By contrast, there are 

other domestic groups that have a direct interest in curtailing public expenditure on 

foreign policies.  Such groups include economic interests with a focus on domestic 

markets or tax-payers with a general economic incentive to lower the fiscal burden 

carried by the state.  In deciding how to respond to rising states, then, it is critical that 

leaders be cognizant of their domestic coalition’s desires and the limits of what 

supporters will countenance. 

In order to measure the political-economic orientation of ruling coalitions, I seek 

to code coalitions as either favoring “guns” or “butter” when it comes to fiscal policy.129  

As noted above, those favoring guns are those made up of groups with direct or indirect 

stakes in expensive—or, at least, relatively activist—foreign policies: those whose 

economic interests are tied to the fate of either the core or the periphery of the 

international system, as well as military-colonialist interests.130  Those favoring butter are 

                                                 
129 See Trubowitz, Politics and Strategy, 23-30. 
130 See Narizny, The Political Economy of Grand Strategy, 19-22. 
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those whose political fate is tied to success in the domestic realm instead of foreign 

affairs.  Sometimes, of course, ruling coalitions are divided over whether the 

preponderance of the state’s fiscal resources should be devoted towards foreign or 

domestic policy, but usually it is possible to discern which of these two opposing 

viewpoints holds the upper hand within any given coalition.131  Making this judgment 

requires a solid account of the particular groups that comprised historical coalitions—a 

task that, in turn, demands some attention to the secondary literature—and reference to 

primary sources that document the particular interest groups that leaders were keen to 

placate via their implementation of particular foreign policies.  For example, it is obvious 

from the work of historians that Neville Chamberlain’s Conservative Party owed much of 

its domestic support to business owners and to groups associated with London’s great 

financial institutions.  Yet relying on this analysis alone would miss the empirical fact 

that Chamberlain himself also appears to have regarded working class voters in Britain as 

integral members of his election-winning ruling coalition.  A mixture of secondary and 

primary research, therefore, is required to ascertain the particular societal interest groups 

that leaders respond to while in power. 

Second, leaders must take into account the broader contours of electoral politics.  

The point is that leaders are not only in hock to the narrow, parochial interest groups to 

which they responsible.  Usually, leaders also must be responsive at a very general level 

to a broad slice of the electorate—at least, that is, if such leaders value re-election to high 

office.  The salient distinction in terms of electoral politics and public opinion is one 

between dovish and hawkish sentiment.  Sometimes, the general public will harbour 

ambitions for a strong and assertive foreign policy (hawkishness), a prevailing mood that 

                                                 
131 Trubowitz, Politics and Strategy, 40. 
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will increase the hurdles to leaders making concessions on the world stage.  Hawkish 

polities therefore militate towards containment over conciliation because to conciliate 

would be to invite the ire of a domestic public with the power to inflict considerable 

retribution.  At other times, however, public sentiment is weary of internationalism and 

opposed to activist foreign policies (dovishness), a type of national mood that is much 

more in tune with retrenchment over revanchism. 

Again, I measure public opinion primary with reference to leaders’ perceptions.  

This partly out of necessity: reliable measures of public opinion (via sophisticated 

opinion polling, for example) simply do not exist for most of the historical periods that I 

analyse in this project.132  But it is also for methodological reasons: the goal is to not to 

gain an accurate measure of public opinion per se, but to measure the particular 

representation of public opinion that leaders themselves were aware of and were 

responding to at the same.  In taking stock of public opinion, I draw on the excellent 

example of Daniel Hucker in his recent exposition of public opinion’s influence on 

Anglo-French policies of appeasement in the 1930s.133  Hucker shows that the precise 

sources of public opinion that individual leaders respond to is, in fact, a variable.  Some 

leaders place stock in newspaper editorials, some pay attention to popular 

demonstrations, whereas still others such as Britain’s Neville Chamberlain prefer to rely 

upon the reports of closely trusted advisers (in Chamberlain’s case, his sisters).  It is thus 

an inherently qualitative enterprise to locate, examine and accurately measure public 

opinion for my purposes.  As such, I represent public opinion (and leaders’ related 

expectations about their individual prospects for re-election) as best I can for each of the 

                                                 
132 Where such data do exist, I seek to make use of them, although it should never be assumed that 

government officials at the time based their own assessments of public opinion on these measures. 
133 Hucker, Public Opinion and the End of Appeasement. 
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cases under investigation, but I make no claim to adhere to a uniform measure of the 

variable.  A convenient standardized measure simply does not exist. 

Last, rulers must pay attention to the presence of resource constraints when 

crafting their responses to rising states.  What resources are available to put towards 

checking the increase of power of a rising competitor?  Are there high costs to trying to 

acquire more resources?  Typical resource constraints include an empty national treasury, 

budget imbalances, high levels of national debt, imbalances of trade, a weak or unstable 

currency, public sector corruption, unrelenting pressure to spend on domestic programs, 

crippling reparations or tributary payments that need to be made to external powers, or 

few opportunities to extract resources from the domestic economy.  When such 

constraints are present, leaders must necessarily cut their foreign policy cloth accordingly 

(retrenchment).  Absent such constraints, leaders have much more leeway to craft 

expensive grand strategies (revanchism).  I measure resource constraints with reference to 

the available secondary historical literature, relevant quantitative indicators, and 

especially by taking account of specific leaders’ recorded perceptions about fiscal 

circumstances.  For leaders often perceive resource constraints differently than an analyst 

might do with the added benefit of hindsight.  This is certainly true of some of the leaders 

discussed in this dissertation—President Johnson and President Reagan in chapter 6, for 

example—who regarded fiscal resources as being quite freely available despite clear 

signs that this supposed abundance was not all that it seemed. 

Again, I leverage these three factors pertaining to the domestic sphere (coalitional 

preferences; electoral incentives; and resource constraints) to code my case studies 

according to a dichotomous independent variable—this time, whether the foreign policy 

executive faced domestic-political incentives for revanchism or retrenchment in foreign 

affairs.  And again, sometimes the task of coding will be more complicated than at other 
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times.  When all three indicators point in the same direction (“the trifecta”) then it will be 

obvious how to code the case.  But when the trifecta does not hold—and there is never 

anything to suggest that it should—then the indicators will provide mixed signals as to 

how the foreign policy executive is expected to behave.  As above, in such circumstances 

I will tend to accept what the majority of the indicators predict about an executive’s 

behavior in order to code my case according to the domestic-level independent variable.  

Even so, I expect under such circumstances that the predictions of my model will be 

weaker than if a trifecta had obtained; the empirical record should reveal the presence of 

conflicted pressures acting upon the foreign policy executive. 

There are several domestic political factors that have been left out of the model 

for purposes of tractability: bureaucratic politics, the left-right distinction between parties 

of power, ideology, political culture, the personal idiosyncrasies of individual leaders, 

regime type, and so forth.134  I do not suggest that these factors are unimportant for 

understanding how states act in the context of shifting power.  Yet I do maintain that they 

are not decisive factors and, taken together, that the three factors outlined above can do 

an adequate job of capturing the relevant variation within a domestic polity when it 

comes to explain a state’s response to a rising power.  Even so, I take care in the 

empirical chapters to be charitable to alternative explanations of grand strategy by 

looking for evidence that would infirm my own theoretical model and lend credence to 

rival hypotheses. 

 

Outcome: Grand-strategic choice 

 

                                                 
134 John Peterson, ‘In Defence of Inelegance: IR Theory and Transatlantic Practice’, International 

Relations 20, no. 1 (2006): 5-25. 
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Combined, the four permutations of my two independent variables—international 

context (whether favouring conciliation or containment) and domestic politics (whether 

favouring retrenchment or revanchism)—produce four theoretical scenarios (see table 1 

in the previous chapter).  Each scenario represents a value of my dependent variable—

that is, the strategy that defines a Great Power’s response to a rising state.  These are 

ideal-type strategies that, in practice, rarely are adopted in a conscious fashion by real-

world political actors.  Yet they are useful at an analytical level for discerning patterns of 

foreign policy behavior.  Of the four strategies, two are aimed at conciliation—that is, 

bringing the distribution of benefits into alignment with the changing distribution of 

power—and two are aimed at containment—bringing the distribution of power (back) 

into alignment with the prevailing distribution of benefits.  Two of the grand strategies 

are high cost, pursued only when domestic politics are for revanchism over retrenchment, 

and two are low cost, pursued when domestic conditions favor retrenchment.  The four 

strategies were discussed in brief in the previous chapter, but in what follows I discuss 

each in somewhat greater detail before proceeding to outline how I code cases as 

conforming to a particular value. 

Appeasement in its ideal-type form occurs when the international context affords 

an established Great Power the opportunity to benefit from the rise of a challenger and 

when its ruling leadership has domestic-political incentives to pursue a form of 

retrenchment.  Essentially, appeasement involves the established state ceding benefits to 

the rising state across a range of issue-areas as part of a diplomatic package aimed at 

husbanding the rising state’s material strength to its own ends.  Because the goal of 

appeasement is to use a rising state’s increasing power to compensate for reductions in 

the established state’s own involvement in world affairs, such “benefits” often take the 

form of acquiescence in the rising state’s militarization.  Whatever the exact mix of 
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benefits being conceded, however, the essential hallmarks of a strategy of appeasement 

are unilateral concessions on issues of great importance to the rising state and 

concomitant reductions (or restraint) in the established Great Power’s own foreign policy 

outlays.  Both must be observed for me to code any given strategy as one of appeasement.  

This is not to say that appeasement is a strategy of inaction or capitulation, however.  

Strategists who choose appeasement in the context of shifting power still have keen 

incentives ensure that a rising state will not in the future deploy its preponderant power in 

ways disadvantageous to the established state’s interests.  Appeasers thus look for 

diplomatic options that will create long-lasting unity of purpose between established and 

declining states, “commitment devices” that will offer insurance against the cessation of 

benefits to a rising state ultimately proving to have been a fatal mistake. 

In contrast, a strategy of strategic entente occurs when an established Great 

Power has diplomatic opportunities to conciliate a challenger but when its domestic 

politics favor revanchist policies over retrenchment.  In order to accommodate its 

challenger while still investing heavily in foreign policy, an established state will propose 

to cede certain international benefits to a rising state but in a way that requires heavy 

outlays on behalf of the established state.  As noted above, this often will be tantamount 

to a “joint approach” to world affairs—a strategy of working in concert with the rising 

state, with each Great Power coordinating their foreign policies to operate in mutually 

beneficial ways.  Crucially, strategic entente retains an active (and activist) role for the 

established Great Power, which is in contrast to the more circumscribed role sought under 

a strategy of appeasement.  As such, while strategic entente is like appeasement in the 

sense that it involves the far-reaching cession of international benefits to the rising state, 

the package of benefits being conceded under strategic entente will be dramatically 

different from that witnessed under appeasement. 
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Namely, strategic entente will visibly be aimed at sating a rising state by 

encouraging it to be a passive recipient of benefits rather than an active claimant of 

benefits.  Most notably, this can be achieved by allowing the rising state generous 

economic benefits or via the provision of “free security” to the rising state—a security 

umbrella or a defensive guarantee, for example.  The United States’ strategy of including 

Japan and West Germany in its stewardship of the post-World War II liberal order can be 

considered an instance (or two separate instances) of strategic entente: the United States 

promoted the rapid rise to material preponderance of both Japan and West Germany, 

offering each generous political, diplomatic and economic benefits, because Washington 

recognized opportunities to involve each state in the management of regional and world 

order even if the United States itself was not itself inclined towards retrenchment.  Both 

states, however, were encouraged not to invest too many national resources in 

militarization; the preference was for the United States to retain responsibility for overall 

defense (especially nuclear defense) instead of “allowing” those countries to develop 

their own independent capabilities.  The defining characteristics of strategic entente, then, 

are a cession of international benefits to a rising state but no significant decreases in 

foreign policy outlays on behalf of the established state. 

In terms of containment, external balancing aims at preventing the international 

distribution of benefits from changing in line with power shifts, but through 

comparatively cheap measures such as relying on collective security alliances, buck-

passing, and other non-militaristic strategies.  External balancing will occur when an 

established Great Power sees little diplomatic gain in conciliating a rival (and thus 

resolves to keep the balance of power in line with the prevailing distribution of benefits) 

and when domestic politics mandates retrenchment.  In general, external balancing is thus 

recognizable when established Great Powers refuse to make concessions to rising states 
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on any matters of importance between the two—particularly areas that will substantially 

increase the hard power of the rising state—but when foreign policy expenditure is kept 

relatively low or even reduced.  The defining characteristic of external balancing is that 

means of balancing against—or –containing—a rising state are sourced from the 

international system, whether by encouraging certain foreign policies  on behalf of other 

states or by altering the structural context of the international environment in some way.  

Usually, but not always, international alliances will be formed.  Yet there are other 

international-level devices that can be used to contain a rising challenger beyond formal 

alliances: the construction and enforcement of international laws; the creation of certain 

international institutions and organizations; or the use of diplomacy to direct a rising 

state’s efforts towards other international arenas or to encourage third parties to take on 

the burden of containment (buck-passing).  Several of these permutations of external 

balancing will be discussed in chapter 5. 

Internal balancing is also a strategy of containment.  It occurs when an 

established state has no incentive to conciliate a rising challenger—that is, when the 

challenger’s rise portends only negative consequences for the established state—and 

when domestic preferences are for revanchism over retrenchment.  Under such 

circumstances, established Great Powers are well positioned to opt for expensive and 

aggressive policies of containing (or even rolling back) the rise in power of a rising 

challenger.  As I explain in chapter 6, strategies of internal balancing are even prone to be 

pursued to excess of what would be required merely to check the rise in power of a rival 

state because part of the impetus for pursuing internal balancing is domestic in origin, not 

international.  Driven by sectional interests intent on maintaining high levels of 

involvement in the international arena, internal balancing is characterized by unilateral 

spending on the military in order to check revisionist tendencies in the rising state and by 
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obvious and calculated attempts to stymie the rise of a rival—economic and diplomatic as 

well as military. 

For every observation, then, I measure the dependent variable (1) “directly,” by 

reporting observable outcomes consistent with particular grand strategies; and (2) 

“indirectly” via process tracing, drawing attention to the causal process that I imply exists 

between my independent variables and the dependent variable.135  In particular, I look at 

the kind and the quantity of concessions being offered to a rising state; the kind and the 

quantity of resources being devoted towards foreign policy by the established state; and 

the decision-making process that appears to have led to the formulation of the strategy in 

question.  Again, however, it warrants emphasizing that the four strategies delineated 

above are ideal-types.  In practice, leaders do not think precisely in the terms that I have 

outlined.  Even the concept of a grand strategy is, to some extent, artificial—an attempt to 

impose analytic order upon a real world phenomenon that often lacks clear design.  As 

such, the actual strategies that leaders choose to implement (whether consciously or not) 

will often defy the analytic categories implied by my explanatory model.  Lines will be 

blurred.  Nevertheless, the role of social science theory and conceptual frameworks is to 

assist in understanding a complex world; the test of my theory is how far it does a 

reasonable job of this.  Where the empirical historical record confirms my theory’s 

expectations, the model is strengthened.  When grand strategies are instead unclear or 

mixed (according to my schema) then it is my task as an analyst to uncover the reasons 

why. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

                                                 
135 I follow the example laid out in Snyder, Myths of Empire, 61. 
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Broadly stated, I develop and test my theory with reference to historical cases of 

Great Power responses to rising states.  The rationale is that if the theory is capable of 

explaining past instances of grand-strategic response then perhaps it also will hold 

insights for contemporary and future world politics. 

 

Britain and the United States 

 

I focus on British and American responses to rising states during the late 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  Between them, Britain and the United States have 

been the dominant world powers throughout this entire period (and, indeed, up to and 

including the present day in the case of the United States).136  For the past two centuries, 

no other states have been more deserving of the “global gatekeeper” moniker than the 

twin Anglo-American powers.  If a theory is to explain the behavior of any states in the 

context of shifting power, then, it should be able to explain the responses of the Anglo-

Americans.  If it cannot explain British and U.S. grand strategy then it is difficult to see 

how the theory could be at all useful.137  Moreover, given that the United States is today 

the world’s lone superpower in international politics—and given that the contemporary 

United States is the country-case that I am most interested in extrapolating to—it makes 

sense to base this study on the Anglo-American experience.  Understanding how the 

United States has so far responded to rising states (and how its closest relative in the 

international system has done likewise) is essential for drawing implications about how 

                                                 
136 Narizny, The Political Economy of Grand Strategy, 33; Narizny, ‘Anglo-American Primacy and the 

Global Spread of Democracy’; Mead, God and Gold. 
137 Kevin Narizny makes a similar argument.  See Narizny, The Political Economy of Grand Strategy, 32. 
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the United States could and should wield its influence going forward with respect to 

Brazil, Russia, India, China and other rising states. 

At the same time, focusing on Britain and the United States is also attractive for 

methodological reasons.  Restricting the analysis to the experiences of just two extant 

Great Powers allows for a happy blend of similarity and variability among the case 

studies under investigation, both across-case and within-case.138  Potential causes of 

grand strategy such as regime-type, economy-type and political culture can be held 

constant or controlled for; if either Britain or the U.S. (or both) can be shown to vary in 

their responses to rising states then constant aspects of their domestic-political can be 

eliminated as causal factors.  On the other hand, the Anglo-Americans have confronted 

multiple rising states under a variety of geopolitical conditions—under multipolarity, 

bipolarity and unipolarity, for example, as well as in institutional settings that were 

broadly multilateral versus broadly bilateral.  Domestic political conditions within Britain 

and the United States also have varied considerably over the period under investigation, 

and the relatively open and democratic nature of Britain and the United States—and the 

convenience of each country’s two party system—make it comparatively straightforward 

for a researcher to record such changes.139  Change on these variables at both the 

international and the domestic levels of analysis might track with variation in grand-

strategic responses to rising states; essentially, it is the empirical task of this dissertation 

to establish whether or not they do in a controlled and methodical fashion.  In short, a 

comparative analysis of British and American foreign policy allows for sufficient 

variation on the dependent variable and independent variables of interest such that the 

                                                 
138 As Stephen Van Evera explains, selecting similar cases for investigation can help to “control for the 

effect of third variables: the more similar the cases the less likely that the action of third variables explains 

passed tests.” Stephen Van Evera, Guide to Methods for Students of Political Science (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 1997), 57. 
139 Narizny, The Political Economy of Grand Strategy, 32-33; Trubowitz, Politics and Strategy, 37. 



 
88 

theory under investigation can be subjected to rigorous empirical tests, while 

simultaneously helping to rule out alternative explanations.  The result should be a fairly 

comprehensive, albeit necessarily limited, evaluation of my theory’s usefulness, 

explanatory power and general applicability. 

 

Case selection 

 

I focus on eight cases of British or U.S. responses rising states.  This number of 

cases was settled upon in order to reconcile a fundamental methodological trade-off 

between the need for “external validity and robustness of the results” (achieved most 

easily with large-N, randomized samples) and the feasibility of being able to undertake 

“detailed research” in the service of internal validity and accuracy (only possible for one 

researcher to achieve with a relatively small number of cases).140  The cases were 

selected according to the following process and criteria.  First, I picked one “flagship” 

case of each of the four values of my dependent variable.  The purpose of each of these 

cases is to showcase a canonical example of the strategy under investigation—to 

demonstrate that the strategies conceptualized as part of my theory are, in fact, evident in 

the real world of international politics and to confirm that my hypothesized causal factors 

are at play.  Because they were selected on the dependent variable, these flagship case 

studies are not appropriate for making generalizable inferences about the universal causes 

of particular grand strategies.  Nevertheless, they are critical for making the (prior) 

descriptive inference that such strategies are bona fide, recognizable and meaningful.  

The flagship cases also are useful for testing the plausibility of my theory—that is, 

                                                 
140 Zakaria, From Wealth to Power, 25. 
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confirming that my proposed casual mechanisms are at least present in cases where the 

outcome already is known. 

To broaden the generality of my argument and findings, I have selected for each 

chapter an additional case with which to undertake a controlled comparative analysis 

alongside the given flagship case.  These comparative cases were selected for their 

observed values on my independent variables of interest but without regard to the study’s 

dependent variable (grand-strategic response).  That is, I selected cases with values on the 

independent variables that I would expect to cause the grand strategy under 

consideration.  For example, in chapter 3 on appeasement, I selected the exemplary case 

of Britain’s appeasement of the United States as my flagship study of appeasement and 

added the contemporaneous case of Britain’s relationship with Japan for comparative 

purposes.  Anglo-Japanese relations exhibit the values on each of my independent 

variables of interest that I would expect to cause appeasement: the relationship was 

mostly bilateral; Japan’s rise in power was judged to be exogenous rather than 

endogenous to Japanese domestic politics; there existed a common geopolitical threat to 

gel Britain and Japan together; and domestic political conditions militated towards 

retrenchment.141  The empirical task with comparative cases such as the British-Japanese 

case, then, is one of coding the dependent variable (is the predicted value of the 

dependent variable observed?) and assessing the integrity and significance of my 

proposed causal mechanism. 

A secondary consideration was to select cases for maximum within-case variation 

on the dependent variable (for flagship cases) and the independent variables (for 

comparative cases).  Such within-case variation is used to multiply the number of 

                                                 
141 Indeed, the domestic political conditions prevailing in Britain during the Anglo-American and Anglo-

Japanese case studies are identical because the cases are contemporaneous. 
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empirical observations under analysis and thus leverage greater analytic rigor from my 

limited number of case studies.  If I observe fluctuations on the value of my dependent 

variable within a single case, then I should be able to observe concomitant changes in the 

values of one or more of the independent variables.  Conversely, changes on the values of 

the independent variables should produce alterations in grand strategy.  Where these 

predictions hold up, the explanatory power of my theory is buttressed; where they fail, 

my theory suffers as a result. 

Of course, there are inherent limitations given my small sample size and non-

random method of case selection.  These limitations demand modesty when it comes to 

making generalizable claims.  Nevertheless, by focusing on the two principal Great 

Powers of the past two centuries and by conducting in-depth, careful and theoretically-

driven empirical work, I aim to demonstrate that my model has explanatory purchase 

where it counts. 

 

Comparative historical analysis 

 

In concrete terms, I employ all three types of case study described by Stephen 

Van Evera for testing theories.  First, I conduct a “controlled comparison” in each 

chapter, pairing cases and “asking if values on the pairs are congruent or incongruent 

with the test theory’s predictions.”142  In essence, the comparative cases become 

yardsticks with which to assess the direction of causality and the causal weight of each of 

                                                 
142 Van Evera, Guide to Methods, 56-57.  The presence of similar values on the independent variables were 

not guaranteed by my method of case selection because it could have turned out that any of my flagship 

cases, which were chosen on the dependent variable, did not confirm the predictions of my model by 

revealing the presence of the hypothesized values of the independent variables.  Similar values were only 

set to occur for each of my comparative studies so long as my deductive theory held up reasonably well.  In 

the event, all four of my comparisons do work to some extent. 
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the variables under investigation.  Points of contrast between values on the independent 

variables—when leaders in one case study are under acute pressure to retrench and 

leaders in the comparative case are not under pressure to retrench, for example—should 

produce differences in grand strategy that correspond to this variation.  My theory is 

strengthened when grand strategy varies at moments and in the direction that I have 

predicted, but it is weakened whenever grand strategy does not vary according to points 

of contrast or if differences in grand strategy occur in the opposite direction to that which 

I have hypothesized. 

At the same time, I conduct congruence procedures, “looking for congruence or 

incongruence between values observed on the independent and dependent variable and 

values predicted by the test hypothesis.”143  Here, the ideal-type predictions implied by 

my theory substitute for a comparative case; cases are judged against “what should have 

happened” if my theory is correct.  Whereas the controlled comparisons described above 

are used to leverage across-case variation, I use congruence procedures to leverage 

within-case variation among all of my eight case studies, assessing whether values on my 

independent and dependent variables “covary [over time] in accordance with the 

predictions of the test hypothesis.”144  Such procedures are useful for their intrinsic 

analytic power (to establish the existence of a relationship between cause and effect) but 

also because they multiply the number of observations under analysis—that is, by 

generating numerous observations from each single case study.  As noted above, I 

specifically selected cases with sufficient within-case variation to allow for such 

procedures to be undertaken. 

                                                 
143 Van Evera, Guide to Methods, 58. 
144 Van Evera, Guide to Methods, 62. 
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Last, I process trace within each case to establish whether the causal mechanism 

implied by my theory is evident.  This procedure has natural benefits in terms of making 

causal inference145 but, like the congruence procedure, it too helps to generate extra 

observations—this time, causal process observations.146  The main advantage of process 

tracing is to verify that my proposed causal mechanism exists and that there is not 

another theoretical process at work to explain my hypothesized relationship between 

cause and effect.  Another benefit of process tracing is to guard against endogeneity 

problems, allowing me to show that my hypothesized causes temporally precede changes 

in the dependent variable and are, in fact, causes of change on the dependent variable 

instead of merely correlates of change.  Process tracing can also be useful when it comes 

to devising policy recommendations because it allows for the identification of critical 

junctures at which adroit diplomacy has served to influence the relations between a rising 

and declining state. 

In terms of evidence, I draw upon both original archival research and the available 

secondary (historical and political science) literature.  Because of the availability of 

documents and because of the relative strength of the respective secondary literatures, the 

balance between primary and secondary sources is not equal for each chapter.  Even so, I 

have attempted to include enough evidence for each of my claims to satisfy the reader.  

Archives visited include the Lyndon B. Johnson, Ronald Reagan and Harry Truman 

presidential libraries, the British national archives in Kew, and the U.S. national archives 

in Washington, DC and at the University of Maryland-College Park.  I have also 

                                                 
145 “The cause-effect link that connects independent variable and outcome is unwrapped and divided into 

smaller steps; then the investigator looks for observable evidence of each step.”  Van Evera, Guide to 

Methods, 64-67. 
146 David Collier, Henry E. Brady and Jason Seawright, ‘Sources of Leverage in Causal Inference: Toward 

an Alternative View of Methodology’ in Henry E. Brady and David Collier, eds., Rethinking Social 

Inquiry: Diverse Tools, Shared Standards 2
nd

 edition (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2010), 188-191. 
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surveyed archival material available in published formats: the U.S. national security 

archives (largely available online) and the Foreign Relations of the United States (FRUS) 

series (available in print), for example, although these primary sources have only been 

included in the text when necessary to make an empirical point.  Biographies and diary 

entries have also proven to be a valuable source of primary evidence at certain points.  

Where possible and relevant, this mostly qualitative material is supported by reference to 

quantitative data.  In every instance, I have looked for evidence that would confirm my 

theoretical predictions as well as evidence that would call my argument into question.  At 

every stage, I have privileged an explanation of “the relationship between the perceptions 

of statesmen—rather than [the relationship between] objective measures [of the 

independent variables]—and state policy.”147  Sometimes, discerning the perceptions of 

historical figures can be a difficult task.  By necessity, I often have been forced to rely on 

the judgments of historians about what leaders’ perceptions were at any given moment.148  

At other times, however, my own judgments have been required.  Where this has been the 

case, I have flagged it in the text.149 

  

                                                 
147 Zakaria, From Wealth to Power, 24; emphasis added. 
148 Snyder, Myths of Empire, 64.  See also Trubowitz, Politics and Strategy, 39. 
149 In additional to the works cited, I have found the following texts to be useful guides on how to conduct 

good historical work and case study research: Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and 

Theory Development in the Social Sciences (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2005); Marc Trachtenberg, The Craft 

of International History: A Guide to Method (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006); Trachtenberg, 

The Cold War and After: History, Theory and the Logic of International Politics (Princeton:  Princeton 

University Press, 2012); Ian S. Lustick, ‘History, Historiography, and Political Science: Multiple Historical 

Records and the Problem of Selection Bias’, American Political Science Review 90, no. 3 (1996), 605-618; 

and Brady and Collier, eds., Rethinking Social Inquiry. 
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PART II: CONCILIATION 

 

Chapter 3: Appeasement 

 

Scholars of power-transitions tend to regard Britain’s conciliation of the United 

States at the end of the nineteenth century as something of an anomaly.  The conventional 

wisdom is that major shifts in power between states do not pass off peacefully—

especially not when leadership of the international system is at stake.  That the United 

States was able to surpass the British Empire (first in the Western Hemisphere, later in 

truly global terms) without the two Great Powers coming to blows is therefore difficult 

for traditional power-transition theory to account for.  Why did Britain not try to stymie 

the rise of the United States or at least contain its growing influence?  Why not strangle 

the United States—if not in its cradle, as Winston Churchill famously urged of the Soviet 

Union, then at some other point during its formative years?  Although Britain lost the 

Revolutionary War and fought the U.S. to a stalemate in the War of 1812, it certainly was 

not beyond Britain’s capabilities to contain U.S. expansionism later in the century, 

especially during the Civil War and at the moment when the U.S. began to edge towards 

a truly global outlook.  So why did Britain instead actively promote Washington’s 

aggrandizement by, for example, lending diplomatic and limited material support during 

the War of 1898?  In general terms, why would any established Great Power choose to 

appease another state in the context of an adverse shift in power? 

To answer these questions it first must be recognized that not all rising states 

portend ruination from the perspective of an extant Great Power.  Indeed, finding a way 

to benefit from another state’s material ascent is perhaps the shrewdest possible 
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diplomatic move for a state undergoing relative (let alone absolute) decline.  In this 

chapter, I argue that established states will choose to conciliate a rising challenger when a 

particular set of international conditions are present: when dyadic relations take place in a 

mostly bilateral context; when a rival’s growth in power is judged to be caused by 

underlying structural factors; and when there is a common threat against which to join 

forces.  They will choose appeasement as a particular strategy of conciliation (as opposed 

to strategic entente, discussed in the next chapter) when domestic politics favor 

retrenchment over revanchism—that is, when the foreign policy executive is responsible 

to a ruling coalition with an economic stake in domestic as opposed to international 

priorities; when electoral politics favor dovish politicians and policies over hawkish ones; 

and when resource constraints are high.  Empirically, I show that these conditions were 

indeed present to explain the Anglo-American “Great Rapprochement”—the canonical 

example of a successful strategy of appeasement in the power-transition literature. 

Of course, a single case study can only accomplish so much when it comes to 

testing the explanatory purchase of a theory.  In order to strengthen the analysis, then, I 

add a comparative study of the contemporaneous case of Anglo-Japanese relations, 1890-

1922.  Selected for its values on my model’s independent variables—that is, the 

international and the domestic-political contexts of Japan’s rise to power in East Asia—

the empirical challenge with the Anglo-Japanese case is to establish whether Britain 

likewise pursued a strategy of appeasement towards Japan as a rising challenger.  In fact, 

I show that London did pursue a broad strategy of appeasement towards Tokyo, even if 

the eventual (post-1922) outcome and implications of this case differ dramatically from 

the epilogue to the Anglo-American rapprochement.  In all, the Japanese case helps to 

corroborate the generality of my argument and cast doubt on the singular uniqueness of 

the United States’ peaceful rise.  This chapter shows that established states can—and 
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have—put in place successful strategies to usher rising states into the Great Power club, 

and suggests some lessons for how strategies of appeasement can be conducted with a 

view towards cementing enduring peaceful relations between established and rising states 

in international politics. 

 

BRITAIN AND THE UNITED STATES, 1890-1922 

 

The following case study of Anglo-American relations has been organized to 

proceed methodically and will serve as a template for how each of the dissertation’s 

“flagship” case studies will be presented.  First, I justify my treatment of the United 

States in the late nineteenth century as a rising state.  Second, I draw upon the extant 

literature to characterize Britain’s response to United States as one of appeasement 

according to my model.  Third, I analyze the international conditions that contributed to 

this policy of appeasement.  Fourth, I analyze the domestic-political determinants of 

appeasement.  In the fifth section I discuss the timing of the Anglo-American 

rapprochement. 

 

America’s rise in power 

 

By almost every measure, the United States was a rising power at the end of the 

nineteenth century and into the early twentieth century.150  Territorially, the U.S. (and its 

                                                 
150 For a brief overview of the characteristics of America’s rise, see Zakaria, From Wealth to Power, 44-

81, 86-89.  On U.S. territorial expansion, see Kagan, Dangerous Nation; and George C. Herring, From 

Colony to Superpower: U.S. Foreign Relations Since 1776 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008). For 

overviews of the United States’ relative increases in power during the first half of the twentieth century, see 
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dominions) grew from being 888,685 square miles in size in 1790 to covering 3,734,265 

square miles by 1900 (table 2).  Once a cluster of fragile former British colonies hemmed 

in between the Atlantic and the Appalachians—untested in terms of national defense 

(and, indeed self-government) and vulnerable to European empires on every flank—the 

United States was by the end of the nineteenth century a mighty empire in its own right, 

spanning the entire North American continent from coast to coast and in possession of 

island territories in the Atlantic, Caribbean and Pacific.151  In terms of population, the 

United States had grown from a nation of less than four million at the time of its 

independence to 76.2 million by 1900—a 19-fold increase.  The U.S. population 

increased by between 21 and 36.4 percent every decade of the nineteenth century (see 

table 3).  This burgeoning population was essential in allowing the U.S. to settle and 

establish effective control over the vast territory that it acquired in the century following 

its independence.152 

America’s military power grew considerably in line with these changes.  A large 

population contributed to the ability of the U.S. to field commensurately large armies in 

times of war.  Over three million soldiers were mobilized by the Union and the 

Confederacy during the Civil War, for example.  Four million U.S. citizens were 

mobilized to fight World War I.  While American statesmen shied away from 

maintaining a large standing army during times of peace, the nation’s ability to ready 

itself for war—thanks in part to its huge population—was sizable.  In addition, the U.S. 

                                                                                                                                                 
Donald W. White, The American Century: The Rise and Decline of the United States as a World Power 

(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996); and Kennedy, The Rise and Fall. 
151 Herring, From Colony to Superpower.  For a good overview of the literature on U.S. expansion, see 

Robert L. Beisner, ed., American Foreign Since 1600: A Guide to the Literature 2
nd

 edition (Santa Barbara: 

ABC-CLIO, 2003). 
152 Of all the Great Powers, the United States ranked second (behind Russia) in terms of population.  See 

Kennedy, The Rise and Fall, 199. 
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expanded its naval forces towards the end of the nineteenth century and at the beginning 

of the twentieth.  For a long time, U.S. leaders had rejected the need for any naval forces  

 

Year Acquisition Territory acquired Total size 

1790  888,685  

1803 Louisiana 

Purchase 

827192 1,715,877 

1819 Florida 72003 1,787,880 

1845 Texas 390143 2,178,023 

1846 Oregon 285580 2,463,603 

1848 Mexican Cession 529017 2,992,620 

1853 Gadsden Purchase 29460 3,022,080 

1867 Alaska 586412 3,608,492 

1898 Hawaii 6450 3,614,942 

1898 Philippines 115600 3,730,542 

1899 Puerto Rico 3435 3,733,977 

1899 Guam 212 3,734,189 

1900 Samoa 76 3,734,265 

1904 Canal Zone 553 3,734,818 

1914 Corn Islands (until 

1970) 

4 3,734,822 

1917 Virgin Islands 133 3,734,955 

1947 Trust Territory of 

the Pacific Islands 

8489 3,743,444 

Table 2. Territorial expansion of the U.S. (square miles)153 

 

above and beyond what would be required for coastal defense.  In practical terms, U.S. 

commerce and shipping were protected by the British Royal Navy, which dominated the 

seas and provided international public goods by keeping sea lanes open and piracy in 

check, thus allowing the U.S. to avoid the cost of manufacturing its own navy.  Towards 

the end of the nineteenth century, however, the historical pattern of choosing to possess 

naval inferiority began to unravel.154  For although naval power had been growing for 

                                                 
153 Source: United States Bureau of the Census, Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times to 

1970, Part 2 (Washington: Bureau of the Census, 1975), 428. 
154 Kennedy, The Rise and Fall, 247-249. 
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some time before the Spanish-American War, the acquisition of the Philippines in 1898 

(and the exigencies of defending the archipelago against potential predation) provided a 

specific impetus for the U.S. to construct a large “blue water” fleet.155  Basing rights were 

acquired, overseas territory annexed, coaling stations established and new technologies 

promoted towards the end of building the U.S. Navy to a point where, by 1914, it was the 

third largest in the world156 and, by the time of the 1922 Washington Naval Conference, 

it was formally recognized as the equal of the British. 

 
 

Year Population % +/- 

1790 3,929,214  

1800 5,308,483 +35.1% 
1810 7,239,881 36.4% 
1820 9,638,453 33.1% 
1830 12,860,702 33.4% 
1840 17,063,353 32.7% 
1850 23,191,876 35.9% 
1860 31,443,321 35.6% 
1870 38,558,371 22.6% 
1880 50,189,209 30.2% 
1890 62,979,766 25.5% 
1900 76,212,168 21.0% 
1910 92,228,496 21.0% 
1920 106,021,537 15.0% 
1930 123,202,624 16.2% 

    Table 3. U.S. population increases over time157 

 

 In terms of commercial and industrial capacity, too, the United States came to 

dominate the world during the so-called Gilded Age.  Among the world’s Great Powers, 

                                                 
155 Each of the post-bellum American presidents engaged in maritime expansion to a greater or lesser 

degree, from Grant and Hayes’s acquisition of basing rights in Hawaii and Samoa to Garfield, Arthur and 

Cleveland’s sanctioning of ship-building.  President Harrison would be a particularly strong proponent of 

maritime expansion.  See Herring, From Colony to Superpower, 292-297, 375. 
156 Kennedy, The Rise and Fall, 203. 
157 Source: Herbert S. Klein, Population History of the United States 2

nd
 edition (New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 2012), 232-236. 
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the U.S. accounted for a plurality of world manufacturing output by 1900—boasting 23.6 

percent compared to Britain’s 18.5 percent (by comparison, Britain had led the United 

States 22.9 percent to 14.7 percent in 1880).158  The United States boasted the world’s 

largest urban population by 1900 and also topped the list for iron and steel production 

and energy consumption.159  Paul Kennedy summarizes the sheer scale of America’s 

economic growth: “Between the ending of the Civil War in 1865 and the outbreak of the 

Spanish-American War in 1898, for example, American wheat production increased by 

256 percent, corn by 222 percent, refined sugar by 460 percent, coal by 800 percent, steel 

 

 1880 

 

1890 1900 1910 1914 

Britain 650,000 679,000 1,065,000 2,174,000 2,714,000 

France 271,000 319,000 499,000 725,000 900,000 

Russia 200,000 180,000 383,000 401,000 679,000 

United States 169,000 ?240,000 333,000 824,000 985,000 

Italy 100,000 242,000 245,000 327,000 498,000 

Germany 88,000 190,000 285,000 964,000 1,305,000 

Austria-Hungary 60,000 66,000 87,000 210,000 372,000 

Japan 15,000 41,000 187,000 496,000 700,000 

Table 4. Warship Tonnage of the Powers, 1880-1914160 

 

 Capital ships Aircraft carriers Total tonnage 

 

Britain 525,000 135,000 660,000 

United States 525,000 135,000 660,000 

Japan 315,000 81,000 396,000 

France 175,000 60,000 235,000 

Italy 175,000 60,000 235,000 

Table 5. Warship tonnage allowed by the Washington Naval Treaty.161 

                                                 
158 Kennedy, The Rise and Fall, 149, 202. 
159 Kennedy, The Rise and Fall, 200-201. 
160 Source: Kennedy, The Rise and Fall, 203.  Kennedy notes that he is unsure of the figure for the United 

States in 1890. 
161 Amounts given in tons, not tonnes. 
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rails by 523 percent, and the miles of railway track in operation by over 567 percent.”162  

Kennedy goes on: 

In 1914, the United States was producing 455 million tons of coal, well ahead of 

Britain’s 292 million and Germany’s 277 million.  It was the largest oil producer 

in the world, and the greatest consumer of copper.  Its pig-iron production was 

larger than those of the next three countries (Germany, Britain, France) combined, 

and its steel production almost equal to the next four countries (Germany, Britain, 

Russia, and France). Its energy consumption from modern fuels in 1913 was equal 

to that of Britain, Germany, France, Russia, and Austria-Hungary together.  It 

produced, and possessed, more motor vehicles than the rest of the world together.  

It was, in fact an entire rival continent and growing so fast that it was coming 

close to the point of overtaking all of Europe.163 

 

Financially, the United States would only eclipse Britain in the 1920s.  Even in 

Latin America, British finance and investment was far greater than that of the United 

States.164  Even so, by most comparative measures, it was clear to most observers—and it 

is even clearer today, with the benefit of hindsight—that the United States was set upon 

an inexorable path towards global preponderance during the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries.165  When the long nineteenth century came to a close around the time 

of the outbreak of World War I, the United States dwarfed its rivals in terms of national 

wealth, both in aggregate and in per capita terms.  While national income in the U.S. 

stood at $31 billion in 1914, it was just $11 billion for Britain and $12 billion for 

Germany.  That same year, per capita income in the U.S. was $377, which compares 

favorably to $244 for Britain and $184 for Germany (Russia’s per capita income was just 

                                                 
162 Kennedy, The Rise and Fall, 242. 
163 Kennedy, The Rise and Fall, 244. 
164 Thomas F. O’Brien, The Century of U.S. Capitalism in Latin America (Albuquerque: University of New 

Mexico Press, 1999). 
165 As early as 1835, Alexis de Tocqueville had forecast that the U.S. was being “called by a secret design 

of Providence one day to hold in its hands the destinies of half the world.”  The other half of the world, 

Tocqueville predicted with some prescience, would rest in Russia’s hands. 



 
102 

$41).166  This newfound power was converted into magnificent geopolitical influence, 

certainly in the Western Hemisphere but also in East Asia and, especially during 1917-

1919, in Europe too.  In short, the United States was a rising power—its national 

capabilities considerably stronger than they had been in the early nineteenth century.  

While few predicted in 1900 that the twentieth century would be an unambiguously 

American Century, the writing was on the wall for those inclined to look for it. 

 

The Great Rapprochement 

 

America’s rise in power brought the country into potential geopolitical conflict 

with the British Empire.  In the century following the Treaty of Paris (1783) to confirm 

U.S. independence from Britain, London maintained an active foreign policy in the 

Western Hemisphere.  Not least of all, London boasted an expansive land and maritime 

empire in North, South and Central America as well as the wider Atlantic region.  

Britain’s dominion ranged from the Canadian Arctic to the southernmost reaches of the 

South Atlantic; and from Vancouver Island in the Pacific Northwest to British Guiana 

(Guyana) on the northern coast of South America.  Of the 28 island countries of the 

Caribbean in existence today, over half were part of the British Empire during the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  Control of the West Indies—as well as ownership of 

strategic islands such as Ascension Island, Tristan da Cunha, Saint Helena, Bermuda and 

the Falkland Islands—helped to assure British naval mastery of the Caribbean, the 

Atlantic and, indeed, the entire eastern seaboard of the Americas.  On land, too, Britain 

was a formidable geopolitical player.  Upon its confederation in 1867, British North 

                                                 
166 Kennedy, The Rise and Fall, 243. 
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America (Canada) became the largest territorial unit in the entire hemisphere.  In South 

America, British influence effectively underpinned the Monroe Doctrine by deterring 

continental European intervention in the affairs of the independent Latin American states.  

It was London, not Washington, for example, that brokered Uruguayan independence via 

the Treaty of Montevideo (1828), and—as noted above—it was British commerce that 

dominated Latin American trade rather than northern interests.167 

Britain’s expansive interests in the Americas brought London into conflict with 

Washington several times post-1783 independence.  To be sure, outright hostilities 

between the Anglo-Americans were rare.  The War of 1812 stands out as the only armed 

conflict fought between the two, but relations were positively strained at various points 

throughout the nineteenth century: for example, during the Caroline affair of 1837, the 

Aroostook War of 1838-1839, the Pig War of 1859, amid various irregular “Fenian 

Raids” against Canada168 and, of course, owing to Britain’s policy of tacit support for the 

Confederacy during the U.S. Civil War (which led to the long-running Alabama 

claims).169  Border disputes along the U.S.-Canadian frontier were common even if, by 

and large, they fell short of violence.  Given this history of conflicting interests and 

occasional hostilities, then, it was by no means certain that Britain would conciliate the 

United States as it began to markedly increase in power during the second half of the 

nineteenth century.  Washington’s growth in power ought to have aroused suspicion and 

                                                 
167 O’Brien, The Century of U.S. Capitalism in Latin America. 
168 The Fenian Raids were a series of incursions into Canadian territory by groups of Irish Republicans 

who sought to force Britain to withdraw from Ireland.  The incursions were launched from bases in the 

United States.  See Hereward Senior, The Last Invasion of Canada: The Fenian Raids, 1866-1870 

(Toronto: Dundurn Press, 1991). 
169 During the Civil War, several warships used by the Confederacy had been built in British ports, 

including the eponymous Alabama.  After the war, the U.S. governed sued Britain for damages resulting 

from the warships’ activities.  For an excellent overview of the Alabama claims and their resolution, see 

Adrian Cook, The Alabama Claims: American Politics and Anglo-American Relations, 1865-1872 (Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press, 1975).   
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even panic in London; a strategy to stymie or reverse the rise of the United States would 

not have been out of the ordinary.  Indeed, many politicians in Washington during the 

late nineteenth century worried that Britain was already encircling the United States, 

arguing that Britain’s mastery of the Atlantic, the Caribbean and the Pacific left the U.S. 

vulnerable to British dictates.170 

In the event, of course, it was conciliation and not containment that came to 

characterize the Anglo-American relationship as the U.S. steadily rose in power 

following the U.S. Civil War.  That is, as the U.S. emerged as a contender for regional 

hegemony and ultimately as a global Great Power, London engaged in a broad strategy of 

redistributing benefits in Washington’s favor instead of taking steps to halt the American 

advance.  Conciliation can be said to have begun with the Treaty of Washington of 1871, 

which settled a range of issues that had marred Anglo-American relations for decades: 

disputes over fishing rights, questions surrounding navigation of the St. Lawrence, 

outstanding claims arising from the U.S. Civil War (particularly the Alabama claims), 

British demands for redress over the Fenian Raids, and disagreements over international 

law regarding maritime neutrality.  In estimating the impact of the Washington Treaty, 

historians concur that the compact “was largely to America’s satisfaction . . . this was a 

treaty that, by and large, Americans liked much and the British accepted grudgingly, as 

the price to be paid for easing into the new geopolitics of American dominance in North 

America and a greater American role in the wider world.”171  The treaty, however, was 

only the beginning. 

                                                 
170 Trubowitz, Defining the National Interest, 64. 
171 Jeremy Black, Fighting for America: The Struggle for Mastery in North America, 1519-1871 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2011), 376.  British parliamentarian William Kepple (the Viscount 

Bury, later the 7
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her colonies upon the conclusion of the treaty.  His report, for the Royal Colonial Institute, broadly 

anticipated the conclusions of later generations of historians.  America reaped handsome rewards in 

material terms, while Britain’s chief victory was “renewed and increased amity with the United States.”  
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Venezuela, Panama, Alaska: 1895-1903 

 

Paul Kennedy cites three British concessions to the United States as emblematic 

of the policy of appeasement: (1) London’s agreement to settle the Venezuela Dispute 

(1895) via international arbitration; (2) the Hay-Pauncefote Treaty (1901), by which 

London recognized Washington’s right to exercise unilateral control over a trans-

isthmian canal in Central America (the Panama Canal); and (3) the settlement of the 

Alaska boundary dispute (1903) on terms broadly favorable to the United States at 

Canada’s expense.172  For the most part, each of these concessions pertained to specific 

territorial disagreements, but long-term strategic and economic considerations clearly 

were evident in how these separate issues were handled by the British and how they were 

ultimately resolved. 

Consider, first, Britain’s approach to resolving the Venezuela Crisis of 1895.173  

The crux of this issue was a boundary dispute between Caracas and the colonial 

authorities in British Guiana (present-day Guyana).  While the dispute had simmered for 

decades, the crisis became internationalized after Caracas began to press its case in 

Washington with the aid of William Scruggs, a professional lobbyist and former U.S. 

ambassador to Venezuela, who sought to frame the issue in terms of U.S. foreign policy 

towards Latin America.174  By portraying British policy towards Venezuela as an act of 

                                                                                                                                                 
See William Coutts Keppel Albemarle, Balance Sheet of the Washington Treaty of 1872, in Account with 

the People of Great Britain and Her Colonies (London: Edward Stanford, 1873), 27.  For a contemporary 

American viewpoint, see Caleb Cushing, The Treaty of Washington: Its Negotiation, Execution, and the 

Discussions Relating Thereto (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1873). 
172 Paul Kennedy, ‘A Time to Appease’, The National Interest 108, no. 6 (2010): 7-17. 
173 Not to be confused with the Venezuela Crisis of 1902-1903. 
174 Walter Lafeber, The New Empire: An Interpretation of American Expansion 1860-1898 (1998 [1963]), 

253. 
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territorial aggrandizement and by invoking the Monroe Doctrine against such incursions 

by European states,175 Scruggs ultimately was able to arrange the passage of an Act of 

Congress recommending that the Anglo-Venezuelan dispute be submitted to international 

arbitration.  Grover Cleveland’s Secretary of State, Richard Olney, wrote to the British 

government, insisting that “the United States is practically sovereign on this continent 

and its fiat is law upon the subjects to which it confines its interposition.”  Taking it upon 

himself to explain to the British why the U.S. was dominant in the hemisphere, Olney 

surmised that “[America’s] infinite resources combined with its isolated position render it 

master of the situation and practically invulnerable as against any or all powers.”  

Initially, London rejected Olney’s argument with a measure of incredulity.  “The 

Government of the United States is not entitled,” Lord Salisbury replied, “to affirm as a 

universal proposition, with reference to a number of independent States for whose 

conduct it assumes no responsibility, that its interests are necessarily concerned in 

whatever may befall those States simply because they are situated in the Western 

Hemisphere.”176  Ultimately, however, London backed down from this position and 

agreed to the American demand of arbitration.  In doing so, it unavoidably proffered tacit 

approval of the expansive “Olney interpretation” of the Monroe Doctrine.  According to 

Robert Kagan, Britain’s response to the U.S. intervention in the Venezuela Dispute 

amounted to a declaration “in a more formal manner than ever before that they [the 

British] would cede dominance of the [western] hemisphere to the United States.”177  The 

                                                 
175 See the pamphlet, William Lindsay Scruggs, British Aggressions in Venezuela, or, The Monroe 

Doctrine on Trial (Atlanta: The Franklin Printing and Publishing Company, 1895). 
176 The exchange between Olney and Salisbury is quoted in Joseph Smith, The United States and Latin 

America: A History of American Diplomacy, 1776-2000 (New York: Routledge, 2005), 57-58.  Emphasis 

added. 
177 Kagan, Dangerous Nation, 373-374. 
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right of the U.S. to act on behalf of states in the western hemisphere had been conceded; 

America had been appeased. 

 Several years later, Britain conceded to the U.S. on another bilateral issue of great 

importance: the question of control over a trans-isthmian canal in Central America.  With 

the Clayton-Bulwer Treaty of 1850, the Anglo-American powers had agreed that neither 

of them should be able to establish sole authority over (or fortify) a trans-isthmian canal.  

The strategic logic behind such an agreement was obvious: if either side were to control 

maritime traffic through a Central American canal, that country would be able to 

significantly augment its own power and influence at the expense of the other.  Jealousy 

over ownership of the canal could easily lead to hostilities.  In 1901, however, Britain 

agreed to an alteration of the status quo.  A new agreement, the Hay-Pauncefote Treaty, 

stipulated that the U.S. would enjoy the right to establish sole control of a Central 

American canal, albeit with nominal (and essentially unenforceable) guarantees for 

international shipping.  Whereas Clayton-Bulwer had amounted to “an unprecedented 

Anglo-American political undertaking to cooperate in canal construction,”178 Hay-

Pauncefote was a repudiation of bilateral cooperation and an expression of London’s 

recognition of U.S. preponderance in the western hemisphere.179  The old strategy of 

                                                 
178 Smith, The United States and Latin America, 34. 
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attempting to engage the U.S. in a kind of joint stewardship of regional affairs180 was 

being replaced by a clear and growing policy of appeasement.181 

The final episode in Kennedy’s trilogy came in 1903, when Britain agreed to the 

Hay-Herbert Treaty to establish a six-member tribunal to arbitrate a long-running 

boundary dispute between Alaska and the Canadian province of British Columbia.  Under 

the terms of the treaty, each side was to appoint three members to the arbitral tribunal.  

While Britain and Canada appointed judges to the panel (one British, two Canadian) in 

keeping with the notion that the tribunal was being constituted to rule on a matter of 

international law, President Theodore Roosevelt sent three politicians to press U.S. 

interests.  There was never any question that these American “judges” would compromise 

on vital U.S. objectives; observers recognized that the U.S. delegation would instead act 

according to political ambition rather than the letter or spirit of the law.  Nevertheless, 

and over and above some vocal Canadian objections, Britain accepted the panel’s 

ultimate ruling that the U.S. should gain ownership of the long stretch of disputed 

Alaskan coastline.  A far cry from earlier territorial settlements in the Pacific Northwest 

such as the Oregon Treaty of 1846, which had been so favorable to Britain that it was 

attacked by expansionists in the U.S. for ceding too much, the 1903 settlement signalled 

the extent to which London had lost its appetite to oppose Washington on matters relating 

to North America.  The clear goal of British policy was now to appease the U.S. towards 

                                                 
180 Clayton-Bulwer can be considered alongside two other specific British proposals enjoining the U.S. to 

collaborate with Britain in the governance of the Americas that were extended during the first half of the 
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stop giving preferential treatment to its own shipping (under Wilson in 1914).  See Edward S. Kaplan, U.S. 

Imperialism in Latin America: Bryan’s Challenges and Contributions, 1900-1920 (Westport: Greenwood 
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the end of fostering Anglo-American amity.  Stephen Rock regards the Alaska boundary 

incident as a final act in London’s strategy of appeasement: “British appeasement of the 

United States had reached its conclusion,” he writes.  “The last serious bone of contention 

had been removed from the Anglo-American diplomatic agenda, and relations between 

the two countries became increasingly close and cordial.”182  Yet while the Alaska 

boundary dispute certainly marked the end of the Anglo-Americans vying for territory in 

North America, it did not mean the end of potential geopolitical competition between the 

two powers.  Instead, Britain would be forced to grapple with the global implications of 

America’s rise for some time to come. 

 

The War of 1898 

 

If the instances of British appeasement described above are confined mostly to 

continental and regional matters then Britain’s appeasement of the U.S. in the context of 

the Spanish-American War (1898) was of a much more global bent.  More than any other 

diplomatic incident, Britain’s treatment of the U.S. in the War of 1898 signalled 

London’s support for Washington’s growing role on the world stage.  In 1897, John Hay 

(then the U.S. ambassador to Britain) had sought assurances from Britain that the Royal 

Navy would not intercede on Spain’s behalf in the event of war between Washington and 

Madrid over the future of Cuba.  Lord Salisbury is said to have assured Hay that 

London’s interest was solely that order be restored on the Caribbean island.  Reporting to 

                                                 
182 Stephen Rock, Appeasement in International Politics (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2000), 

29. 



 
110 

President McKinley, Hay confided that “we need apprehend no interference from 

England if it became necessary for us to adopt energetic measures” in Cuba.183 

In the event, Hay’s confidence in British acquiescence was a wild 

underestimation.  When hostilities broke out in 1898, London did not simply look the 

other way as the U.S. imposed its will in Cuba, but rather it lent concrete support to the 

effort—albeit beneath the cloak of a formal declaration of neutrality.  Commodore 

Dewey, for example, was allowed to base and augment his naval squadron in British 

Hong Kong before advancing on the Spanish-controlled Philippines.  Dewey was also 

granted rare access to the Hong Kong communications cable, “the only transpacific link” 

then in operation.184  By contrast, continental European opinion was resolutely behind 

Spain and against the United States.185  And with European states like Germany eyeing 

vulnerable Spanish territories for themselves,186 there was a real risk that America’s 

diplomatic isolation could turn into strategic exposure; although certainly powerful, the 

U.S. would stand no chance against a combined European effort to curtail American 

influence.  All of this heightened the value to American expansionists of Britain’s 

seemingly bottomless enthusiasm for U.S. enlargement, a sentiment best captured, 

perhaps, in Rudyard Kipling’s famous poem, “The White Man’s Burden,” the original 

subtitle of which was “The United States and the Philippine Islands.” 
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 The impact of 1898 on international political development and U.S. foreign policy 

was dramatic.187  With the Treaty of Paris to end the war, the U.S. was confirmed as a 

Pacific power of the first order when it added the Philippines and Guam to its dominion.  

According to Chalmers Johnston, the treaty “launched the United States into a hitherto 

unimaginable role as an explicitly imperialist power in the Caribbean and the Pacific.”188  

President William McKinley’s motivation for annexing territory in the Western Pacific 

following what was ostensibly a war over Cuba is unclear.  Historian George Herring 

argues that the Philippines were annexed “in part from concern about its [America’s] 

stake in China,”189 while it is likely that Guam (like Puerto Rico) was coveted for its 

geostrategic location astride an important sea lane.  Either way, as the nineteenth century 

came to a close the U.S. also formally annexed Hawaii (1898) and Eastern (“American”) 

Samoa (1899), two territories that had long been under the informal sway of the U.S. and 

already hosted naval bases.  By the beginning of the twentieth century, then, the U.S. had 

acquired permanent sovereignty over strategically important territories from the Far East 

to the Caribbean—its geopolitical reach far outstripping that which had been thought 

possible a hundred years earlier. 

The Treaty of Paris radically altered the geopolitical topography of the Pacific 

Basin—particularly the ability of the U.S. to project power in the region.  The Philippines 

and Guam were the final links in a U.S.-controlled chain of island bases that spanned the 

entire Pacific.  The annexation and garrisoning of the Philippines in particular created 

“facts on the ground” in East Asia that, for the first time, gave the U.S. a major political 
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stake in Asian affairs.  Prior to 1898, the U.S. always risked strategic overstretch when 

operating in the Pacific.  Unlike its European and Japanese counterparts, the U.S. only 

ever had a small commercial and diplomatic presence in China, at Tianjin and Shanghai, 

although America had played a vital role in opening up both Japan and Korea to western 

commerce.  With the annexation of the entire Philippine Archipelago, however, the U.S. 

gained a true foothold in Asia from which to project its power in a more robust fashion.  

Troops from the Philippines were used to assist in putting down the Boxer Rebellion in 

1900, for example, and implicitly increased U.S. leverage in demanding the Open Door. 

 If the acquisition of Spain’s former island territories bolstered the U.S. position in 

the Pacific, however, then so too did it create perceived geostrategic exigencies of its 

own.  In particular, decision-makers in Washington responded to the need to protect 

newly acquired island bases from predation by other Great Powers—especially Japan.190  

A narrative of “unstable frontiers,” familiar in the history of imperial expansion,191 lent a 

rationale for increased naval spending in service of protecting the Pacific imperium.  

According to Herring, when it came to naval policy President Theodore Roosevelt’s 

“major concern was protecting a vulnerable Philippines against Japan.”192  “Under his 

[Roosevelt’s] guidance,” Herring explains, “the U.S. Navy completed the shift from 

harbor defense to a modern battleship fleet, expanding from eleven battleships in 1898 to 

thirty-six by 1913 and rising to third place behind Britain and Germany.  Direct naval 

appropriations during Roosevelt’s tenure exceeded $900 million; the fleet grew from 

19,000 sailors to 44,500.”193  Having chosen to invest in its naval forces, the United 
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States seemed set on an inexorable path towards dominance.  In 1922, the world’s Great 

Powers met under American auspices to regulate the size of their navies: the resulting 

Washington Naval Treaty, hailed as a landmark international agreement on arms control, 

served to recognize and codify into international law what was already a geopolitical fait 

accompli by conferring upon the United States parity with Britain’s Royal Navy (table 

5).194  Britain’s historic mastery of the seas had been confined to history; the trend 

towards American naval dominance, begun at Manila 25 years earlier, was more or less 

complete. 

 

Strategic withdrawal: 1903-1907 

 

Most analyses of the Great Rapprochement end around 1903, yet Britain’s 

strategy of appeasing the United States did not end with the Alaska boundary dispute or 

the aftermath of the Spanish-American War.  From time to time, certain disputes arose to 

complicate relations between the two.  During the (second) Venezuela Crisis of 1902-

1903, for example, Britain (and Germany) came into conflict with the United States when 

London and Berlin decided to blockade Venezuelan ports in order to extract payment of 

foreign debts from Venezuelan leader Cipriano Castro.  This show of force by the 

European powers was met with consternation in the United States, with public and elite 

opinion being of the view that the intervention came perilously close to a violation of the 

Monroe Doctrine: while neither London nor Berlin was threatening to annex Venezuelan 

territory, their brand of gunboat diplomacy did appear to compromise the sovereignty of 
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Caracas in a manner that Washington had an interest in preventing a repetition of.  As 

such, Washington ultimately interceded on Caracas’s behalf to insist that the matter be 

brought before an international arbitral tribunal.  Britain was much more amenable to 

President Roosevelt’s demands than was Germany.  The following year, when Roosevelt 

issued the so-called Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine in light of the crisis 

(stipulating that the U.S. would intervene in the affairs of other countries to put their 

finances in order),195 there was no criticism or condemnation from London; as far as 

British statesmen were concerned, Washington’s claim to an absolute and unfettered right 

to organize the affairs of its smaller neighbors was not something for dispute.  American 

help in ensuring the “good governance” of Latin America might even be a good thing. 

As well as recognizing the United States’ diplomatic primacy in Latin America, 

Britain also took steps that would have the result of ensuring Washington’s military 

preponderance going forward.  Namely, Britain’s appeasement of the United States was 

continued in the early twentieth century in the form of a British strategic withdrawal from 

the western hemisphere.196  By 1907, all British infantrymen had been withdrawn from 

the Western Hemisphere, with only local troops left to garrison Britain’s (still extensive) 

Empire and Commonwealth territories.  “The reduction of imperial garrisons and naval 

squadrons in Canada and the West Indies between 1904 and 1906 was one of the major 

results of the Anglo-American accord,”197 writes S.F. Wells, who sums up the 

significance of the military drawdown as follows: “While there was some hesitation at 

first to admit this reliance on the United States, the crucial debates on the defence of 

                                                 
195 See Roosevelt’s 1905 State of the Union Address, 5 December 1905, 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=29546, accessed 8 February 2015. 
196 For an excellent account, see S.F. Wells, ‘British Strategic Withdrawal from the Western Hemisphere, 

1904-1906’, Canadian Historical Review 49 1968, 335-356. 
197 Wells, ‘British Strategic Withdrawal’, 335. 
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Canada forced the government leaders to recognize the principles on which they had been 

acting.” He goes on: “Today we can see this withdrawal as the final step in accepting 

American domination in the western hemisphere.  It is the conclusion of the trend which 

began with the Hay-Pauncefote treaties, was strengthened by the Venezuelan furore and 

tacit British acceptance of the Monroe Doctrine, and was virtually concluded in the 

Alaskan boundary settlement.”198 

By conducting a strategic withdrawal from the Western Hemisphere during the 

first decade of the twentieth century, Britain had effectively abandoned any pretense of 

competing with the United States in military terms.  Britain’s remaining territories in the 

hemisphere were now at the mercy of the United States, the region’s undisputed 

hegemonic power.  Compared to the position of preponderance that Britain had held just 

50 years earlier, this was a dramatic reversal in fortunes—an epoch-defining vicissitude 

at least partly of Britain’s own making. 

 

Explaining Anglo-American rapprochement 

 

Having established that the British strategy towards the U.S. was one of 

appeasement, the next step is to establish just why such a strategy was put in place.  My 

analytic task in this section is to show that Britain’s leaders during 1890-1922 faced the 

following international circumstances, or close to them: predominantly bilateral relations 

with the US; structural (exogenous) causes of the U.S. rise in power; and a common 

threat against which Britain and the U.S. could ally.  Where these conditions fray or do 
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not hold at all, there should be a concomitant weakening of appeasement as a grand 

strategy. 

 

Bilateralism 

 

For the most part, Anglo-American relations were conducted in a bilateral context 

throughout the long nineteenth century.  As Paul Kennedy notes, the United States was 

“on the edges of the Great Power system” as late as 1913.199  This means that the United 

States was not party to the Concert of Europe and did not participate in the semi-regular 

congresses that brought together European statesmen from time to time in order to settle 

interstate disputes.  Indeed, the U.S. enjoyed relatively little diplomatic interaction with 

Europe’s capitals between the War of 1812 and the last decades of the nineteenth century, 

largely because of Washington’s relative weakness during the early nineteenth century 

(that is, it was not a Great Power); because the U.S. possessed very few interests—

territorial, commercial, military or diplomatic—outside of North America;200 and because 

successive American leaders pursued a conscious policy of non-engagement with the so-

called Old World.  In short, there was not much impetus for Washington to become 

folded into the Eurocentric world-diplomatic system of which Britain was a leading 

member.  Those institutional arrangements that did exist to bind the U.S. to its European 

counterparts tended to be ad hoc and bilateral in nature: deals with Britain, France and 

Spain over territorial concessions in North America, for example, or one-off treaties with 

China and Japan to limit immigration to America.  It was only when Washington 

                                                 
199 Kennedy, The Rise and Fall, 248. 
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assumed a greater role in extra-North American affairs that it came to be truly enmeshed 

in a broader multilateral diplomatic system—first in the Western Pacific and later in 

Europe and beyond. 

For their part, Anglo-American bilateral relations were particularly frigid for most 

of the nineteenth century.  The century began in the wake of America’s successful 

revolution and independence from British rule and it was not long before another war 

broke out between the two sides.  While the War of 1812 partly can be seen as an 

offshoot of the broader Napoleonic conflagration centered on Europe, its proximate 

causes were a raft of bilateral disputes between London and Washington—few of which 

were resolved by the 32-month conflict.  Instead, relations festered during the decades 

that followed the Treaty of Ghent and new disagreements emerged mid-century, 

particularly because of Britain’s tacit support for the Confederacy in the American Civil 

War.  The result was that an array of disagreements characterized Anglo-American 

relations for the majority of the nineteenth century: lingering disputes over the U.S.-

Canadian border (put off, not remedied, by the Treaty of 1818), disagreements over 

maritime rights (especially the impressment of U.S. sailors by the British Royal Navy), 

and the allegations of British meddling in the Civil War (most notably the construction in 

Britain of the confederate warship Alabama). 

Although frosty, this relationship was firmly bilateral in scope.  The bilateral 

nature of Anglo-American bones of contention is highlighted by the fact that, ultimately, 

the disputes were largely resolved as part of the bilateral Treaty of Washington (1871).  

In one fell swoop, a treaty was signed that eliminated several sources of animus between 

the two states and set the stage (and an example) for future such treaties, including the 

use of international arbitration panels to settle disputes.  On all points of difference, 

London and Washington were able to negotiate tête-a-tête: there were no third party 
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“spoilers” involved in negotiations that could prevent the conclusion of diplomatic 

agreements between London and the United States.  This was crucial in allowing Britain 

to pursue a strategy of conciliation with the United States for it gave London the 

opportunity to cede benefits to Washington via a process over which London exercised 

some control.  Even when it came to disputes involving Canada, the interests of which 

often diverged from the imperial center’s policies, Britain was able to make unilateral 

concessions to the U.S. because London still (at this point) retained control over its 

Dominions’ foreign policies.201  This allowed British leaders to effectively impose 

solutions onto recalcitrant Canadian officials, denying them any semblance of a veto 

power.  As the Canadian Prime Minister Wilfrid Laurier bemoaned in the wake of the 

Alaska settlement, “So long as Canada remains a dependency of the British Crown the 

present powers that we have are not sufficient for the maintenance of our rights.”202 

 

“The unusual origins of America’s world role”203 

 

Viewed from Britain, the United States’ rise in power seemed to be caused by 

structural factors instead of agent-centered policies of aggrandizement.  To be sure, 

acquisitions of territory in East Asia and the Caribbean—as well as on the North 

American continent—were matters of choice, not necessity, and were hotly debated in 

Washington let alone foreign capitals.  Nevertheless, British statesmen had little 

                                                 
201 The “Dominions” were colonies of the British Empire that were given special rights of self-government 

(usually referred to as “responsible government” in British colonial discourse) during the latter half of the 

nineteenth century.  Their independence did not extend to foreign affairs until the Statute of Westminster in 

1931. 
202 Quoted Frederick Madden and David Fieldhouse, eds., Settler Self-Government, 1840-1900: The 

Development of Representative and Responsible Government—Select Documents of the British Empire and 

Commonwealth Volume IV (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1990), 651. 
203 This is the subtitle of Zakaria, From Wealth to Power. 
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sympathy for the indigenous populations of North America and did not view them as 

“states” being swallowed up by Washington.204  It was regarded as quite natural that the 

indigenous people of North America would be displaced as “civilized” European settlers 

migrated westward.  As such, from Britain’s perspective most of the underlying causes of 

Washington’s growth in power were structural, caused by immigration, industrialization, 

a natural process of modernization and enviable geographic location.  Simply put, the 

United States was a large political and economic entity and it appeared obvious to 

observers in London that the country would assume a correspondingly large role in world 

affairs.  As Kennedy sums up, 

This was not a growth which stopped with the war against Spain [1898]; on the 

contrary, it [the U.S.] rose upward at the same meteoric pace throughout the early 

twentieth century.  Indeed, given the advantages [of rich agricultural land, vast 

raw materials, and the marvellously convenient evolution of modern technology 

(railways the steam engine, mining equipment) to develop such resources); the 

lack of social and geographical constraints; the absence of significant foreign 

dangers; the flow of foreign and, increasingly, domestic capital], there was a 

virtual inevitability to the whole process.205 
 

Indeed, the domestic politics and policies of the United States probably slowed its 

rise to power rather than accelerated it.  At least, it would be difficult to make the case 

that, for most of the nineteenth century, there was a grand design among the Washington 

elite to push the U.S. up the international league table and into global preponderance.206  

Instead, the United States demobilized its army after every major war207 and domestic 

                                                 
204 It is true that Britain pressed for the creation of an Indian “buffer state” in the negotiations at Ghent in 

1814-1815, but the stipulation was quickly dropped and can be seen as a half-hearted (and purely 

realpolitik) demand rather than evidence of genuine concern for the fate of North America’s aboriginal 

population. 
205 Kennedy, The Rise and Fall, 242 (emphasis added). 
206 Zakaria, From Wealth to Power. 
207 Peter Harris, ‘Why the Garrison State is Here to Stay’, The National Interest, 12 March 2014, 

http://nationalinterest.org/commentary/why-the-garrison-state-here-stay-10039 (accessed 22 August 2014). 
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politics militated against the construction of a large naval force until the late nineteenth 

century.208  Antebellum (and, in some cases, post-bellum), domestic opposition to the 

annexation of territories with substantial non-white populations served to constrain U.S. 

expansionism when otherwise Washington might have extended its reach further into 

Mexico, over Cuba and other Caribbean islands, and over Hawaii much sooner than 

ultimately it did.209  Opposition to a strong, centralized federal government reduced the 

state’s capacity to marshal the nation’s considerable resources for foreign policy 

purposes.210  It was only once these internal constraints were removed—in particular, 

once the federal government had expanded in size and capacity, and once the divisive 

issue of slavery had been laid to rest—that the nation was poised to assume a more fitting 

role for itself in regional and world affairs.  At the end of the nineteenth century and into 

the first decades of the twentieth, then, onlookers in Britain viewed the United States as 

finally realizing a kind of a “global manifest destiny” considered almost natural and 

certainly inevitable.  The dominant perception in Britain was that America was a waking 

giant, impossible to keep subdued but potentially amenable to co-optation if handled in 

the correct way. 
  

Finding common ground 

 

For most of the nineteenth century, Britain and the United States did not share a 

common threat; conciliation between the two erstwhile foes looked unlikely for as long 

as there was no geopolitical stimulus to force the two together.  Early in its founding, the 

                                                 
208 Even then, the question of naval armaments was a bitterly divisive partisan issue.  See Trubowitz, 

Defining the National Interest. 
209 Kagan, Dangerous Nation. 
210 Zakaria, From Wealth to Power. 



 
121 

U.S. was closest of all to France—a fellow revolutionary and republican power—while 

the British Empire was viewed as chief predator rather than potential ally.  This distrust 

far outlasted the Revolutionary War and the War of 1812.  Britain in the 1820s, for 

example, tried to enjoin the U.S. to join an ad hoc Anglo-American pact against the so-

called Holy Alliance (Russia, Prussia and Austria) and in support of the independence of 

Spain’s former colonies in Latin America, but President Monroe was counselled against 

entering into any kind of modus vivendi with London and chose instead to promulgate the 

Monroe Doctrine as a unilateral action.211  In the 1840s, Britain again suggested a 

tripartite statement from Britain, France and the U.S. to guarantee Texan independence 

(Texas would be confirmed as free from Mexico but forever forbidden from obtaining 

U.S. statehood) but London’s overtures were again rebuffed,212 this time because 

powerful sections of the U.S. elite had their own designs on Texas.  Indeed, and as was 

noted above, Britain and the United States actually went to war in 1812; endured strained 

relations for much of the following period (including during the Caroline affair);213 and 

came close to open hostilities during the American Civil War.  It is small wonder, then, 

that the two states could find little common ground geopolitically: with each other as 

primary adversaries, there was no mutual threat to bind one to the other. 

When the United States emerged as a global Great Power towards the end of the 

nineteenth century, however, the country found itself inhabiting a very different 

                                                 
211 Interestingly, Monroe’s prominent southern advisers recommended accepting Foreign Secretary 

Canning’s proposal of a joint declaration, but northerners in the administration were steadfast against the 

idea.  See Jay Sexton, The Monroe Doctrine: Empire and Nation in Nineteenth Century America (New 

York: Hill and Wang, 2011), 76. 
212 Thomas Langston, ‘John Tyler’ in Carl C. Hodge and Cathal J. Nolan, eds., U.S. Presidents and 

Foreign Policy: From 1789 to the Present (Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 2007), 87 
213 The Caroline affair was an episode in which British troops in Canada crossed the border into the United 

States in order to neutralize a ship—the Caroline—that belonged to a group of Canadian rebels based 

across the border.  Public opinion in the U.S. was outraged that the British had “invaded” American 

territory. 
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international system—one populated by imperial rivals rather than imperial predators: 

Japan, Russia and Germany in East Asia; Spain until 1898 in Latin America and the 

Caribbean; Russia in the Pacific Northwest; and Germany seemingly across the board in 

the South Pacific, Latin America and elsewhere in Eurasia.  In particular, Japan and 

Germany seemed to present themselves as real threats to U.S. interests.  Japan appeared 

poised to attack the U.S.-controlled Philippines and was accused of giving succour to 

Filipino rebels after 1898, while Germany and the U.S. nearly came to blows over 

Samoa, 1887-1889.214  Both Japan and Germany were thought to pose a risk to the Open 

Door in China, and both would ultimately become a focus for strategic planners 

responsible for monitoring threats to U.S. global interests. 

 The German threat to U.S. national security has been particularly overlooked in 

the International Relations scholarship on U.S. foreign policy in the pre-World War I era, 

especially as a cause of Anglo-American rapprochement.  Yet, at the time, British 

statesmen were clear-eyed that the U.S. might see Germany as a potential foe and that 

this common interest might serve as the basis for a tacit alliance.  For example, Arthur H. 

Lee, a high-ranking member of the British Board of Admiralty, was sure that American 

policy during the early twentieth century was directed against Germany.  “He pointed out 

that American officials firmly believed it would one day be necessary to defend the 

Monroe Doctrine against Germany,” explains Wells.215  Lee’s belief appeared to be 

confirmed during the second Venezuela Crisis, during which President Roosevelt clearly 

                                                 
214 Robert Conroy notes that the Samoa Crisis inspired Kaiser Wilhelm to order plans be made for “a 

limited but decisive war with the United States,” including plans to invade and occupy the east coast of the 
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regarded Germany as the chief “bête noire” and Britain as the more conciliatory actor.216  

Roosevelt saw German aggression in Venezuela as the first step towards a foothold in 

South America and a German presence “within striking distance” of the incipient Panama 

Canal (which Germany had been accused of attempting to purchase shares in during the 

1890s).217  Roosevelt wrote to Alfred Thayer Mahan in 1898 that “I do not fear 

England—Canada is a hostage for her good behavior but I do fear of the other powers,” 

specifically citing Germany and her designs on the Caribbean.218 

Indeed, fears that Germany had interests in South and Central America were 

commonplace in the United States during this time.219  Writing in 1905, Thomas Benton 

Edgington explained to an American audience that, “Germany has been for years 

devising ways and means to obtain coaling stations and harbors for her vessels in the 

Caribbean Sea.”220  Edgington further raised concerns that Germany would intervene in 

Brazil,221 where (as in other Latin American states like Argentina) there were fears 

among U.S. strategists that German settlers would act as “a fifth column” if Germany was 

to invade and attempt to subjugate the country.222  “The relations between Germany and 

the United States since the Spanish War have year by year become more and more 

strained,” wrote Edgington, adding that the “German press and the German chancellor are 
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responsible for this more than any other agencies.”223  Edgington listed the reasons for 

U.S.-German enmity as follows: 

The charges are numerous and may be epitomized thus: that Germany desired and 

proposed to unite with Spain against us in 1898; that Germany interfered and 

seduced the Landsthing of Denmark to reject the treaty between this government 

and Denmark, whereby the Danish West Indian Islands were to be ceded to the 

United States; that Germany interfered to give us trouble with Colombia in 

concluding a treaty whereby we could construct the Panama Canal.  It is also said 

that our naval officers are compelled to take unusual precautions to keep 

American and German marines from fighting when they land in proximity to each 

other.  The final charge is that the recent assault upon Venezuela was upon 

Germany’s initiative, and that her real purpose was to subjugate Venezuela, 

overthrow the republic, plant the German Empire upon its ruins, and thus defy the 

United States and destroy the Monroe Doctrine.224 

 

Of all the geopolitical competitors that the U.S. faced at the turn of the twentieth 

century, then, “the United States was always more suspicious of German intentions than 

of British or French.  If there was a great power that at least nominally sought to limit 

American hegemony in the region, it was Germany.”225  German officials even had a 

habit of referring to the U.S. as “The United States of North America” during this time—

rhetorically seeking to confine the legitimacy of U.S. jurisdiction to its own borders.226  

And recent scholarship reveals that, indeed, German strategists in the early twentieth 

century were busily developing plans on how to defeat the United States in the Pacific 
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and the Atlantic.227  Given that German naval power surpassed that of the U.S. until 1914 

and given the past history of (or beliefs in) German interest in establishing a presence in 

South America,228 it is clear to see why U.S. strategists might see Berlin as a principal 

threat to U.S. interests not only in the Western Hemisphere but also in world politics 

more generally. 

The United States’ newfound sense of insecurity, created by its entry onto the 

world stage and its potential to clash with powers such as Japan and Germany, opened up 

diplomatic doors from the perspective of those in London—a fact recognized by Lee and 

others.  Britain, of course, was also concerned about the rise in power of Germany (see 

chapter 5).  After some initial and fateful attempts to conciliate the rising German 

Empire, London’s strategy moved towards one of targeted balancing—with Germany’s 

insistence on constructing a vast naval fleet being a particular focus of contention.  

Arguably for the first time since the Thirteen Colonies had left the British Empire, Britain 

and the United States now shared a common geopolitical threat, at least potentially.  The 

prospect of a strong and reliable ally in the Western Hemisphere portended huge 

advantages from the perspective of Britain.  The scene was set for rapprochement—if, 

that is, British leaders could leverage the United States’ insecurity for geopolitical gain. 

Ultimately, rapprochement between the U.S. and Britain appeared to be 

vindicated during World War I.  Although President Wilson tried to steer the U.S. along a 

path of neutrality for the first few years of the conflict, it was increasingly clear to 

observers both within and outside of the United States that Wilson’s sympathies tended to 

rest with Britain rather than Germany.  Antipathy towards Germany exploded, of course, 
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in early 1917 with the publication of the infamous Zimmermann Telegram, by which 

German officials had tried to persuade Mexico to invade the United States from the 

south.229  The incident confirmed that long-standing U.S. suspicions regarding 

Germany’s intentions in Latin America were not unwarranted—that is, Germany had 

indeed sought to interfere in the western hemisphere and undermine U.S. national 

security in the starkest way imaginable: by organizing an invasion of the U.S. 

homeland.230  Upon the telegram’s publication, public opinion in the United States was 

outraged and politicians began to organize for what seemed like the inevitable U.S. entry 

into World War I on the side of Britain.  Decades of consternation about German interests 

in the Western Hemisphere thus gave way to outright war as the latent threat that had 

served to bind Britain and the U.S. together (at least tacitly) since the 1890s became 

reified in spectacular and inescapable fashion. 

 

The home front 

 

The international conditions facing British statesmen during 1890-1922 are 

broadly consistent with the expectations of my deductive argument.  Still, however, it 

must be established that my theoretical expectations about domestic political conditions 

equally hold.  Was Britain governed by ruling coalitions focused on domestic policies 

and which favored international disengagement?  Were there electoral advantages in 

pursuing policies of retrenchment?  Did Britain face resource constraints?  Given that I 
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have argued that Britain pursued a strategy of appeasement towards the U.S., my model 

would expect affirmative responses to each of these questions. 

The empirical task of assessing British politics during this period is complicated 

by the fact that control of government alternated between the two main parties of the era 

(see table 6).  The Liberal Party was in power in 1892-1895 and 1905-1915, while the 

Conservatives held power during 1895-1905 and after 1922.  A national (coalition) 

government held office during and after World War I (1915-1922) until it was brought 

down by the resignation of prominent Conservative members.  These turnovers in 

government attest to the fact that Britain between 1890 and 1922 was not a monolithic 

polity; instead, it was a country marked by vigorous domestic contestation.  Nevertheless, 

this complexity of domestic political conditions does bear certain analytic advantages, 

namely by allowing the researcher to ascertain whether variation in domestic politics 

tracks with variation in foreign policy. 
 
 

Years Party of Government Prime Minister 

1892-1895 Liberal Gladstone 

Rosebury 

1895-1905 Conservative Salisbury 

Balfour 

1905-1915 Liberal Campbell-Bannerman 

Asquith 

1915-1922 Coalition Asquith 

Lloyd George 

1922-1924 Conservative Bonar Law 

 Table 6. British Governments, 1892-1922 

 

Butter over guns: qualified elite consensus 
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From the late nineteenth century onwards, Britain’s leaders had increasing 

incentives to invest scarce national resources in domestic programs as opposed to foreign 

policies or military affairs.  In other words, preferences tended to be for butter over guns.  

At a very broad level, this was true for both the Liberals and the Conservatives.  The key 

to understanding this general consensus is to understand the political economy of 

Britain’s ruling class at the time.  According to the historians P.J. Cain and A.G. 

Hopkins, British politics in the late Victorian and Edwardian eras was dominated by a 

group of so-called of “gentlemanly capitalists.”231  An amalgamation of landed 

aristocracy and financiers from the City of London, the gentlemanly capitalists formed a 

relatively coherent and stable—and powerful—group with vested interests in maintaining 

social and political stability and limiting government expenditure.  “In foreign policy 

terms, this meant the security of British overseas investments, the promotion of global 

trade, and the maintenance of peace between the great powers.”232  Expensive overseas 

ventures and augmented military capabilities, which would have risked over-taxing the 

country or, worse still, dragging Britain into a costly foreign war, were not attractive 

options from the perspective of this essentially conservative, pragmatic and risk-adverse 

class. 

The gentlemanly capitalist consensus permeated both the Conservative and the 

Liberal parties, which speaks volumes about the persistently aristocratic nature of British 

politics during this time.  This is not to say that the main parties disavowed investment in 

the military altogether.  Certainly, investment in the Royal Navy was viewed as being not 
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only in the national interest but also in the obvious parochial interests of the gentlemanly 

capitalists, who depended entirely upon maritime and imperial security in order to collect 

earnings from their lucrative overseas investments.  To be sure, the parties disagreed over 

how naval improvements should be funded—the Liberals embraced direct taxation and 

the Conservatives preferred the imposition of tariffs on foreign trade—but both sets of 

politicians concurred on the general need to allow some investment in national 

defense.233  Even so, threats to Britain’s national security were few and far between for 

most of the nineteenth century long nineteenth century, with the Royal Navy providing a 

relatively secure barrier behind which the nation sheltered (naval forces being the most 

important “component of power” for British statesmen).234  And so long as Britain’s 

naval preponderance was deemed sufficient to ward off foreign attack, additional 

investment in the military—including, it should be stressed, the navy itself—was judged 

to be unnecessary.  

Of the two parties, it must be said that the Conservatives had greater enthusiasm 

for investment in the military than the Liberals.  In the 1890s, for example, Gladstone as 

prime minister rejected calls to boost the navy even amid widespread fears regarding a 

Franco-Russian entente.235  When Tory opponents accused the Liberals of allowing the 

nation’s defenses to crumble, the Grand Old Man and his co-partisans accused the 

Opposition of party politics, charging that the Conservatives were guilty of 

scaremongering in order to boost their own electoral fortunes.  In contrast, the Liberals 

were resolute in seeking to cut the nation’s foreign policy cloth only according to strict 
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needs.  In some ways, Gladstone was right—that is, the Conservatives did possess a 

greater penchant for military spending than the Liberals, perhaps as a way to distinguish 

themselves in electoral politics but also because of the influence of several organized 

interest groups that emerged during the period and which had ties to the Conservative 

Party: the Navy League and National Service League in particular.236  Via such groups, 

the Conservative Party came to represent sectorial interests with a key political-economic 

stake in naval armaments, which meant that the party when in power was thus more 

prone to investing in the navy than the Liberals. 

Nevertheless, it would be wrong to overstate the case that either party had strong 

incentives to invest in guns over butter.  In the event, even the Liberals were forced to 

relent on the issue of naval expenditure, replacing Gladstone with Lord Rosebury and 

agreeing to modest increases in shipbuilding.237  Investment in the Royal Navy was 

accepted for by the Liberals for hard-headed strategic reasons even if the Conservatives 

supported investment in order to curry favor among elements of their domestic coalition.  

Either way, the overall picture is one of both political parties seeing greater advantage in 

domestic politics and relatively miserly fiscal outlays rather than ambitious foreign 

policies.  For both parties this meant satisfying the gentlemanly capitalist political elite 

while, for the Liberals, this additionally meant attempts to capitalize on the expansion of 

the franchise by promising greater domestic reforms—unemployment insurance, health 

insurance, social housing and so forth.238  Both parties held to traditional financial 

orthodoxies that cautioned against excessive government spending and viewed deficits 
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and a large national debt in peacetime as completely antithetical to notions of good 

government.  The result was a broad elite consensus in favor of only very limited 

spending on guns. 

 

Electoral incentives: social imperialism 

 

As alluded to above, if the political parties were broadly united in the need to 

disavow costly foreign endeavors for reasons of political economy, then they were much 

more divided when it came to the electoral advantage to be derived from images of 

hawkishness in international affairs.  Here, it is important to recall the distinction 

between coalitional preferences for guns versus butter and electoral incentives for 

hawkishness versus dovishness.  Whereas coalitional preferences are concerned with the 

political-economic interests of parochial supporters, electoral incentives are more to do 

with political messaging and policy standpoints.  Sometimes the two are in alignment 

while at other times they are incongruent.  It is possible, for example, for political leaders 

to have partisan incentives to invest in the military while still attempting to cater to a 

broader electorate distrustful of militarism.  Similarly, it is conceivable that leaders can 

head coalitions with incentives to cut military expenditure while still having to appear 

hawkish to the country at large. 

Between 1890 and 1922, the Conservative Party saw significant electoral 

advantage in pushing hawkish policies and rhetoric, even if this façade was not always 

matched by fiscal commitment.  In the country, much of the Conservatives’ appeal 

flowed from its staunch defense of imperial rule in Ireland and its opposition to Home 

Rule in both Ireland and Scotland (unionism).  The party was the natural home of flag-
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waving, chauvinistic sentiment.  Indeed, some historians of Britain even argue that the 

very concept of the British Empire was invented for popular consumption under the rule 

of the Conservative government, 1895-1905.239  During the period under investigation 

here, the Conservatives benefited in particular from the country’s participation in the 

Second Boer War (1899-1902), during which conflict the party won a handsome majority 

in the so-called “khaki election” of 1900.  Nationalistic economies policies such as tariff 

reform were also used to whip up support for the Conservatives.  Although much of the 

party’s leadership was against protectionism for fear of alienating working class voters, 

proponents of protectionism countered that protecting British industry could be sold to 

the working class as tantamount to protecting British jobs.240 

By and large, the Liberals were less prone to this kind of jingoism.  Their main 

bases of electoral support in the country came from radicals, non-conformists and 

working class electors who were less interested in nationalism than their conservative, 

Anglican and middle class compatriots, who denounced militarism and warfare, and who 

were more concerned with bread-and-butter issues than grandiose imperial schemes.241  

Especially after 1900, when the Labour Representation Committee (to become the 

Labour Party) began to contest general elections, the Liberals came to be embroiled in an 

existential contest for retention of left-leaning and working class votes that precluded any 

great attention being paid to foreign affairs.  Domestic issues took precedence in Liberal 

circles.  This was a hard-headed defensive electoral strategy in response to the rise of 

Labour, to be sure, but it also appeared to promise considerable advantage as an 

offensive, election-winning strategy: the stonking Liberal victory of 1906, for example, 
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which saw the Liberals gain 216 seats and the Conservatives lose 246, was fought and 

won on social issues (including the issue of protectionism, which was portrayed by the 

Liberals as a food tax) rather than international ones.  The electoral incentives to pursue 

dovish foreign policies were therefore strong. 

The basic picture is one of bifurcation between the mostly hawkish Conservatives 

and the mostly dovish Liberals.  Each party saw its electoral fortunes as tied to a different 

mast; there was little room for agreement or overlap between the two.  At key points 

during the period, nationalism and jingoism swept the country and handed electoral 

victory to the Conservatives.  At other times, however, the Liberals’ strategy of focusing 

on domestic issues also proved to be successful.  This variation, however, was never 

quite enough to tip the country’s domestic-political balance resolutely in favor of 

revanchism over retrenchment—partly because, as I will now turn to, the nation’s 

finances simply did not allow for a much more aggressive foreign policy. 

 

The weary titan 

 

Party preferences and electoral politics aside, it is clear that during 1890-1922 

Britain was beset by severe resources constraints.  Joseph Chamberlain famously 

described Britain at this time as a “weary titan,”242 lumbering along in a tired and 

precarious fashion, weighed down by the burden of its global responsibilities and 

desperate for rejuvenation.  Chamberlain’s preferred solution was to forge ahead with 

imperial federation and to devolve greater powers and responsibilities to the Dominions 
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as a way to free up the national resources of the mother country.  Although many 

disagreed with this radical prescription, few could fault Chamberlain’s diagnosis: Britain 

was widely judged to be under severe fiscal pressure, lacking the abundance in national 

resources that would be required to sustain its place at the pinnacle of international 

society and fend off challenges from quarters such as the United States, Japan and 

Germany.243 

But if Britain was not to morph itself into an imperial federation then how was it 

to rise to the challenge of dwindling national resources?  In fact, the political parties were 

divided on this point and no proposal seemed able to expand the nation’s means to the 

extent necessary to meet current obligations.  Prevailing wisdom about financial 

orthodoxy precluded borrowing during peacetime.  Greater taxation, too, was thought 

impossible, and so only tariff reform (and a concomitant abandonment of free trade) 

remained a potential means of raising revenue: “By the turn of the century most 

Conservatives believed that the practical limits of direct taxation had been reached and 

that the country faced a financial impasse.  Tariff reform offered a solution through 

increased indirect taxation, and it was on these lines that the fiscal battle was fought 

between Unionists and Liberals up to 1914.”244  Ultimately, however, tariff reform 

proved to be impossible to impose (politically speaking) until much later in the twentieth 

century.  Britain’s historical experience with tariffs during the 1800s had not been a 

happy one.  Back then, tariffs on imported wheat—the hated “Corn Laws”—had been 

vilified as a tax on food and blamed for the miserable conditions of the poorest in society.  
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The implication of all of this was that the nation’s foreign policy—its overseas 

commitments and military power—would have to be trimmed to become in line with 

available means rather than vice versa.  Fiscal realities militated towards retrenchment 

much more than they allowed for revanchism. 

 

Epilogue 

 

World War I brought Britain and the United States together as true allies for the 

first time in their history as two independent nations.  Without U.S. intervention in the 

war, it is doubtful that Britain and its allies could have prevailed over Germany—at least  

 

 

“The Great Rapprochement”  

 

International incentives 

 

 

Institutional context Bilateral 

}Conciliation
 

Cause of rise Exogenous 

Common foe Yes (Germany) 

 

Domestic incentives 

 

 

Coalitional preferences Butter 

}Retrenchment
 

Electoral incentives (Mostly) dovish 

Resource constraints High 

 

Predicted grand strategy: 

 

 

Appeasement 

 

 

 

Observed grand strategy: 

 

 

Appeasement 

 

 

Table 7. Britain’s response to the United States, 1890-1922 

 



 
136 

not in as total a fashion as ultimately happened.245  In the mid-1920s, the United States 

retreated from the world leadership role that it briefly had held under President Wilson.  

Under Harding and Coolidge, the United States pursued a “return to normalcy” 

(interpreted by those in charge to mean “hemispheric introspection”) instead of pressing 

its newfound preponderant power in extra-American affairs.  Symbolized by the Senate’s 

refusal to sanction membership of the League of Nations and actualized in part by the 

demobilization of America’s formidable World War I forces, Washington’s effective 

withdrawal from European and broader global affairs greatly reduced the United States’ 

influence in international politics.  Nevertheless, Washington’s choice to demobilize and 

disengage belied its persistent primacy.  The United States possessed the largest navy in 

the world in 1919 (in terms of active personnel) and oversaw the Washington Naval 

Conference (1921-1922) that codified into treaty Washington’s joint naval superiority 

with Britain (in terms of tonnage).  Economically, the United States continued to outstrip 

the rest of the world and even overtook Britain as the world’s leading financial center by 

1929 with the dollar becoming the world’s leading international currency.  Militarily, 

there was little doubt that the American juggernaut that had been mobilized to fight and 

win World War I could be mobilized again to defeat almost any country in the world if 

American leaders chose to give the order.  The U.S was punching below its weight by 

choice, but it could return to the heavyweight divisions just as easily. 

Still, because it refrained from entrenching its preponderant power by implanting 

itself overseas, the United States during the interwar period left Britain and others to call 

the shots in most corners of the world.  Paradoxically, although lagging America 

                                                 
245 With the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk to end Russian participation in the war, Germany was able to 

reallocate vast numbers of troops to the western front in spring 1918.  Absent the arrival of U.S. 

reinforcements, it is possible that this new preponderance of forces eventually would have forced the 

British and French to come to terms with Germany without achieving the decisive victory that would come 

later in the year. 



 
137 

economically and militarily, Britain actually extended its influence in the post-Versailles 

era.246  Because of the League of Nations mandate system, the British Empire reached its 

zenith in the 1920s—coming to preside over large swaths of the Middle East and Africa 

that had previously been under German or Ottoman rule.  These years can be considered 

as a stall in the great Anglo-American power transition—a period during which, although 

latent power continued to migrate across the Atlantic, actual influence did not follow 

suit.247  Washington’s share of the international distribution of benefits was kept out of 

sync with the changing balance of power, not because Britain adopted a shrewd strategy 

of containing U.S. influence, but because a series of American presidents saw little 

advantage in pursuing expansive policies of aggrandizement.  While the goal of this 

dissertation is not to explain why rising states might fail to push their interests on the 

world stage,248 it is still necessary to point out that, sometimes, power and benefits will 

fail to align in world politics primarily because of the actions of rising states, not the 

responses of established ones. 

The inexorable handover of power and influence between Britain and the United 

States resumed in earnest during and after World War II, however, as the ailing British 

Empire—economically spent—gave way to a U.S. now bent on wielding its unparalleled 

global preponderance to an unprecedented extent.  It was obvious to those governing in 

the post-1945 period that Britain could not have defeated the Axis Powers without the 

assistance of the United States.  London was unambiguously the junior partner in the 
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Anglo-American firm.249  Still, the actual transfer of influence from London to 

Washington proceeded in gradual fashion during and after World War II.250  Latin 

America, which had long been under the financial influence of London, came to be fully 

inside the American economic orbit.251  In the late 1940s, Britain notified the United 

States that it would no longer be able to bankroll the defense of strategically vital Greece 

and Turkey against communist aggression, prompting President Truman to step into the 

breach.  In the 1950s, Anthony Eden bowed to President Eisenhower when it came to 

Suez, symbolizing the end of British primacy in the Middle East.  And as the twentieth 

century wore on, more and more of the world came to be under the sway of the United 

States—diplomatically and economically, to be sure, but also militarily as U.S. overseas 

base and garrisons replaced the retreating British colonial presence.252 

This gradual, piecemeal transition can be said to have lasted until the 1970s, when 

the British withdrawal from Aden and the establishment of U.S. bases across the Indian 

Ocean littoral (and on the British-controlled island of Diego Garcia in the central Indian 

Ocean) saw practical control over one of the last outposts of real British military 

preponderance pass to the United States.253  By the time of the 1982 Falklands War with 
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Argentina, it was clear that Britain was now unable to defend its paltry remnants of 

empire without the assistance of the United States.  Unannounced, uncelebrated and 

inglorious, the Anglo-American power transition was complete.  Throughout it all, not a 

shot had been fired in anger between the two “cousins across the ocean.” 

 

BRITAIN AND JAPAN, 1890-1922 

 

It is no coincidence that Anglo-American relations circa 1890-1922 are regarded 

as the archetypal example of peaceful rise254 and as the canonical case of successful 

appeasement255 in international politics.  As I have argued above, Britain’s appeasement 

of the U.S. led to a peaceful power transition—at least in part.  The way that Britain and 

the United States managed their relations during this critical period in world history can 

therefore provide valuable lessons—a roadmap, perhaps—for future instances of peaceful 

rise, especially in the contemporary context of perceived U.S. relative decline vis-à-vis 

the so-called BRICS.  However, reliable lessons only can be drawn from the Anglo-

American case if it first can be demonstrated that the Great Rapprochement was not 

unique and that replicable political forces were at play. 

 Pursuant of this end, in this section I introduce the comparative case study of 

contemporaneous Anglo-Japanese relations (1890-1922) in order to buttress the 

generality of my argument and to test for limitations.  As noted above, the Anglo-

Japanese case was selected for inclusion because of its values on the project’s 

independent variables of interest.  That is, Japan’s rise vis-à-vis Britain took place in an 
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international context and under domestic political conditions that my model would expect 

to cause Britain’s leadership to adopt a strategy of appeasement towards Japan, just as I 

have shown that they adopted a strategy of appeasement towards the United States. 

In the analysis that follows, I examine the Anglo-Japanese case for co-variance 

between my independent variables and British grand strategy.  Does appeasement occur?  

If so, is it demonstrable that the same causal factors as outlined above are present in the 

Anglo-Japanese case?  Overall, I argue that the comparison strengthens my argument 

about when states choose to conciliate and appease rising states—that is, I argue that the 

British Empire did pursue a broad and sustained policy of appeasement towards Japan 

because of the particular configuration of international and domestic circumstances faced 

by British leaders at the time.  Even so, the comparative exercise shows that policies of 

appeasement—and the peaceful power transitions that such policies are designed to 

facilitate in the context of shifting power—are fragile phenomena indeed.  As will be 

seen, while the Great Rapprochement grew into the “special relationship” over the course 

of several decades, the Anglo-Japanese alliance collapsed during the interwar years and it 

was not long before Britain and Japan were at war with one another.  Explaining this 

profound divergence in dyadic outcomes promises significant pay-offs for International 

Relations theorists and public policy-makers alike. 

 

Japan’s rise 

 

Like America’s, Japan’s rise to power in the late nineteenth century was twin-

track, consisting of internal developments (political and economic modernization) and 

external developments (the acquisition of overseas territories and, in Japan’s case, the 
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establishment of equal relations with the European Great Powers).256  From the 1630s 

until the 1850s, Japan had been a closed country by decree of its rulers.  Known as 

sakoku, this policy of strict isolationism under which foreign trade was tightly regulated 

was intended to fend off unwanted European influences.  While this stance “may not 

have retarded economic activities in Japan itself [in fact, urbanization and pan-Japanese 

trade increased], it did harm the relative power of the Japanese state,” especially its 

military capacity.  As Paul Kennedy explains, 

Disdaining to engage in trade, and forbidden to travel or to display their weapons 

except on ceremonial occasions, the samurai warriors attached to their lords lived 

a life of ritual and boredom.  The entire military system ossified for two centuries, 

so that when Commodore Perry’s famous “black ships” arrived in 1853, there was 

little than an overawed Japanese government could do except grant the American 

request for coaling and other facilities.257 

 

The “black ships” that Kennedy refers to were a U.S. naval squadron sent to Japan 

on explicit orders to open the country up to foreign trade.  Their commander, 

Commodore Matthew Perry, threatened to bombard the port of Edo (Tokyo) if Japan did 

not agree to commercial relations with the United States.  Such shows of force, combined 

with Japanese awareness of the terrible effects that western predation was having on the 

decaying Qing dynasty in China, convinced Japan’s leadership in relatively short order to 

jettison sakoku in favor of an aggressive program of modernization and integration into 

the international system.  In 1868, this elite desire to safeguard and improve Japan’s 

standing in the world gave way to the Meiji Restoration, a veritable revolution in 

Japanese government and society whereby the previous system of shogunate rule was 

replaced by centralized imperial authority.  Policies were introduced aimed at 

                                                 
256 For a good history of Japan in the interwar period, see Ronald E. Dolan and Robert L. Worden, eds., 

Japan: A Country Study (Washington, DC: Federal Research Division, Library of Congress, 1992). 
257 Kennedy, The Rise and Fall, 15. 



 
142 

modernization, industrialization and—in many ways—westernization.  Japan aped 

western institutions in terms of its military and governmental structure, including by 

importing western advisers: 

A new constitution, based upon the Prusso-German model, was established.  The 

legal system was reformed.  The educational system was vastly expanded, so that 

the country achieved an exceptionally high literacy rate.  The calendar was 

changed.  Dress was changed.  A modern banking system was evolved.  Experts 

were brought in from Britain’s Royal Navy to advise upon the creation of an up-

to-date Japanese fleet, and from the Prussian general staff to assist in the 

modernization of the army.  Japanese officers were sent to western military and 

naval academies; modern weapons were purchased from abroad, although a native 

armaments industry was also established.  The stage encouraged the creation of a 

railway network, telegraphs, and shipping lines; it worked in conjunction with 

emerging Japanese entrepreneurs to develop heavy industry, iron, steel, and 

shipbuilding, as well as to modernize textile production.  Government subsidies 

were employed to benefit exporters, to encourage shipping, to get a new industry 

set up.258 

 

In all, the Meiji Restoration period can be considered an unleashing of pent-up 

potential created by the self-defeating policy of sakoku, which had stunted Japan’s 

growth in power and influence.  To be blunt, it was a period of playing “catch up” with 

the established Great Powers.  If Japan’s size, favorable geographic location and the 

martial traditions of its people promised the country much more international influence 

than its policies of isolationism had hitherto delivered, then the Restoration was geared 

towards redressing that mismatch.  Thus, although Japan still trailed the west during the 

late nineteenth century in terms of economic production,259 it at least found itself in a 
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material position to reap a more equitable share of international benefits than it had 

managed until then. 

It was not long before Japan began to deploy its actualizing material power in 

concrete ways.  In 1876, for example, Japan used gunboat diplomacy to press itself upon 

neighboring Korea, sending a warship to ply the coast of Ganghwa Island with the aim of 

goading the Koreans into a military conflict.  In the ensuing exchange, Japan’s (by now) 

superior military strength was firmly impressed upon the Korean leadership, who 

undertook to enter into the Japan-Korea Treaty (1876).  By the terms of the treaty, Korea 

declared its status as an independent state—thereby undermining its traditional status as a 

tributary of the Chinese Empire—and also granted Japan extraterritorial jurisdiction over 

Japanese personnel on Korean soil (effectively exempting them from obeying Korean 

laws).  In essence, the treaty sought to separate Korea from China and establish instead a 

hierarchical relationship between Korea and Japan. 

A foothold in Korea was only the beginning.  Two subsequent wars would go so 

far as to establish Japan as a Great Power of comparable stature to the European powers.  

The first was partly a result of Japan’s involvement with Korea, which brought Japan into 

competition with China, the traditional Great Power in East Asia.  A series of disputes 

over each other’s relationship with Korea finally resulted in the Sino-Japanese War of 

1894-1895, which produced a crushing Japanese victory over China.  Although the 

decisiveness of the outcome surprised many contemporaries, it only confirmed what most 

observers already knew: “In the years before the Sino-Japanese war,” explains Ian Nish, 

“Japan had the reputation of being an up and coming nation speedily acquiring the 
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attributes and machinery of western progress.”260  Japan was rapidly establishing itself as 

a modern, industrialized nation and a formidable military opponent. 

Yet if victory over China cemented Japan’s status as an independent East Asian 

power to be reckoned with, it was Japan’s victory over Russia in 1905 that announced 

Tokyo’s arrival on the truly global stage.  Again, the proximate cause of the war was a 

disagreement over each other’s rights regarding Korea and the neighboring Chinese 

province of Manchuria.  When the two came to blows, Japan bested Russia in 

comprehensive fashion on land and at sea.261  The psychological impact of Japan—a non-

European, non-white state about which little was known in the west—defeating Russia—

an ancient member of the European states system—was profound.  In the immediate 

term, the tsarist regime was convulsed by revolution.  Abroad, Russia’s fellow European 

capitals were shaken by the unexpected result.  It was now clear to all that Japan was a 

Great Power, at least in military terms with respect to East Asia.  No action could be 

taken in the region—including vis-à-vis China, where almost all of the European powers 

had deep seated interests—without at least considering the Japanese response. 

As a result of its wars with China and Russia, Japan was able not only to 

consolidate central government over its own dominions but also establish footholds in 

Manchuria and Sakhalin and formally annex Formosa (1895) and Korea (1910).  

Following World War I, Japan would also assume control of Germany’s former colonies 

in the Asia-Pacific north of the equator—albeit as League of Nations Mandates and not 

annexed territories as initially desired by the Japanese delegation to Versailles.262  As 

these considerable territorial acquisitions showcase, Japan’s domestic reforms and 
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international policies between the 1860s and 1920s had amounted to a considerable 

increase in power and influence.  Regionally, but also globally, Japan had come to be a 

formidable Great Power in just six decades—the equal of most European powers and the 

clear superior of some.  Foreign officials from London to Washington and from Moscow 

to Beijing now had cause to worry about Japan’s designs on East Asia and its growing 

capacity to implement them.  The question for Britain, then, was how to respond to this 

rise in power?  Could Japan be conciliated and its rise turned to the advantage of the 

British Empire?  Or must Tokyo be contained, prevented from acquiring any greater 

share of the international benefits in East Asia? 

 

Two island empires 

 

As noted above, the Anglo-Japanese case has been selected as a comparative case 

because of its values on the independent variables of interest in this study.  Specifically, 

Britain dealt with Japan under international and domestic conditions that I would expect 

to produce a strategy of appeasement.  In fact, because British grand strategy towards the 

U.S. and Japan was conducted contemporaneously, the domestic political situation in 

Britain was actually the same in each case (something that makes the two case studies 

particularly useful for comparative purposes).  Because Britain’s domestic politics during 

1890-1922 have already been discussed, I will spend more time fleshing out the 

international conditions that pertained to Anglo-Japanese relations during 1890-1922 and 

devote no additional attention to domestic politics in Britain. 
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Dealing with Japan 

 

Like the Anglo-American relationship, Anglo-Japanese relations were mostly 

bilateral during the late nineteenth century, Japan having never been part of the 

Eurocentric world-diplomatic system prior to its rise to Great Power status.  Japan was 

too small, too insignificant, too isolated, too distant and too Asian to have been enmeshed 

into the European states system prior to the Meiji Restoration.263  This meant that there 

were no extant treaties or obligations to renegotiate, no history of enmity to overcome 

and no outstanding allegiances to get in the way of a meaningful bilateral rapprochement.  

In a way, Japan’s foreignness can even be considered a boon to the prospects of an 

Anglo-Japanese entente: “There was not the complication of royal intervention,” for 

example, “which occasionally altered the course of Britain’s diplomacy in Europe, where 

there were royal family ties and royal tours.”264 

In short, Anglo-Japanese relations took place against the backdrop of a blank 

canvas, a quality that rendered them similar to the contemporaneous Anglo-American 

case.  Indeed, it was not until 1854 that Japan opened up its ports to foreign traders and 

its corridors of power to overseas diplomats.265  Treaties were concluded with the United 

States, Russia and others to regulate foreign trade but always were bilateral in nature.  

The Treaty of Edo (1858) was the first treaty to be made between Britain and Japan and 

mostly mimicked the early compacts made between Japan and others.266  One key 
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characteristic of these early agreements was their unequal nature, similar in essence to the 

“unequal treaties” imposed upon China during the nineteenth century.  The European 

states sought to gain favorable access to Japanese trade while obtaining extraterritorial 

jurisdiction for their nationals.  Such treaties had the effect only of governing Japan’s 

trade and basic diplomatic relations with the outside world powers and went little way 

towards shaping the international political status quo in East Asia.  In all, the Treaty Port 

system constituted a relatively thin set of bilateral arrangements between Japan and 

outside powers.267  When it came to negotiating and renegotiating Anglo-Japanese 

relations during the period of Japan’s rise in power, then, the only institutional context 

that existed was this relatively thin and limited set of arrangements governing ports and 

trade.  Both London and Tokyo could be confident that their bilateral relations would not 

be contingent upon the non-interference and acquiescence of third parties. 

None of this is to say that Anglo-Japanese relations could be conducted with total 

disregard for the other Great Powers, of course.  Rather, the relationship was nested in the 

overall context of the international politics of Northeast Asia: “Anglo-Japanese relations 

were only a part of the complex network of international relationships in east Asia where 

the future of the Chinese Empire was being shaped.”268  Almost all of the prevailing 

Great Powers had interests in the region: Russia, Germany, France and the United States 

as well as smaller powers such as the Netherlands and Italy.  Thus, while the Anglo-

Japanese relationship was bilateral when it came to the narrow set of formal agreements 

that existed between them, there was also an important multilateral logic underpinning 

the relationship.  As will be seen, only the strictly bilateral elements of the Anglo-
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Japanese relationship were revised in response to Japan’s increase in power; boggy 

multilateralism would put paid to more ambitious schemes to sate Japan’s regional 

ambitions, as Britain in particular was forced to take into account the likely responses of 

other Great Powers—most notably, that of the United States—if Japan was to augment its 

size and influence in too dramatic a fashion. 

Multilateralism would further complicate the story of Anglo-Japanese relations in 

the post-World War I era, as numerous multilateral institutions—the League of Nations 

and the Washington Naval Treaty, for example—were created to try and bring peace and 

order to the world, including the Asia-Pacific region.269  The League of Nations appeared 

to render the Anglo-Japanese alliance of 1911 (discussed in detail below) incompatible 

with the new international legal regime; at least, many international lawyers thought that 

the alliance was illegal (or null and void) after the creation of the League.270  Under these 

circumstances, how could Britain and Japan continue to make bilateral promises to one 

another when the broader international context appeared to militate against these same 

promises being credibly fulfilled?  It was no longer in the gift of London acting alone to 

adjust Japan’s share of the international benefits; with the establishment of the League, 

the world’s other states—including smaller states—obtained a formal say in the conduct 

of Great Power politics in East Asia and beyond. 

Another factor that made the Anglo-Japanese relationship increasingly 

multilateral in nature post-1919 was the evolution of Britain’s Dominions (especially 

Australia and Canada) into more autonomous international actors.  Specifically, the 

Dominions came to insist upon an increased say in Imperial Defense Policy, which 
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included London’s relationship with Japan (discussed below).  All in all, then, there took 

place a decisive shift in institutional context from bilateralism (1858-1919) to 

multilateralism (1919-1922), which, I will argue below, goes a long way towards 

explaining why the Anglo-Japanese rapprochement ultimately ended in stark contrast to 

its Anglo-American counterpart: for as long as bilateralism persisted, Britain would enjoy 

some success in managing Japan’s rise on mutually agreeable terms; under 

multilateralism, however, it could not. 

 

Explaining Japan’s rise 

 

How did decision-makers in Britain perceive Japan’s rise in power?  In fact, 

“British opinion was divided” during the late 1800s between those who saw Japan as “a 

developing country…and who were prepared to assist in her development” and those who 

“were sceptical of [Japan’s] modernization because they detected behind it so many 

remnants of the old Japan; they were aware of the anti-foreign feeling in Japan and 

expected at any moment a recurrence of the violence of pre-Restoration days which 

would be directed against themselves.”271  The picture is further complicated by the fact 

that British perceptions of Japan’s rise to power changed over the period under 

investigation.  Forming a judgment regarding how London viewed Japan’s rise in power 

is therefore a complicated task.  But to summarize: Japan’s initial growth in power was, 

on balance, mostly attributed to structural (exogenous) factors by British leaders until the 

late 1920s and early 1930s, when a consensus emerged behind the notion that Japan’s 

assertiveness in international affairs was driven by militaristic leaders at home, not by 

underlying structural endowments of the Japanese nation-state.  This shift in British 
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perceptions of Japan’s rise would prove to be critical in determining London’s strategy 

towards Japan during the interwar period. 

As noted above, Japan’s late nineteenth century rise in power was intimately 

connected to the dynamics surrounding the Meiji Restoration.  The Restoration itself 

essentially consisted of a wave of modernizing policies that altered Japan’s domestic 

landscape, and was driven by “the determination of influential members of the Japanese 

elite to avoid being dominated and colonized by the West.”272  As such, it would be 

tempting to categorize the increase in power as attributable to purely agentic factors—

that is, the agency of Japan’s Restoration-era leadership.  Yet Japan’s modernization was 

actually viewed in Britain and elsewhere as simply redressing an anomalous state of 

imbalance.  It was recognized in the west that the sakoku era had unnaturally stunted 

Japan’s growth and development, ossifying a feudal economy, society and mode of 

government.  Thus, Restoration-era policies represented a turn towards normalcy rather 

than a dangerous departure from a more natural status quo.  Japan’s leadership was guilty 

only of converting hitherto unrealized potential into actualized material power; the 

country could not be faulted for seeking to undo its backwardness.  Japan’s increase in 

power during the late nineteenth century, then, was mostly viewed in Britain as the 

country “coming into its own” (or, in Paul Kennedy’s words, “coming of age”)273 by 

conquering its self-imposed isolation in order to achieve a more fitting level of power and 

influence. 

This perception of Japan was buttressed by the impression of Japan as a 

responsible power.  Japan’s leadership took care to use the language and symbolism of 

prevailing international law and norms to legitimize Japan’s colonial acquisitions in the 
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eyes of western states, for example.274  Japan became socialized into the European states 

system and was assiduous at following the European example.275  Moreover, at least 

during the initial phases of Japan’s rise, its leadership was fairly muted—and even quite 

inconsistent—when it came to articulating the nation’s ambitions on the world stage.  “It 

is illusory to look at Japanese policy at this period for constant elements or consistent 

themes,” Ian Nish explains.  “Japan was governed from 1894 till at least 1902 by a 

succession of short-lived cabinets, each with its own notions on foreign policy…There 

was, for example, no co-ordinated view on the problem of a continental policy.”276  If 

Japan had been ruled by a military junta bent on overseas expansionism then its demands 

of China and others in East Asia would have been much more dramatic than actually they 

were.  Instead, the relatively modest gains insisted upon by the Japanese leadership 

appeared to reflect the mostly exogenous (structural) causes of Japan’s rise.  The bottom 

line was that Japan’s ascent was something that Britain could understand and 

accommodate. 

For these reasons, British officials were perhaps able to overlook some of the 

more overtly agency-centered causes of Japan’s rise.  The popular slogan of fukoku 

kyohei (“enrich the country, strengthen the military”), for example, clearly linked the 

issue of internal development to militarism in domestic political discourse.277  Today, 

students of the period are blessed with careful scholarship that details the influence of the 
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military upon the Japanese bureaucracy.278  At the time, however, a clear understanding 

of the Japanese political process was lacking in Whitehall.279  Instead, officials had to 

rely upon empirical events to provide windows into the Japanese calculus.  What these 

officials saw appeared to confirm Japan’s rise as a relatively benign occurrence. 

 It would not be until late 1920s and 1930s that it became impossible for foreign 

observers to ignore the influence of militarist sectional interests on Japanese foreign 

policy.  Perhaps the clearest indication during this period that Japan’s expansionism was 

caused by design and not by faceless structural forces was the Mukden Incident of 1931, 

during which Japanese soldiers faked a bombing of a Japanese-owned railway in 

Manchuria.280  The staged attack was used as a pretext to invade and occupy all of 

Manchuria, which was subsequently detached from the Republic of China and 

reorganized as the Japanese puppet state of Manchukuo.  Ultimately, Japan would 

withdraw from the League of Nations over a report that exposed the Mukden Incident as 

a hoax, and Britain’s relations with its erstwhile ally would sink to an all-time low as 

London moved to fortify Singapore against the possibility of Japanese attack.  Still, the 
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very shock and upset caused by Japan’s “turn” to militarism only highlights the extent to 

which the country had previously been relied upon as a responsible power.281 

  

Common threats: Russia, Germany…the United States? 

 

Just as the Anglo-American rapprochement took place against the backdrop of 

common threats, so too did contemporaneous Anglo-Japanese relations unfold in the 

shadow of common threats, at least until the beginning of the interwar period.  Initially, 

an impetus for rapprochement between the two countries came in the form of Russian 

designs on East Asia.282  From Britain’s perspective, an alliance with Japan was 

attractive—indeed, made urgent—because of the Franco-Russian entente of 1892, which 

united two of Britain’s most formidable rivals and undermined the Royal Navy’s 

supremacy in the Mediterranean and the Far East.283  Russia, in particular, posed a 

serious threat to Britain’s colonial empire in Asia—most notably in Central Asia (and 

thus India) but also in China, where Britain had extensive commercial interests.  For 

Japan’s part, an alliance with Britain was vital in order to negate the possibility of the 

other European powers uniting to check Japanese influence in its near abroad—as, 

indeed, had taken place in the wake of the Sino-Japanese War, when Russia, France and 

Germany interceded on behalf of the Chinese to force Japan to remove its forces from 
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Manchuria.284  Again, Russia stood out as a particular threat to Japanese interests in East 

Asia because of its maritime claims to Sakhalin and the Kuril Islands and because of 

Russia’s continental drive towards Manchuria and the Korean Peninsula, the latter of 

which was famously described by a Prussian military adviser as a “dagger pointed at the 

heart of Japan.”285 

Russia, then, threatened to menace both Britain and Japan’s desired spheres of 

influence in Asia and had become virtually impossible for either to defeat alone thanks to 

Moscow’s alliance with France.286  As I describe below, this Russian threat would 

ultimately provide a rationale for Anglo-Japanese military cooperation (and, indeed, a 

broad British policy of appeasement towards Japan).  Yet it cannot be ignored that the 

Russian threat to British and Japanese interests was only ever temporary.  Russia 

underwent a precipitous decline in power during the early twentieth century, principally 

owing to defeat at the hands of Japan in 1905.287  Certainly by 1917 Russia had ceased to 

be a credible threat either to Britain or Japan because of its implosion during World War I 

and its subsequent descent into revolution and civil war.  In the event, however, Russia 

was not the only geopolitical foe that Britain and Japan shared in common.  Namely, the 

German Empire emerged as a primary competitor of both London and Tokyo from 

around 1907 onwards.  Germany challenged each power’s naval pre-eminence and 

simultaneously appeared to threaten the delicate status quo in China.  Moreover, 
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Germany evinced an obvious desire for colonies in East Asia.288  The specific details of 

the German threat—and exactly how Britain and Japan cooperated to contain it—is 

discussed below.  For now, suffice to say that Britain had a pressing need to balance 

against German naval power while Japan was content to lend its support to containing 

Germany out of a self-interested desire to keep Berlin out of the Asia-Pacific (Japan 

would later cite the Anglo-Japanese alliance when declaring war on Berlin in 1914, 

perhaps in anticipation that Germany’s holdings in East Asia would come under Japanese 

control in the post-war order). 

It should be noted that Japan during the early twentieth century also began to see 

the United States as a prime challenger to its position in East Asia.  In the late 1800s, the 

U.S. had consolidated its grip on the Central Pacific and expanded its influence into East 

Asia with the acquisition of the Philippines and Guam.  The U.S. had been one of the 

earliest western powers to press itself upon Korea, now firmly under Japanese influence, 

and, of course, it was a U.S. naval squadron that pried open Japan to foreign influence in 

the 1850s.  Edwardian Britain, however, was ill-disposed towards viewing the U.S. as a 

geopolitical competitor.  On the contrary, and as described in detail above, Britain was 

busy conciliating the U.S. rather than actively seeking to contain it.  As such, Japan’s 

attempts to enjoin Britain to orient their alliance against Washington ultimately met with 

failure, succeeding only in creating diplomatic quandaries for London.  Britain’s 

difficulty in balancing its friendships with the U.S. and Japan was highlighted in 1908 

when the so-called “Great White Fleet” of U.S. naval vessels—a vast flotilla dispatched 

by President Theodore Roosevelt with the purpose of establishing U.S. naval credentials 

in the eyes of the world—called in Yokohama: 
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Only eight of [the Great White Fleet’s supply vessels] were American-registered; 

most of the other 30 were of British registry. This development was potentially 

awkward, since part of the mission was to impress Japan with the perception of 

overwhelming American naval power. Britain had become a military ally of Japan 

in 1905, which obligated it to aid Japan should a foreign power declare war 

against it. Technically, the list of potential combatants included the United States. 

The British government decided to play both sides of the political fence with the 

intent of moderating any Japanese-American friction that might arise.289 

 

Britain’s dual relationships with the U.S. and Japan became particularly important 

post-1919 with Germany defeated and reduced to geopolitical insignificance (at least for 

the time being).  As Russia and now Germany were from East Asian affairs, there were 

no remaining shared geopolitical threats to lend a strategic rationale to Anglo-Japanese 

amity.  The only possible common foe, the United States, was simply not viewed with 

hostility by London.  As a result, Anglo-Japanese relations between more zero-sum than 

they had been in the past: Japanese increases in power were not helpful to British grand 

strategy, but rather could be interpreted as harmful.  As I explain below, the absence of a 

clear common threat post-1919 comprises a significant part of the explanation as to why 

the Anglo-Japanese alliance broke down—especially when coupled with the growing 

realization that Japan’s push for expansion in East Asia was being driven by militarist 

interests within Japan itself and the growing friction between Japan and interwar 

multilateral international institutions such as the League of Nations. 

 

The Anglo-Japanese alliance as appeasement 
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Given that Anglo-Japanese relations have been characterized as possessing 

similar values on my model’s independent variables to the case of Anglo-American 

relations (indeed, identical values in the case of domestic politics), my theory would 

clearly expect that the British Empire should have pursued a similar grand strategy 

towards Japan as it did towards the U.S.—that is, a strategy of appeasement.  The 

empirical task of this section is to ascertain whether this expectation holds true.  I argue 

below that such a grand strategy is indeed evident in the historical record of British 

policy towards Japan, 1890-1922, although not without some important differences to 

British policy towards the United States. 

 

The beginnings of rapprochement, 1895-1905 

 

As noted above, Japan announced its arrival as a Great Power with an emphatic 

military victory over China in 1895.  The war was an opportunity for all of the powers to 

take stock of the diplomatic landscape in East Asia.  As Nish notes, it was the moment 

that “they [the European powers, including Britain] became aware how far Britain’s 

position of ascendancy in the far east had declined.”290  For although Britain had not been 

directly involved in the conflict, Japan’s newfound maritime strength clearly portended a 

challenge to the British Empire—one that would not easily be dealt with.291  The war 

ended in Japan’s annexation of Taiwan and the Liaodong Peninsula in Manchuria and a 

declaration of independence for Korea, making Japan a veritable imperial power in its 

own right.  This settlement brought Japan into conflict with Russia, which had its own 
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designs on Port Arthur on the Liaodong Peninsula (Moscow would sign a lease on Port 

Arthur in 1898), Manchuria and Korea.  Moreover, the other European capitals shared 

Russia’s concern that an insurgent Japan might challenge their interests on the Asian 

mainland.  As such, they undertook to roll back some of Japan’s post-war gains.  Via the 

so-called “Triple Intervention” of 1895, France, Germany and Russia opposed Japan’s 

occupation of Liaodong and insisted that the Japanese withdraw.  The clear goal of the 

intervention was to minimize the amount of (territorial) benefits that Japan could elicit 

from its victory of China.  Faced with the combined might of these three European 

powers, Japan’s leadership had no choice but to concede.  The result, however, was an 

acute awareness of the need for foreign alliances.292 

Britain could have united with the other Great Powers to force Japan into a 

humiliating climb down in 1895.  Unity among the European states might have led to a 

cordon sanitaire around Japan, amounting to a stark warning against Japanese intrigues 

on the mainland of East Asia.  Still no match for the combined militaries of Europe, 

Japan could have been forced to relinquish Taiwan and renounce its interests in Korea as 

well as giving up Liaodong.  Yet Britain stayed aloof, refusing to join the Triple 

Intervention and making no suggestion of disapproval regarding Japan’s expansive 

demands.293  In a way, this acquiescence could be considered a form of passive 

appeasement: a policy of accepting Japanese expansionism at the expense of Russia.  But 

Britain’s response to the Triple Intervention was only a hint of what was to come; as a 

purposive set of foreign policies designed to facilitate Japan’s rise to regional 

preponderance, appeasement was still in its infancy.  Indeed, the fact that Britain did not 

take the opportunity to actively side with Japan in the aftermath of 1895 arguably shows 
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how disinterested Britain was in cultivating ties.  Britain saw its interests as to prevent 

war and protect commercial ties, which disengagement in this instance provided for.294 

Still, in the years that followed the Sino-Japanese War, Britain’s own need for an 

ally in the region gave impetus to cultivating a formal relationship with Japan.  Already 

faced with the combined fleets of Russia and France, and increasingly engaged in a costly 

naval arms race with Imperial Germany, the Royal Navy was finding it impossible to 

maintain primacy in all of the world’s seas and oceans.  Powerful allies started to look 

like attractive options.  This is particularly the case when it came to Japan, towards whom 

incentives for conciliation, not containment, began to prevail.  A formal alliance was 

signed in January 1902, with both states promising to remain neutral if either side became 

embroiled in a war over China or Korea, and further promising to come to the other’s aid 

if either was attacked by a combination of two Great Powers.  The primary target of the 

latter clause was the Franco-Russian entente, which—if left unchecked—would have 

threatened to overwhelm either Britain or Japan fighting alone.  By forming an alliance, 

Britain and Japan hoped to deter France from aiding Russia and vice versa, thus 

neutralizing what had previously been a formidable geopolitical bloc. 

The 1902 alliance can be considered appeasement of Japan in several ways.  First, 

the treaty acknowledged Japan’s legitimate sphere of influence over Korea.  Given that 

Korea was a contested site in the early 1900s, such a concession was neither inevitable 

nor obviously in the narrowly construed national interest of the British: speaking in the 

abstract, it would have made more sense for Korea to remain an independent buffer state 

or else a tributary of the ailing Qing Empire.  Allowing Japan to be aggrandized by 

swallowing up Korea was a concession, not recognition of a fait accompli.  Second, the 
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Anglo-Japanese alliance gave Japan vital status and recognition in world affairs.295  

Britain was primus inter pares among the European Great Powers during the early 1900s, 

boasting the world’s most expansive empire and most powerful navy.  Britain did not 

have to sanction Japan’s entry into the Great Power club and could instead have 

cooperated with the continental European states to isolate Japan and deny it any share of 

international benefits.  That it did so is indicative of a broad and purposive policy of 

appeasing Japan.  Third, the Anglo-Japanese alliance effectively provided a green light to 

Japanese expansionism by deterring France from opposing Japan in the event of a Russo-

Japanese war.  This latter advantage of the alliance did not remain hypothetical for long, 

of course, as war did indeed break out between Russia and Japan in 1904.  And when it 

did, Britain successfully deterred French intervention; rejected French overtures to bring 

hostilities to an early conclusion; prevented Russia from acquiring new warships; and 

denied the Russian fleet replenishment on its way to the Far East.296  As the Foreign 

Secretary Lord Lansdowne informed King Edward VII, 

The Anglo-Japanese alliance…although not intended to encourage the Japanese 

Government to resort to extremities, had, and was sure to have, the effect of 

making Japan feel that she might try conclusions with her great rival in the Far 

East, free from all risk of a European coalition such as that which had on a 

previous occasion deprived her of the fruits of her victory.297 

  

The alliance, then, worked much to Japan’s advantage and facilitated a sizable 

redistribution of benefits towards her.  Even so, the alliance was tempered.  As George 

Monger points out, Britain’s entente with France (1904) was formed partly because 
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London wanted to avoid having to come to Japan’s aid against a joint Franco-Russian 

force.298  As such, Britain’s strategy towards Japan during the first half of the Edwardian 

Era was a relatively cold policy of appeasement in contrast to the warmer embrace 

offered to the United States, an approach of tolerating and sanctioning the geopolitical 

gains made by Japan but stopping somewhat short of promoting the wholesale 

burgeoning of Japanese influence. 

  

An expanded alliance, 1905-1919 

 

The Anglo-Japanese alliance was renewed and expanded in scope twice during 

the early twentieth century.  The first revision of the treaty of alliance took place in 1905, 

with the main changes being (1) the expansion of the treaty’s geographic scope to cover 

India as well as Northeast Asia and (2) an amended provision that Britain and Japan 

would come to each other’s defense in the case of an attack on either by any one third 

party (the previous agreement had been limited to assistance in the event of a combined 

attack by two or more rivals).  Like the original 1902 version, the 1905 treaty re-

emphasized that Korea was to be treated as Japan’s exclusive sphere of influence.  In a 

sense, the 1905 revisions can be considered as strengthening the content of the Anglo-

Japanese alliance: previously, the alliance had been meant more as a deterrent against 

France coming to Russia’s aid; it had hardly been envisaged that actually enacting the 

provisions of the treaty would be necessary.  With the new specification that the alliance 

would be invoked against just one enemy combatant, the prospect of Britain or Japan 

coming to the other’s aid was greatly enhanced.  This was more to Japan’s benefit than 
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Britain’s as the military assistance that Tokyo could lend to London paled in comparison 

to that which Britain, as stretched as its military forces were, could offer in return. 

 The 1905 treaty was concluded while the Russo-Japanese war was still ongoing—

that is, at a time when Russia still appeared to be a real and proximate threat to both 

Britain and Japan’s security in Asia.  It can be considered to have been mostly geared 

towards neutralizing the Russian menace.  For this reason, however, the second alliance 

was rendered somewhat irrelevant almost as soon as it came into effect: Russia’s defeat at 

the hands of Japan removed Moscow as a credible challenger to Japan’s position in Korea 

regardless of London’s support.  With Russia defeated, it became unclear exactly whom 

the treaty was directed against, and exactly why either side would require the military 

assistance of the other.  Nevertheless, the Anglo-Japanese alliance was renewed and 

extended for a further ten years in 1911.  This time, qualifications were placed upon 

when the contracting parties would have to come to each other’s military assistance—

namely, exceptions were made for instances in which the allied state possessed a general 

arbitration treaty with the aggressor.299  As both Britain and Japan had general arbitration 

treaties with the United States,300 the principal effect of this clause was to remove the 

U.S. from the scope of the agreement.  Britain would not have to come to Japan’s aid in 

the event of a U.S.-Japanese war, and Japan would not have to assist Britain in the event 

of Anglo-American hostilities.301  With this important caveat, the alliance remained 

                                                 
299 For a favorable contemporary account of this amendment in the British press, see ‘The revised Anglo-
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1911/6/the-revised-anglo-japanese-treaty (accessed 21 January 2015). 
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free/pdf?res=F50916F8385A12738DDDAE0994D0405B848DF1D3 (accessed 21 January 2015). 
301 Notably, the 1911 treaty dropped all references to Japan’s special interests Korea, that territory having 
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strong—a reliable pillar of East Asia’s international security architecture until the 

outbreak of World War I. 

Additional British policies helped to cement the Anglo-Japanese alliance and, in 

particular, improve Japan’s lot in the world during the Edwardian era.  The Japan-British 

exhibition of 1910, for example, which was held in London and attracted over eight 

million visitors in just five months, helped to bolster cultural understanding between the 

two states and was an important boost to Japan’s prestige and presence in the western 

world.  The following year, Britain acquiesced in Japan’s long overdue assumption of full 

autonomy over the setting of tariff policy, thus finally eradicating the last remnants of the 

unequal treaties between Japan and the western powers.302  Finally, and perhaps most 

importantly, Japan was recognized—largely because of its ties to Britain—as one of the 

“Big Five” at the Versailles conference.  Along with Britain, the United States, Italy and 

France, Japan sent two delegates to the so-called “Council of Ten,” which dominated 

proceedings until the Japanese delegation decided to take a back seat to the remaining 

“Big Four” European powers.  And as a result of its enhanced prestige flowing from its 

participation in the war, Japan was able to take charge of all of Germany’s colonial 

possessions in the Asia-Pacific north of the equator, which amounted to a considerable 

slice of territory and included several strategically important Pacific islands and 

additional footholds in China. 

Again, this evolution of Anglo-Japanese relations between 1905 and 1911 worked 

largely to Japan’s benefit.  This is not to say that Britain did not benefit at all, of course.  

Maintaining a favorable naval balance of power was the primary logic behind British 
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support for an alliance with Japan: although it seemed unlikely that Japan would send 

ground forces to aid the defense of India against Russian aggression, the friendship of the 

Japanese fleet was necessary to alleviate some of the burdens placed on the Royal Navy, 

especially in the context of Germany’s drive for naval supremacy.  Yet the Anglo-

Japanese alliance was certainly lopsided in terms of the tangible benefits being reaped by 

each partner and is clear evidence of Britain’s calculated acquiescence in Japan’s rise to 

regional and global Great Power status.  With Britain’s security guarantee serving to 

ward off interventions by other European powers, Japan was allowed to absorb Korea, 

establish footholds in Manchuria and ultimately seize territory across the Asia-Pacific.  

Japan participated in international conferences as the equal of the world’s other Great 

Powers and its military grew in size unchecked by outside interference to the point that, 

by 1919, Japan’s naval strength in particular threatened to overshadow that of Britain and 

the United States, at least in the Western Pacific.  In short, Britain gave a strong helping 

hand to Japan as it rose from the position of geopolitical pygmy to that of unquestioned 

regional powerhouse.  Opportunities to stymie Japan’s rise clearly existed throughout the 

period: in 1895; in 1905; in 1911; and after World War I.  Yet these opportunities were 

not so much rejected as barely even considered by officials in Whitehall.  The effective 

appeasement of Japan was the clear policy followed by London—that is, acceptance of 

Japan’s growing strength and proactive attempts to turn Japan’s rise to Britain’s 

geopolitical advantage. 

 

The end of alliance, 1919-1922 
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Japan emerged from World War I not only as a victor and a primary ally of 

Britain—the world’s largest empire—but also at a new height of its own territorial size 

and global influence.  Anglo-Japanese relations had been close and cooperative for nearly 

two decades and Britain had supported Japan’s rise in power at almost every juncture—

economically, diplomatically and militarily.  Yet during the 1920s, Britain increasingly 

was forced to choose between its alliance with Japan and its parallel blossoming 

relationship with the United States, which, although not codified in the form of a formal 

treaty of alliance (as was the Anglo-Japanese relationship), was increasingly important to 

policy-makers in London.  Ultimately, of course, the interwar period came to a close with 

Britain and the United States fighting as allies against Japan and the other Axis Powers in 

World War II.  What caused this dramatic shift in allegiance?  Why did Britain go from 

promoting Japan’s rise to actively fighting against Japan between 1941 and 1945? 

I argue that international factors shifted during the interwar period to make 

Britain’s continued appeasement of Japan problematic and increasingly impracticable.303  

For one thing, the multilateralism of the interwar period contributed greatly to the demise 

of Anglo-Japanese relations.  The seeds of this dynamic had been evident at the 

Versailles Conference, when Britain had been prevented from being able to follow 

through on its undertaking (issued by Arthur Balfour during World War I) that Japan 

would be permitted to annex Germany’s Pacific territories after the war’s finish.  

Specifically, the formation of the League of Nations and the invention of the League’s 

Mandate System for governing former colonies meant that the outright annexation of 

colonized territories quickly became an anachronism.  Thus, while London might 

otherwise have been quite content to sanction Japan’s absorption of Germany’s former 
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colonies, officials were forced to back away from their earlier promise by the context of 

multilateral negotiations; Japan could hardly be allowed to establish new colonies when 

the world’s other imperial powers were abiding by new international rules that called for 

Mandates in the place of colonization. 

During the proceedings at Versailles, Japan was further antagonized by the racism 

and disrespect shown by western delegations, particularly those from the United States 

and Australia, who argued against and ultimately defeated Japan’s proposal for a “racial 

equality” clause to the Covenant of the League of Nations.304  Again, British statesmen 

acting alone might well have acquiesced in Japan’s demands for formal recognition of 

racial equality (although this is by no means clear, of course), but the multilateral nature 

of the Versailles negotiations—whereby other states brought their own agendas, 

prejudices and interests to the table—meant that it was no longer Britain’s preserve to 

deal with Japan as its leaders saw fit. 

If the entrenched multilateralism that came to characterize the early interwar 

period hampered Britain’s ability to dictate the pace and kind of concessions being made 

to Japan, so too did multilateralism within the British imperial camp make it difficult for 

London to formulate a coherent plan vis-à-vis the continuation of the Anglo-Japanese 

alliance.  From the perspective of Whitehall, a naval alliance between Britain and Japan 

arguably still made eminent sense given the fact that Britain’s resources were being 

supremely stretched and tested following World War I.  Some level of burden-sharing in 

East Asia was to be welcomed, and Japan had proven itself a formidable, capable and 

reliable ally.  Yet, post-1919, Britain began more and more to include the Dominions (the 

white, self-governing territories of the British Empire) in matters to do with imperial 
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defense.  In 1921, the prime ministers of Britain’s Dominions assembled in London to 

decide whether to renew Britain’s alliance with Japan.  The issue was framed in the 

context of the United States being opposed to that alliance.  On one side, and despite their 

racist hostility towards Japan and especially Japanese immigration, Australia and New 

Zealand were firmly in favor of the alliance for realpolitik reasons; these Pacific nations 

had the most to gain from Britain and Japan maintaining naval supremacy in the Asia-

Pacific.  On the other side, Canada was staunchly opposed to renewal of the Anglo-

Japanese alliance because of the negative effect that this would have upon Anglo-

American and Canadian-American relations.  To Ottawa, it seemed advantageous to cut 

ties with Japan in favor of furthering and deepening the Anglo-American relationship.305  

Ultimately, this discord prevented a meaningful decision from being taken, and the 

Anglo-Japanese alliance was allowed to expire out of irresolution rather than calculated 

intent. 

 The official termination of the Anglo-Japanese alliance took place in 1923 upon 

the ratification of the Four-Power Treaty between Britain, Japan, the United States and 

France to maintain the territorial and political status quo in East Asia.  Concluded as one 

of three treaties306 borne out of the Washington Naval Conference (1921-1922), the Four-

Power Treaty essentially replaced the bilateral Anglo-Japanese alliance with a 

multilateral collective security pact.  It is interesting to note that, in the run up to the 

Washington Naval Conference, Japanese leaders had recognized the threat to Anglo-
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Japanese relations that multilateral institutions would create.  Britain had proven itself a 

friend, but Japan remained wary of other international actors: “Japan did not want 

interference from third parties about renewing the alliance with Britain.”307  Instead, 

Japan was eager to preserve mostly bilateral ties between itself and Britain even as the 

international stage was sliding towards ever greater multilateralism.  Had the political 

will existed on London’s behalf to join Tokyo in halting the inexorable spread of 

multilateral decision-making in East Asia, cordial bilateral ties might well have persisted 

between the two island empires for much longer into the interwar period than actually 

happened.  As it was, the important international leadership role accorded to the United 

States and the inclusion of France in the Four-Power Pact (which rendered a tripartite 

Anglo-America-Japanese alliance impossible) spelt doom for the alliance.308  Collective 

security trumped bilateralism, and the institutional context by which Britain had been 

facilitating Japan’s rise to power was consigned to history to be replaced by a new 

multilateral context that was much less disposed to allowing revisions to be made in 

Japan’s favor.309 

 

Losing Japan: The Mukden Incident and beyond 

 

Japan underwent another spike in its relative power during the 1930s.  After 

World War I, Japan’s industrialization had continued apace, propelling Japan ahead of 

European competitors like Italy and France in terms of industrial output.310  Partly, 

economic growth had been spurred by the conflict and the attendant increase in demand 
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for manufactured goods that was created by Europe’s descent into total war,311 but 

effective industrial policies and state intervention were also instrumental in ensuring that 

Japan’s economic growth was sustained well after 1919.  Japan’s population, too, was 

growing “at the rate of 10 million per decade” according to some estimates.312  For the 

first time, Japan was a major economic competitor to the European states as well as a 

military competitor, even if it did remain acutely dependent upon the import of raw 

materials (including oil) to sustain its economic growth. 

 These internal developments were matched by further expansions in 

Japan’s overseas influence.  In China, especially, Japan moved to enlarge its territorial 

possessions and widen its commercial and diplomatic influence.  In World War I, Japan 
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infamously had issued “Twenty-One Demands” of the Chinese government, insisting that 

China recognize Japan’s authority of erstwhile German territories, that Japan be granted 

economic rights and control of railroads and communications within its sphere of 

influence, that China refrain from making any further territorial concessions to external 

powers, and that China allow Japanese officials to take over important roles in Chinese 

governance and policing.  Acceding to these demands would have effectively terminated 

Chinese sovereignty (already severely tested by the impositions of external powers) 

would have signaled an end to the Open Door.  Partly based this experience, British 

officials post-1919 became increasingly wary of Japan’s designs on China.  Whereas in 

previous decades Japan had been forgiven for desiring a reasonable presence on the East 

Asian mainland, now it became apparent to British statesmen that Japan was driven by 
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militarism—and perhaps was unstoppable.  Whereas Russia had once been thought the 

main enemy to the Open Door in China, now Japan presented itself as the champion of 

autarky.  Finally, in 1931, the so-called Mukden Incident crystallized the realization in 

Britain that Japan might have to be checked (contained) in the Far East, especially vis-à-

vis China; the revelation of naked Japanese aggression was hard to ignore.313  By 1933 at 

the latest, “Japan was, in Britain’s view, in the hands of her military, at least for the time 

being.”314 

As well as the decisive shift to multilateralism described above, then, 

international conditions in the 1920s further solidified in favor of the containment of 

Japan because of a change in perceptions about what was driving Japanese expansion 

(that is, agency-centered factors as opposed to structural factors).  Even so, Britain’s 

interwar leadership might still have sanctioned some of the most egregious 

manifestations of Japanese revanchism—such as the creation of the Manchukuo puppet 

state, for example—if it were not for staunch American opposition.  At the very least, 

there were those in Britain who sympathized with Japan’s predicament vis-à-vis Chinese 

nationalism and Bolshevism.315  Rather, officials in London (including future prime 

minister Neville Chamberlain) seemed willing to countenance Japan’s policies in 

Manchuria so long as Britain’s sphere of influence in southern China was respected.  

Some form of diplomatic resolution might well have been found between Britain and 
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Japan had the issue taken place in a strictly bilateral context and if there was a pressing 

geopolitical need to leverage Japan’s military might towards meeting some shared threat.  

As it transpired, however, the publication of the League-sponsored Lytton Report (1933), 

which was highly critical of Japan, meant that the annexation of Manchuria had to be 

dealt with in a multilateral forum.  Perhaps more importantly, continued U.S. opposition 

to Japan (codified in the Stimson Doctrine to condemn Japanese aggression in China) 

meant that Japan became more of a liability than a potential ally.  By the mid to late 

1930s, then, Japan had slipped out of Britain’s orbit: there was no common threat to lend 

a rationale to continue appeasing Japan; and, in any case, a web of multilateral 

institutions and new international norms meant that sating Japan was becoming 

increasingly problematic for Britain.  More pressingly, Japan’s rise in power had come to 

be viewed as threatening and unstoppable, something that Britain must work to resist 

rather than promote.316 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Britain had solid geopolitical reasons to conciliate both the U.S. and Japan 

between 1890 and 1919.  Each rising state appeared to be animated by exogenous forces 

of modernization and industrialization rather than by sinister militaristic intent.  Neither 

was thought to pose a major threat to Britain’s own national interests.  On the contrary, 

each could be allowed to rise in power and influence in a relatively safe fashion, 
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especially because London believed that both Washington and Tokyo had their own 

respective needs for an ally and thus that each would work in tandem with the British 

Empire instead of working against it.  Finally, the institutional context of Britain’s 

relationship with each the United States and Japan meant that concessions could easily be 

made in order to construct a workable alliance.  There were no third party spoilers to 

prevent a smooth alteration in the international benefits commensurate with the material 

gains being made by each Washington and Tokyo.  At the same time, the period 1890-

1919 was a period of retrenchment in British politics—at least, broadly speaking.  

Successive prime ministers faced domestic political pressure to bring down the costs of 

foreign policy and invest in domestic programs, particularly because of the expanded 

franchise.  Appeasement, then, presented itself as a sensible and hard-headed response to 

the rise in power of these particular rising states, one that fitted with domestic-political 

needs as well as international-political exigencies.317 

 Britain’s strategy of appeasement towards Japan ultimately proved to be frailer 

than its policy of appeasement towards the United States.  In particular, international 

conditions shifted with regards to the Anglo-Japanese alliance so as to increase the 

pressures on British leaders to contain rather than conciliate Japan.  Japan’s rulers came 

to see militarism as a way to retain a hold on domestic power, a dynamic not lost on 

Whitehall decision-makers; an emerging multilateral context made dealing with Japan 

more tricky and less straightforward than in previous decades; and there was no 

geopolitical threat to bind the two states together.  In this context, and with Japan’s 

foreign policy demands becoming more and more rigid, Britain was pushed towards 

containment and balancing whereas previously conciliation had held sway.  Historians 
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have speculated that Britain’s spurning of Japan contributed to that country’s profound 

sense of vulnerability and insecurity—or, at least, enhanced the Japanese military’s 

ability to whip up such fears—and thus pushed Japan towards the aggressive policies of 

expansionism witnessed in the 1930s, culminating in the attack on Pearl Harbor in 

December 1941.318  Whether or not this is true is difficult to say and, in any case, is 

beyond the scope of the model advanced in this dissertation.  Nevertheless, the point that 

global gatekeeping decisions can have a decisive impact upon the future of international 

political development is an important one to consider. 

By contrast, Britain’s strategy of sustained appeasement towards the United States 

proved to be more stable.  Indeed, the period established a pattern of appeasement and 

power-transference that would be emulated in future eras and across geographic space; in 

global terms, the Anglo-American power-transition would not be complete until the late 

twentieth century.  It warrants emphasis that Britain’s strategy of appeasing the United 

States went counter to balance-of-power logic: if the goal of states is to diffuse power 

among the Great Powers in order to maintain a rough equilibrium and to ensure that no 

state is able to dominate the others of the system, then Britain’s policy of promoting 

Washington’s rise to pre-eminence makes little sense.  The United States—already the 

clear favorite to become the strongest state in the world during the late nineteenth 

century—repeatedly was sated and assisted by governments in London even as 

opportunities to check Washington’s advance arose.  That Britain knowingly handed 

hegemony to the United States without a shot being fired can only be explained with 

reference to a combination of international and domestic-political factors such as those 

discussed here.  The case study illustrates more than any other in international history 
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that peaceful rise is possible and that it can be facilitated for the positive benefit of each 

state involved in the process.  Creating for conditions for a replication of the Anglo-

American experience is perhaps the greatest political challenge of the current era.   
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Chapter 4: Strategic entente 

 

As discussed in the previous chapter, the historical record does not neatly reflect 

power-transition theory’s rule that powerful states always react with belligerency towards 

emerging peer competitors.  Sometimes, established Great Powers adopt conciliatory 

grand strategies towards rising states rather than hostile strategies of containment.  As 

was demonstrated, these conciliatory strategies will be marked by appeasement when 

extant Great Powers have broad domestic-political incentives for retrenchment over 

revanchism.  But what happens when a Great Power’s domestic situation is reversed—

that is, when the leaders of an established state see geopolitical advantage in conciliating 

a rising state but when their domestic political incentives are for revanchism over 

retrenchment?  In such circumstances, leaders face conflicting pressures to be 

conciliatory yet militaristic (or, at least, meaningfully and visibly active in foreign affairs) 

all at the same time. 

 In this chapter, I suggest that foreign policy executives in established Great 

Powers can attempt—and, historically, have attempted—to resolve this ostensible 

conundrum by pursuing strategic entente.  Like appeasement, strategic entente involves 

an established state accepting the redistribution of benefits towards a rising state but with 

an additional unilateral undertaking to subsidize the provision of said benefits.  Usually, 

strategic entente comes in the form of providing for the defense of a rising state or 

underwriting the conditions necessary for its economic growth.  In this way, established 

states can bring the overall distribution of benefits into close alignment with the changing 

distribution of power while simultaneously catering to domestic pressure to maintain 

activism in foreign and military affairs.  Rising states will be amenable to such an offer 
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because it will allow them to reduce their own outlays on foreign policy and focus instead 

on other policy priorities such as economic development or social programs.  Of course, 

not all rising states will be conducive to conciliation on these terms—especially those 

headed by governments whose domestic hold on power is predicated on a free hand in 

external policy—but my model nevertheless predicts that the leaders of an established 

Great Power will attempt to pursue strategic entente when their international and 

domestic political circumstances militate towards it. 

In order to flesh out and explain more fully strategic entente as a strategy of 

conciliation, I offer a comparative analysis of U.S.-Japanese relations and U.S.-West 

German relations during the Cold War period, 1945-1990.319  From the 1950s onwards, 

Japan and the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) were rising states.  Even in the 

immediate aftermath of World War II when Japan and West Germany lay in ruins, 

officials in Washington recognized that, if left unchecked, both nations would in the 

future rebound to become powerful states in the international system.320  Furthermore, 

these same officials understood that the occupations of Japan and West Germany 

presented an opportunity for the United States to stymie the foreseen re-emergence of 

both nations as Great Powers.  If it had chosen to do so, the U.S. could have taken steps 

to permanently neuter both of its former rivals and forever shatter their future chances of 

regaining regional preponderance, let alone global hegemony.  In the event, however, I 
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argue that the United States opted to implement strategic entente towards both Japan and 

West Germany.  Far from taking measures to keep its former adversaries weak and 

defenseless, the U.S. for the entire Cold War period (and, indeed, well into the post-Cold 

War era) actually undertook to deliver at great cost the economic and security conditions 

necessary for Japan and West Germany’s rapid growth and even their military 

rearmament.  Such a beneficent strategy makes little sense from the perspective of power-

transition theory, with its sole focus on zero-sum, dyadic interstate relations.  My model, 

however, is able to explain strategic entente with a measure of clarity.  In doing so, it 

helps to shed additional light on the conditions under which states can forge lasting peace 

in the context of shifting power. 

 

THE UNITED STATES AND JAPAN, 1945-1990  

 

Between 1945 and the end of the Cold War, Japan went from being a nation 

prostrate to the second largest economy in the world in possession of a formidable 

military.  Although it is not always considered as such, Japan was a rising power during 

this time—militarily as well as economically.321  Throughout the period, the United 

States conducted variations of strategic entente towards Tokyo.  That is, the United States 

provided Japan with generous security benefits and economic access in return for a tacit 

agreement from Tokyo that Japanese external policy would be subordinated to the foreign 

policy goals of the United States.  Japan became a Great Power to anchor the U.S.-led 

economic and security architecture in East Asia, and also lent its financial and diplomatic 
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support to the United States in other parts of the globe.  The U.S. policy of strategic 

entente was driven by favorable international conditions—especially a common 

geopolitical threat in the form of the Soviet Union and, to lesser extents, China and North 

Korea—and a particular configuration of domestic politics within the United States and 

Japan. 

 To be clear, U.S.-Japanese relations during 1945-1990 are not an example of what 

might be called “classic overtake”—that is, Japan did not (and, despite some fear-

mongering in the U.S. during the 1980s, did not even come close) to replacing the U.S. as 

a regional or global hegemon.  Rather, the U.S.-Japanese relationship is a case study in 

the creation of what Charles Kupchan calls “regulatory conventions for power 

management,” a case in which “contenders for primacy generate[d] institutions and rules 

to regulate ongoing shifts in the distribution of power so as to avoid the security 

competition and rivalry that usually accompany such shifts.”  As Kupchan explains, such 

cases are of intrinsic interest to students of power-transitions because they “shed light on 

how states go about escaping competition and building order based on cooperation rather 

than deterrence” even if they do not involve a rising state overtaking an established state 

in terms of aggregate material might.322  The overall point of the case study (and the 

comparative case of U.S.-FRG relations, developed below), then, is to flesh out and 

understand an important (because tried and tested) dynamic by which shifts in power 

between two states have been managed successfully in the past—even if Japan was not a 

true peer competitor of the United States.323 
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Japan’s post-war rise 

 

At the time of Japan’s surrender in 1945, much of the country lay in ruins.  

Around one quarter of Japan’s wealth—ships, industrial hardware, inventory and 

vehicles, for example—had been wiped out by Allied bombing campaigns alone.324  Such 

destruction was most visible in the cities.  By the end of the war, “B-29 conventional 

bombing [of Japan] had resulted in more casualties—killed or injured—and destroyed 

more of Japan’s urban areas, than the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki.”325  Residents of the countryside fared better than those in the towns, but still 

the effects of war were dire.  “Rural living standards were estimated to have fallen to 65 

percent of prewar levels,” notes John Dower, “and nonrural living standards to about 35 

percent.”326  In human terms, then, the war imposed terrible losses upon Japan.  Between 

2.5 and 3 million Japanese soldiers and civilians had perished during the war and around 

8.5 million people were left homeless, creating severe demographic problems and social 

instability.  All of this meant that the Allied forces charged with occupying Japan were 

left with a mammoth task in terms of overseeing its recovery. 

 Internationally, of course, the crestfallen Japan of 1945 paled in comparison to the 

Japanese Empire of just four years earlier.  Japan’s once vast overseas dominion, which 

at its height had included Manchuria (Manchukuo) and the Kuril Islands in the north, 
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British Malaya and the Dutch West Indies in the south, parts of British India in the west, 

and even Wake Island in the Central Pacific, was seized and—for the most part—

occupied by the Allies.  Even Okinawa, territory regarded as part of Japan proper before 

1941, was occupied by the United States and turned into a U.S. protectorate.  With Allied 

troops patrolling the streets of Tokyo, Japan was a nation prostrate—so much so that it 

was only by U.S. agreement that the Japanese Emperor, incumbent of the oldest 

hereditary monarchy in the world and revered as a god by his subjects, was allowed to 

remain on his throne. 

From this ignoble post-war starting point Japan unmistakably became a rising 

power during the Cold War.  The raw statistics regarding Japan’s rise in power tell a 

remarkable story.  “Between 1950 and 1973 its [Japan’s] gross domestic product grew at 

the fantastic average of 10.5 percent a year, far in excess of that of any other 

industrialized nation.”327  Japan’s population rose from around 72,000,000 in 1945 to 

123,500,000 by 1990 (a 70 percent increase).  By 1970, Japan ranked third in terms of 

GNP behind only the United States and Soviet Union—outstripping even the victors of 

the last war such as Britain, France and Italy.  Ironically, it was partly the destruction 

wrought by the war that created the blank slate necessary for a complete overhaul of the 

Japanese economy, particularly in the areas of science and technology.328  By 1990, Japan 

was the second largest economy in the world with a GDP of $3.1 trillion compared to 

America’s $5.98 trillion—not quite on the verge of overtaking the United States at the 

pinnacle of the world economy, to be sure, but certainly an economic power to be 
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reckoned with and the largest concentration of industrial-capitalist wherewithal outside of 

the western hemisphere. 

 

 1960 1970 1980 

 

Less-developed countries 11.1 12.3 14.8 

Japan 4.5 7.7 9.0 

China 3.1 3.4 4.5 

European Economic Community 26.0 24.7 22.5 

United States 25.9 23.0 21.5 

Other developed countries 10.1 10.3 9.7 

USSR 12.5 12.4 11.4 

Other Communist countries 6.8 6.2 6.1 

Table 10. Shares of gross world product (percent), 1960-1980329 

 

Japan’s “economic miracle” allowed for significant investment in the Japanese 

military.  Although Article IX of Japan’s post-war constitution officially renounced war 

as a tool of statecraft and the country nominally did not maintain a military 

establishment, in reality Japan during the Cold War boasted a formidable set of defenses.  

As Jennifer Lind has put it, “over the course of the Cold War, Japan transformed itself 

from a burned-out ruin to one of the world’s foremost military powers.”330  Formed in the 

1950s as a civilian branch of the national police force with the ostensive objective of 

meeting internal security exigencies, the quasi-military Japanese Self-Defense Forces 

(JSDF) ultimately expanded in size and in scope such that, by the end of the Cold War, 

there was little to distinguish them from the traditional militaries of other states.  Indeed, 

Japan’s army, navy and air force came to be vastly superior to almost all regional 

competitors in terms of sheer quality and technological advancement, with Japanese 
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military personnel ranking among the best trained in the world.331  Although Japan during 

the Cold War nominally kept its annual military spending at one percent of GDP, this 

seemingly small percentage amounted to a substantial sum in absolute terms.332 

Complementing Japan’s economic and military rise in power, Tokyo also rose to 

become a diplomatic force to be reckoned with over the course of the Cold War.  One 

measure of Japan’s rehabilitation as a respected member of the international community 

is the fact Japan has held a seat on the UN Security Council more times than any other 

non-permanent member.  Japan also went from being one of the biggest recipients of 

foreign aid (second only to India in 1960) to one of the world’s largest donor-countries, 

often dovetailing its aid with diplomatic overtures aimed at bringing Asian nations into 

Tokyo’s orbit or else promote Third World anti-communism in the context of the Cold 

War.333   

The rise of Japan did not go unnoticed in the United States, of course.  On the 

contrary, and as I describe below, Japan’s growth in power was facilitated by U.S. 

policies.  Beginning in 1950, Japan’s growth in power had been viewed as an 

unambiguous boon to U.S. national interests.  Washington sought to lessen its own 

burden of providing for the security of Japan by encouraging Tokyo to re-industrialize 

and re-militarize.  An open and capitalist—and prosperous—Japan would serve to 

undergird the global capitalist economic order that the United States was trying to build 

and maintain during the early Cold War.  Beginning in the 1970s, however, there were 

grumblings in Washington about Japan’s burgeoning power.  Especially in the context of 
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the Vietnam War, politicians and members of the general public alike began to question 

why the United States was committed to defending Japan from foreign predation at all—

thus risking another potentially costly Asian war—when that country could easily look 

after itself.  Later in the 1980s, Japan’s economic power added another layer of U.S. 

resentment about Japanese growth.  Fears that Japan would “rule the world” in economic 

even if not politico-military terms fueled protectionist rhetoric and policies in 

Washington: President Reagan’s insistence that Japan institute “voluntary” export 

restraints on automobiles and semiconductors being the high point of this anti-Japanese 

sentiment.334 

By the end of the Cold War, then, Japan had risen from a nation on its knees to 

one standing tall among the world’s Great Powers, capable even of drawing the ire and 

inspiring the fear of decision-makers in the United States.  Japan’s economy and military 

grew in size several times over between 1945 and 1990; its people went from destitution 

to almost unparalleled prosperity.  Although Japan never considered attempts to re-

establish its erstwhile empire in the Asia-Pacific, Japan’s lack of territorial expansion 

should not disguise the extent of its rise in power during the Cold War.  Without 

question, the country underwent a precipitous rise in aggregate material power.  How, 

though, did the United States respond? 

 

Building a U.S.-Japanese regional order 
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As noted above, Japan’s rise in power was more anticipated than actual during 

the initial post-war period.  U.S. statesmen expected that Japan would eventually recover 

much of its pre-war material strength and thus were forced to lay plans in response to this 

anticipated eventuality.  In time, of course, Japan’s rise was actualized; and when it was, 

it was meteoric—particularly in the economic sphere but also in terms of military 

capacity (real and latent).  What strategies did successive U.S. presidents adopt towards 

Japan during the Cold War?  In the following sections, I will argue that from the Korean 

War onwards the United States pursued a course of strategic entente towards Japan.  The 

basic hallmarks of the strategy were a security architecture whereby Japan was made 

dependent upon the U.S. for its defense and an ongoing diplomatic relationship whereby 

Japanese influence was harnessed towards the foreign policy goals of the United States.  

In return, Japan was allowed to enjoy unprecedented levels of “free security” and its 

leaders (particularly in the Liberal Democratic Party) were unchained to pursue domestic-

political goals. 

 

Choosing strategic entente 

 

Strategic entente was not the only available option for dealing with Japan’s rise.  

Several alternatives existed.  Indeed, strategic entente was only settled upon as a strategy 

for coping with Japan’s (anticipated) rise in power once other options had been ruled out.  

At one extreme, the U.S. could have continued the occupation of Japan for longer than it 

actually did, a strategy that was, in fact, the preference of the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff 

during the 1940s and 1950s.335  At the other end of the spectrum, the U.S. could have 
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insisted upon the rapid reconstruction of a powerful Japanese military during the 

occupation, one that would be reliably pro-western in orientation and harnessed towards 

the ends of containing communism in East Asia.  This was the JCS’s second-best 

preference.  Somewhere between these two extremes lay the possibility of creating a 

multilateral collective security organization in East Asia resembling the NATO structure 

in Europe, which would protect U.S. allies (Taiwan, South Korea, the Philippines and so 

forth) from a resurgent Japan while also protecting Japan from communist predation.336  

These options varied in the extent to which they would require U.S. involvement and 

investment, and also by the kind and extent of international benefits that would be ceded 

to Japan.  How much sovereignty should Japan be re-entrusted with, and how quickly?  

How powerful should the Japanese military be allowed to become?  Should Japan be 

given security guarantees by other states and, if so, which?  What was the proper role of 

the U.S. military: to protect Japan or to simply ensure that U.S. national security interests 

were served? 

The active consideration given to each of these alternatives reflects the 

ambivalence that existed in wartime U.S. planning.  While the U.S. seemed determined to 

punish Japan for the attack on Pearl Harbor, there was a distinct lack of specifics 

regarding how Japan would be dealt with once the war was over.  In 1943, for example, 

President Roosevelt’s Cairo Declaration had insisted that “Japan shall be stripped of all 

the islands in the Pacific which she had seized or occupied since the beginning of the first 

World War in 1914, and that all the territories of Japan has stolen from the Chinese, such 

as Manchuria, Formosa, and the Pescadores, shall be restored to the Republic of 
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China,”337 but made no mention of how Japan itself would be treated in a post-war 

order.338  During the war, U.S. public opinion had been borderline fanatical about Japan.  

Michael Schaller notes that, in 1944, a Gallup public opinion poll had found that “13 

percent of the [U.S.] public favored exterminating all Japanese.”  In June 1945, one third 

of those polled by Gallup “said they would summarily execute Emperor Hirohito.”  The 

American public, Schaller concludes, “seemed determined to crush Japan.”339  After the 

war, “The dread of resurgent Japanese militarism impelled the United States to insist on 

sweeping demilitarization and the control of future military potential.  In 1946, this 

sentiment undoubtedly shaped MacArthur’s determination to impose a constitutional 

prohibition on Japan’s right to wage war.”340  Yet virulent anti-Japanese sentiment cannot 

explain why MacArthur supported the vigorous rebuilding of Japanese industry or why a 

more draconian form of U.S. occupation was not imposed on Japan. 

In fact, post-war policy towards Japan appears to have been made according to the 

exigencies of the period rather than according to any well-laid wartime plans.  As such, 

Washington’s designs for Japan were highly susceptible to changes in environmental 

conditions.  Initially, wartime anxiety about Japanese power held sway: it was decided 

that Japan should be exiled from the Great Power club in perpetuity and transformed into 

a permanently agrarian state.  The presumption was that a revived Japan would threaten 

regional security and undermine the United States’ interests in East Asia—just as it had 

done prior to 1941.  However, as I elaborate upon below, a series of international events 
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that took place during 1949-1950—namely, the Soviet acquisition of the atomic bomb in 

August 1949, the “fall of China” in October 1949, and especially the outbreak of the 

Korean War in June 1950—convinced Washington to change course.341  In short, the 

onset of the Cold War made it so that the United States stood to gain from a strong ally in 

East Asia.  The loss of nationalist China deprived Washington of its preferred client state 

in the region, while Korea and Taiwan looked prone to invasion and occupation by 

communist forces (communists already being in control of North Korea).  As such, it 

appeared to the United States that there was significant geopolitical opportunity to profit 

from a resurgent Japan.  An economically strong and politically stable Japan would 

provide a bulwark against communist expansion.  Ideally, Japan could also be 

encouraged to remilitarize in order to help balance against the Sino-Soviet threat more 

directly. 

 Even so, strategic entente was adopted in lieu of another possible response, which 

was to encourage Japan to become a standalone ally in East Asia without the extension of 

an expensive U.S. security guarantee.342   If Japan could be encouraged to remilitarize 

and take on some responsibility for containing communism in East Asia, then this would 

have freed up U.S. resources to contain Soviet aggression in Europe and the Third World 

and perhaps even allow for an overall reduction in the costs of U.S. foreign policy.  This 

was a particularly attractive option to the cost-conscious President Eisenhower during the 

1950s.  The Japanese leadership, however, laboring under the recently imposed pacifist 

constitution and governing an overwhelmingly anti-war public, was simply not in a 

position to accept any demands from Washington for wholesale rearmament.  The first 
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sovereign governments formed after 1952 thus refrained from implementing militarist 

designs for their country.  After 1955, when the rightist Liberal Democratic Party was 

established as Japan’s party of power, this pattern of refusing to rearm became 

entrenched.  Japanese leaders were simply not amenable to a strategy of appeasement 

whereby the United States would ‘allow’ Japan to remilitarize; a strategy of strategic 

entente, characterized by the provision of generous security benefits, was the most that a 

sovereign Japan would sign up to. 

 

Underpinning the Yoshida Doctrine, 1952-1968 

 

Strategic entente was implemented during the 1950s and 1960s.  A bilateral 

security treaty in 1951 codified Japan’s dependence upon the United States for its 

national security, while progressive additions and revisions to this treaty (in 1954, 1960 

and 1978) clarified Japan’s role in its own defense but maintained the basic architecture 

of an American security umbrella over Tokyo.343  The quid pro quo was that, 

commensurate with a policy of strategic entente, Japan’s rise would be harnessed towards 

the foreign policy goals of the United States through mostly non-military (or, at least, 

non-offensive) means such as by granting basing rights, providing foreign aid to the 

United States’ allies,344 helping to bankroll international organizations like the United 

Nations, and through latent regional balancing against the Soviet Union, China and North 

Korea.345 
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The United States gifted Japan international benefits from all three of the baskets 

mentioned in chapter 2: security, economics and prestige.  In terms of security, the 

United States garrisoned the Japanese home islands and provided a credible deterrent 

against Soviet or Chinese attack.  Even after the outbreak of the Korean War in 1950, the 

U.S. left behind a sizable number of troops to help to defend Japan.  These troop levels 

varied over the next several decades, but always constituted a formidable overseas 

presence for the U.S. military.  In addition, the United States maintained a string of island 

bases in the Asia-Pacific, deploying a considerable amount of naval hardware in the 

theater.  These naval deployments meant that the U.S. always outgunned the Soviet navy 

during the Cold War, again ensuring the maritime security of Japan.  In the 1950s, 

Eisenhower dealt with two Taiwan Strait Crises to demonstrate the administration’s 

resolve for maintaining security in East Asia.346  And as in Europe, U.S. troops deployed 

in Japan constituted a kind of “tripwire” to ensure that any attack on Japan would be 

considered an attack on the United States and so would provoke a full-scale U.S. military 

response. 

Economically, too, the United States catered to Japan in several ways.347  Most 

immediately, this was achieved through the provision of developmental aid.  Until the 

1960s, Japan was one of the biggest recipients of foreign aid in the world, chiefly because 

of the enormous amounts of money flowing into the country from the United States.  

Akin to the Marshall Plan aid that the U.S. poured into Western Europe, aid to Japan was 
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intended to help the nation reindustrialize and regain its economic vitality with the 

ultimate aim of converting Japan into a reliable node of a U.S.-led capitalist world order.  

Despite some initial moves to the contrary, the U.S. also acquiesced in Japan keeping its 

traditional zaibatsu model of economic organization, leaving Japan’s business leaders 

and its major economic conglomerations in privileged positions.  As Japan’s economy 

took off in the 1960s, the U.S. continued to treat Japan in a generous fashion by opening 

up lucrative U.S. markets to Japanese exporters.  Despite the adverse effects for U.S. 

manufacturers, this policy was hewed to for the rest of the Cold War period, guaranteeing 

large markets for Japanese industries and all but ensuring that Japan would be able to 

grow its economy at a steady clip.348 

It should not be forgotten that the United States also played a key role in 

rehabilitating Japan in the eyes of the world during the Cold War.  Having been vilified 

during the war, it certainly was not preordained that Japan would be welcomed into the 

international community after its defeat.  Yet U.S. policy towards Japan—the security 

alliance, the ushering of Japan into the United Nations, cultural exchanges with Japan and 

repeated presidential statements in praise of Japan’s contributions in the fight against 

communism—all helped to reassure the Japanese people that they had been accepted onto 

the world stage as equals.  To be sure, this normalization of Japan’s international 

personality was markedly less apparent in East Asia, where Japan continues to this day to 

attract the enmity of regional peers such as China and the two Koreas, yet for the most 

part Japan’s international rehabilitation was a great success—a diplomatic triumph that 

would not have been possible without sustained U.S. attention. 
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The United States, then, put in place the conditions for Japan’s growth in power 

during the Cold War.  Strategic entente was designed to allow Japan’s rise to power but 

in a way conducive to U.S. interests.  But why did Japan’s leadership accept the terms of 

this bargain?  Would it not have been preferable from the Japanese perspective to seek an 

amicable divorce from the U.S. post-occupation and cut an independent figure on the 

world stage?  In fact, Japanese domestic politics militated towards accepting the terms of 

strategic entente without much difficulty.  Japanese foreign policy during this period was 

characterized by adherence to the so-called Yoshida Doctrine, whereby the country 

would shelter under the U.S. security umbrella and devote its national energies towards 

the task of economic development.349  Named after the post-war LDP Prime Minister 

Shigeru Yoshida, this doctrine rejected a major international role for Japan and 

emphasized the critical importance of developing the domestic economy.  Japan’s 

leadership was thus chiefly concerned with improving the Japanese people’s standard of 

living and were less concerned about exerting an independent influence on international 

affairs—preferences, of course, that were neatly congruent with the U.S. government’s 

pursuit of a strategic entente.  Overall, the framework of the Yoshida Doctrine meant that 

the Japanese side of the equation was in tune with the American; that Japan’s energies 

would be channeled into activities judged desirable (or, at least, relatively non-

threatening) by Washington.  To be sure, Japan’s defenses were hardly negligible under 

the Yoshida Doctrine; on the contrary, the JSDF were significantly expanded and 

enhanced during the Cold War.350  Nevertheless, their level of development was kept 
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lower than it otherwise would have been if not for the U.S. security guarantee, with 

savings going towards the domestic side. 

 For the most part, strategic entente was a success.  Nevertheless, it warrants 

reemphasis that, in the 1950s, strategic entente was chosen as a second-best option for 

dealing with Japan.  The preferred policy of the Truman and Eisenhower administrations 

had been one closer to appeasement, whereby Japan would be encouraged to stand more 

on its own two feet.  This strategy failed because Japanese leaders were not amenable to 

its implementation.  As the Cold War progressed, however, strategic entente was retained 

more gladly by U.S. decision-makers, who came to value Japan’s unique role in the effort 

to contain world communism, particularly in East Asia.  To be sure, U.S. presidents 

would periodically seek to entice the Japanese to provide more towards their own 

defense, especially when there was domestic pressure within the U.S. for cuts in the 

Pentagon’s budget.351  Indeed, such attempts met with limited success, partly because of 

eroding anti-militarist norms within Japan but also because of Tokyo’s fear of 

abandonment by the United States.352  Overall, however, efforts to cajole Japan into 

providing for the entirety of its own security failed because of domestic politics within 

Japan itself.  Under LDP hegemony, governing coalitions within Japan simply saw no 

advantage in investing more in the military than was absolutely necessary to retain the 

United States’ security guarantee.  The result for U.S. foreign policy was a continuation 

of strategic entente, with Washington underwriting Japanese national security in 

exchange for Tokyo’s compliance in other aspects of global governance. 
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The case of US-Japanese relations during in the Cold War therefore highlights the 

importance of domestic coalitions within rising states.  For strategies of appeasement or 

strategic entente to work, rising states must be willing to accept the package of benefits 

envisioned by the established Great Power.  Counter-intuitively, this is not always the 

case: rising states wish to be satisfied in different ways depending upon their domestic 

preferences guns versus butter.  Some states may wish to be appeased in terms of the 

right to militarize, but not all will be bent on seeking such benefits from their 

participation in international society.  Finding a mutually agreeable way to redistribute 

international benefits towards a rising state is therefore not always a straightforward task, 

but it remains an essential challenge to overcome if a rising state is to be befriended and 

turned to the advantage of an established power. 

 

Rebalancing the strategic entente, 1969-1989 

 

As has been suggested, strategic entente did not remain unchanged for the entire 

Cold War period.  On the contrary, the level of the U.S. commitment to Japan varied over 

the course of the Cold War, predictably in line with prevailing domestic and international 

conditions faced by successive U.S. presidents.  The U.S. commitment to Japan 

underwent its biggest change in the 1970s, when the Soviet Union began to deploy more 

naval forces in East Asia yet, paradoxically, the U.S. security guarantee appeared to be 

weakening under the leadership of President Nixon.353  Understanding Nixon’s shift in 

policy towards Japan thus offers a window into the foundations of strategic entente writ 

large. 

                                                 
353 For background, see Beina Xu, ‘The U.S.-Japan Security Alliance,’ CFR Backgrounder, 1 July 2014, 

http://www.cfr.org/japan/us-japan-security-alliance/p31437 (accessed 21 January 2015). 
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By 1969, the U.S. commitment to Japan had grown to be quite large.  Japan had 

been under formal U.S. occupation until 1952, when it regained sovereign independence 

and, under Truman, troop numbers in Japan had exceeded 350,000 (with British and 

Commonwealth forces supplying an additional 40,000 personnel).  After the occupation 

was formally ended, U.S. troops remained in Japan per the mutual security pacts signed 

between Washington and Tokyo: tens of thousands of U.S. troops remained in Japan as a 

way to ensure the country’s security against a possible communist attack.  These troop 

numbers dipped during the Korean and Vietnam Wars, as the U.S. diverted resources 

towards fighting communism on the Asian mainland instead of deterring an attack on 

Japan.  Yet the security commitment to Japan never faltered.  In any case, heavy U.S. 

defense spending in Japan meant that Japan’s resurgent industries were intimately 

connected to the U.S. war efforts in Asia; Japanese economic growth and U.S. militarism 

came to be symbiotic enterprises. 

This substantial commitment to Japan’s security came under scrutiny during the 

late 1960s and 1970s with Richard Nixon in the White House.  Nixon had come to power 

suggesting a reduction in U.S. overseas commitments, particularly regarding Vietnam; 

his 1968 campaign had deftly courted both Cold War hawks and anti-Vietnam War 

doves.  He also faced substantial pressure to reduce the financial cost of foreign policy 

because of the economic turmoil that America’s Cold War posturing was causing 

domestically, and in order to placate fiscal conservatives within the Republican Party.  

Making good on these explicit and implicit campaign pledges, Nixon in 1969 proclaimed 

the so-called Guam Doctrine (or “the Nixon Doctrine”), which insisted that America’s 

regional allies would be expected to do more of the “heavy lifting” in terms of providing 

for their own security.  While the United States would continue to arm its allies, it would 

now look unkindly upon requests for U.S. troops to fight and die in the defense of others’ 
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countries.  For Japan, with its strict constitutional prohibition against the use of force in 

foreign affairs, Washington’s shift in strategy caused a dilemma.  Could Japan 

remilitarize to serve as a U.S.-backed regional policeman?  More pressingly, would the 

United States actually come to the defense of Japan in the event of an armed attack?  If 

not, was Japan capable of defending itself?  Amid such vexing questions, many in Japan 

worried aloud that the U.S.-Japan alliance would wither and die. 

In the event, Japan did increase its commitment to the security alliance in 

conversation with U.S. political and military leaders.354  The Japanese air force and navy 

were modernized and, in 1976, Japan adopted a National Defense Program outline, “its 

first comprehensive postwar defense strategy.”355  In 1978, the U.S. and Japan agreed 

new guidelines to organize their security cooperation whereby Japan’s military forces 

would adopt a much more active role in the defense of Japan.356  And under Reagan, 

Japan would agree to accept responsibility for “defense of the home islands, and air and 

sea defense of the surrounding waters, and sea lanes out to 1,000 miles.”357  It should be 

noted, however, that Japan was far from a U.S. vassal at this time, bound to follow 

whatever strictures were issued by the United States.  In fact, the Nixon administration 

worried in the late 1960s that Japan would abrogate the U.S.-Japanese security alliance 

when that agreement came up for renewal in 1970.  It was important, therefore, that Japan 

not be pushed too hard, and be reassured that the United States was only asking for Japan 

                                                 
354 Dian, The Evolution of the US-Japan Alliance. 
355 Xu, ‘The U.S.-Japan Security Alliance.’  For the full text of the outline, see http://www.ioc.u-

tokyo.ac.jp/~worldjpn/documents/texts/docs/19761029.O1E.html, accessed 25 December 2014. 
356 ‘Guidelines for Japan-U.S. Defense Cooperation,’ November 27, 1978.  For the full text, see 

http://www.fas.org/news/japan/sisin1e.htm, accessed 8 November 2014. 
357 See Memo from Secretary of Defense to White House, 28 March 1982, Folder (Japan 3/5/82-3/28/82), 

Executive Secretariat, NSC: Country File, Asia [Far East], Box 8, Ronald Reagan Library.  This same 

memo details discussions with the Japanese prime minister that reveal Japan to be willing to make 

increases to its contributions to the western alliance, but only within limits that the Japanese domestic 

political situation would bear. 



 
197 

“to deal with limited contingencies, while the United States would provide security 

against major attack.”358  It was also necessary to compensate Japan for the defense 

contributions that it was being asked to make: in 1971, an agreement was signed over the 

reversion of Okinawa to Japanese control, for example.359  This bargaining over Japan’s 

defense contribution is evidence that the U.S. policy of strategic entente was something 

that had to be negotiated and renegotiated between relative equals, with the U.S. unable 

simply to impose itself on Japan.  Strategic entente depended upon finding a package of 

benefits that would satisfy Japan and convince Japanese leaders to keep throwing their lot 

in with America.360 

Future revisions to the U.S.-Japanese security entente would similarly be nested 

inside a broader diplomatic understanding between the two states.361  When Ronald 

                                                 
358 Joseph P. Keddell, The Politics of Defense in Japan: Managing Internal and External Pressures, (New 

York: M.E. Sharpe, 1993), 80. 
359 The use of Okinawa as a bargaining chip was reminiscent of how the Johnson administration had 

viewed the return of the Bonin Islands to Japanese control: “a wise and essential move at this time in the 

overall framework of our relations with Japan, including our desire to obtain more firm Japanese support on 

Vietnam and favorable action by Japan particularly with respect to our balance of payments problems.”  

See Memo from Dean Rusk to President Johnson (“United States Position on Reversion of the Bonins”), 3 

November 1967, Folder 6 (Meetings with the President July thru December 1967, 2 of 3), National Security 

File, Files of Walt W. Rostow, Box 1, LBJ Library. 
360 Japan took a range of measures to ensure that its foreign policies were commensurate with American 

designs.  Economically, Japan agreed to limit exports that were causing domestic problems for the United 

States, highlighting Japan’s commitment to steering its growth in power in a way that works to the 

advantage of the United States.  For a good overview of successive rounds of negotiations over trade policy 

and other aspects of the relationship, see Schaller, Altered States: The United States and Japan Since the 

Occupation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997).  In the diplomatic realm, Japan normalized its 

relations with China in 1972, for example, following Henry Kissinger’s visit to Beijing, and would later 

institute sanctions against Iran, again following America’s lead in doing so. 
361 Officials were keenly aware of the Japanese contribution: a memo from U.S. embassy in Tokyo 

cautioned the White House that the U.S. should cooperate in giving technology to the Japanese in support 

of oil exploration on Sakhalin Island, noting that “the Japanese strongly supported us on Iran and 

Afghanistan sanctions even though the former cost them 13 percent of their oil supply and the latter cost 

them two projects taken over by the French and Germans.  They have followed our lead on the Falklands 

issue, announcing their support for the UK right after we did.  You are also aware that they are sympathetic 

to our current efforts to extend sanctions and increase economic pressures on the Soviet Union.  We need 

their cooperation if our efforts are to succeed.”  See Memo from U.S. Embassy in Tokyo to Secretary of 

State (“Sakhalin Oil Development Project”), Folder Japan (5/5/82-5/19/82) Box 8, Executive Secretariat, 

NSC: Country File, Asia [Far East], Box 15, Ronald Reagan Library. 
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Reagan came into office, his ambassador to Japan, Mike Mansfield (a Carter appointee), 

wrote a lengthy telegram urging that the president work with Japan with a view towards 

getting Tokyo to take on more of the burden of policing the free world.  The main goal 

was to encourage an increase in Japan’s defense expenditure.362  Yet Mansfield was clear 

that Japan required persuasion; redefining the U.S.-Japanese relationship was not 

something that could be achieved through issuing dictates.363  Moreover, Japan would 

have to be assured that its contributions to the Cold War effort were highly valued by the 

United States.364  For example, Japan during the Cold War was highly sensitive on the 

issue of being kept abreast of U.S. foreign policy decisions—including decisions 

pertaining to outside of East Asia, such as NATO policy, policy towards Poland and the 

decision to lift the grain embargo on the USSR.  Indeed, the Reagan administration’s 

perceived failure to keep Tokyo informed of its plans regarding the grain embargo 

provoked some unusually harsh public criticism from the Japanese prime minister at the 

time.365 

                                                 
362 See Memo From Richard Allen to the President (“The Visit of Former Prime Minister Fukuda Takeo”), 

19 March 1981, Folder Japan (2/4/81) Box 8, Executive Secretariat, NSC: Country File, Asia [Far East], 
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State Department, 6 March 1981, Folder Japan (3/5/81-3/17/81) Box 8, Executive Secretariat, NSC: 

Country File, Asia [Far East], Box 15, Ronald Reagan Library. 
364 During the 1980s, Japanese leaders emphasized the concept of “comprehensive security” as a term to 
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The story of strategic entente, then, is one of careful calibration of U.S. policy 

towards Japan.  Strategic entente required heavy diplomatic investment to ensure that the 

Japanese were content with the package of benefits being provided by the United States 

and would agree to harness their own power in service of U.S.-inspired goals.  Strategic 

entente succeeded because a diplomatic balance was found whereby Japan’s rise in power 

could be made to work in favor of both Japan and the United States.  It would have failed 

if the U.S. had been unable or unwilling to offer Japan a package of international benefits 

(especially a generous security guarantee) or had instead insisted upon alterations to 

Japanese foreign policy that leaders in Tokyo were in no position to agree to.  A large 

part of the reason for the success of strategic entente, of course, is the presence of a 

credible commitment device—that is, the looming threat of the Soviet Union and the 

other communist nations of East Asia—which pushed Japan into the arms of the U.S. and 

created the conditions for each to rely upon the other.366  But it warrants emphasizing that 

even the powerful lodestone of the Soviet Union would not have been enough to cement 

U.S.-Japanese relations if U.S. decision-makers had misjudged the willingness of Japan 

to assume a particular role in the U.S.-led world order. 

 

The Cold War in East Asia 

 

Given that it has been established that the U.S. pursued a grand design of strategic 

entente towards Japan, the next step from an analytic perspective is to ascertain whether 

the expected values of my independent variables are present in this case.  In this section, I 

                                                 
366 Indeed, one tack used by the U.S. to encourage Japan to bolster its defense spending was to portray 

Japanese militarization as something in Japan’s own self-interest, quite independent of U.S. designs for 

East Asia.  See, for example, Cable: US Embassy in Tokyo to Secretary of State, 7 April 1981, Folder 

Japan (3/18/81) Box 8, Executive Secretariat, NSC: Country File Japan, Box 15, Ronald Reagan Library. 



 
200 

turn to discuss the international context of Japan’s rise vis-à-vis the U.S. before moving 

on to consider U.S. domestic politics in the next section.  To recap, my deductive 

framework holds that strategies of strategic entente occur when the following 

international conditions are present: mostly bilateral relations between the established 

state and rising state; a rise in power caused by structural conditions rather than agent-

centered policies of expansion; and the presence of a common geopolitical foe.  To what 

extent do these predictions hold up in the U.S.-Japanese case? 

 

The San Francisco System 

 

U.S.-Japanese relations between 1945 and 1990 were almost perfectly bilateral.367  

The most important document was the Mutual Security Treaty of 1951, supplemented by 

the Mutual Defense Assistance Agreement in 1954 and the Treaty of Mutual Cooperation 

and Security in 1960.  These formal treaties were supplemented with various “guidelines” 

handling the details of US-Japanese defense cooperation (e.g. in 1978) and informal 

agreements on how Japan should exercise its power in concert with the United States.  

Although both states were party to the main multilateral institutions of the era—the 

United Nations, the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, and the Bretton Woods-era 

financial institutions of the World Bank and International Monetary Fund—these 

institutions had little to do with the bilateral U.S.-Japan relationship, which was defined 

by a dependent security relationship and cooperation in terms of global governance, 

overseas aid and so forth.  Thus, when renegotiations needed to take place, whether in the 

                                                 
367 T.J. Pempel, ‘Challenges to Bilateralism: Changing Foes, Capital Flows, and Complex Forums’ in Ellis 
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economic or the security spheres, Washington and Tokyo were usually able to thrash out 

a deal between the two of them.  There were no third party spoilers involved.368 

Indeed, this characteristic of strict bilateralism was partly by design, one 

component of the hub-and-spoke security architecture that generally came to characterize 

U.S. relations with the states of East Asia.369  This mode of regional organization 

contrasted with the more multilateral frameworks put in place in Europe, and meant that 

the U.S. was able to choose the package of benefits to cede to Japan without reference to 

external actors (potential veto-players).  If the U.S. chose to extend a security guarantee 

to Japan, for example, no other state could exercise a meaningful say in the decision. 

Similarly, if the U.S. decided to press Japan for greater militarization, such conversations 

tended to remain a purely bilateral affair.  The same was true of economic relations 

between the two states.  The upshot was that U.S. leaders could be reasonably sure of 

their ability to determine the contours of negotiations with Tokyo about Japan’s in the 

world order.  This not to say that Japan was an entirely passive actor or that the U.S. 

enjoyed enough influence to exercise exclusive control over the relationship, but the pure 

bilateralism of the relationship at least created the conditions for the two states to define 

the terms of their alliance without interference from other regional actors. 

As was described above, the first half of the Cold War saw the U.S. exploit this 

bilateral relationship to fashion a package of international benefits for Japan that would 

                                                 
368 It helps, of course, that Japan’s wants were relatively limited—or, at least, were things that the U.S. was 

in a position to provide (that is, security and economic access).  Had Japan been bent on irredentist foreign 

policies or other forms of expansionism, its leaders would have been frustrated in their attempts to gain 

international redress—not only because the U.S. would not have supported such ambitions, but because 

other states in the region would automatically have gained a direct say in the process.  But the goals of 

economic growth, security and rehabilitation in the eyes of the international community were ones that the 

U.S. could easily get behind.  The case study thus highlights the critical importance of “what states want” 

during a shift in power. 
369 Geunwook Lee, “Between Multilateralism and Bilateralism,” in T.J. Pempel and Chung-Min Lee, 
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cement Japan as part of the western alliance against Soviet communism.  In the second 

half of the Cold War, the U.S. re-negotiated the level of commitment being extended to 

Japan and asked for more in return (military improvements on Japan’s behalf, for 

example).  Yet the policy never wavered from being one of sating Japan as it rose in 

power; there was never any hint that U.S. economic or military strength ought to be 

applied to stunt Japan’s growth in power.  Instead, the clear and considered goal of U.S. 

elites was to harness Japan’s rise in power towards shared goals: namely, containing 

international communism and promoting the viability of a capitalist circle of nations.  

The strategy worked partly because the United States and Japan were able to negotiate 

the terms of Japan’s role in the U.S.-led order without the inference of other states. 

 

Structural rise 

 

Japan’s economic success was not viewed as much out of the ordinary by 

onlookers in the United States.  Devastated in 1945, it was obvious to outside observers 

that Japan had considerable scope to “bounce back” to a more normal level of 

development and political clout.  Some sort of rise in power was necessary if Japan was 

to escape the destitution of the immediate post-war era.  Recognizing that Japan 

inevitably would rebound somewhat from its post-war doldrums, the U.S. in the 

immediate post-war period was faced with the choice of whether to acquiesce in that 

expected increase in power or else take measures to pre-empt and forestall the rise.  As 

described above, the U.S. could have pursued policies to permanently carve up and neuter 

Japan, for example by seizing (more of) its territory, imposing a loose confederate system 

of government on the country or even dividing Japan into several independent states; or 
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instituting sweeping economic reforms aimed at the permanent de-industrialization of the 

country.  In fact, the U.S. did take some steps along these lines—including early attempts 

at dismantling the zaibatsu (later reversed) and excising Okinawa from Japan proper.  

But, ultimately, the goal of blocking Japan’s structural rise was abandoned when Japan’s 

economic revival came to seen as in the U.S. interest. 

 Much of Japan’s rise in power, then, was simply viewed as Japan recovering its 

pre-war strength and overcoming the artificial backwardness imposed by total defeat and 

destruction of 1945.  For the most part, it seemed clear to U.S. strategists that Japan’s rise 

in power was non-threatening, even if non-trivial.  Japan was not led by political 

entrepreneurs bent on revanchism or irredentism.  On the contrary, Japan’s Cold War 

leadership was focused on economic development in order to attain internal objectives, 

not international ones.370  Furthermore, as Japan grew in power, American leaders could 

be relatively assured that the “right kind” of government would prevail in Japan: under 

the American occupation, left- and extreme right-wing individuals had been purged from 

Japan’s political establishment meaning that centrist political leaders were bound to take 

charge in post-war Japan.371  Although the first few rounds of democratic elections in the 

1940s and 1950s spawned a milieu of political parties, with no recognizable party system 

taking shape, the LDP’s sweeping electoral victory in 1955 heralded a dominant-party 

system that would last for the rest of the century.372  The LDP had strong political-
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economic incentives to invest heavily in domestic economic growth (“butter”) and saw 

few electoral advantages in investing in an activist foreign policy (“guns”).  Its main 

constituencies were business and agriculture, which saw opportunities to benefit from 

statist industrial policies and access to western markets but few advantages in bankrolling 

Japanese expansionism.  The military-industrial complex of the Meiji Era had been 

eradicated during the war and occupation.  Under LDP leadership, then, Japan was ripe 

for conciliation by the United States: Tokyo’s foreign policy objectives under the 

Yoshida Doctrine, such as they existed, were to improve trade relations with other 

countries while sheltering under the United States’ security umbrella.373 

 It warrants emphasis that the Yoshida Doctrine appeared to outsiders as 

confirmation that Japan’s rise was not motivated by a desire for geopolitical pre-

eminence.  While Japan’s preoccupation with economic development often chafed 

American officials and angered public opinion, it was at least indicative of a strategy 

aimed at purely internal development and not external aggrandizement.  Japan had to be 

pushed to re-arm and take on more of a role in terms of providing for its own defense; 

this, too, signaled to U.S. decision-makers that the country was not pursuing growth for 

purposes of expansionism.  The reigning LDP’s electoral success depended much more 

on economic growth and domestic-level patronage than success overseas.  On the 

contrary, even the whiff of militarism could damage Japanese politicians in the eyes of a 

Japanese electorate still largely wedded to the pacifist constitution and the renunciation of 

war.  Beyond the LDP as faithful interlocutors, the U.S. could be relatively sure that 
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Japan would not convert its material power into aggressive foreign policies because the 

extreme right was very small and the left-wing parties in Japan (who might conceivably 

have allied with the Soviet Union) were fragmented.374  This domestic-political bias 

against militarism served as another credible commitment device to prevent Japan “going 

rogue” during the Cold War, although, as I detail below, there also were international-

level commitment devices to keep Japan in the American camp. 

  

The Cold War 

 

How did the United States stand to profit from Japan’s rise?  The answer is that, 

during the immediate post-World War II period, it did not.  Initially, a resurgent Japan 

was deemed inimical to international security in the Western Pacific.  There was no 

common threat to bind the U.S. and Japan together, and Japanese power and 

expansionism was blamed for the outbreak of World War II.  Rehabilitating a country 

that, for the past 15 years, had been engaged in an extensive program of conquest did not 

rank highly on President Truman’s agenda.  As a result, the early occupation-era became 

characterized by the policy described above of turning Japan into a permanently neutral, 

agrarian state. 

Yet by the onset of the Cold War, it was quite obvious to strategic planners in 

Washington that a strong and secure—and capitalist—Japan would be a valuable addition 

to the anti-communist alliance.  This fear was articulated best by George Kennan, who 

regarded Japan as a vital industrial center and a node of the liberal-capitalist economic 

order that the west was trying to (re)build and maintain.  Kennan felt sure that the Soviet 
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Union would be tempted to advance on Japan unless sufficiently deterred by U.S. 

military might.  He also worried about communist infiltration of Japan and the possibility 

of a coup.  Like MacArthur, Kennan agreed that U.S. defense and security in the post-war 

world would partly depend upon the fortification of a string of island bases spanning the 

entire Pacific Ocean from north to south, from the Aleutian Islands to American Samoa.  

Japan was a key link in this defensive chain; if Japan were to be lost to the other side, or 

even allowed to become a neutral (“Finlandized”) state, U.S. defense and security 

interests would suffer.  Conversely, if Japan could be encouraged to contribute more to its 

own defense rather than less, then this would be a good thing.  Especially after 

MacArthur and many of his forces were reassigned to fight the Korean War in 1950, it 

became apparent that the burden of defending Japan against all comers would be a 

burdensome one indeed for the U.S. alone to carry.  A strong, wealthy, capitalist, 

independent, U.S.-aligned and remilitarized Japan was therefore the goal of U.S. policy 

from the 1950s onward. 

Crucially, Japanese leaders also recognized the threat posed by the Soviet Union, 

China and North Korea.  Japan’s vulnerability in East Asia led leaders in Tokyo to put 

great stock in their security alliance with the United States.  Even if Japan had surpassed 

the United States in terms of aggregate power during the Cold War, it likely would have 

found itself in an extremely insecure geopolitical position given its close proximity to the 

Soviet Union—with which it had outstanding territorial disputes in the Kuril Islands—

and China.  Whereas the U.S. was shielded by the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, Japan was 

separated from its foes on the Asian mainland only by the minimal expanse of the Sea of 

Japan.  As such, Japan had a severe need for the U.S. alliance as a guarantee against 

predation by communist forces.  Both the U.S. and Japan, then, saw their alliance as 
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mutually beneficial.  This ensured that Japan’s rise could be trusted—indeed, 

encouraged—by the United States. 

  

U.S. politics: Nixon as a case study 

 

It is no easy task to provide a characterization of U.S. domestic politics for the 

entire Cold War period.  The 45 years between the surrender of Japan on the deck of the 

USS Missouri and the collapse of the Soviet Union saw massive changes to U.S. politics, 

economy and society.  In what follows, I focus on the early 1970s—the period in which 

the U.S.-Japanese alliance underwent the most dramatic changes—in order to consider 

the impact of this study’s posited independent variables upon America’s response to 

Japan’s growth in power.  I provide thumbnail sketches of the domestic circumstances 

faced by other the Cold War presidents as appropriate. 

 

The domestic bases of the Nixon Doctrine 

 

The U.S.-Japanese alliance was never completely one-sided.375  From the very 

beginning, U.S. presidents had sought to force Japan to shoulder some of the burden for 

its own defense.  The reason for this was domestic pressure in the U.S. to keep the cost of 

foreign policy (including the defense of allies) within certain limits.  The Truman 

administration had by default taken on the task of defending Japan as a result of 

instituting the occupation.  And as discussed above, the occupying force headed by 
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General Douglas MacArthur imposed upon Japan a pacifist constitution as part of the 

general plan to demilitarize and permanently neuter the Japanese state.  Upon taking 

office, however, President Eisenhower—responding to the altered geopolitical landscape 

created by the “fall of China” and the recently fought Korean War—forced Japan to come 

up with a long-term defense plan of its own.  He was bold in so doing, for observers at 

the time recognized that U.S. influence over Japan would not last forever.  As the U.S. 

ambassador to Japan noted, “we must face the prospect that our bargaining position may 

decrease as Japan regains her strength.”376  Even as early as 1958, then, the U.S. was 

limited in how far it could achieve its goals vis-à-vis Japan by what Japan itself would 

agree to.  And in the event, Eisenhower was decidedly constrained in how far he could 

press the Japanese to increase their military contributions to the defense of East Asia.377 

In any case, domestic politics in the United States had again shifted by the time of 

the JFK and LBJ presidencies.  Under these Democratic presidents, Japan was allowed to 

“free ride” on the U.S. security guarantee much more easily than it had under 

Eisenhower, with generous security benefits being offered to Japan almost carte blanche.  

Yet Eisenhower’s earlier concern with Japanese contributions to the US-Japan alliance 

were not dead and buried, and instead resurfaced during the Nixon presidency.  As has 

already been noted, Nixon came to office and swiftly proclaimed the Guam Doctrine as a 

way to distance himself from the bottomless commitments of the JFK-LBJ years.  His 

change in approach seemed to suggest that the U.S. would rely upon its local partners to 

do most of the fighting in the event of regional insecurity.  Expectations regarding 

                                                 
376 The ambassador went on to conclude that the U.S. ought to press Japan for a mutual defense 

arrangement, but one whereby Japan felt assured that it was only being asked to assume limited obligations.  

‘Telegram From the Embassy in Japan to the Department of State,’ 12 February 1958, Foreign Relations of 

the United States, 1958-1960 vol. 18, Japan; Korea, Document 3, 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1958-60v18/d3 (accessed 2 February 2015). 
377 The 1960 Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security was markedly less onerous upon Japan than 

Eisenhower had wanted. 
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Japanese foreign policy were again revised.  And unlike Eisenhower, Nixon appeared as 

though he might not take “no” for an answer.  What, then, explains this vacillation in 

U.S. policy?  Why did the U.S. commitment to Japan vary in terms of its generosity and 

its open-endedness?  In particular, why did Nixon seek to overhaul of his immediate 

predecessors’ policies towards Japan and instead return to a policy of greater burden 

sharing? 

 The domestic bases of Nixon’s shift in policy were the coalitional preferences of 

the Republican and Democratic parties during the early- to mid-Cold War.  For most of 

the period, the Democrats had much more to gain from investing heavily in the military 

than did the Republicans.  This was partly a function of the inclusion of the South in the 

Democratic Party’s coalition, as the preponderance of the U.S. military-industrial 

complex was located in the former Confederacy (the so-called “gun belt”).  In addition, 

key party figures—including, by the end of his presidency, Harry Truman as well as both 

of his two his Democratic successors, JFK and LBJ—were in hock to military Keynesian 

economic ideas, which held that vast spending on the military was not only affordable but 

was actually good for the overall American economy.  Military spending, then, was 

certainly beneficial for the domestic constituencies upon which the party relied but it 

would also help to boost the general economic outlook in a way that would improve the 

Democrats’ electoral fortunes across the board. 

In contrast, the Republicans were the party of economic orthodoxy: balanced 

budgets, not budget surpluses, were the order of the day.  Representing the fiscally 

conservative Northeast and Midwest, the Republican Party was simply opposed to 

defense spending not strictly necessary in the fight against communism.  Many 

Republicans had opposed the Cold War build-up launched by Harry Truman, and leading 

Republicans such as Robert Taft leaned much more towards isolationism (“Fortress 
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America”) rather than expansive overseas commitments.  The party looked for cheaper 

means of containing the Soviet Union when in power.378  Indeed, Nixon’s opening to 

China itself can be construed in these terms: as a hard-headed, realpolitik effort to lessen 

the burden of containing Moscow by leveraging Chinese power as a substitute.  The 

upshot for Japanese policy was that the Republican Party under Richard Nixon tended to 

favor a limited commitment rather than anything too expensive or ambitious.  

Nixon, then, entered office with domestic-political incentives to cut the cost of 

foreign policy and balance the books.  He presided over a party that saw little advantage 

in pouring scarce national resources into expensive military and foreign policies.  The 

Vietnam War had placed enormous strain on the country’s finances and caused severe 

disruption to the economy.  Business interests inside the Republican Party clamored for 

fiscal and monetary policies that would restore stability.  The civilian side took 

precedence over the military, constituting a powerful domestic-political basis for the 

pursuit of retrenchment in foreign affairs.  Even so, these partisan bases were beginning 

to change under Nixon, whose “Southern Strategy” saw the GOP make bold moves to 

absorb southern voters disillusioned with the Democratic Party.  Nixon thus had a strong 

incentive to promote U.S. arms manufactures in East Asia, hence the “arsenal of 

democracy” component of the Nixon Doctrine (whereby the U.S. would agree to supply 

its allies with hi-tech military hardware).  But overall, the picture in the late 1960s and 

early 1970s was of a Republican Party with broad preferences for butter over guns—a 

political fact that is partly able to explain the broad contours of the changing U.S. 

security guarantee to Japan. 

                                                 
378 This would change after around 1968, when southern opposition to the national Democrats’ civil rights 

platform precipitated a major realignment in U.S. politics.  Namely, the pro-military gun belt, largely 

situated in the south, began to migrate to the Republican Party—a process hastened by Richard Nixon’s 

“Southern Strategy” to attract disaffected Democratic voters. 
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Electoral incentives 

 

Despite Senator Arthur Vandenberg’s best wishes, the Cold War was not an era of 

bipartisanship when it came to foreign policy.  Instead, the two parties stood to gain from 

hawkish or dovish foreign policies at different junctures in their political histories.  

Nixon, for his part, believed that his presidency would be best served by conserving 

national resources and pursuing a more slender foreign policy, one based on diplomacy 

rather than military might.  In this sense, the relative hawkishness in Vietnam for which 

Nixon is best remembered actually belied a broader strategy of retrenchment.  The Guam 

Doctrine was a direct repudiation of JFK’s speech, a decade earlier, that the U.S. would 

“bear any burden” in the fight against communism.  Now, Nixon was announcing that 

America’s allies would be expected to bear their share of that burden.  All of this was a 

direct result of domestic opposition to the war in Vietnam—that is, it appeared to Nixon 

that there would be significant electoral advantages in reducing the burden in East Asia 

and elsewhere.  Securing a large section of the anti-war vote had been a decisive factor in 

Nixon’s defeat of Vice-President Hubert Humphrey in 1968. 

Nixon’s predilection for a curtailed foreign policy stance had unavoidable 

implications for the U.S.-Japan alliance.  As noted above, “In East Asia, the logical 

candidate for a devolution of American responsibility within the terms of the Nixon 

Doctrine was Japan.  Though and economic superpower, Japan had abstained from a 

more active regional role during the postwar period – particularly in the realm of security 
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– for fear of provoking hostile domestic and regional reaction.”379  The question for 

Nixon was how to sell his rebalancing of strategic entente to a wary Japanese leadership. 

 Nixon’s approach and the electoral incentives that shaped it can be contrasted 

with presidents both before and after.  Whereas Vietnam loomed large over Nixon’s 

foreign policy, the fall of China loomed large for Nixon’s immediate two predecessors: 

John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson.  These presidents saw themselves as facing 

electoral incentives to appear militaristic vis-à-vis the Soviet Union and international 

communism because of the stinging rebuke that each had seen President Truman suffer 

following Mao Zedong’s declaration of victory in the Chinese civil war.380  It is well 

documented that Kennedy pursued the construction of vast numbers of nuclear missiles 

partly in order to save face with a public susceptible to thinking him soft on foreign 

policy381 and LBJ, too, indulged in the worst excesses of the Vietnam War partly in order 

to avoid an embarrassing loss in Southeast Asia, fearing that to “lose Vietnam” would 

risk his domestic hold on power and put his cherished Great Society programs in 

jeopardy.382  After Nixon, Ronald Reagan would also perceive great advantage in stoking 

domestic concern about foreign affairs.  Following the perceived foreign policy failures 

of the Carter administration, Reagan sought to re-politicize international communism and 

build domestic support in favor of an aggressive foreign policy stance. 

For his part, Nixon faced electoral circumstances much more akin to those faced 

by Eisenhower, a president who came to power in the wake of the Korean War and who 

                                                 
379 Robert S. Litwak, Détente and the Nixon Doctrine: American Foreign Policy and the Pursuit of 

Stability, 1969-1976 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 134.  
380 Jerome M. Mileur, ‘The Great Society and the Demise of New Deal Liberalism’ in Sidney M. Milkis 

and Jerome M. Mileur, eds., The Great Society and the High Tide of Liberalism (Boston: University of 

Massachusetts Press, 2005), 427. 
381 Preble, ‘Who Ever Believed in the ‘Missile Gap’?’ 
382 For a comprehensive overview, see Andrew L. Johns, Vietnam’s Second Front: Domestic Politics, The 

Republican Party, and the War (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2010). 
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viewed himself as benefiting politically from downplaying the extent of U.S. overseas 

commitments.  Like Eisenhower, Nixon saw few electoral advantages in appearing too 

hawkish in foreign affairs—the national zeitgeist appeared to militate towards dovishness 

and retrenchment rather than hawkishness and revanchism.  To be sure, external threats 

must be dealt with but the overall tone of the presidency would be one of bringing foreign 

policies into alignment with what the country could stomach.383 

 

Fiscal realities 

 

For the most part, the Cold War era was an era of abundance in terms of the 

amount of resources that the U.S. had available to spend on defense.  Partly, this was 

material—driven by unprecedented economic growth and U.S. dominance of the world 

economy.  In other ways, abundance was imagined—during the JFK, LBJ and Reagan 

administrations, for example, when official discourse assumed (or adhered to economic 

theories that professed) the U.S. economy to be able to bear almost any level of military 

spending.  During the Nixon presidency, however, several conditions emerged to restrict 

the amount of resources available for foreign policy purposes.  In particular, the war in 

Vietnam had been financed through borrowing, creating enormous economic problems at 

home.  Instability in the Middle East also contributed to high oil prices, particularly 

following the 1967 and 1973 wars between Israel and the Arab states.  Simply put, acute 

shortages—or, at least, bottlenecks—emerged to constrain the amount that the U.S. could 

(or, prudently, should) devote towards military expenditure. 

                                                 
383 Again, electoral incentives would shift dramatically in the 1980s and into the 1990s, as Japan came to 

be viewed in the U.S. as a peer competitor and even a threat to U.S. vital interests, particularly in terms of 

economics.  Yet during Nixon’s time in office, the electoral incentives clearly seemed to be aligned in favor 

of minimizing the commitment to Japan, although certainly not ditching it altogether. 



 
214 

The result of these fiscal shortages was a curtailment in overseas commitments.  

In 1972, Nixon was proud to tell the Republican National Convention that his 

administration had slashed spending on defense: “We have cut spending in our 

Administration. It now takes the lowest percentage of our national product in 20 years. 

We should not spend more on defense than we need. But we must never spend less than 

we need.”384  This drawdown in U.S. outlays, of course, was matched the Nixon Doctrine 

in foreign policy—the attempt to cajole allies such as Japan to provide more of their own 

defense so that the amount of money being spent by the U.S. could safely be decreased. 

Nixon’s presidency was not the only critical juncture during which the nation’s 

ability to bankroll containment came into question.  Under presidents Eisenhower, Ford 

and Carter, U.S. leaders also felt the pressure of perceived resource constraints.  It was 

under these presidents that strategic entente came under the most strain, when the 

generous basket of goods being offered to Japan as compensation for its participation in a 

U.S.-led world order came into question.  Strategic entente was safest in the hands of 

those Cold War presidents who disavowed any notion of resource constraints: Kennedy, 

Johnson and Reagan.  Indeed, Ronald Reagan’s entry into the White House at the tail end 

of the Cold War can be said to have saved strategic entente, as Reagan’s steadfast belief 

in the importance of military spending did away with the most serious criticisms 

concerning the U.S. security guarantee to Japan.  Although Reagan asked that Japan 

contribute more to the western alliance (mostly in terms of foreign aid and trade policy), 

in practice Reagan retained a firm commitment to the military component of the strategy.  

As such, the policy of strategic entente, put in place in the 1950s, was able to withstand 

changes in U.S. politics and survive the whole span of the Cold War. 

                                                 
384 Richard Nixon, ‘Remarks on Accepting the Presidential Nomination of the Republican National 

Convention,’ 23 August 1972, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=3537, accessed 15 March 2015. 
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A small price to pay 

 

By the time of the end of the Cold War, the United States had ensured the 

protection and prosperity of Japan for over four decades.  The security guarantee and 

economic access granted to Japan had allowed that country to rise in power to the point 

where it now ranked alongside the U.S. (and West Germany) as one of the most wealthy 

and influential of the world’s Great Powers.  Under such circumstances, it is 

understandable that U.S. policy towards Japan would be challenged in the post-Cold War 

era.  And to be sure, there were powerful calls in the United States to “let them [Japan] 

defend themselves” (as one Atlantic headline put it) now that the Cold War was over.385  

Japan was now America’s largest creditor and the second largest investor in the United 

States after the United Kingdom; it was a popular refrain to quip that Japan had won the 

Cold War.  Among top U.S. strategists, however, a different truth was evident: that U.S. 

grand strategy towards Japan during the Cold War had proved to be a remarkable success 

from the perspective of U.S. geostrategic interests.  For four decades, American security 

policy had kept Japan as an important player in the U.S.-led world order even as that 

country rapidly expanded in power.  Japan had discharged a key role in balancing against 

communism in East Asia and was a driver of economic growth in the region.  Tokyo had 

grown in power during the Cold War, but its influence on the world stage always had 

been harnessed to U.S. goals; it was a rare sight indeed for Japan to deviate from U.S. 

policy prescriptions.  In short, Japan had risen in power on terms that had been more-or-

less set in Washington.  This was a remarkable diplomatic feat. 

                                                 
385 James Fallows, “Japan: Let Them Defend Themselves,” The Atlantic April 1989, 

http://www.theatlantic.com/past/docs/issues/89apr/defend.htm (accessed 1 October 2014). 
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The U.S., Japan and strategic entente  

 

International incentives 

 

 

Institutional context Bilateral 

}Conciliate
 

Cause of rise Exogenous 

Common foe Yes (Soviet Union) 

 

Domestic incentives 

 

 

Coalitional preferences (Mostly) guns 

}Revanchism
 

Electoral incentives (Mostly) hawkish 

Resource constraints (Mostly) low 

 

Predicted grand strategy: 

 

 

Strategic entente 

 

 

 

Observed grand strategy: 

 

 

Strategic entente 

 

 

Table 11. U.S. response to Japan during the Cold War 

 

THE UNITED STATES AND WEST GERMANY, 1945-1963 

 

The rise in power of the Federal Republic of Germany during the Cold War bears 

many similarities to that of Japan.  Like Japan, West Germany had been laid waste in 

World War II.  In 1945, its industry and urban centers were reduced to rubble.  Yet by 

1990, West Germany was an economic powerhouse, one of the largest economies in the 

world and an animating force within an increasingly unified and centralized European 

Union.386  Although the FRG was far behind the United States in terms of its material 

power for most of the period, decision-makers in the United States recognized that Bonn 

                                                 
386 To be precise, the European Union was only created in 1993 via the Maastricht Treaty.  Its predecessor, 

however, the European Economic Community had been created in 1957 via the Treaty of Rome. 
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steadily was growing to become a Great Power.  Dealing with West Germany was thus an 

important question of grand strategy.  In what follows, I focus on the first half of the Cold 

War period—1945-1963—to highlight that the factors driving U.S. policy towards the 

FRG were remarkably similar, on balance, to those that determined U.S. policy towards 

Japan, described above.  My model would therefore predict a similar outcome of strategic 

entente.  And as it turns out, successive U.S. presidents did pursue what can broadly be 

construed as strategic entente towards West Germany—a set of policies characterized by 

the provision of generous security and economic benefits contingent upon Bonn’s 

growing strength in world politics being harnessed to America’s efforts in the Cold War. 

 

Wirtschaftswunder 

 

In 1949, post-war Germany was divided into two states—the Federal Republic of 

Germany (West Germany) and the German Democratic Republic (East Germany).  West 

Germany comprised those areas of the former German Reich occupied by the United 

States, France and Britain after 1945; while East Germany comprised the portion of 

Germany occupied by Soviet troops.  In the east, significant portions of German territory 

were ceded to neighboring states—Poland, Czechoslovakia, the Soviet Union and 

Lithuania387—while, in the west, the coal-rich Saarland was made a protectorate of 

France.  Few German regions were spared from the devastation of war—over 650,000 

tonnes of ordnance had been dropped on Germany by the RAF alone, demolishing 

German towns and cities.  Refugees from former German territories flooded the new 

German states (including 10 million alone from the Sudetenland), adding to an already 

                                                 
387 These borders were contested by the west but were eventually recognized in the Helsinki Accords. 
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desperate situation in terms of housing, food and employment.  Making matters worse, 

the victorious allies extracted punitive reparations from Germany in the form of forced 

labor, raw materials and intellectual property—further damaging the country’s chances of 

an economic recovery and reducing the prospects of improvements to the humanitarian 

crisis afflicting much of the country.388  At the time of its creation, then, the Federal 

Republic of Germany was a severely fragile state—entirely dependent upon the Allies for 

defense and heavily reliant upon foreign aid to feed its population. 

 Viewed against this backdrop, West Germany’s economic growth during the early 

Cold War period was something of a miracle.389  Yet economic growth did transpire.  

Partly enabled by aid from the United States (the Marshall Plan, 1948-1952) and certainly 

helped by President Truman’s decision to end punitive deindustrialization policies 

towards Germany (in 1947), West Germany underwent a rapid pace of economic growth 

in the 1950s and 1960s.  Growth was additionally fostered by the “ordoliberal” industrial 

policies of successive West German governments, which were geared towards the active 

promotion of vibrant and successful free markets.390  Currency reform helped to release 

the West German economy from the shackles of old private debts and forestalled the 

prospect of hyperinflation,391 heralding a long period of financial stability, which, in turn, 

foreshadowed successful reindustrialization and reintegration into the European and 

world economies.  American militarism also helped to spur Germany’s economic revival: 

                                                 
388 The equipment of 706 factories was taken out of Germany by 1950.  See Frederick H. Gareau, 

‘Morgenthau’s Plan for Industrial Disarmament in Germany,’ Western Political Quarterly 14, no. 2 (1961): 

517-534.  Intellectual property alone amounted to an established $10 billion of reparations paid by 

Germany to the western victors.  See John Gimbel, Science, Technology, and Reparations: Exploitation 

and Plunder in Postwar Germany (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990). 
389 Indeed, the period came to be known in the west as the Wirtschaftswunder (“economic miracle”). 
390 The term “ordoliberalism” refers to the German-language economics journal, ORDO. 
391 Heinz Sauermann, ‘The Consequences of the Currency Reform in Western Germany,’ Review of 

Politics 12, no. 2 (1950): 175-196. 
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tens of thousands of relatively well paid U.S. servicemen were stationed in Germany, 

whose dollar incomes were vital in stimulating demand on the ground, while the 

economic demands of the Korean War (1950-1953) led to an unpredicted boom in 

demand for manufactured goods.  All told, the West German economy proved to be a 

roaring success during the 1950s and 1960s.  At times, unemployment fell below one 

percent and Germany’s GDP was the fourth largest in the world by 1990.  As one letter to 

the New York Times argued in 1990, Germany had effectively “won” the Cold War by the 

time of its conclusion.392 

 Economic success was not the only hallmark of the Federal Republic’s rebirth, 

however.  The country gained complete sovereign authority in 1955,393 marking its 

formal ascension into the international community.  West Germany became a driving 

force behind European integration.  Initially, Bonn’s inclusion in the European Coal and 

Steel Community (the distant predecessor of the European Union) was done in order to 

keep the German economy dependent upon its neighbors’ and thus unfit as a war-

machine.  But before long, Bonn had become an active participant in and enthusiastic 

proponent of the European project, pushing for the expansion of the European Economic 

Community and for wider and deeper levels of cooperation, thus adopting a leading role 

in European affairs that continues to this day.394 

Germany’s economic growth was matched by an impressive increase in national 

military capabilities.  Germany was allowed to join the NATO security alliance in 1955 

and the Allies agreed that West Germany could field an army of over 500,000 men under 

                                                 
392 John E. Ullmann, ‘Who Won Cold War? Japanese and Germans,’ New York Times, 3 July 1990, 

http://www.nytimes.com/1990/07/03/opinion/l-who-won-cold-war-japanese-and-germans-664690.html, 

accessed 26 September 2014. 
393 Technical sovereignty would not be conferred upon Germany until its reunification in 1990. 
394 West Germany’s population grew from 51 million in 1950 to over 63 million in 1990, another indicator 

of national vitality that made it difficult to deny Bonn a seat at Europe’s top table. 
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arms—a military establishment over five times as large as that which Germany had been 

allowed at Versailles.395    Germany was also allowed to create a large air force and a 

sizable navy.  In 1956, conscription was introduced—a measure that had been regarded 

as a serious sign of provocation when Hitler had introduced it in 1935.  Yet while 

German militarism had been viewed as a serious cause for concern in the 1930s, West 

Germany’s remilitarization had come to be viewed as a veritable goal of U.S. foreign 

policy by the 1950s, so much so that a U.S. Military Assistance Advisory Group was 

formed to aid the creation, training and equipping of the Bundeswehr.  But why did the 

U.S. acquiescence in Germany’s rise?  Why did successive U.S. presidents promote the 

increase in power of a state against which two world wars had been fought in the space of 

just 25 years?  Why not instead implement a Carthaginian Peace, whereby Germany 

would forever be kept down and denied the potential to threaten its neighbors and, by 

extension, U.S. security? 

 

The Cold War in Europe 

 

To understand U.S. strategy towards West Germany it is first necessary to take 

stock of the international environment in which the two states found themselves post-

World War II.  While it is true that the U.S. and Germany had fought as enemies in each 

world war, the post-war world was dominated by a new threat from the perspective of 

both states: the Soviet Union.  After their brief time as allies during the war, U.S.-Soviet 

relations worsened during the late 1940s to the point that U.S. decision-makers concluded 

that Stalin was bent on expansionism, both in Europe and in Asia.  The prevailing 

                                                 
395 For an evaluation of the Bundeswehr as a fighting force, see John Lewis Gaddis, The Cold War: A New 

History (New York: Penguin, 2005), 220. 
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orthodoxy among geostrategists—including the State Department’s George Kennan—

was that the Soviet Union (and communism more generally) was particularly threatening 

to U.S. national security because of its potential to dominate the Eurasian landmass (and, 

from there, the so-called “world island” of Europe, Asia and Africa).396  Unless Soviet 

forces were contained, nothing less than the security of the entire world was at stake—

including, in time, the security of North America.  In the late 1940s and early 1950s, 

then, West Germany came to be seen as a critical frontline in this Manichean struggle for 

the fate of world order—a new geopolitical role for Germany that overrode whatever ill 

feelings might have previously existed.  In what follows, I flesh out this international 

context of Germany’s rise from the perspective of U.S. decision-makers. 

 

Multilateral order 

 

U.S.-FRG relations took place within the context of a mostly multilateral order 

during the early Cold War.  This constitutes a main difference between U.S.-Japanese and 

U.S.-FRG relations given that the former took place in an almost exclusively bilateral 

framework.  Whereas in East Asia the U.S. had been able to construct a “hub-and-spoke” 

security architecture with its several allies in the region, the European theater was 

dominated by layers of multilateral agreements and pacts: war-time and post-war era 

allied agreements on how Germany should be governed; the formal institutions of 

German occupation, which included the United States, Britain, France and the Soviet 

Union; and ultimately NATO itself.  In practical terms, the Allied states were jointly 

                                                 
396 Halford J. Mackinder, ‘The Geographical Pivot of History,’ The Geographical Journal 170, no. 4 
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responsible for governing Germany until 1955 (and even then the FRG did not become 

fully sovereign until 1990) and, more vexingly, every U.S. decision taken towards 

Germany had to be made in anticipation of what the Soviet response might be.  All in all, 

the system was thoroughly multilateral—one within which U.S. decisions unavoidably 

had to be made cognizant of what other states were willing to agree to. 

This embedded multilateralism is important to emphasize and should temper my 

expectations that the U.S. would pursue a policy of strategic entente towards West 

Germany because, under multilateralism, my theory predicts that established Great 

Powers will be pessimistic about their chances of adequately controlling the process by 

which a rising state receives enhanced benefits from its participation in the international 

system.  Two examples of U.S.-FRG relations during the early Cold War help to illustrate 

this point.  First, the question of German rearmament presented itself as an issue that the 

U.S. could not decide in conversation with Bonn alone.  Because of France’s historic 

fears of a powerful German neighbor, plans to re-arm West Germany were vulnerable to 

a French veto (not to mention accusations of wanton aggression from Moscow).  In the 

event, France accepted West German re-armament (albeit only after a proposal to 

integrate the FRG into a French-dominated European Defence Community was nixed in 

the French Parliament) on the condition that West Germany’s forces were integrated into 

the NATO structure.  While this settlement was acceptable to decision-makers in 

Washington, the episode highlighted the limited influence that the U.S. could expect to 

have over the future of Germany.  Second, the division of Germany into two separate 

states meant that the United States never was able to offer Bonn its most prized ambition 

of the Cold War—that is, unification.  On this fundamental matter, the redistribution of 

benefits towards a rising West German simply was not just a matter for U.S. foreign 

policy; it was an international political question that involved other European actors, 
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including a recalcitrant Soviet Union.  This being the case, decision-makers in 

Washington recognized that it would be a complicated task to find a package of benefits 

to offer West Germany over which the U.S. could exercise exclusive control; there was 

always a reasonable chance that Bonn would decide to defect from its alliance with 

Washington and seek more favorable terms from Moscow, something anathema to U.S. 

interests. 

 

Resurrection 

 

From the perspective of the United States, West Germany’s rise in power seemed 

to be caused by structural factors—population size, latent industrial capacity, human 

capital, enormous demand to reindustrialize from neighboring European countries, and 

not least of all heavy investment by the United States itself.  Few in Washington would 

have characterized Germany’s growth in power as the result of nefarious decision-

making by German leaders.  Instead, German economic growth was viewed as an 

inevitable process, one that would have to take place sooner or later if the German people 

were to be fed and clothed and if Europe’s economy was to stand on its own two feet.  As 

Paul Kennedy explains. 

it is worth stressing how “natural,” relatively speaking, this development [German 

economic growth] was.  Even in its truncated state, the Federal Republic 

possessed the most developed infrastructure in Europe, contained large internal 

resources (from coal to machine-tool plants), and had a highly educated 

population, perhaps especially strong in managers, engineers, and scientists, 

which was swollen by the emigration of talent from the east.397 
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As such—and despite the trepidation felt during the 1940s—Germany’s rise 

safely could be welcomed by those in the United States and need not be feared out of 

suspicions of German bellicosity.  Indeed, the West German ruling coalition during the 

early Cold War hardly seemed to be the sort bent on pursuing national aggrandizement.  

Rather, the Christian Democrats (CDU) and Christian Social Union (CSU), West 

Germany’s ruling coalition led by Konrad Adenauer (Chancellor 1949-1963), generally 

proved to be amenable to conciliation on the terms put forward by the United States.398  

In short, the CDU/CSU coalition had political and electoral incentives to invest in 

domestic regeneration (“butter”) rather than foreign policy (“guns”).  The primary 

concern of the CDU/CSU leadership was to ensure economic recovery as a prelude to the 

reunification of Germany.  According to one historian, Adenauer himself had four main 

political goals during the early years of the Federal Republic: reviving the German 

economy; creating a stable domestic order; reestablishing German sovereignty; and 

securing Germany’s position within the “community of nations.”399  Domestic politics 

thus was prioritized and foreign policy ambitions were limited to establishing the FRG as 

a sovereign state and preventing other states from recognizing East Germany (the 

“Hallstein Doctrine”).400  This is not to say that Adenauer and his co-partisans were 

implacably opposed to investment in militarism, but rearmament was only ever pursued 

under Adenauer’s chancellorship as a concession to the United States in exchange for 

                                                 
398 The liberal Free Democratic Party (FDP) joined the CDU/CSU in coalition government 1949-1953 and 

1961-1966.  The SPD became the largest party in the Bundestag in 1961 but only entered government in 
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(Chicago: Edition Q, 1996), 19. 
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American guarantees of Germany’s security.  As one historian puts it, Adenauer was “no 

militarist, but he was a realist par excellence.”401 

The U.S. thus found in Adenauer a leader who would agree to steer his country on 

a foreign policy trajectory mostly plotted in Washington.  Partly, this was because 

Adenauer was, as an individual, more pro-western than the median West German 

voter;402 but even Adenauer’s western sensibilities did not prevent him from driving a 

hard bargain with his allies in Washington.  Rather, Adenauer was able to extract some 

important concessions from the United States in return for Bonn’s compliance with 

American objectives.  The massive security guarantee given to West Germany by the 

U.S. as part of NATO was the prime example of this but it was not the only one.  For 

example, Washington “continued to back Bonn’s isolation campaign [the Hallstein 

Doctrine to isolate East Germany] in order to assure West German cooperation in other 

projects of interest to the Allies.”403  And when the United States found its industrial 

capacity wanting during the initial phases of the Korean War, it found ready partners in 

West Germany’s corporatist industrial sector—actors that profited economically from 

American militarism and were granted preferential access in terms of procurement.404  

The critical point is that the United States had to exert significant diplomatic and 

economic pressure—“sweeteners”—to keep Bonn firmly aligned with the western bloc. 

 It is important to stress that, if the SPD had ruled West Germany during the first 

decades of the Federal Republic, the United States’ strategy towards Bonn would have 
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been very different by necessity.  The SPD prioritized reunification with East Germany 

over integration with the west (the SPD opposed NATO membership until 1965) and 

prized a planned economy rather than access to western markets.405  These objectives 

were not in line with U.S. foreign policies during the Cold War.  In 1954, when the 

Bundestag voted to approve West German military sovereignty (a critical step towards 

rearmament in the service of the western alliance), it did so without any SPD votes.406  

Over the course of the 1960s, SPD did begin to ameliorate its politics and accept the fact 

of the western alliance.407  For example, when Willie Brandt became Chancellor of 

Germany in 1969, he coupled his pursuit of Ostpolitik with a renunciation of nuclear 

weapons in order to balance his opposition to United States policy with an important 

signal that West Germany would still pose no threat to vital American interests.408  

Nevertheless, it is hard to imagine the United States being able to work with an SPD 

government in Bonn during 1949-1963 on issues such as rebuilding Western European 

economies, isolating East Germany and containing the Soviet Union.  Instead, the United 

States’ perception of diplomatic opportunity in the rise of West Germany during this time 

was largely contingent upon the CDU/CSU being in power—for only this ruling coalition 

conveyed to Washington that West Germany’s growth in power was non-threatening and 

something capable of being deployed in the service of shared goals. 

 

The Soviet threat 
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Did the United States see geopolitical opportunity to profit from West Germany’s 

rise during the early Cold War?  In fact, the answer to this question changes between 

1945 and 1963, with officials in Washington going from viewing West German 

resurgence as a threat to the United States’ core national interests (1945-1946) to 

recognizing significant advantage in a strong and stable FRG, albeit one that was 

integrated into the western alliance (1946-1963).  The primary reason for this shift in 

perception was the emergence of the Soviet Union as a threat to Western Europe.  Under 

Franklin Roosevelt and during the first years of Harry Truman’s tenure in office, the 

dominant view in Washington was that Germany’s preponderant power had helped to 

cause World War II.409  FDR’s position was that Germany ought to be “weakened and 

punished” for its bellicosity.410  Senior administration officials such as Henry 

Morgenthau openly discussed the possibility of turning Germany into a pastoral society 

and economy.411  The geopolitical context for these prescriptions was FDR’s vision for 

the postwar world order, a design based upon the notion of the “four policemen”—the 

US, UK, Soviet Union and China—who would together comprise of a concert of Great 

Powers to ensure global security.412  To be sure, FDR was not blind to the potential threat 

posed by the Soviet Union.  However, he believed that Stalin could be contained through 

integration, by giving the Soviet leader a stake in the post-war system.  There was no 
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place for a revived Germany in this world order.  In short, FDR saw no geopolitical 

advantages in promoting Germany’s rise. 

The geopolitical situation progressively worsened on Truman’s watch, 

however.413  In particular, FDR’s vision of trying to mollify the Soviet Union collapsed in 

spectacular fashion.  In 1946, the Soviet Union appeared to abrogate its earlier 

agreements to vacate Iranian territory, even looking poised to annex parts of northern 

Iran.414  Stalin refused to honor his promises at Yalta to hold elections in Eastern Europe, 

prompting Winston Churchill in 1946 to give his famous “Sinews of Peace” speech in 

Fulton, Missouri.  In private, the White House was being briefed about the Soviet threat 

by diplomat George Kennan.415  Fraudulent elections in Poland in January 1947 resulted 

in a communist takeover; in 1948, Soviet agents organized a coup in Czechoslovakia.416  

With fears growing that Greece and Turkey might fall to communism, Truman was 

eventually persuaded to act by pronouncing the Truman Doctrine.417  Events in the Far 

East during 1949-1950—the fall of China, the Soviet acquisition of the atomic bomb, and 

the outbreak of the Korean War—only heightened these fears and led officials in 

Washington to revise their attitudes towards erstwhile foes Germany and Japan.  The 

Korean War, in particular, served as a turning point after which the Truman 

administration became convinced of the imminent threat posed by communism.  
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Domestically, the adoption of NSC-68 as a template for waging the Cold War signaled an 

increase in the United States’ resolve regarding its overseas commitments.418  At the 

same time, client states in Europe and East Asia—including Japan and (West) 

Germany—came to be seen as vital bulwarks against communist expansion and 

indispensable allies in the struggle for containment.419  West Germany’s resurgence as a 

strong power at the heart of Western Europe began to portend serious advantages from 

the United States’ perspective. 

Between 1950 and 1963, the Cold War continued to create a hostile international 

environment for the United States and its allies.  The western alliance, crystalized in the 

form of NATO, saw itself as engaged in an existential battle with the Soviet Union and 

Warsaw Pact, a perception fuelled by successive crises over Berlin, the missiles race, 

launch of Sputnik, Cuban Missile Crisis, Soviet actions in Hungary and elsewhere in 

Eastern Europe, and many other events.420  Throughout the Truman administration and 

those of his successors, Dwight Eisenhower and John Kennedy, there was scant evidence 

that a stable peace could be concluded with the Soviet Union.421  This state of heightened 

alert lasted well into John F. Kennedy’s time in office. 

                                                 
418 Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, ch. 4. 
419 Kettenacker, Germany Since 1945, 56. 
420 For excellent histories of the Cold War, see Gaddis, Strategies of Containment; Gaddis, We Now Know: 

Rethinking Cold War History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997); Gaddis, The Cold War; 

Trachtenberg, A Constructed Peace; and Trachtenberg, The Cold War and After. 
421 Gaddis, Strategies of Containment.  For the chances of concluding a reliable peace with the Soviet 

Union, see Andrew H. Kydd, Trust and Mistrust in International Relations (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2005).  By 1963, however, Cold War historian Marc Trachtenberg suggests that a bargain 

over the status of Berlin provided the basis for a modus vivendi between the United States and Soviet 

Union.  See Trachtenberg, A Constructed Peace, 398.  Certainly after 1969, the geopolitical environment 

changed somewhat because of the SPD leader Willy Brandt’s policies of Ostpolitik and the Nixon 

administration’s preference for détente with the Soviet Union. The international environment would shift to 

being much more dangerous again during the 1980s in the context of détente’s repudiation and the move 

(back) towards superpower confrontation. Once back in power in the early 1980s, CDU/CSU officials 

warned that the Soviet Union and GDR were ramping up their repressive policies and threatening to 

overturn the relatively stable balance stablished via Ostpolitik and Helsinki. See speech by Deputy 



 
230 

 Throughout this period, West Germans of all political stripes agreed with the 

assessment in Washington that the Soviet Union was a common threat.422  Anti-

communism was strong in pre- and post-war (West) Germany, and most West Germans 

had no desire to live under Soviet occupation.  Even the left-wing Social Democrats 

(SPD) advocated only neutralism for a unified Germany, not integration into the 

communist bloc.  An East German uprising in June 1953 reminded even leftist groups in 

the FRG that the Soviet Union was an oppressive rather than liberating force.423  The 

crushing of the Hungarian Uprising of 1956 served as a further reminder that the western 

alliance was necessary to maintain the FRG’s freedom.  To be sure, there were events 

that tested the FRG’s attachment to the United States: Stalin’s offer of a unified, 

neutralized Germany in 1952, in particular, threatened to create a settlement in Europe 

that would exclude the United States and thus deprive the US-FRG axis of a common 

foe.424  Similarly, West German politicians sometimes doubted whether the United States 

was really a stalwart ally against the Soviet Union; the west’s acquiescence to the 

construction of the Berlin Wall was seen as a failure to stand up to Soviet brutality, for 

example.425  Nevertheless, on balance, both the United States and FRG lived in the 

shadow of a real and proximate Soviet threat during 1945-1963 and saw each other as 

natural allies.  A common foe existed.  As a result, it was clear to the United States from 

the early 1950s onwards that a strong Germany was something that should be promoted. 
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U.S. politics, 1945-1963 

 

If the United States recognized opportunity to profit from the rise of West 

Germany because of the Soviet threat and the compliance of West German conservatives 

like Adenauer, what was the political balance within the United States?  Did U.S. politics 

militate towards a comparative cheap or expensive form of conciliation—namely, 

appeasement or strategic entente?  Here, I retain a focus on the period 1945-1963 in order 

to bring to light the domestic foundations of the Cold War-era strategy towards Germany 

during its initial inception.  Three presidents occupied the White House during 1945-

1963: Harry Truman, Dwight Eisenhower and John Kennedy.  This succession of 

administrations oscillated between those with incentives to spend on guns (Truman and 

Kennedy) and that with incentives to spend on butter (Eisenhower), divergent preferences 

that should have (according to my theory) led the presidents to adopt different stances 

vis-à-vis the FRG and America’s overseas commitments more generally.  In fact, 

however—and as I describe below—a pattern of strategic entente seems to have obtained 

throughout the entire period.  In what follows, I trace developments in domestic politics 

and connect them to the development and implementation of strategic entente with West 

Germany. 

 

Bankrolling containment 

 

Initially a firm believer in economic orthodoxies such as the balanced budget, 

President Truman presided over one of the quickest demobilizations of troops in history 
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following the end of World War II.426  As the head of FDR’s New Deal coalition, Truman 

saw little value—and, indeed, huge risks—associated with continued investment in guns 

when it seemed that external security had improved and the country demanded that 

resources be focused on domestic problems.427  His commitment to West Germany’s 

long-term security was relatively weak during 1945-1946, with Truman instead 

preferring a European solution to what was essentially a European problem.  Eventually, 

however, the Truman administration’s aversion to a robust foreign policy began to erode.  

The logic underpinning a slender foreign policy was challenged as the U.S. economy slid 

into recession in 1949; cuts in military spending had not stimulated private sector growth, 

but seemed to have contributed to a downturn.  In this context, Truman became much 

more susceptible to arguments for increased military spending.  Just as his predecessor 

Franklin Roosevelt had turned to military spending as a way to “prime the pump”428 in 

the run-up to World War II, so too did Truman now see the advantage in using fiscal 

policy to bolster economic growth.  These economic problems combined with 

bureaucratic wrangling within Truman’s administration resulted in an emerging 

consensus that the United States’ economy would be better served by military Keynesian 

economics rather than the traditional orthodoxies.429  Truman’s policies followed suit, 

with the spigot being wide open by the time of the Korean War in 1950.  The president 
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and his team worked assiduously to put together a coalition of domestic interests that 

would particularly stand to gain from high levels of investment in foreign policy, 

establishing an enduring bias in U.S. politics in favor of militarism.430  In many instances, 

this additional spending on the military came at the expense of domestic programs—

healthcare, national infrastructure and social welfare payments—that had previously 

dominated the national agenda: a new Democratic-led coalition seemed to possess robust 

partisan incentives to invest in guns over butter.  And, indeed, as John Lewis Gaddis 

shows, Truman’s eventual strategy for dealing with the Soviets evinced little 

preoccupation with means, which was a far cry from his initially cautious and understated 

approach and highlights the extent to which domestic incentives to invest in the military 

held sway during the last years of his presidency.431 

 In contrast to Truman, President Eisenhower (1953-1961) was much more averse 

to spending on guns.432  Instead, the new president sought to redeploy resources to the 

domestic front in the form of government spending on public works and tax cuts.  Both 

because of a personal conviction against the “garrison state” and because he headed a 

Republican Party that was strongly wedded to the balanced budget, Eisenhower sought to 

bring down the cost of defense and put the United States’ economic house in order.433  

This is not to say that Eisenhower saw no need to invest in national defense: as a 

decorated general, Eisenhower knew all too well the dangers posed by the Soviet Union.  

Yet his experience also allowed him to discern between necessary and unnecessary 
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defense expenditure, and between vital and peripheral interests.  As such, Eisenhower’s 

strategy was to find more cost-effective ways of containing the Soviets than Truman had 

achieved during his tenure in office.434  The clear impetus for all of this came from 

Eisenhower’s party, which had been lukewarm at best to the military build-up pushed 

through by Truman.  Powerful magnates within the Republican Party such as Robert Taft 

were staunchly opposed to high military spending during peacetime, and urged a more 

restrained national defense policy of “Fortress America.”  The high taxes needed to 

bankroll the aggressive containment of the Soviet Union were argued to stifle businesses 

and job creation; far better, many mainstream Republicans averred, to slash spending and 

reduce taxes.  Winning the Cold War would be no consolation if America itself was lost 

in the process. 

 Eisenhower succeeded in reducing defense expenditure during his time in office, 

but his economies would be undone by his Democratic successor: John F. Kennedy.  Like 

Truman, Kennedy came to office with powerful domestic incentives to invest in guns as 

well as butter.435  Unlike Truman, there was never any ambiguity about this point.  By 

1961, the Democratic Party clearly stood to gain—both politically and electorally—from 

generous investment in social programs as part of the New Deal but also from high levels 

of defense spending.  Massive outlays on national defense were attractive to the 

Democrats in order to maintain a stable world order (upon which key exporting groups 

within the Democratic fold relied); in order to open new markets for American producers 

(especially those in agriculture and industry); and to channel domestic resources towards 

vital constituencies in the so-called “gunbelt.”  In his Farewell Address, Eisenhower had 
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warned against the dangers of a military-industrial complex whereby politicians could 

come under the sway of profiteering arms manufacturers and would pursue costly foreign 

policies that had no relationship to the national interest.  With Kennedy’s election, this 

military-industrial nexus only swelled: enormous amounts of money were spent on the 

U.S. nuclear arsenal and on conventional forces largely for reasons of domestic 

consumption.  America’s participation in the early Cold War, then, was partly a function 

of partisan competition: both Democratic presidents sought to invest in the military as a 

way to boost their own coalition’s fortunes, while President Eisenhower pursued 

economies in the military budget in response to his own coalition’s preferences.  This 

divergence in willingness to spend on foreign policy would have direct implications for 

U.S.-FRG relations, as I detail below. 

 

Containment oversold 

 

Throughout the Cold War, there were broad electoral incentives for U.S. leaders 

to adopt a robust posture towards the Soviet Union in Europe.  This was especially true 

under Truman and Kennedy, although the effect also was felt by Eisenhower: no U.S. 

president could bear the electoral cost of “losing” a country to communism and so all 

faced massive pressure to invest enough resources towards the ends of containment.  In 

1949, Harry Truman had incurred enormous political costs after Mao Zedong’s 

communists declared victory over Chiang Kai-shek’s nationalist forces in the Chinese 

civil war.  Republican legislators and members of the national press corps lambasted 

Truman for the “loss of China,” painting Mao’s consolidation of power as an “avoidable 

catastrophe” at least partly caused by the Truman administration’s lack of attention to the 
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problem.436  Meanwhile, anti-communism was rife at home.  Politicians such as Joseph 

McCarthy and J. Edgar Hoover pursued vicious witch hunts against anybody suspected of 

being sympathetic to communist ideas.  Moreover, containment of the Soviet Union had 

been sold to the U.S. Congress and public as an urgent necessity; a problem of direct 

consequence to U.S. national security and, indeed, an existential threat to the American 

way of life.  To backtrack from this framing of the Soviet threat by talking or acting as 

though the defense of Europe was not in the critical interests of the United States would 

invite severe repercussions from political opponents and public commentators, not to 

mention an electorate that held overwhelmingly negative impressions of the Soviet 

Union. 

Electoral incentives to maintain a robust posture vis-à-vis the Soviets in Europe 

were exacerbated by the importance of Western Europe to international trade, especially 

as a market for U.S. exports.  As the 1940s wore on, it became increasingly clear in turn 

that Germany in particular was a critical engine of European economic growth; without 

Germany’s rehabilitation it would be impossible to resurrect Western Europe as a 

lucrative market for U.S. goods.  America’s domestic prosperity, then, became contingent 

upon Germany and Western Europe recovering economically.  This political fact had 

severe consequences for both major U.S. political parties, with politicians from each 

party working hard to win over voters whose livelihoods increasingly depended upon 

export-led economic growth and international trade.  Abandoning Europe to poverty and 

backwardness—or, worse still, socialism or neutralism—would compromise the world 

capitalist economy that U.S. prosperity depended upon, risking jobs and, ultimately, 

political power.  As such, both Republicans and Democrats had incentives to provide for 

                                                 
436 See Matthew S. Hirshberg, Perpetuating Patriotic Perceptions: The Cognitive Function of the Cold 

War (Greenwood, 1993): 55-56. 



 
237 

the defense of Europe and to integrate West Germany into the world order as a viable 

bulwark of that order. 

 

The triumph of the military-industrial complex 

 

The first three Cold War presidents differed in their attitudes towards the 

availability of resources for devotion to foreign policy.  Broadly speaking, Kennedy was 

much more acceptant of costly foreign policies than Eisenhower, who viewed excessive 

military spending as a threat to U.S. security prosperity, while President Truman can be 

said to belong to both camps: initially, Truman was an economic conservative who 

sought to reduce the military budget following the end of World War II; but after 1950, 

Truman signed off on large increases in military spending with the justification that doing 

so would boost the U.S. economy.  Partly, this difference is due to the political-economic 

incentives of each president’s respective coalition.  Yet the variation also can be 

attributed to differences in ideas. 

In particular, prevailing wisdoms about economics, public spending and budget 

deficit were undergoing significant changes during the mid-twentieth century, as the 

ideas of John Maynard Keynes began to gain currency against the (in some eyes) 

discredited financial orthodoxies that had been tried during the Great Depression.437  

Public sector involvement in the economy—especially in terms of military spending—

seemed to have worked quite well for America during World War II; the nation had 

escaped depression and even managed full employment.  After the war, cuts to public 

spending seemed to have associated with a return to recession (both under Truman and 
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Eisenhower).  As such, the creed of military Keynesianism began to hold sway in 

America, particularly in the Democratic Party.  This was true under both Truman (at least 

during the 1950-1953 period) and Kennedy, as well as Kennedy’s successor Lyndon 

Johnson.  Military Keynesian was politically useful for those who wanted to spend on the 

military because it held that there were plentiful resources for the United States to devote 

towards this end and, perhaps more importantly, that the benefits of military spending 

would be enjoyed by all.  Such ideas were articulated in private throughout this period 

(for example, as part of the NSC-68 strategy document that would form a blueprint for 

how to wage the Cold War) but also were expounded in public, most famously by John F. 

Kennedy when he insisted that the U.S. could and would “pay any price, bear any 

burden” in defense of the Free World. The mantra was rejected under Eisenhower, whose 

administration still preferred to cleave to relatively orthodox notions about military 

spending during peacetime.   

 

Strategic entente as a grand strategy 

 

The above discussion suggests that domestic-political preferences for revanchism 

were much more pronounced for Presidents Truman (1950-53) and Kennedy than for 

Truman (1945-1950) and Eisenhower.  As such, my model would predict that strategic 

entente should have been more prominent as a grand strategy under the former cases than 

the latter, with the latter tending to favor a form of strategic entente with more shades of 

appeasement.  In fact, this prediction holds up fairly well against the historical record. 
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The origins of strategic entente 

 

Prior to the end of the war, the United States did not have a coherent strategy for 

dealing with post-war Germany.438  What little strategy did exist had flavors of the 

Morgenthau Plan:439 although the Morgenthau Plan was never formally adopted as U.S. 

policy, neither was it rejected.440  Limits were placed on German coal and steel 

production, and massive amounts of industrial hardware were seized as reparations.  The 

conscious plan of Allied commanders was to reduce German industry to 50 percent of its 

pre-war levels (although restrictions were much tougher in some sectors of the 

economy).441  It was only when the geopolitical situation worsened under President 

Truman that the United States’ strategy became one of economic promotion in West 

Germany.442  Hallmarks of this strategy were the tacit acceptance of the division of 

Germany into eastern and western entities, and the integration of West Germany into the 

western sphere of influence.443  This so-called “western strategy” of integrating West 

Germany into the U.S. sphere of influence was in contrast to the alternative proposal to 

continue pushing for German unity and independence free from Soviet influence.444  By 

the end of 1946, the United States was committed to the western strategy, and in 1948 the 

policy was announced at the London Conference.445  In time, the goal evolved into 
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establishing Western Europe, with Germany at its heart, as a “third force” in world 

politics.446  Throughout his last years in office, Truman’s strategy towards West Germany 

came to be defined by a desire to “bolster the position of the United States and its allies 

with respect to the Soviet Union.”447 

 From around 1950 onwards, this desire to promote the security and prosperity of 

the FRG was converted into a grand strategy of strategic entente—that is, the provision of 

generous security benefits to the FRG, together with access to American markets, 

designed to allow West Germany to rise in power in a way that bolstered the western 

alliance vis-à-vis the Soviet Union.  The Marshall Plan, NATO and the stationing of U.S. 

troops in Germany all can be considered part of strategic entente.  The timing of these 

policies warrants consideration: strategic entente began under Truman only when the 

geopolitical situation became dire and, equally as importantly, when Truman began to 

face significant domestic pressure to invest in guns as a way to revive the flagging United 

States economy.  Throughout 1945-1949, Truman had begun to worry about Soviet 

machinations in Eastern Europe and the Middle East but had fallen short of sanctioning 

ambitious foreign policy responses, instead continuing to draw down the U.S. military 

footprint overseas.  Yet in 1950, Truman finally signed off on NSC-68, a strategic 

document allowing for massive U.S. military spending in order to fund a broad policy of 

containment.  The change was one of domestic politics: by 1950, Truman had sufficiently 

put in place the domestic coalition in Congress necessary to support expensive policies of 

containment—including those policies that would become facets of strategic entente 

towards Germany (permanent overseas bases, generous foreign aid).  Recession and 

rampant fear of communism at home were both key ingredients in creating the political 
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window of opportunity for the administration to push for a bold agenda abroad.  The 

catalyst was the Korean War, the outbreak of which convinced Americans that the 

defense of countries like West Germany was of paramount importance. 

Strategic entente was not one-sided and did not amount to the U.S. assuming total 

responsibility for Germany’s defense.  Instead, it implied a level of burden-sharing 

between the two states.  Truman was reluctant to move towards remilitarizing Germany 

during the initial years of his presidency, but in 1950-1955, commensurate with a policy 

of strategic entente, the United States did push for military preparedness in West 

Germany.  The overriding goal was to get West Germany to contribute to the Cold War 

effort while refraining from becoming an independent world power; Germany should be 

allowed to rise in power, but in a way that was complementary to U.S. management of 

the world order.448  Part of the challenge of strategic entente was to ensure that growing 

German power would continue to be harnessed towards mutually agreeable aims and not 

the unilateral desires of the FRG—for example, conciliation with the Soviet Union or 

German unification on terms unfavorable to the United States.  Mechanisms had to be 

found to “lock in” the U.S.-FRG concordat.  As such, the legal privileges retained by the 

United States throughout the Cold War period (as well as the effective garrisoning of 

Germany) were critical features of strategic entente: they amounted to credible 

guarantees that the United States and the FRG would have a mutual foe going forward.449 

 With a common interest seemingly cemented and robust incentives existing to 

continue conciliating and promoting the growth of West Germany, strategic entente 

continued as U.S. grand strategy under Eisenhower.  However, this apparent constancy 
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belies some important variation between the presidencies of Truman and Eisenhower.  

Interestingly, a rival plan, advocated by Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, was 

considered during 1954-1955 that would have entirely reversed strategic entente.450  

Specifically, Dulles envisioned a unified, neutralized Germany along the lines proposed 

by Stalin in 1952.  From Dulles’s perspective, the United States and the rest of NATO 

could adequately contain the Soviet threat in Europe without including West Germany; a 

neutral West German buffer state might even help to reduce tensions in Europe.  In short, 

Dulles began to see West Germany as, at best, a superfluous ally in the struggle for 

containment and, at worst, a thorn in the side of U.S.-Soviet relations.  An alternative to 

strategic entente was therefore on the table. 

Dulles believed that his plan would appease German nationalists and would be 

sold to Bonn as a concession being made by Washington.  Instead, it was vigorously 

opposed by Adenauer.451  As such, the plan was never put into practice, although it may 

well have fitted more neatly with Eisenhower’s own preferences for butter over guns.452  

Instead, Eisenhower moved towards accepting a unified Western Europe as a way to 

contain Germany,453 even advocating that the West Germans be given their own nuclear 

weapons as a way to enjoin them to fully provide for their own security.454  Like the 

Dulles Plan, this willingness to cede nuclear capabilities to West Germany evidences how 

far the Eisenhower administration wanted to move away from the expensive policy of 

strategic entente and towards a cheaper policy of quasi-appeasement—of allowing the 
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FRG (or a reunified Germany) to fend for itself rather than rely on the United States.  

Again, however, the West German leadership was not interested in the so-called “offer”: 

obtaining nuclear weapons did not seem like a politic move for the leaders of the new 

Germany.  Political circumstances dictated that strategic entente would prevail. 

 

Creating dependence 

 

If Eisenhower reluctantly embraced strategic entente as a strategy for want of a 

viable alternative then John F. Kennedy was much more of an enthusiastic proponent.  

Under JFK, military spending and troop numbers in Europe increased.455  JFK was 

emphatic in insisting that the West Germans accept their non-nuclear status and was 

nonplussed that this would require “something in exchange: the United States would have 

to protect the Federal Republic by maintaining a military force there on a more or less 

permanent basis.”456  One might even say that the United States’ strategy of strategic 

entente towards West Germany reached its apogee under Kennedy.457  For Kennedy’s 

willingness to spend resources on the U.S. relationship with the FRG was symptomatic of 

his broader approach to foreign policy, which emphasized a large, mobile and global—

and expensive—U.S. military presence.  Like Truman during his later years in office, 

JFK stood to gain by investing in a militarist strategy that directly benefited 
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manufacturers in the United States and indirectly helped Democratic constituencies in the 

South and Northeast (especially exporters) who depended upon the maintenance of free 

market economies in the rest of the world.  And in the FRG, domestic forces were much 

more amenable to JFK’s offer of free security—even if this meant “giving up” the 

dubious right to nuclear weapons—than they were to Eisenhower’s suggestion that the 

FRG pay its own way. 

But if Germany was to be allowed to rise in power on such generous terms, the 

U.S. would still need guarantees that future West German leaders would not steer the 

country out of the western camp.  Making Germany reliant upon the U.S. nuclear 

guarantee was one way of ensuring that Germany’s economic rise would not allow Bonn 

to break free from the western orbit; the nuclear dimension buttressed the de jure rights 

that the U.S. had in terms of affecting German policy by adding a de facto layer of U.S. 

control over the FRG’s security.  The fate of Berlin, too, served as a big commitment 

device to wed West Germany to America’s side: without U.S. forces in West Berlin, this 

symbolic city and all of its inhabitants would be swallowed up by the Warsaw Pact.  The 

ultimately ill-fated proposal to create a multilateral force (the “MLF”) to coordinate the 

defense of Europe also conceived of as a way to give FRG politicians confidence the U.S. 

was committed to Germany’s defense and to give Bonn some political say in how the 

defense of West Germany was organized, albeit one that failed to gain traction in 

European capitals. 

In the event, West Germany was allowed to remilitarize and the new German 

army stood as an independent force but integrated under the NATO command structure.  

Yet even with Germany folded into NATO the U.S. found ever more mechanisms to lock 

West Germany into the U.S. alliance: the two countries signed agreements to stipulate 

that West Germany would purchase its military hardware and equipment from the United 
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States.  Known as the so-called “off-set strategy,” this policy was designed to remedy the 

loss of currency suffered by the U.S. because of its thousands of service personnel 

spending wages in Germany.  It also had the effect of making the German military 

physically dependent upon its U.S. patron for equipment.458  Taken together, these 

commitment devices effectively ruled out Germany making a separate peace with the 

Soviets and exiting the U.S.-led western alliance.  Strategic entente was thus firmly 

entrenched by 1963, safe so long as West Germany remained rooted in the U.S.-led order 

even as it grew propitiously in terms of aggregate national power. 

 

Maintaining strategic entente: the case of SDI 

  

Strategic entente did not cease to be a feature of the U.S.-FRG alliance after 1963.  

Indeed, it was forcefully expanded later in the Cold War.  At various junctures, keeping 

Germany inside the western tent required significant political outlays on the behalf of 

U.S. presidents.  This was particularly true during the period of Ostpolitik, when German 

politicians looked poised to create a separate peace with East Germany and perhaps 

detach themselves from the broader Cold War.  It was also true under the presidency of 

Ronald Reagan, when the development of the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) risked 

alienating West Germany and forcing politicians in the FRG to defect from U.S. military 

strategy.  SDI was deeply unpopular among the German people, who believed that 

hosting nodes in an anti-ballistic missile system would make them targets of Soviet 

attacks—that is, less safe rather than safer.  Germans also worried whether the U.S. 
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security guarantee would still be viable in a situation when the U.S. mainland was 

insulated from nuclear attack, but Western Europe was not.  In other words, SDI 

appeared to de-link European security from U.S. security.459  Would a U.S. president risk 

World War III with the Soviet Union if the United States itself was impregnable?  To 

many Europeans, at least, there seemed to be good reason to doubt the continuance of the 

western alliance once U.S. security was divorced from that of Europe.  Finally, SDI 

appeared to be a provocative move, an aggressive and revisionist attempt to upend 

previous agreements signed with the Soviet Union that, for all their faults, had created 

relative stability and security in Europe. 

Selling SDI to West Germany was therefore a political challenge for the Reagan 

administration.  It came at a particularly troubling time, too, because of prevalent fears in 

the Reagan Administration that Bonn was considering reaching a separate agreement 

with the Soviets over nuclear deployments in Europe (the so-called “walk in the woods” 

formula).460  Far from being an imperial power able to impose its desires upon West 

Germany, the United States in the 1980s—just as it had been in previous decades—was 

acutely aware of the fact that, at almost any time, the FRG could decide to exit its 

relationship with the U.S. and pursue its own foreign policy goals (especially German 

reunification) on terms reached with the Soviet Union.  Assuaging West German fears 

about U.S. intentions was therefore a constant task of diplomacy.461  In the event, SDI 

was partly made palatable to the West Germans by giving the FRG a piece of the pie, 
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sharing the technological and economic proceeds from developing the ABM system.462  

“The West Germans had signed the SDI agreement expecting to gain precisely in those 

fields where they lagged behind (for instance, microelectronics, computer design, and 

software development).”463  Although SDI was very unpopular with most of the West 

German people and with significant slices of the political elite, Chancellor Helmut Kohl 

decided to accede to the program in order to retain Germany’s shared role in allied 

decision-making.  Effectively, Kohl opted to maintain the strategic entente between the 

U.S. and the FRG instead of taking the opportunity to strike out alone.  German 

businesses were brought on board with research and development as a way to sweeten the 

deal.  This outcome was far from inevitable, and instead stands as a testament to the high 

political premium that U.S. leaders continued to place on keeping Bonn aligned with the 

United States throughout the Cold War. 

 

Liberal hegemony 

 

U.S. grand strategy during the Cold War was principally aimed at containing the 

Soviet Union, but a secondary feature of this strategy was to strengthen key members of 

the U.S.-led bloc.  Instead of seeking to stymie the growth of all other countries, the 

United States went to great lengths to promote the increase in power of Japan, Western 

Europe and others.  The goal was to diffuse power within the liberal-capitalist world 

order: first, to select regional anchors of this desired version of international order; and, 
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second, to ensure that these candidates for Great Power status were equipped with the 

tools necessary to ensure their rise.  This magnanimous wielding of the United States’ 

global gatekeeping function stands in stark contrast to how the Soviet Union discharged 

itself during the Cold War: instead of enabling its allies to stand on their own two feet, 

Moscow took care to render the countries of its periphery subordinate to the center.  The 

Sino-Soviet split can be considered a result of the Soviet Union’s inability to share power 

within the communist bloc.  It was not inevitable that the United States would choose to 

act differently than the Soviet Union.  Hoarding power and influence within the western 

bloc was a viable alternative.  That successive U.S. presidents opted instead to diffuse 

power and assist in the growth of potential allies is thus something of major historical 

importance.  To the extent that the present liberal world order is broadly multipolar (or, at 

least, multilateral), then, this is something owed in large part to foreign policies enacted 

by the United States: today’s geopolitical landscape is the product of gatekeeping 

decisions made in decades past. 

 

3. CONCLUSION 

 

U.S. grand strategy towards West Germany and Japan was not a matter of 

dictating terms to junior partners—still less protectorates—but rather a set of bargains 

negotiated between the U.S. and two powerful rising states.  Decision-makers in 

Washington were aware that each Bonn and Tokyo could defect from the western 

alliance and become neutral states if they chose to do so, and so the U.S. went to great 

lengths to ensure that this did not happen.  Strategic entente was developed as a way to 

enjoin each country to harness their growing power towards meeting mutually agreed 
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The U.S., West Germany and strategic entente  

 

International incentives 

 

 

Institutional context Multilateral 

}Conciliate
 

Cause of rise Exogenous 

Common foe Yes (Soviet Union) 

 

Domestic incentives 

 

 

Coalitional preferences (Mostly) guns 

}Revanchism
 

Electoral incentives (Mostly) hawkish 

Resource constraints (Mostly) low 

 

Predicted grand strategy: 

 

 

Strategic entente 

 

 

 

Observed grand strategy: 

 

 

Strategic entente 

 

 

Table 12. U.S. response to West Germany during the Cold War 

 

upon goals and was continued for the remainder of the Cold War, the U.S. always 

encouraging Japan and West Germany’s rise in power even as it looked for ways to turn 

that power towards common ends.  Its reasons for doing so were both international and 

domestic-political in nature.  Internationally, the United States came to see advantage in 

promoting each country’s rise as a way to help contain the Soviet Union.  Both Japan and 

West Germany states saw the Soviets as a common threat and thus were amenable to 

harnessing their power towards common ends with the United States.  In both countries, 

successive U.S. presidents found compliant partners, leaders who were willing to make 

their countries’ foreign policy subservient to that of the United States in return for 

generous benefits (namely, “free security” and economic access).  The challenge for the 

United States, then, was how many resources to devote towards these bargains with Japan 



 
250 

and the FRG?  The answer is that, for most of the Cold War, U.S. presidents proved 

willing and able to devote large amounts of military expenditure towards the cause of 

strategic entente.  This consensus in favor of high military spending was clearest under 

Truman, JFK and LBJ; duller under the economically conservative Eisenhower and 

Nixon administrations; but ended strong under Ronald Reagan. 

 The broader conclusion of this chapter is that rising states—even those amenable 

to conciliation—are not always eager to please reigning Great Powers and cannot be 

relied upon to accept whatever package of international benefits is offered to them.  The 

leaders of rising states have their own geopolitical imperatives to consider and must cater 

to their own domestic constituencies.  As such, they must be cajoled or otherwise 

persuaded into accepting conciliatory overtures.  At times during the 1945-1963 period, 

for example, West Germany threatened to “go neutral” or “go nuclear” in contravention 

of U.S. policy, while at other times it was the FRG’s refusal to militarize that chafed 

Washington.  Japan, too, was viewed as a country that might excuse itself from the Cold 

War in order to pursue national economic development on its own terms unless the 

United States maintained deeply engaged with that country.  Because rising states “get a 

vote” in how their increased power is deployed on the world stage, established Great 

Powers are not always able to implement the strategy that they would prefer, particularly 

when they are cross-pressured domestically or when ruling coalitions within rising states 

are adamant about particular foreign policy goals.  In the cases discussed above, such 

difficulties did not prevent deep friendships being forged between the United States, 

Japan and West Germany.  In another instance, however, an inability to agree on 

reasonable reallocations of benefits in international society could easily have led to 

hostilities.  The question of what happens when established powers and rising states do 
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not see eye-to-eye on how best to manage international change is taken up in the next two 

chapters.  
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PART III: CONTAINMENT 

 

Chapter 5: External balancing 

 

The previous two chapters have dealt with instances in which political leaders 

enjoyed international-environmental opportunities to conciliate a rising challenger.  

However, international structure is not always conducive to the conciliation of a rising 

state.  Sometimes, opportunities for conciliation are entirely lacking and the leaders of 

established Great Powers are left choosing between how to contain a peer competitor 

rather than whether to pursue containment.  In this chapter, I analyze two instances in 

which a Great Power enjoyed no opportunity to conciliate a rising state and when 

domestic political conditions militated towards retrenchment in foreign affairs.  In such 

circumstances, foreign policy executives find themselves caught between a rock and a 

hard place.  On one hand, leaders face an adverse power shift that is shorn of all silver 

linings and which portends only gloom from the perspective of the established power.  

There can be no question of ceding benefits to the rising state, both for sound geopolitical 

reasons and because to do so would be to invite political retribution at home.  On the 

other hand, when domestic actors’ preferences are for retrenchment over revanchism—

restraint instead of activism—leaders are presented with a puzzle: if domestic politics 

affords few resources with which to deal with the emerging threat, how can the national 

interest be safeguarded vis-à-vis an emerging foe? 

 I argue that leaders pursue strategies of external balancing when faced with the 

task of containing a rising state without requisitioning scarce domestic resources.  In 

essence, strategies of external balancing are means of containment that are sourced from 
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the international system instead of the domestic arena.  They aim at halting or reversing 

the redistribution of power towards a rising state but do not rely upon national 

wherewithal to do so.  Instead, other states or international organizations are called upon 

to bear the burden.  Alliances (whether formal or informal, tacit or explicit) are the 

principal form of external balancing open to foreign policy executives,464 although buck-

passing can be considered a viable alternative to alliance formation.465  In the modern era, 

enmeshing states in a tangle of international rules and organizations can also be 

considered a form of external balancing according to my definition—albeit one without 

much proven success. 

 In order to illustrate and test my argument, I present two case studies of British 

balancing against the rise in power of Germany during the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century.  First, London’s attempt to balance against rising German power 

during the 1930s—via the so-called Stresa Front and other international-level 

arrangements—is discussed as an archetypal (albeit ultimately abortive) instance of 

external balancing.  Intent on preserving the status quo in Western Europe but unwilling 

or unable to muster national resources towards this end, Britain sought a Great Power 

entente with Paris and Rome as a way to head off German revisionism.  The goal was to 

use the continental Great Powers to balance against rising German might.  Ultimately, the 

attempt at external balancing failed—not least of all because Britain itself undermined its 

peers by making unilateral concessions to Germany.  Understanding both the formation 

and the demise of the Stresa Front, then, offers not only valuable lessons regarding when 

international compacts are created in response to rising states but also  can shed light 

upon when such alliances prove to be effective.  Second, I offer the British response to 
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Wilhelmine Germany in 1890-1914 as a comparative case.  Britain faced similar 

international and domestic conditions vis-à-vis a rising Germany in the decades 

preceding World War I as it would later do in the interwar period.  My model would thus 

predict a similar strategy of external balancing.  As I demonstrate, such a strategy did 

take place—at least in broad terms—but there are also some important nuances to the 

British response that warrant emphasis.  Not all of these subtleties support my deductive 

argument but each nevertheless helps to bring light to the central dynamic under 

investigation. 

 

BRITAIN AND GERMANY, 1925-1939 

 

Britain’s interwar leadership was under no illusion about the security threat posed 

by Germany.  To be sure, Berlin did not pose a formidable military challenge to the 

British Empire for most of the early interwar period: Germany had been badly beaten in 

World War I, its economy was bankrupt and saddled with massive war reparations, and 

punitive restrictions on remilitarization had been imposed by the Allied powers.  Parts of 

Germany were occupied by Allied troops.  Nevertheless, a “German problem” stemmed 

from the twin facts that (1) Germany inevitably would rebound from its defeat in 1918 

and (2) when it did, it could be expected to seek revisions to the grossly unpopular Treaty 

of Versailles.  Just as in 1815 European statesmen had recognized that France would 

rebound from its ultimate defeat in the Napoleonic Wars, so too were onlookers in the 

interwar period certain that Germany’s subjugation would only be temporary.  Yet while 

the restored Bourbon monarchy was welcomed back into the European states system 

during the early nineteenth century, Weimar Germany hardly was.  As Henry Kissinger 
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has written of the period: “Its [the Treaty of Versailles’s] terms were too onerous for 

conciliation but not severe enough for permanent subjugation.”466  The scene was thus set 

for confrontation between a recovering Germany and the victors of 1918.  The challenge 

was one of putting in place the conditions either for Germany’s peaceful rehabilitation 

into the society of nations or else its containment and, in Kissinger’s words, its permanent 

subjugation.  The question became a particularly pressing issue, of course, when 

Germany’s anticipated rise in power was actualized during the mid-1930s under the 

leadership of Adolf Hitler.467 

 

From the Goldene Zwanziger to the Third Reich 

 

Germany underwent a precipitous decline in relative power following its defeat in 

World War I.  Domestically, Germany was ravaged by political instability: the Kaiser 

abdicated, the country was convulsed by revolution, and bitter divisions emerged over 

who was responsible for losing (and starting) the war.  Internationally, although 

historians debate the harshness of the terms imposed by the victorious allies, the “war 

guilt” clause of the Treaty of Versailles and the territorial losses imposed on Germany468 
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(and the occupation of the Ruhr) were unmistakably viewed at the time as punitive 

measures.  In the eyes of most German people, their nation had been humbled and 

humiliated at Versailles.  For decades, Germany had been a rising power, expanding its 

influence in Europe and across the globe; now, it was reduced to a markedly inferior 

status compared to the other European powers.  It is also unmistakable that the German 

economy suffered enormous losses during and after World War I; in particular, the heavy 

burden of reparations hampered economic recovery.  Hyperinflation and mass 

unemployment were rampant.  From this enfeebled state, however, Germany would rise 

to re-join the ranks of the Great Powers during the interwar period.  Its material ascent 

can be roughly divided into two periods: (1) the 1920s, known in Germany as the 

Goldene Zwanziger (“Golden Twenties”), which was a period of relative domestic 

harmony, cultural flourishing and gradual normalization of international relations; and (2) 

the 1930s, which were marked by economic collapse, political instability and ultimately 

the rise to power of the Nazi Party. 

Although defeated in World War I and humiliated by the Treaty of Versailles, 

some historians argue that, counterintuitively, the international context of the interwar 

period was propitious for Germany’s rise.469  In objective terms, the Treaty of Versailles 

had little effect on the physical size of Germany.  As Paul Kennedy notes, “Germany 

after 1919 was still potentially an immensely strong Great Power.”470  The country’s 

industrial base was left relatively intact.  Given its large population of 62.4 million (in 

1925) and territorial expanse (181,000 square miles, about 4.6 percent of Europe’s 
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landmass), it was always likely that Weimer Germany would recover its lost power at 

some point.  All that was lacking were favorable political and economic relations with the 

outside world; post-war Allied policies, which requisitioned much of Germany’s raw 

materials and crippled its industries, were successful at keeping Germany in a prostrate 

position.  It was not until the shackles of reparations were loosened that Germany would 

be able to rise again. 

 

 1880 1900 1913 1928 1938 

 

Britain 22.9 18.5 13.6 9.9 10.7 

Germany 8.5 13.2 14.8 11.6 12.7 

Table 13. Relative shares of world manufacturing output (%), 1880-1938471 

 

 1890 1900 1910 1913 1920 1930 1938 

 

Britain 8.0 5.0 6.5 7.7 9.2 7.4 10.5 

Germany 4.1 6.3 13.6 17.6 7.6 11.3 23.2 

Table 14. Relative iron/steel production (millions of tons), 1890-1938472 

 

Until 1929, German foreign policy was dominated by the liberal statesman Gustav 

Stresemann, who aimed precisely at removing the most disagreeable constraints imposed 

at Versailles.  Stresemann’s major achievements include his negotiation of the Dawes 

Plan (1924) and the Young Plan (1929), which lessened the burden of reparations and 

secured American financing for German economic growth.  Against this macroeconomic 

backdrop, the second half of the 1920s became a period of relative prosperity for 

Germany.  Stresemann also negotiated the Locarno Treaties (1925) with the other 

European powers, essentially pledging not to revise Germany’s western boundaries 

                                                 
471 Kennedy, The Rise and Fall, 202. 
472 Kennedy, The Rise and Fall, 200. 
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although tacitly leaving the door open to revision of the eastern borders with Poland and 

Czechoslovakia.  Stresemann was instrumental in gaining Germany membership of the 

League of Nations and even a permanent seat on the League’s Security Council—a clear 

indication of Germany’s restored place in the global order.  A non-aggression pact was 

concluded with the Soviet Union.  In recognition of Stresemann’s successful 

statesmanship, he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1926.473 

Not everybody in Germany was supportive of Stresemann’s foreign policies, 

however.  A flashpoint came in 1929 upon the conclusion of the Young Plan, which 

nationalist groups opposed because of its attachment to the hated Treaty of Versailles.  

One of the right-wing groups involved in campaigning against the Young Plan was the 

emerging Nazi Party under its charismatic leader, Adolf Hitler.  In the years that 

followed, the Nazis became increasingly popular because of the onset of the Great 

Depression and the economic instability that the downturn created.  The Great 

Depression had resulted in economic catastrophe for Germany, depriving the country of 

foreign investment and exacerbating the burden of reparations.  Unemployment, already 

at crisis levels, was made worse by policies of deflation pursued under the Chancellorship 

of Heinrich Brüning (1930-1932), reaching over 30 percent in 1932.  In July of that year, 

the Nazi Party became the biggest party in the Reichstag.  In January 1933, Hitler was 

appointed Chancellor.  Over the next 18 months, Hitler established dictatorial control in 

Germany. 

Upon seizing power, Hitler’s government embarked upon a statist program of 

boosting internal development, partly through establishing an economic sphere of 

                                                 
473 Stresemann acted as a liberal but can be considered a realist.  He was an admirer of Bismarck and a firm 

proponent of the naval buildup.  His liberal stewardship of Germany gained the admiration of the western 

powers but was pursued purely as a way to reintegrate Germany into the Great Power club.  He was the 

consummate pragmatist.  Overall, his foreign policy can be considered one of Bismarckian realpolitik. 
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influence over the states of southern and eastern Europe but also through energetic 

government interference in the economy—ambitious public works projects, and so forth.  

The results were impressive, and Germany’s economic output grew in contrast to the 

ailing economies of France, Britain and elsewhere.  Unemployment was significantly 

reduced.  Ultimately, of course, Hitler’s policy of state-driven economic growth was 

matched by an even more ambitious strategy of international expansion.  Ten years after 

been accepted into the League of Nations, Germany violated Versailles by remilitarizing 

the Rhineland.  The Nazis retook the Saarland, oversaw the Anschluss with Austria, 

seized Memel from Lithuania, annexed the Sudetenland and, in 1939, invaded 

Czechoslovakia and Poland to precipitate World War II.  Five years after marching into 

the Rhineland, Germany controlled most of Europe owing to its dramatic successes 

during 1939-1940: Austria, Czechoslovakia, western Poland, Denmark, Norway, the Low 

Countries, France, Yugoslavia, Greece and vast swaths of the western Soviet Union were 

under direct German occupation.  The rest of southern and central Europe (Vichy France, 

Italy, Croatia, Hungary, Romania and Bulgaria) was allied to Germany or ruled by puppet 

regimes. 

Placed in this context, Germany’s rise can appear to have happened suddenly.  

Certainly few in Europe had predicted it a decade earlier.  Nevertheless, some form of 

increase in power and influence had been recognized as inevitable; as such, the failure to 

prevent Germany’s rapid expansion can be considered a failure of strategic adjustment.  

Why did Britain and others fail to contain German expansion or, alternatively, find a 

diplomatic pathway to integrating a moderate German regime into the European security 

order?  To answer this question, it is necessary to understand what policies British leaders 

did put in place. 
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External balancing through other means 

 

Overall, the period 1925-1939 was marked by repeated attempts at external 

balancing against the rise in power of Germany—that is, a sustained strategy of 

containing German influence but using tools and resources sourced from the international 

system.  It warrants emphasis, however, that the particular forms of external balancing 

deployed by British statesmen are different from that most commonly discussed by 

International Relations scholars—namely, alliance-building.  During the 1920s and 

1930s, British leaders were keenly attuned to the risks of alliance-formation vis-à-vis 

Germany.  Especially by the mid-1930s, London feared that alliances against Germany 

would provoke Berlin into a pre-emptive war or else encourage allies to launch their own 

wars of aggression against Germany.  Instead, then, British external balancing took on 

more creative—in many ways, pioneering—forms.  London came to rely upon 

international organizations such as the League of Nations, multilateral compacts 

(especially between the Great Powers), arms limitations agreements, and policies of 

“buck-passing” to the states along Germany’s periphery, especially the Eastern 

Europeans, France and Italy.  The intention of Whitehall was to create a self-enforcing 

equilibrium in Europe whereby international structures would make impossible the undue 

influence of German might—or, at least, would direct German adventurism eastward 

rather than towards Britain or the Low Countries.  In the event, these efforts at external 

balancing failed and Britain’s grand strategy towards Germany infamously shifted first 

towards one of appeasement and later to one of internal balancing and defensive war.  As 

the following sections will make clear, however, understanding Britain’s policies during 

1925-1935 is critical to understanding the decisions that led both to appeasement and the 

ultimate outbreak of World War II. 
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The Locarno Pact 

 

In October 1925, several European states gathered in Locarno, Switzerland, 

ostensibly to devise an international agreement by which the post-World War I 

international settlement could be buttressed and Germany rehabilitated into European 

society.  Beyond these broad ambitions, each of the conference’s participants had their 

own, particular goals to fulfil.  Germany’s aims were perhaps the loftiest.  Under the 

skillful leadership of Gustav Stresemann, Berlin sought full normalization of its 

relationship with the other Great Powers and, ultimately, renegotiation of its eastern 

boundaries, particularly regarding the so-called “Polish Corridor” and the (formerly) East 

Prussian city of Danzig, which had been designated a “free city” by the Treaty of 

Versailles and was now an enclave within Polish national territory.  For their part, 

Germany’s neighbors to the east—Czechoslovakia and Poland—were keen to prevent 

any alterations to borders in Central and Eastern Europe.  Instead, they sought collective 

security guarantees from the assembled Great Powers that Germany would not be 

permitted to advance on their new nations.  Belgium too sought a confirmation of the 

territorial status quo.  Meanwhile, Britain, France and Italy were mostly concerned with 

hastening the normalization of relations with Germany; cementing Berlin into a stable 

and peaceful European order; and removing any prospect of renewed Franco-German 

security competition. 

 Britain’s motives at Locarno were particularly geared towards the maintenance of 

peace and stability in Western Europe.  If a stable peace could be assured between France 

and Germany then the likelihood of Britain being dragged into another European 
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conflagration would be lessened.  The rise of Prussia and the Unification of Germany had 

twice led to major war between France and Germany (1870-1871 and 1914-1918).  

Moreover, the rivalry was one that Britain could not easily ignore given that London’s 

security interests on the continent involved protecting the neutrality of the Low Countries 

(violated in 1914 and threatened by any future outbreak of war) and maintaining a rough 

balance of power among the continent’s major players.  Restoring Germany to Great 

Power status, assuaging its security concerns and maintaining equilibrium between Berlin 

and Paris were thus key priorities for London’s delegation to Locarno. 

Beyond massaging the relationship between France and Germany, allowing 

Germany’s steady growth in power (even if only to a limited extent) made sense for 

several other reasons.  Reparations from Germany were pouring into the British 

exchequer and trade with Germany was becoming increasingly important for the post-war 

British economy, and so a strong and prosperous Germany clearly was in Britain’s 

economic interests.  Moreover, many British statesmen sympathized with the German 

position that ethnic German populations had been unfairly excised from the German state 

in 1919; the question before them at Locarno was not whether such territories should be 

returned to Berlin but rather how such adjustments of Germany’s frontiers could be 

achieved peacefully.  Finally, restoring Germany to its former Great Power status would 

help to ensure a balance of power vis-à-vis Western Europe and Soviet Russia.  All in all, 

while British statesmen would not brook any revisions to the borders of Western Europe 

for fear of resuscitating Franco-German enmity, they were conducive to the notion of 

German revisionism expressing itself in the East. 

 The result of Locarno was a set of international agreements whereby Germany 

recognized its western borders with Belgium and France, entering into non-aggression 

pacts with both neighbors, while implicitly reserving the right to press for alterations to 
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its eastern frontiers.  Observers at the time believed that the agreement would succeed 

only in driving German revisionism eastward, away from France and Belgium but 

towards Poland and Czechoslovakia.  As Eberhard Kolb notes, “Germany recognized her 

western frontier as fixed by the Treaty of Versailles, but she expressly reserved her claim 

for a revision of the eastern frontier.”474  Locarno can thus be considered a form of buck 

passing from the British perspective—or, in the terminology used in this dissertation, 

external balancing.  That is, the goal was to source international security for Britain by 

manipulating the external environment.  Architects of the British position at Locarno, 

including Austen Chamberlain, basically conspired to pass the buck to Germany’s eastern 

neighbors, inviting these states (in alliance with France) to assume most of the military 

burden of containing Germany while Britain used diplomatic means to rid itself of the 

prospect of war.  In short, Locarno was meant to institute a way for Germany to expand 

eastward, peacefully, and at no cost to the British Empire; and if hostilities were to be 

required to contain German revanchism, it would be French, Czech and Polish lives on 

the line.  Germany would be contained but Britain would not be called upon to do any of 

the containing.475 

 

Collective security and arms control 

 

                                                 
474 Eberhard Kolb, The Weimar Republic, trans. P.S. Falla (London: Routledge, 2008), 62. 
475 It is worth pointing out that, prior to the election of a Conservative government in 1924, there had been 

a proposal to create a supranational body with the power to select arbitrators to settle international disputes.  

Known as the Geneva Protocol, the idea was supported by Britain’s Labour Party but resoundingly rejected 

by Joseph Chamberlain and other Tories.  Instead, the second Baldwin ministry pursued the Locarno Pact 

as a way to guarantee peace and security in Europe while still maintaining the diplomatic room to 

maneuver that the Geneva Protocol would have denied them. See Meeting Minutes of the Cabinet, 2 March 

1925, http://filestore.nationalarchives.gov.uk/pdfs/small/cab-23-49-cc-12-25-21.pdf, accessed 16 April 

2014.  See also League of Nations Union, Some Questions on the Geneva Protocol, December 1924, PRO 

30/69/1273, British National Archives. 
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Beyond Locarno, Britain was an eager proponent of containing foreign aggression 

(including elements of German revanchism) via international institutions throughout the 

interwar period.  In particular, Britain pushed the League of Nations as a forum for 

dispute resolution, supported the creation of regional security pacts and, along with the 

United States, was a leading advocate of arms control initiatives.  Again, these measures 

can be considered forms of external balancing—ways of using international mechanisms 

to “lock in” a favorable balance of power and prevent any need to redistribute 

international benefits towards Germany beyond those already tacitly conceded at 

Locarno. 

 Several international conferences and agreements highlight this strategy in action.  

First, the Versailles Conference itself stripped Germany of its navy and air force and put 

severe limits on the size of its army.  Although the British delegation chafed somewhat at 

the stringent punitive measures imposed upon Germany, their consternation was not 

enough to prevent such measures being included in the Paris Peace Treaty.  Instead, 

Lloyd George and others were content to see Germany reduced to a non-threatening size 

in military terms.  Reeling from the costs of the war, Britain was in no position to embark 

upon a huge military build-up after 1919; as such, any protocol aimed at reducing the size 

of the world’s militaries was to be welcomed. 

 Second, the creation of the League of Nations at Versailles was warmly 

welcomed by British statesmen.  The League came to be relied upon as a mechanism for 

dealing with international threats.  Although the League was not always seen as a 

credible actor for meeting threats head on, it was a useful institution for hedging Britain’s 

own responses to crises as they arose—for example, towards the Japanese invasion of 

Manchuria and Italy’s invasion of Abyssinia, both of which outraged domestic opinion 

but were never seen by Britain’s leaders as grave threats to British national security.  
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Deferring to the League on such matters was a convenient way of British statesmen 

appearing to deal with perceived international security threats without actually having to 

commit to substantive foreign policies.  In excusing Britain’s failure to confront Italy 

over Abyssinia at the Stresa Conference, for example, Anthony Eden told the House of 

Commons that the dispute between Italy and Abyssinia had been “in the hands of the 

Council of the League [at the time],” implying that it would have been improper for 

London to take matters into its own hands while the council was still deliberating.476 

After Versailles, several other such treaties followed.  The Washington Naval 

Treaty of 1922, while not chiefly aimed at containing Germany (which, with no navy to 

constrict, was not party to the negotiations), was the first major agreement of the interwar 

period to limit the military establishments of the Great Powers with a view to making 

conflict less likely.  Next, in 1925 the Geneva Conference instituted laws against the use 

of chemical weapons, while in 1928 the Kellogg-Briand Pact outlawed war itself.477  In 

the 1930s, another arms control meeting (the Conference for the Reduction and 

Limitation of Armaments) was organized but ultimately fell apart because of Hitler’s 

withdrawal from talks in 1933.  Nevertheless, the overarching preference of British 

leaders from 1919 to the mid-1930s was clear: arms control agreements were regarded as 

an excellent way of lessening the risk and severity of foreign wars and insulating Britain 

from having to fight.  It was not that Britain was ignorant of the threat posed by war, just 

that arms control measures seemed like a relatively cheap and secure way of reducing the 

risk.  A final round of arms control agreements was being concluded when Germany left 

the League of Nations in 1935.  Even so, Britain would later enter into the Anglo-German 

                                                 
476 See ‘Extraction from Hansard, October 22

nd
 and 23

rd
, 1935’, PRO 30/69/620D, British National 

Archives. 
477 While the Kellogg-Briand Pact has been ridiculed by future generations for its naiveté, it did provide an 

important basis for the illegality of threats of war and territory claimed through force. 
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Naval Agreement (1935)478 as a way to regulate the size of the Kriegsmarine vis-à-vis the 

Royal Navy, and, as discussed below, entertained a series of non-aggression pacts as a 

way to contain Hitler well into 1938.479 

 

The Stresa Front 

 

By the mid-1930s, Germany’s rise in power was a clear threat to the political 

balance in Europe.  In March 1935, Hitler declared his intention to construct an air force 

and greatly expand the size of the army.  The Western Powers feared that the German 

leader was bent on annexing Austria and perhaps extending Germany’s frontiers further 

still.  The wider geopolitical context added to the sense of foreboding created by Hitler’s 

growing bellicosity.  In 1931, Japan had invaded and occupied Manchuria before 

withdrawing from the League of Nations in 1933.  In Africa, border disputes between 

Italian Somaliland and Abyssinia threatened to erupt into war: just months before the 

Stresa Conference convened in April 1935, Mussolini had mobilized infantry divisions 

seemingly poised to invade Abyssinia after several border guards had been shot dead.  

Overall, it appeared as though the League of Nations was faltering if not failing 

altogether.  If Hitler and other states were to abrogate prevailing arms control 

agreements, there would be nothing to stop the world from gravitating towards another 

world war.  Britain’s empire and national security were at stake. 

                                                 
478 Hines H. Hall, ‘The Foreign Policy-Making Process in Britain, 1934-1935, and the Origins of the 

Anglo-German Naval Agreement’, The Historical Journal 19, no. 2 (1976): 477-499.  See also Reynolds 

M. Salerno, ‘Multilateral Strategy and Diplomacy: The Anglo-German Naval Agreement and the 

Mediterranean Crisis, 1935-1936’, The Journal of Strategic Studies 17, no. 2 (1994): 39-78. 
479 Even as late as September 1939, with German troops heading towards Warsaw, Neville Chamberlain 

was still considered diplomatic solutions to the German invasion of Poland. 
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Against this backdrop, the leaders of Britain, France and Italy gathered in Stresa 

on the bank of Lake Maggiore to discuss the prevailing geopolitical situation in Europe, 

and particularly the rise of Germany.  At the time of the Stresa Conference, each of these 

states had a vested interest in blunting the rise of Germany.  Certainly for Britain, the 

clear goal was to find a way to limit Germany’s rise in power through means short of 

war.  As with Locarno, however, there was little suggestion in London of trying to halt or 

reverse Germany’s increases in power through force.  Instead, the goal was to deter 

German growth through a show of international solidarity.  Cabinet minutes seem to 

suggest that the purpose of Stresa was not to volunteer Britain for a balancing coalition 

against Germany—indeed, this was explicitly ruled out.  But if France and Italy wanted 

to take measures and form alliances, then this was to be encouraged.480  Britain would 

invest in airpower as a way to deter German aggression against the Home Islands, but 

little else would be done in the way of internal balancing.  For most of the mid-1930s, in 

fact, it was still being discussed whether collective security should involve Germany or 

exclude Germany, with many officials believing that integrating Germany into a 

European security order was the best way to ensure long-term peace.  All in all, British 

conduct at Stresa amounts to another episode of buck-passing, a concerted attempt to deal 

                                                 
480 See Cabinet Meeting Minutes from 8 April 1935, CAB/23/81, British National Archives: “It was 

pointed out that if France and Italy asked us [Britain] to join them in a statement that we would not stand a 

breach of the peace anywhere, that meant in effect an undertaking that we would be prepared to take 

forcible action anywhere.  Germany was in a volcanic mood and not inclined to yield to threats.  We ought 

not to agree to such a proposition unless we were prepared to take action anywhere, e.g. in the event of 

trouble in Memel.  There was general agreement that we ought not to accept further commitments, but that 

we ought on no account to discourage France, Italy and other countries from making such security 

arrangements as they deemed necessary by way of mutual assurances.”  See also ‘Notes of Anglo-French-

Italian Conversations Held at the Palazzo Borromeo, Isola Bella, Stresa, From April 11 to 14, 1935,’ PRO 

30/69/552, British National Archives. 



 
268 

with a growing security threat but to do so with means sourced from the international 

system.481 

Several other collective security organizations were planned for Europe but not 

put into practice during this period.  Britain lent its strong diplomatic support for an 

Eastern Pact (an “Eastern Locarno”) that would guarantee the borders of Eastern Europe, 

for example.  Meetings took place in 1934 to create such a pact (envisioned to include the 

Soviet Union, Germany, Czechoslovakia, Poland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and 

Finland),482 but the effort disintegrated because of mutual distrust and the assassination of 

French foreign minister Barthou in Marseilles.  There were also plans to concoct a 

Central European Pact and an Air Pact to limit the use of airpower in Europe.483  Like the 

Stresa Front, all of these pacts basically amounted to buck-passing from the British 

perspective: they were not fully-fledged alliances because British leaders were not ready 

to commit their forces to the defense of other nation, but they were British-sponsored 

initiatives to contain German expansionism.484  Indeed, Britain’s refusal to commit forces 

was explicit.  At Stresa, in fact, British Prime Minister Ramsay McDonald vigorously 

opposed French proposals to institute a binding agreement whereby the Great Powers 

would commit military forces (via the League) to the enforcement of the peace. Instead, 

                                                 
481 Private notes from the Stresa Conference confirm the Government’s official position in favor of 

multilateral agreement.  See ‘Notes of Anglo-French-Italian Conversations.’ 
482 In July 1934, French foreign minister Louis Barthou addressed members of the British Cabinet 

regarding the proposals.  See ‘Notes of an Anglo-French meeting,’ 9 July 1934, CAB/21/394, British 

National Archives.  In this same meeting, Barthou even raised the prospect of a Mediterranean Pact to 

guarantee the security and borders of Southern and Southeastern Europe.  British decision-makers were 

broadly in favor of the idea of reciprocal collective security, but insisted that (1) Britain be kept out of any 

formal commitments beyond those outlined at Locarno and (2) nothing be done to give the impression that 

Germany was being singled out as a threat.  See also the contents of CAB/23/81, British National Archives; 

and CAB/24/254, British National Archives. 
483 Aspirations for an “Air Pact for Western Europe” were included in point four of the Joint Resolution of 

the Stresa Conference.  For the full text, see PRO 30/69/552, British National Archives. 
484 It was not alliance diplomacy, despite what Vansittart and others might have wanted.  Michael L. Roi, 

Alternative to Appeasement: Sir Robert Vansittart and Alliance Diplomacy (Westport: Praeger, 1997). 
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London saw its security best served by a web of international security agreements that 

would serve to deter German aggression without the need for costly deployments of 

British armed forces. 

Britain was willing to go to some lengths to conciliate the Italian leader Benito 

Mussolini in service of balancing against Germany.  The issue of Abyssinia, for example, 

was kept off the formal diplomatic agenda during most meetings between London and 

Rome (even if it was raised by the two delegations in private).  Labour’s Clement Attlee 

and the Liberal leader David Lloyd George were scathing of the government for not 

pressing the matter at Stresa,485 but the goal of bringing Italy into an anti-German front 

was a precious one for the government.  Indeed, Neville Chamberlain as prime minister 

would continue to entice Italy to balance against German expansionism well into 1938 

and 1939, including via the (1938) Anglo-Italian Agreements.486   Even as Hitler’s forces 

marched into Poland, Chamberlain was busy considering a diplomatic proposal from 

Mussolini that would bring about a cessation of hostilities.  By late 1939, the price of the 

Italian leader’s cooperation had become too great even for Chamberlain to countenance 

(Il Duce demanded that Britain cede Malta to Italy in exchange for his exertion of 

pressure upon Hitler), but this does nothing to undermine the keen willingness that 

existed on the British side for Italy to be appeased and encouraged to adopt a 

confrontational stance towards Germany. 

The Stresa Front proved to be short lived and ultimately unsuccessful in its stated 

aims.  Part of the reason for its demise was the British decision to secure bilateral 

agreements with Germany, particularly over naval armaments, without consulting Paris 

                                                 
485 See ‘Extraction from Hansard, October 22

nd
 and 23

rd
, 1935’, PRO 30/69/620D, British National 

Archives. 
486 In 1936, “London and Paris begged Mussolini to revive it [the Stresa Front].”  See Brian R. Sullivan, 

‘More Than Meets the Eye: The Ethiopian War and the Origins of the Second World War,’ in Gordon 

Martel, ed., The Origins of the Second World War Reconsidered (New York: Routledge, 2014), 191. 
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and Rome, which led those powers to conclude that a successful balancing operation 

against Hitler was unlikely.  Mussolini in particular came to view Germany as a potential 

ally rather than adversary after Anglo-French condemnation of his war against Ethiopia.  

Nevertheless, the goal of Stresa and continuing British efforts to mend relations with 

Mussolini seems clear—one of external balancing, of sourcing security vis-à-vis 

Germany from the international system.  The failure of external balancing played a large 

role in the adoption of appeasement as an alternative strategy, as I turn to later. 

 

Interwar Europe 

 

British grand strategy towards the rise in power of Weimar/Nazi Germany was 

thus one of external balancing—a strategy of leveraging elements of the international 

system to balance against increasing German might.  This being the case, my model 

would expect the presence of international conditions favoring containment over 

conciliation: a broadly multilateral international-institutional context existing between 

Britain and Germany; a rise in German power caused by agency rather than underlying 

structural factors; and the absence of a common foe to unite London and Berlin.  I 

investigate the presence (or absence) of each of these conditions in the following 

sections.  To summarize my findings, it is true that multilateralism obtained in interwar 

Europe and there was no common foe to unite Britain and Germany throughout the 

period, but it is much harder to make the case that Germany’s rise was caused by agent-

centered factors—until, that is, the ascendancy of the Nazi Party in the early 1930s. 
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A multilateral international order 

 

Britain and Germany conducted their interwar foreign relations within the 

confines of a multilateral order.487  The League of Nations—its Covenant and its 

Council—was the cornerstone of this world order.  But other institutions existed to codify 

boundaries of interwar Europe and regulated issues of international economics and arms 

control—the Locarno Treaties, for example, by which the western powers had agreed to 

certain uphold the Versailles territorial settlements but move towards the collective 

rehabilitation of Germany, and the Dawes Plan and the Young Plan, both of with 

regulated via collective agreement the issue of German reparations.  The Stresa 

Conference was typical of the multilateral approach to international decision-making at 

this time.  Noting German rearmament, the Joint Resolution of the Stresa Conference 

committed each Britain, France and Italy to finding “international agreement on the 

limitation of armaments.”  With the benefit of hindsight, the joint resolution’s “Final 

Declaration” reads with some irony: 

The three Powers, the object of whose policy is the collective maintenance of 

peace within the framework of the League of Nations, find themselves in 

complete agreement in opposing, by all practicable means, any unilateral 

repudiation of treaties which may endanger the peace of Europe, and will act in 

close and cordial collaboration for this purpose.488 

 

Crucially, the multilateral institutions of the day pertained to almost all of 

Britain’s interactions with Germany.  On matters of economics (reparations), frontiers, 

                                                 
487 Not only was the international order multilateral, but it was also highly controversial.  For a partial 

historical overview, see Klaus Hilderbrand, German Foreign Policy from Bismarck to Adenauer: The 

Limits of Statecraft (Abingdon: Routledge, 1989), chapters 5 and 6. 
488 For the full text, see ‘Joint Resolution of the Stresa Conference’, PRO 30/69/552, British National 

Archives. 
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armaments and many other issues of great interest, Britain’s dealings with Germany were 

embedded in a series of multilateral institutions.  This made concessions to Germany very 

difficult to make because there were actors present minded to exert a veto power.  Some 

issues, such as colonies, were less obviously part of multilateral agreements and on this 

point British leaders did ultimately seek to conciliate Germany on a bilateral basis 

(unsuccessfully).  But the point is that Britain’s unilateral concessions towards Germany 

could only go so far; multilateral concessions, which would necessitate the consent of 

other states such as France, Italy, the United States and the smaller states of Central and 

Eastern Europe would be needed in order to fully satisfy Hitler, and such concessions 

were simply not Britain’s to offer even if British leaders had wanted to grant them.489 

 

The causes of German resurgence 

 

It hardly warrants pointing out that domestic politics in Germany underwent a 

dramatic change during the interwar period.  Unsurprisingly, this shift in leadership and 

policy led to concomitant changes in how Germany was perceived by external actors, 

including decision-makers in Whitehall.  During the 1920s, the presumption among 

British elites had been that Germany would, in due course, rise again to become a Great 

Power.  Its rise was anticipated, expected, and managed.  Shrewd German diplomats such 

                                                 
489 Perhaps this explains why, counter-intuitively, Hitler had more luck finding a rapprochement with (and 

gaining strategic concessions from) the Soviet Union—that is, Germany’s relations with the Soviet Union 

were mostly bilateral in nature.  Neither power had been part of the League of Nations at the League’s 

conception and, once Hitler withdrew from the League, German-Soviet relations took place outside of that 

multilateral context.  Relations between the two powers had been established and normalized via the 

bilateral Rapallo Treaty, heralding the formation of a tacit German-Soviet entente that lasted until 1934 

when Hitler signed a non-aggression pact with Poland.  The pact was rekindled in 1939, of course, via the 

secret Molotov-Ribbentrop agreement.  See Stephanie C. Salzmann, Great Britain, Germany and the Soviet 

Union: Rapallo and After, 1922-1934 (London: Woolbridge, 2002). 
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as Gustav Stresemann proved themselves to be effective and reliable interlocutors, 

statesmen seemingly bent on normalizing Germany’s relations with the outside world but 

in a way that was mindful of others’ security concerns.  In short, Germany’s rise was seen 

as caused by structural factors and its leaders viewed as capable stewards who could be 

worked with towards reintegrating Germany into a stable international order.  In this 

context, some kind of accommodation with Germany—particularly, revisions of some of 

the harshest facets of Versailles—was viewed as possible, desirable and even inevitable. 

Beginning in the early 1930s, however, Germany’s ambitions and designs came to 

be seen as much more a product of leadership and domestic politics than anything to do 

with structural factors.  Hitler’s rise to power and subsequent bellicosity, of course, 

crystallized this view.490  Not only did the German economy boom as a result of Hitler’s 

economic policies, bringing Berlin into conflict with London in terms of questions of 

economic (particularly financial) hegemony in Europe, but the fruits of this economic 

growth were increasingly plowed into armaments instead of domestic programs.  In short, 

Germany began to grow in terms of its hard military power as well as simply regaining its 

lost economic potential.  This mushrooming of military capabilities was a clear indicator 

to leaders abroad that Germany’s growth in power was not something exogenous but 

rather something being engineered through deliberate policy: Hitler was intent on turning 

Germany into a strong and indomitable military power.  Although more threatening in the 

sense that it foreshadowed possible conflict, these symptoms of Germany’s rise in power 

were at least containable—a development that could be met with adroit foreign policy 

action and, hopefully, checked or even reversed. 

 

                                                 
490 Stephanie Salzmann argues that Britain was ignorant of the domestic determinants of expansion 

(ideology) and tried to deal with Germany in traditional terms of pure power politics.  They saw it as 

structural until it was too late.  See Salzmann, Great Britain, Germany and the Soviet Union, 175-176. 
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No common foe 

 

Britain and Germany shared no common foes during the interwar period, which 

further militated towards the containment of Germany instead of its conciliation.  During 

the 1920s, Germany was a defeated enemy of the British, prostrate and unfit to serve as a 

partner against any external power.  Britain was engaged in separate wars in Turkey and 

Russia during the early part of the decade, but hardly faced an existential threat and did 

not see a pressing need to revitalize its auld enemy.  The only feasible common threat 

that existed to bind the two together was the Soviet Union, which rose to cast a lengthy 

shadow over Europe during the 1930s.  The policy of French premier Georges 

Clemenceau was to erect a “cordon sanitaire” between western Europe and the Soviet 

menace, urging the border states of the region to band together into a defensive alliance.  

Later in the decade, with Soviet power mounting, the reliability of these buffer states 

came to be questioned and western leaders—including in Britain—certainly harbored 

fears about communist expansionism and the threat that communist agitation posed to the 

capitalist order.491  Nevertheless, the threat posed by the Soviet Union to British itself 

was minimal.  As such, the geopolitical situation in Europe never reached the point 

before 1939 where British leaders were scrambling for allies to contain the Soviet Union; 

instead, the goal became to contain Germany as Hitler launched his wars of aggression 

against Czechoslovakia and Poland. 

 

Britain, domestic politics and external balancing 
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My deductive framework expects strategies of external balancing to occur when 

established states face domestic pressure to retrench.  The following sections are geared 

towards discerning whether British politics during the interwar period can be cast in this 

light: Were Britain’s leaders pressured to cut the costs of foreign policy and find non-

burdensome means of meeting the threat posed by a rising Germany?  Can domestic-

political considerations be seen to have influenced decision-making towards Berlin?492 

 

Party interests 

 

The Conservative Party dominated British politics during the interwar period.  As 

such, it is their core interests that are most salient when understanding how societal 

preferences impacted foreign policy decision-making.  The Conservatives’ primary 

constituencies were the landed aristocracy and the “trade and financial services sector,” 

with finance becoming the senior partner in the aftermath of World War I.493  Both 

groups tended to be heavily invested in British imperialism and accordingly were 

disposed to protecting the empire’s integrity at the expense of considerations about events 

in Europe.494  Fiscally, they were not opposed to moderate social spending (indeed, many 

viewed it as necessary to maintain social cohesion), but did insist that the government 

adhere to financial orthodoxy by balancing its books.  As a consequence, the core of the 

Conservative Party can be seen as tacitly supporting economies in defence spending.495 
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 As well as representing Britain’s land-owning elite and the City, the interwar 

Conservative Party was also the party of business.  According to Robert Shay, “the 

business community was the core of the party’s constituency,”496 while Newton suggests 

that “the service-based meritocracy, small shopkeepers, bankers, and export-oriented 

industrialists all came together [in the interwar period] behind a party which offered them 

sound finance, tax reductions, disarmament, piecemeal social reform and free trade.”497  

To be sure, some segments of Britain’s business community traditionally favored the 

Conservatives’ Liberal and, later, Labour adversaries.  But of those business interests that 

did support the Conservatives, particularly exporters, the overwhelming majority served 

to reinforce the party’s preference for financial orthodoxy and economic stability over 

fiscal expansion and spending on rearmament. 

How did these core interests shape Britain’s grand strategy under the 

Conservatives?  Kevin Narizny argues that “the fortunes of the [gentry,] financial 

services and trade sector were tied to the fate of the empire, not Europe,”498 and suggests 

that these interests stressed imperial protection and Realpolitik unilateralism to stave off 

insecurity in Europe.  However, Narizny misses the observation made by several 

prominent historians of the interwar period that, at least during the 1930s, Britain’s 

financial, commercial and industrial sectors had a substantial stake in maintaining peace 

and economic cooperation with Germany.499  According to Newton, “some of the most 

important commercial interests at the heart of the City were dependent on détente with 
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Germany.”500  The twin causes of this economic dependence were (1) Germany’s 

assumption of “economic hegemony in south-east Europe,” which resulted in “an 

ultimately autarkic Reichsmark bloc in central and eastern Europe,” and (2) an explosion 

in “financial connections between the City and Germany” following 1919.501  Newton 

even suggests that the Bank of England under Montagu Norman sought to promote 

Anglo-German leadership of European economics.  The result was that British firms and 

banks became heavily invested in Germany and its economic satellites in Central and 

Southeast Europe.  Newton concludes that “the material interests of the most powerful 

and prestigious part of the City were wrapped up with the maintenance of [Anglo-

German relations],” a lobby that found expression through the Anglo-German 

Fellowship—a group with extensive links to the Conservative Party.502  As such, while 

gentlemanly capitalists were opposed to large-scale involvement on the continent, 

rearmament and multilateralism, they also wielded strong preferences for the 

continuation of positive relations with Germany and its incipient dominions.  This, in 

turn, mandated conciliation towards Berlin, not militarism—an important constraint on 

Chamberlain’s room to manoeuvre vis-à-vis Europe. 

 

Foreign policy as an electoral issue 

 

A focus on the Conservatives’ core supporters overlooks a basic fact of British 

politics during the interwar period: electorally, the Conservatives simply could not rely 

upon their core supporters alone to win general elections.  Rather, working class votes 
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Second World War (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980). 
501 Newton, Profits of Peace, 56-58. 
502 Newton, Profits of Peace, 65-66; Simon Haxley, Tory M.P. (London: Gollancz, 1939), 230-232. 
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were required to return the Conservatives to power, especially following the mass 

enfranchisement of the 1918 Representation of the People Act.  Indeed, during the 

interwar period, Conservative strategists had sought to recast the party as the natural 

home of the working class (at least, its anti-socialist elements).503  This electoral tack was 

informed by the Conservatives’ crushing electoral defeat of 1923, which had been 

blamed by then Conservative leader Stanley Baldwin on the party’s alienation of working 

class voters by advocating protectionism.  Baldwin realized that maintaining a stable 

coalition capable of delivering anti-Labour parliamentary majorities would require 

reaching out beyond the Conservatives’ traditional support bases, a strategy that harked 

back to Benjamin Disraeli’s brand of ‘one nation’ conservatism.  It was a strategy based 

around class, with “anti-socialism and moderate reformism” the glue to bind working 

class voters to the Conservative banner.504 

In the event, the Conservatives under Baldwin and Chamberlain enjoyed some 

success at courting working class support.  As Mark Franklin and Matthew Ladner show, 

the left-wing Labour Party captured only one third of (overwhelmingly working class) 

electors added in 1918; two thirds of new voters went to the Liberals and the 

Conservatives.505  In estimating working class support for the Conservatives, Geoffrey 

Fry notes that “not unreasonable estimates suggest that the percentage of working-class 

electors voting Conservative was 37 percent in 1922, 33 percent in 1923, 47 percent in 

1924, 31 percent in 1929, 56 percent in 1931, 50 percent in 1935, and 31 percent in 

                                                 
503 See Andrew J. Taylor, ‘Stanley Baldwin, Heresthetics and the Realignment of British Politics’, British 
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1945.”506  Perhaps not coincidentally, these shares of the working class vote are roughly 

correlated with Conservative success at interwar general elections.  In years where the 

Conservative share of the working class vote exceeded 37 percent, the Conservatives won 

majorities; when their share slipped to below this number (33 percent and 31 percent in 

1923 and 1929, respectively), they lost badly. 

What effect did the need for working class support have on Conservative foreign 

policy?  Unlike the gentry, finance and business, the working class had no meaningful 

representation in the Conservative Party;507 its influence on Conservative policy was not 

exerted in the same way.  As such, the real question is what Conservatives perceived to 

be the working class’s interests.  From Chamberlain’s perspective, winning working class 

votes required social spending;508 and, as described above, social spending meant 

restraint in terms of defense spending—priorities that did not conflict with those of the 

Conservatives’ core.  Moreover, working class aversion to inflation was congruent with 

the preferences of the City and business interests, and found expression in the 

government’s reluctance to engage in heavy borrowing.509  On a regional level, the 

economic interests of the working class varied according to the production profile of a 

given locale.  In the southeast of England, for example, where exporters and financial 

services possessed strong ties to the empire, the working class adopted the pro-imperial 

preferences of their employers, eschewing internationalism and an activist European 
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policy.510  In the North of England and Wales, by contrast, where coal mining and 

manufacturing prevailed, the masses were stauncher supporters of an internationalist 

European policy and less interested in imperial protection.511  The Conservatives were 

electorally strongest in the southeast, and so it was the imperialism and anti-

internationalism of the southern working class that was heard the loudest. 

As can be seen, the prevalent characterization of the Conservatives’ interwar base 

as constituting a City-Treasury-Bank nexus is accurate but incomplete.512  Such a nexus 

existed, but was not sufficient to deliver parliamentary majorities.  In addition to its 

gentlemanly capitalist and business core, the Conservatives needed large numbers of 

working class votes to win elections.  Because of the need to placate each of these 

interests, it is possible to infer some broad policy parameters that faced Chamberlain.  

Firstly, Conservative strategy needed to be aimed at defending the Empire and the British 

Isles as a matter of priority, something that entailed a geostrategic focus on Japan (in East 

Asia) and Italy (in the Mediterranean) as well as Germany.  Secondly, Chamberlain was 

also pressured to adopt some kind of foreign policy that would maintain peace in Europe 

and, more specifically, Britain’s economic links with Germany.  Thirdly, Chamberlain 

had to craft his foreign policy in a way that avoided any economic necessity to cut social 

spending, raise taxes or hike borrowing and risk inflation.  These preferences do not only 

help to explain the adoption of appeasement as an overall grand strategy, but also the 

finer detail of his policies: a focus on the Royal Navy and Royal Air Force as recipients 

of rearmament funds (to protect the empire and cheaply deter Germany aggression 
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against the home islands, respectively), his neglect of the army as a redundant fighting 

force,513 as well as the lip service given to collective security and the role of the League 

of Nations.514 

 

Resource constraints 

 

British foreign policy-makers faced severe resource constraints during the 

interwar period.  In 1913, defense spending comprised 29.9 percent of total government 

expenditure, a figure that rose to over 80 percent by the time of the war’s conclusion.  By 

1920, this figure had shrunk to around 33 percent of government spending, while in 1934 

military spending stood at just 11.2 percent of government outlays—less than half of the 

pre-war total.515  Geopolitics partly accounts for these dramatic cuts to the military.  

Absent a clear and immediate military rival, Britain’s armed services were simply de-

prioritised.516  Reluctance to invest in defense also stemmed from a tight fiscal situation.  

During the interwar period, Britain’s armed forces were on the losing end of vigorous 

competition for limited resources.517  In particular, social spending and the costs of 

servicing Britain’s national debt proved to be rapacious consumers of government 

spending.518  In this context, the British government adopted the so-called Ten Year Rule, 
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whereby planning was undertaken on the basis that no significant threat to Britain’s 

security would emerge for at least a decade.  Initially adopted in the wake of World War 

I, this rule was extended in 1928 to exist on a rolling basis, so that military expenditure 

was effectively kept low until such a time as a military threat emerged.519  Coupled with 

the existence of a war-weary public and strong domestic support for the League of 

Nations and collective security,520 the Ten Year Rule placed a heavy onus upon those 

who would argue for increases in defense spending. 

Stanley Baldwin and Neville Chamberlain contended with these resource 

constraints in the latter half of the 1930 as calls grew for rearmament as a way to check 

German expansion.  Both prime ministers governed at a time when officials cautioned 

that spending on rearmament would undermine economic growth and be 

counterproductive for Britain’s long-term recovery, socio-political stability and military 

preparedness.521  Lacking reserves to draw upon,522 Britain’s leaders were faced with 

difficult trade-offs in deciding how (or whether) to fund rearmament.  Cutting existing 

government expenditure was deemed inappropriate because of “the risk of resulting 

social unrest”523 (47 percent of government spending in 1934 was on “social 

expenditure,” compared with just 11.2 percent allocated to the military)524 and the cabinet 
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agreed in March 1936 that rearmament “be carried out without restriction on social 

services.”525  Increased taxes were also ruled out, with one Treasury official in 1935 

professing the country to be “taxed to full capacity.”526  Meeting Britain’s debt 

repayments (an obligation that consumed between 29.7 and 13.4 percent of the country’s 

budget between 1924 and 1938)527 was seen as a necessity, partly because of doctrines of 

sound financial management but also for the purely pragmatic reason that, “in the event 

of war, Britain’s credit could be used to purchase arms abroad in the interim between the 

outbreak of the war and the time when her industrial capacity could be converted to arms 

production.”528  Additional borrowing was anathema to achieving a balanced budget and 

was considered bad for business confidence and inflationary.  In particular, government 

officials worried that inflation would create unrest among wage-earners, threatening not 

only “national security, but [also] the whole social order.”529 

 

Towards appeasement and war: 1935-1939 

 

The conditions were in place, then, for a policy of external balancing towards 

Germany.  Today, however, British grand strategy towards Nazi Germany is not 

remembered as one of successful external balancing but rather as one of unsuccessful 

appeasement.  The Stresa Front is a footnote to the history of World War II.  From 1935 

until (and even after) the outbreak of World War II in September 1939, Britain’s leaders  
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Britain and Germany: From Locarno to Stresa  
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did indeed make repeated concessions to Hitler’s Germany—hallmarks of a clear-cut 

policy of appeasement.  What, then, explains the shift from the multilateral policy of 

external balancing typified by the Stresa Front towards the unilateralist policy of 

appeasement? 

The move from external balancing to appeasement was driven both by Britain’s 

strategy of making unilateral concessions to Germany and a lack of convenient allies with 

which to balance against Germany.530  First, external balancing failed because Britain’s 

leaders sought to appease Germany along those dimensions for which a bilateral context 

prevailed: namely, naval forces.  Emboldened by Britain’s apparent willingness to 

acquiescence on arms control issues, Hitler gained confidence that the British would not 

oppose his policies of territorial aggrandizement on the continent, making it impossible to 

contain Germany through any means, let alone external balancing.  Second, external 

balancing failed because competent allies were too few and far between.  The states of 

central and Eastern Europe were weak and often torn between bandwagoning with 

Germany as opposed to balancing against it; the Soviet Union was viewed as an 

unreliable partner; the United States had abdicated its responsibilities to Europe 

following World War I; and the broader League of Nations system was in crisis because 

of events in Asia (Manchuria) and Africa (Abyssinia).  Even Britain’s empire and the 

Dominions were reluctant to engage in a war of containment.  As a result, the 

international system proved incapable of providing the means of containing German 

aggression.  External balancing was tried as a strategy but ultimately failed and was 

disregarded out of sheer necessity. 

                                                 
530 Trubowitz and Harris, ‘When States Appease.’ 



 
286 

With the international environment having failed to throw up opportunities to 

contain Germany via external balancing, Britain’s leaders were forced to respond to the 

continuing increases in German power through other means.  Appeasement emerged as a 

strategy—one that seemed as though it could offer credible national security by 

encouraging Hitler to reap international benefits at the expense of others in Europe and, 

hopefully, satisfying his desire for revisionism.  The strategy was not an altogether 

unreasonable one: appeasement had been used before to satisfy the demands of states in 

the context of international change.  But nor was it predisposed to being an effective 

policy: with the international environment portending considerable danger from the 

perspective of Britain, the conciliation of a rising state like Nazi Germany was not an 

effective response.  A form of balancing behavior—containment—would have been more 

appropriate, and with external balancing having failed, it would have been wiser for 

Chamberlain to mobilize the country in support of a more expensive strategy of internal 

balancing.  As it was, Chamberlain sought instead to manipulate international conditions 

such that the peaceful rise of Germany could be facilitated through appeasement.  The 

approach failed.  And as the limitations of appeasement gradually became apparent 

throughout 1938 and 1939, Britain finally made the reluctant move towards adopting a 

war footing.  It was the third strategy to be adopted in response to Germany’s rise and 

would, after Winston Churchill became prime minister in 1940, ultimately prove to be the 

strategy that succeeded in defeating the German threat—albeit at enormous cost. 

 

BRITAIN AND GERMANY, 1898-1914 
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In many ways, the events of 1925-1939 were a repeat of Anglo-German relations 

from several decades prior.  For in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

Germany had undergone a previous precipitous increase in size, material capabilities and 

global influence.  Then, too, Germany’s rapid ascent was something that British decision-

makers and other European and world statesmen were forced to grapple with.  Indeed, the 

international and domestic circumstances that characterized Britain’s relationship with 

Germany during 1898-1914 were broadly similar to what my model would expect of a 

state pursuing a strategy of external balancing towards a rising challenger, and thus make 

for a compelling comparative case study with the case of interwar Germany.  

Internationally, the relationship took place in the context of broad multilateralism, an 

agent-centered increase in German power and the absence of a common foe.  

Domestically in Britain, leaders at the time headed domestically-oriented coalitions, 

governed when the electorate eschewed hawkish foreign policies, and faced serious 

resource constraints.  My model, then, would expect Britain’s late Victorian and 

Edwardian leadership to pursue a similar strategy of external balancing towards Germany 

as would their interwar successors.  Before turning to assess the accuracy of this 

prediction, however, it is first necessary to understand contemporary perceptions of 

Wilhelmine Germany as a rising power. 

 

The German Empire 

 

The unification of Germany into the German Empire radically altered the balance 

of power in Europe.  Following the Congress of Vienna (1815), the various German 

states of Central Europe had been organized into a loose political association, the German 
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Confederation, of which Austria and Prussia were the largest and most powerful entities 

(even if both powers also ruled over substantial amounts of territory outside of the 

bounds of the Confederation).  Questions over the future of the German people abounded 

during the nineteenth century, with German nationalists reluctant to accept the 

decentralized confederation as a solution to their aspirations for nation-statehood.  During 

the revolutions of 1848, for example, German nationalists assembled in Frankfurt to 

demand—unsuccessfully—that Austria relinquish its multi-ethnic imperial holdings and 

join with the rest of the German-speaking kingdoms and principalities to form an 

ethnically and linguistically homogenous state.  Ultimately, however, the post-1815 

settlement was overturned not by popular unrest but, in Otto von Bismarck’s words, by 

“blood and iron.”  In 1866, the Seven Weeks’ War broke out between Austria and Prussia 

and their respective allies.  Ostensibly, the conflict regarded the political future of two 

north German territories—Schleswig and Holstein—but the underlying cause of the war 

was a power struggle between Austria and Prussia regarding leadership of the German 

states.  The war resulted in a Prussian victory and the dissolution of the German 

Confederation.  Having usurped Austrian leadership on the battlefield, Prussia proceeded 

to create the North German Confederation (a Kleinedeutschland) that excluded Austria 

and several other southern German states.  This Prussian-centric dominion expanded to 

incorporate the remaining southern states (except Austria) in 1871 following the defeat of 

France in the Franco-Prussian War, after which a new “German Empire” was proclaimed 

with the Prussian king at its head. 

The formation of the German Empire brought to an end the historical pattern of 

weakness and division in Central Europe.  For the first time, a more-or-less centralized 

(albeit nominally federal) nation-state governed the vast majority of the German people.  

From Alsace-Lorraine to Silesia and from Salzburg to Schleswig-Holstein, ultimate 
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political control was now located in Berlin.  The population of the new empire (around 40 

million in 1871, 50 million in 1890 and 65 million in 1910) dwarfed that of France and 

Britain.  Germany’s industrial output rapidly grew to become the largest in Europe, 

outstripping others in terms of iron and steel production, miles of railway constructed, 

and amount of coal unearthed.  Already a center of agriculture, Germany became the 

industrial powerhouse of Europe at a time when industrial capacity was almost 

synonymous with military might.531  Germany’s unmatched capacity to manufacture 

goods—including weaponry—combined with the Prussian tradition of martial prowess to 

produce a military regarded as one of the most powerful in Europe.  Not only did Prussia 

defeat France in 1871, but the sheer manpower that the augmented German Empire now 

offered Prussian commanders meant that Germany would remain a formidable military 

opponent into the foreseeable future. 

The German Empire’s emergence as a veritable Great Power meant that the pre-

existing way of organizing European order would need to be changed, or at least 

recalibrated.  For decades, the Concert of Europe diplomatic system had been relatively 

effective at regulating relations between the Great Powers.532  With the augmentation of 

German power at the heart of the European continent, however, the delicate equilibrium 

that for so long had sustained the Concert suddenly fell out of balance.  The Franco-

Prussian War was the first example of this, and bred an enduring animosity between Paris 

and Berlin with the French rankling over the loss of Alsace-Lorraine for decades to come.  

To the east, tsarist Russia worried what German expansionism might mean for its 

imperial holdings, while Austria continued to fear further Prussian expansion into its 

remaining territories and the erosion of its status as a true Great Power.  Meanwhile, all 

                                                 
531 For details, see Kennedy, The Rise and Fall. 
532 Slantchev, ‘Territory and Commitment.’ 
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of Europe’s Great Powers (plus the United States) were forced to reckon with Germany’s 

manifest desire for overseas colonies—whether in Africa, South America, Asia or 

Eastern Europe.533  From the moment of its very unification, Germany’s rise had come at 

the expense of its neighbors in terms of both territory and prestige.  For how long could 

Germany keep on this track without the prospect of sizable pushback? 

Of course, the most concerning aspect of Germany’s rise from the perspective of 

Britain, quite apart from its radical altering of the balance of power in Europe, was its 

pursuit of naval dominance.  Initially tempered during Bismarck’s tenure at the imperial 

chancellery, Germany’s program of naval expansion was ramped up following the Iron 

Chancellor’s ouster.  Kaiser Wilhelm II is known to have been a particularly enthusiastic 

proponent of the navy, a project that he closely consulted upon with the head of the 

Imperial Navy, Alfred von Tirpitz.  Partly, the drive to shore up Germany’s naval 

capabilities was designed to assist in the acquisition and protection of an overseas 

empire—Berlin’s “place in the sun.”  A relative latecomer in terms of overseas 

acquisitions, Berlin moved swiftly to acquire territories in Africa and the Asia-Pacific, 

including concessions in China.  Yet Tirpitz in particular was influenced in large part by 

the U.S. naval strategic Alfred Thayer Mahan, who argued that mastery of the oceans—

not just control of overseas colonies—was a necessity for military victory and even 

national survival.  If Germany was to compete for survival in a world dominated by the 

British Empire and its formidable Royal Navy then Germany would need an impressive 

naval establishment of its own, Tirpitz reckoned.  With Wilhelm and Tirpitz successfully 

gaining domestic political support for massive shipbuilding programs during the 1890s 

                                                 
533 Germany’s overseas empire would grow considerably over the period.  In Africa, Germany acquired 

Tanganyika (Tanzania), Ruanda-Urundi (Rwanda and Burundi), Wituland (now part of Kenya), Kamerun 

(Cameroon) and Togoland (Togo).  In the Asia-Pacific, German sovereignty was extended over the 

northeast portion of New Guinea, numerous Micronesian islands, German Samoa and, in China, the 

Jiaozhou Bay concession and Chefoo (modern day Yentai). 
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and early 1900s, the potential threat to British naval supremacy was obvious.  In this 

context, some sort of strategic adjustment from Britain was required. 

 

Britain, Germany, and the Concert of Europe 

 

It was not preordained that Britain would embark upon a policy of confrontation 

with and containment of Germany.  At least initially, the international system appeared to 

offer ample opportunity for conciliation.  Indeed, Britain and Germany proved 

themselves capable of hammering out several bilateral agreements during the late 

nineteenth century (pertaining to colonies, for example) and it was far from clear that the 

two countries constituted each other’s primary security threats.  It was therefore not 

fanciful to imagine that Britain could stand to benefit from Germany’s rise to power.  The 

prospects for concord were especially good given that cross-Channel economic ties were 

flourishing and mutual cultural fondness was prevalent.  An Anglo-German alliance 

could well have materialized in the same way that Anglo-American, Anglo-Japanese and 

even Anglo-French and Anglo-Russian understandings emerged during this era.  In the 

event, however, the conciliation of Germany became markedly less attractive to Britain 

as the early twentieth century wore on; Britain and Germany became entrenched as 

strategic rivals even as their economic relationship grew to an unprecedented extent.  

What, then, led to the ultimate decision to contain Germany? 

 

Bilateralism inside multilateralism 
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The German Empire was born into the Concert of Europe diplomatic system, a 

multilateral order centered on regular conferences held by the Great Powers of Europe.  It 

was via this established multilateral framework that Britain and Germany would conduct 

their foreign relations during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  Indeed, 

despite its far-flung empire and historic desire to remain somewhat aloof from the 

geopolitics of continental Europe, Britain was in many ways the linchpin of the Concert 

system.  Ever since the Napoleonic Wars, London had served in an off-shore balancing 

role to maintain a rough equilibrium between the continental powers.  At key junctures in 

the nineteenth century, British power was deployed to prevent any one state from 

dominating its rivals—in the Crimean War, for example, when Britain was a leading 

force in preventing tsarist Russia from exploiting the decline of the Ottoman Empire.  A 

critical feature of the Concert of Europe, however, was that major diplomatic decisions—

changes that would affect all members of the Great Power club—tended to be made via 

multilateral  agreement and not through bilateral side channels.  As British statesmen 

weighed whether or not to make concessions to the rising German Empire, then, they had 

to do so cognizant of what others in Europe would be likely to agree to. 

Still, the international landscape was not one of absolute multilateralism.  There 

were certain areas of dispute between Britain and Germany where a bilateral context 

prevailed.534  For example, prior to the Berlin Conference of 1885, many of the colonial 

disputes between Britain and Germany were regarded as strictly bilateral affairs, issues 

over which London could make unilateral concessions if it saw fit.  Indeed, Britain and 

Germany did conclude agreements over the future of Southwest Africa in 1880s, and they 

                                                 
534 See Klaus Hilderbrand, German Foreign Policy from Bismarck to Adenauer: The Limits of Statecraft 

(New York: Routledge, 1989), chapters 1-4. 
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did so without the involvement of other European colonizers.535  Arms control constituted 

another area of international policy that had eluded monopolization by the Concert 

system: no general agreements existed on how to limit the size of Europe’s armies or 

navies until the post-World War I era.  Russia had proposed the imposition of some such 

limits at the Hague Conference of 1899, but the idea had limited appeal to the other 

assembled statesmen (instead, the resultant Hague Convention focused upon establishing 

rules of warfare and mechanisms for resolving interstate disputes via arbitration).  

Overall, then, important bones of contention between Britain and Germany were possible 

to resolve in a mostly bilateral setting—chiefly, the relative distribution of arms between 

the two potential adversaries and, to a lesser extent, certain colonial questions.  Yet when 

it came to a general redistribution of benefits within the European states system, Britain 

found itself locked inside a well-worn multilateral framework that would require 

concerted action with other states if Germany was to be sated through diplomatic means. 

 

The coveted Kaiserlichemarine 

 

For several decades, Germany’s rise in power had been regarded as mostly 

structural in nature.  Viewed from this perspective, the German Empire’s unification was 

long overdue and it was only natural that the belatedly unified state would be greater in 

power than the disparate collection of political units that it replaced.  Consequently, 

British statesmen were minded to conciliate the German Empire and make concessions 

on issues of apparent importance to Berlin.  Indeed, such accommodation was not 

                                                 
535 After the Berlin Conference, however, which established multilateral rules for the European 

colonization of Africa, even this area of contestation became embedded in a multilateral framework, one 

within which it was very difficult to make bilateral concessions without expanding the negotiations to 

include the other colonizing powers. 
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unusual in the context of the Concert of Europe system; Britain and the other Great 

Powers routinely sanctioned the redistribution of benefits in Europe in accordance with 

exogenous shifts in power between the members of the system.536  One such concession 

made to Germany was over the future of Heligoland, a pair of small islets off the 

northwest coast of Germany.537  Since 1807, Heligoland had been administered by the 

British Empire, but the islands’ strategic location and close proximity to the German 

mainland made them an attractive acquisition to the imperial authorities in Berlin.  In 

1890, Britain and Germany signed the Heligoland-Zanzibar Treaty, whereby the islands 

were transferred to German sovereignty in return for Germany’s renunciation of control 

over Zanzibar in East Africa. 

After around 1890, however, relations between Britain and Germany began to 

sour—especially because of Germany’s insistence that it be allowed to bolster its naval 

forces—and the perception in Britain gradually solidified in favor of Germany as a 

nationalistic, militaristic and expansionist state, a country embarking upon a path of 

agency-centered aggrandizement.  Several developments informed the growing 

perception of Germany as an aggressive rising state.  First, there were events within 

Germany itself, such as the formation of ultra-nationalist groups like the Pan-German 

League (the Alldeutscher Verband).538  Second, and perhaps most importantly, there was 

Kaiser Wilhelm’s apparent obsession with building up the Kaiserlichemarine, headed by 

the equally expansionist and nationalistic Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz.  As already noted, 

                                                 
536 Branislav Slantchev, ‘Territory and Commitment: The Concert of Europe as Self-Enforcing 

Equilibrium,’ Security Studies 14, no. 4 (2005): 565-606. 
537 British officials essentially had concluded that Heligoland would be impossible to defend from German 

attack in the event of war; as such, it was better to concede on this point, which was of great importance to 

Berlin, and gain something by doing so rather than attempt to block will of the Germans. See Duane Niler 

Pyeatt, ‘Heligoland and the Making of the Anglo-German Colonial Agreement in 1980,’ unpublished M.A. 

thesis, Texas Tech University, 1988. 
538 Oskar Krejci, Geopolitics of the Central European Region: The View from Prague and Bratislava 

(Bratislava: Veda, 2005), 129-130. 
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the creation of a formidable blue water navy by Germany was the most threatening aspect 

of Germany’s rise to power from the perspective of policy-makers in Whitehall.  Should 

Britain stand back and watch Germany build a fleet, or would intervention be required?  

It ought to be noted that this question of whether to acquiesce in Berlin’s desire for naval 

pre-eminence essentially was something that Britain would be able to decide upon more 

or less without reference to the other European Great Powers.  This is because Britain 

was the world’s major naval power at the time, and in any case there existed no formal-

legalistic provision for Germany to have to consult with others about its naval 

armaments.  The balance of naval power between Britain and Germany was thus a 

bilateral dispute to be resolved by political means.  Ultimately, however, it was decided 

that Germany’s drive for naval power could not be countenanced, and the construction of 

the Kaiserlichemarine was viewed more than any other development as evidence of what 

I have called agency-centered growth: a political attempt by German leaders to bolster 

national material capabilities for potentially nefarious purposes. 

But why should Germany crave naval power?  And why should its drive for naval 

power be viewed as suspicious?  According to the orthodoxies of the day, naval power 

was only useful as a tool of national statecraft if a country possessed considerable 

overseas possessions, which Germany did not.  Traditionally, German’s territorial 

ambitions had been focused upon Central and Eastern Europe, designs that required 

substantial land-based military forces but surely no naval capacity.  The construction of 

the Kaiserlichemarine appeared to foreshadow a drive for overseas dominance that would 

bring Germany into inevitable competition with Britain.  Indeed, stand-offs occurred in 

the South Pacific (Samoa), South America (Venezuela) and the Far East (China) and, 

during this time, the concept of Weltreichlehre (“global empire doctrine”) became an 
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animating feature in German geopolitical discourse.539  If Germany was able to challenge 

or even eclipse the Royal Navy on the high seas, then how could Britain ensure that its 

will would prevail in global affairs—let alone on questions of national security pertaining 

to Western Europe? 

 Nervousness in Britain was compounded by the observation that German leaders 

seemed to preside over a polity within which nationalistic expansionists wielded 

considerable power.  Some histories of German expansionism blame the demise of Otto 

von Bismarck for Germany’s adoption of a foreign policy that would set the country on 

the course to war.  Yet even the famously shrewd and pragmatic Otto von Bismarck 

ultimately implemented a policy of colonial expansionism before leaving office.  

Bismarck had long been opposed to colonialism, regarding it as inimical to German 

strength and as a costly distraction from the more pressing concerns facing the country 

(the elderly Bismarck even sought to give Namibia to Britain in 1889).  But the problem 

for Bismarck was that many of his most powerful compatriots did not share his disdain 

for overseas possessions.  On the contrary, sectional interests clamored for expansionism.  

In order to satisfy these expansionists and maintain his overall grip on the levers of 

power, even the elder Bismarck ultimately embraced colonialism as a way to satisfy 

domestic political exigencies—in other words, even Bismarck responded to domestic 

incentives for revanchism.  Such preferences only intensified after Bismarck’s departure, 

when statesmen such as Tirpitz who were committed expansionists were given a greater 

hand in matters of statecraft.  By the early twentieth century, all of this was clear to 

observers in London: Germany was not a country content with its lot on the European 

                                                 
539 On Weltreichlehre, see Brendan Simms, Europe: The Struggle for Supremacy, 1453 to the Present 

(London: Penguin, 2013). 
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continent; Berlin was bent on revanchism and thus ought to be contained in some 

manner. 

 

The struggle for mastery 

 

The Concert of Europe system, essentially a decentralized equilibrium between 

the contending Great Powers of the day, provided ample opportunity—in theory, at 

least—for Britain to persuade  the rising German Empire that there existed a common foe 

between them.  Ever since the Franco-Prussian War, German planners worried that 

France would one day try to take back Alsace-Lorraine (“the lost provinces”).  This 

ingrained geopolitical rivalry with France was made all the more pressing with the 

formation of the Franco-Russian alliance in 1892, which threatened Germany with war 

on two fronts.  Indeed, Russia’s rapid modernization and growing military might caused 

Berlin to doubt the stability of peace in Eastern Europe and might even have led German 

leaders to consider plans for preventive war against Russia.540  Diplomatic spats in the 

colonized world—including some militarized stand-offs—involving Germany, Britain, 

France, Portugal, Spain and the United States provided additional impetus for Britain and 

Germany to find common ground and remove grounds for enmity.541 

Quite simply, the German Empire found itself inhabiting a markedly dangerous 

world towards the end of the nineteenth century, with its national security threatened at 

home and its newly acquired colonies under predation abroad.  Alliance with Britain 

could have offered Germany important access to colonies (the particular area of potential 

                                                 
540 Patrick J. McDonald, ‘Complicating Commitment: Free Resources, Power Shifts, and the Fiscal Politics 

of Preventive War,’ International Studies Quarterly 55, no. 4 (2011): 1095-1120. 
541 Bruce D. Porter, The USSR in Third World Conflicts: Soviet Arms and Diplomacy in Local Wars 1945-

1980 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984); Kagan, Dangerous Nation. 
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dispute where Britain appeared genuinely willing to reach a modus vivendi with Berlin) 

and also guarantee its maritime security, which could have been a generous boon to a 

country fearing land wars on both of its borders.  A security alliance with Britain could 

easily have dissuaded France and Russia from entering into armed conflict with 

Germany, much in the same way that the Anglo-Japanese alliance served to neutralize the 

threat of a combined Franco-Russian force being deployed against Japan in Korea.  The 

failure of Britain and Germany to reach a rapprochement, then, cannot be attributed to 

lack of geopolitical opportunity. 

In fact, there is evidence that British statesmen did try to conclude an 

understanding with Germany during this time.  As Colonial Security, Joseph 

Chamberlain certainly made several overtures towards the German authorities in an 

attempt to gain Berlin’s cooperation but he was rebuffed by the Germans on every 

occasion.  Arthur Balfour, too, believed that Britain’s interests in East Asia, which had 

led to the Japanese alliance, paled in comparison to its interests in Europe, which he 

believed lent an impetus to joining the Triple Alliance of Germany, Austria-Hungary and 

Italy instead of aligning Britain with France and Russia.542  The influential imperialist 

Cecil John Rhodes was a famous Germanophile and left part of his legacy to the 

promotion of Anglo-German amity.  The reason why Britain and Germany did not align 

with one another against their respective geopolitical rivals, then, was not because of a 

lack of will in London.  Instead, and as I will explain below, it was intransigence in 

Berlin that kept the two powers apart and led Britain to construct a strategy of 

containment in place of its preferred policy of conciliation. 

 

                                                 
542 Monger, End of Isolation, 62-64. 
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Domestic politics in Britain 

 

The state of domestic politics in Britain during the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries is already outlined in chapter 3 and so does not need to be repeated 

here.  Suffice to say that late Victorian and Edwardian Britain was characterized by a 

move towards increased domestic reforms and a tendency to focus on the delivery of 

social programs.  This attention to the domestic side—what George Monger and others 

refer to as “social imperialism”—required a concomitant reduction in overseas 

expenditure.543  The country’s finances were simply not judged to be conducive to 

enormous investment in foreign policy; instead, the course was one of retrenchment.  

Whatever strategic adjustment was pursued in response to Germany, then, it would have 

to be one that did not place undue burdens upon the national finances.  Ideally, in fact, the 

response would be sourced from the external environment rather than the domestic 

sphere. 

 

“The end of isolation” 

 

It was noted in chapter 3 that Britain pursued strategies of appeasement towards 

several of its peer competitors during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—

the U.S. in the Western Hemisphere and Japan in East Asia being the cases in point.  

Peace treaties or informal imperial ententes also were concluded with France (over 

Africa) and Russia (concerning Central Asia).  Viewed in this context, Britain’s 

containment of Wilhelmine Germany stands out as a glaring outlier.  Indeed, Germany 
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seems to have been singled out as the one rising power that Britain would not—or could 

not—appease during this period.  The argument advanced here is that Britain ultimately 

adopted a form of external balancing to counter the German threat, and that this choice of 

strategy was informed by a combination of the international and domestic conditions 

described above.   

 

Attempts at rapprochement 

 

The period 1890-1914 was not one of unbridled security competition between 

Britain and Germany.  As noted above, there were several notable instances of 

cooperative behavior.  In 1890, the two states had reached an agreement over Heligoland 

and German claims in East Africa.  In 1900, there was an Anglo-German agreement on 

China, signed in large part out of German fear about Russia.544  Opportunities for further 

diplomatic agreements between the Anglo-German powers were not lost on British 

decision-makers, chief among whom was Colonial Secretary Joseph Chamberlain.  

Chamberlain believed that a broad agreement between Britain and Imperial Germany 

would serve to defend Britain’s interests in Africa and the Far East while helping to 

eliminate a potent threat to the Home Islands.  As Germany was a rapidly industrializing 

and rising power, Britain had every interest in mollifying its continental rival and 

avoiding a dangerous arms race, particularly in terms of naval capabilities. 

Pursuant of these ideas, Chamberlain embarked upon a vigorous diplomatic 

initiative towards Berlin, attempting to persuade the Germans that alignment with Britain 

was more conducive to Berlin’s interests than opposition.  In the event, however, 
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Chamberlain found Germany’s rulers to be unreceptive: he was rebuffed at every turn.  

Perhaps because of an unprofessional and inexperienced diplomatic corps in the post-

Bismarckian period, or more likely because of the powerful influence on Kaiser Wilhelm 

of the Germany navy and industrial sector, Germany was resolved to embark upon a 

massive naval program to project German power abroad, a policy that simply flew in the 

face of Chamberlain’s conciliatory diplomacy. While some in Britain were keen to 

conciliate Germany, few could sanction Berlin’s construction of a formidable fleet that 

could only be intended for war with Britain.  Try as Chamberlain might to find common 

cause with Germany, the issue of naval arms could not be overcome. 

Some historians suggest that, during the early twentieth century, Germany was 

amenable to the idea of reaching some kind of a modus vivendi with Britain.  Yet because 

Germany’s primary motivation for an alliance was to guard against the prospect of 

entering into a two-front war with France and Russia, Berlin’s terms for a rapprochement 

with Britain were that London should join the Triple Alliance of Germany, Austria-

Hungary and Italy—the extant means by which Germany was attempting to balance 

against the Franco-Russian axis.545 Entering into such a multilateral alliance was not 

attractive to British statesmen; doing so would undo recent British diplomatic 

achievements vis-à-vis France and Russia, and would risk entangling Britain in a 

European contest that, at the time, Britain saw itself as somewhat aloof from.  Just as 

Berlin rejected naval cuts as the price of conciliation with Britain, London rejected the 

Triple Alliance as a workable modus vivendi.  As such, a mutually agreeable plan for how 

to manage Germany’s increases in power proved to be elusive.  Whatever theoretical 

opportunities existed to conciliate Berlin had been missed, whether due to the domestic 

                                                 
545 See, for example, Monger, End of Isolation, 66. 
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politics of the rising state or the configuration of diplomatic alignments; despite some 

evidence of will on both sides, critical ingredients for conciliatory diplomacy manifestly 

were absent. 

 

The Triple Entente 

 

While there are many differing accounts of the origins of Anglo-German discord 

and the subsequent outbreak of World War I, a standard telling might proceed as follows.  

First, the unification of Germany and the formation in 1882 of the Triple Alliance 

between Germany, Austria-Hungary and Italy created a geopolitical situation in Europe 

whereby France and Russia saw their own relative security diminish.  Feeling threatened 

by the central bloc, Paris and Moscow formed their own, rival military alliance in 1892.  

In turn, this created a security dilemma for Britain because, combined, the French and 

Russian fleets were capable of undermining British supremacy in the Mediterranean, 

which was vital a strategic interest of Britain.546  Meanwhile, France pressed upon 

Morocco and Spain, angry at the Anglo-American rapprochement, threatened Gibraltar.  

In Asia, Russia threatened India and China was on the brink of dissolution.  Indeed, it 

was over China that Britain found itself most in need of an ally, and it was determined 

that that ally should be Germany.547  Despite this, Britain found itself engaged in 

alliances with France and Russia, effectively encircling Germany by 1907.  Why? 

 As noted above, Germany was open to a rapprochement with Britain for at least 

part of the late Victorian and early Edwardian eras, but it was not amenable to working 

                                                 
546 Monger, End of Isolation. 
547 George Monger argues that British statesmen had no intention of encircling Germany at this juncture.  

See Monger, End of Isolation, 114. 
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with Britain on a one-on-one basis because doing so would risk jeopardizing Germany’s 

alliances with Austria-Hungary and Italy, which were viewed as vital to Germany’s 

national security.  Nor would Germany budge on the issue of the naval build-up because 

of its own domestic politics.  In short, then, Britain’s lack of opportunity to conciliate 

Germany was caused by a combination of (1) an unfavorable multilateral environment, in 

which criss-crossing alliances made a bilateral rapprochement between Britain and 

Germany extremely complicated to achieve; and (2) agency-centered growth on behalf of 

Germany, whereby one major bone of contention between the Anglo-German powers—

namely, the naval issue—simply could not be resolved.  While theoretically there was 

ample opportunity for both sides to align against common foes, these mitigating factors 

meant that conciliation always was unlikely to take hold; the structural circumstances of 

Germany’s rise simply created preponderant incentives for Britain’s leaders to edge 

towards containment, however reluctantly.   This was especially true after 1904-1905, 

during which time Russia (which had been a geopolitical competitor shared by Britain 

and Germany) declined precipitously in power during and after its swingeing defeat at the 

hands of Japan.  With the common threat of the Russian military removed, the Franco-

Russia alliance ceased to be the primary focus of British grand strategy—instead, 

Germany became the main threat.548  In 1907, British leaders made one final push to 

bring Germany to the negotiating table over its naval armaments program.  For the last 

time, Berlin rejected London’s overtures.  With Germany as a primary geopolitical threat 

and with international incentives overwhelmingly gravitating in favor of containment, 

British statesmen began to consider how to balance against Germany in a more active  

 

                                                 
548 According to Monger, a major geopolitical shift occurred around 1904-1905.  See Monger, The End of 

Isolation, 163, 176, 183; T.G. Otte, ‘Grey Ambassador: The Dreadnought and British Foreign Policy,’ in 
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Britain and Imperial Germany  

 

International incentives 

 

 

Institutional context Both bilateral and multilateral 

}Conciliation
 

Cause of rise Ambiguous 

Common foe Potentially 

 

Domestic incentives 

 

 

Coalitional preferences Butter 

}Retrenchment
 

Electoral incentives Dovish 

Resource constraints High 

 

Predicted grand strategy: 

 

 

Appeasement 

 

 

 

Observed grand strategy: 

 

 

Appeasement 

 

 

Table 17. Britain’s early attempts to appease Germany 

 

fashion.  Hamstrung by a domestic situation that militated against massive investment in 

a military response to Germany, these leaders looked instead to the international 

environment for a solution.  In the event, Britain edged closer and closer towards stronger 

alliances with France and Russia.  The Triple Entente was born. 

 

Shades of internal balancing 

 

Britain’s strategy towards Germany was not one of pure external balancing, 

however.  Drawing on Steve Lobell’s concept of “smart balancing,” it is possible to see 

that Britain actually tried to match Germany along one dimension of power: at sea.  

While the main thrust of Britain’s attempt to hedge against German expansionism was to 

enter into the Triple Entente, the Anglo-German naval arms race cannot be ignored.   
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Towards the Triple Entente  

 

International incentives 

 

 

Institutional context Both bilateral and multilateral 

}Containment
 

Cause of rise Ambiguous  Endogenous 

Common foe No 

 

Domestic incentives 

 

 

Coalitional preferences Butter 

}Retrenchment
 

Electoral incentives Dovish 

Resource constraints High 

 

Predicted grand strategy: 

 

 

External balancing 

 

 

 

Observed grand strategy: 

 

 

External balancing 

 

 

Table 18. Britain’s ultimate response to Germany, 1890-1914 

 

Britain was adamant that Germany should eclipse its naval power, and invested quite 

heavily towards this end.  In 1889, Parliament passed the Naval Defence Act to codify 

into statute the so-called “two-power standard,” which called for Britain’s naval forces to 

be maintained a level that exceeded its next two competitors combined.  In 1894, the so-

called Spencer Programme of ship-building was initiated in direct response to the 

German navy.  Aggressive spending on the navy would continue into the twentieth 

century, although not without some controversy (as discussed above).549  The early 

twentieth century would also see significant modernization of the Royal Navy, especially 

with Winston Churchill as First Lord of the Admiralty.550 

                                                 
549 The House of Commons, including many within the governing Liberal Cabinet, watered down overly 

ambitious targets for naval expenditure in 1906.  See Martin Farr, Reginald McKenna 1863-1916: 

Financier Among Statesmen (New York: Routledge, 2007). 
550 Churchill oversaw the transition from coal-fired engines to ones that were powered by oil, for example. 
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Even so, such measures fall far short of true internal balancing.  Britain’s 

governing parties, especially the Liberal Party after 1905, were reluctant to commit the 

necessary resources to bolster the British military to the extent necessary to truly contain 

Germany through the unilateral application of unilateral force.  The goal was to bolster 

the Royal Navy such that it would be able to hold its own in a general war with Germany 

and its allies, but London never determined upon a course of strategic containment.  

Moreover, the British army saw few signs of prioritization during the period, a key sign 

that Whitehall was not organizing the country to fight a protracted war of containment.  

Germany would be contained through the construction of a stable balance of power in 

Europe, a plan that promised to shield Britain from the vast cost of having actually to 

fight to preserve its precarious position at the pinnacle of the international system. 

 

A Carthaginian peace? 

 

Although Britain’s attempt to contain Germany via the Triple Entente was unsuccessful 

at preventing war, it did at least result in the defeat of the German Empire on the 

battlefield.  The spring of 1918 saw Germany launch its last major offensives of World 

War I, and by the autumn of that year—especially with wave after wave of U.S. troops 

arriving on European soil—it seemed inevitable that the Allies would be victorious in the 

great conflict.  Once the armistice of November 1918 had been signed, attention in 

London turned to how to deal with a defeated Berlin.  Revolution inside Germany had 

already resulted in the abdication of the Kaiser and the establishment of a left-wing 

government.  War-weary, the German people seemed ready to forge a lasting peace with 

the Allies.  The puzzle facing British statesmen was on what terms Germany should be 
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dealt with: via a Carthaginian Peace, whereby the sources of German power were 

irrevocably destroyed; or via a more magnanimous settlement, whereby Germany could 

be quickly rehabilitated and cemented into a new European order? 

 There were many that argued for the Carthaginian solution.  Indeed, partly owing 

to the commercial success of John Maynard Keynes’s history of the Paris Peace 

Conference,551 the narrative of Germany’s debellation has become commonplace up until 

the present day.  In fact, the terms of the Versailles Treaty were not quite as harsh as 

Keynes and others have made out.552  Instead, the true character of the Versailles 

settlement was relatively modest in terms of Germany’s treatment as a defeated power.  

For example, Germany did not suffer great territorial losses, retained its own chosen form 

of government, and was permitted some sort of military establishment.553  The country 

would, however, be subject to certain impositions designed to prevent its military 

capabilities rising to a level that would threaten its neighbors, particularly France and the 

Low Countries: the demilitarization of the Rhineland, the stationing of Allied troops on 

German soil, and strict limits on German armaments.  An animating concern of the Allied 

statesmen assembled at Versailles, therefore, was to prevent Germany from rising in 

power to become a military threat.  During the 1920s, at least, their limited efforts 

towards this end appeared to hold.  During the 1930s, of course, the structure of the 

Versailles settlement would be revealed as impotent to prevent Germany’s rise.  

Successive revisions to Versailles—that is, attempts to manipulate the international-

environmental context of German statehood—were put together to no avail.  In the end, 
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Versailles succeeded only in postponing the so-called “German problem” for less than 

two decades. 

 

3. CONCLUSIONS 

 

The problem of a powerful Germany at the heart of Europe helped to create the 

conditions for both World War I and World War II.  For centuries, the German states had 

not posed a threat to the general security of Europe because they were either weak or 

disunited.  A strong and unified German state altered the geopolitical calculus of all other 

European Great Powers—Britain included.  How should Germany be managed?  Should 

it be integrated into a European security order or should Germany be contained, even 

reduced in size?  More fundamentally, did Germany want to be folded into a multilateral 

European framework or were its leaders bent on imperial expansion? 

In both periods, the initial inclination of British statesmen was to conciliate 

Germany—at least to an extent.  Cultural ties between Britain and Germany were deep 

and strong, as were economic linkages.  In the interwar period, British statesmen were 

much more wary about Germany’s rise in power, but during the 1920s saw some 

advantage in overseeing a general redistribution of benefits towards a country that many 

viewed as having been maligned at the Versailles conference.  In each case, however, 

moves towards reaching a modus vivendi with Germany were scuppered because of 

unfavorable international circumstances and because of domestic politics within 

Germany itself: multilateral international institutions proved to be too inflexible to allow 

for an accommodation of a rising Germany and, in any case, neither the coterie of 

military advisers around the Kaiser nor Hitler’s henchmen proved to be amenable to 
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conciliation on terms that would have been acceptable to London.  Given that both 

junctures in history were marked by a deep reluctance among the British people to 

engage in costly foreign wars, British leaders faced a challenge of blunting German 

power and influence in a way that would not place undue burdens upon the domestic 

front.  Two times in the twentieth century, then, Britain adopted a reluctant strategy of 

external balancing towards Germany in belated attempts to stymie its rise and contain its 

influence.  Two times the strategy ultimately failed. 

It was only after 1945 that a stable solution to the so-called “German problem” 

appeared to be found—at least temporarily—via the partition of post-war Germany into 

two halves and the integration of each half into the western and eastern blocs.  Following 

the reunification of Germany in 1990, the threat of German preponderance in Europe has 

been tempered through the process of European integration: German is effectively 

“contained” because of the enormous level of interdependence that characterizes the 

continent.  In 1914 and 1939, however, there were no such radical solutions to the 

manifest imbalance of power created by German growth.  Instead, British officials felt 

limited in the options that they had at their disposal.  The only real alternative to external 

balancing would have been a form of aggressive internal balancing—of arming Britain 

for an inevitable conflict with Germany in the hope of deterring German expansionism or 

else defeating Germany on the battlefield.  Whether or not more aggressive strategies of 

internal balancing would have fared better at containing Germany is an open question.  

But at the time, officials in London believed that such options were beyond the pale of 

political possibility.  In the next chapter, I turn to discuss cases of Great Power response 

to rising challengers in which the leaders of established states felt much more empowered 

to consider such options.   
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Chapter 6: Internal balancing 

  

What happens when an established Great Power faces a rising state with which it 

has no common cause (and thus no incentives to conciliate) while also possessing strong 

domestic incentives for revanchism in international affairs?  In this chapter, I show that 

such circumstances lead to internal balancing—that is, a strategy of mobilizing national 

economic, military and diplomatic strength in a way calibrated to blunt or even reverse a 

rival’s growth in power and influence.  The goal of internal balancing is to deny a 

potential challenger any increased share in international benefits and to do so in the full 

glare of domestic constituents.  Without resource constraints and when revanchism is 

popular domestically (both among societal elites and the public at large), the leaders of 

established Great Powers have incentives to pursue containment to public acclamation at 

home.  Indeed, internal balancing even is prone to being pursued to excess, implemented 

as much for domestic consumption as it is to meet exigencies posed by the international 

system. 

 Ronald Reagan’s strategy of investing in U.S. military capabilities to check Soviet 

influence can be considered an archetypal case of internal balancing.  Reagan entered the 

White House at a time when the Soviet Union was perceived to be increasing in power, 

ambition and boldness.  In response the president boosted spending on defense, seeking 

to restore what he viewed as lapsed readiness on the part of the U.S. armed forces.554  In 

what follows, I attempt to uncover the conditions that led to internal balancing taking 

place in the 1980s.  I argue that, despite a well-worn and almost perfectly bilateral 

relationship existing between the U.S. and Soviet Union, the Reagan administration saw 
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no advantage in ceding international influence to a Soviet regime that seemed bent on 

exploiting American weakness.  At the same time, Reagan and his Republican co-

partisans spied great domestic-political advantage in playing the national security card, 

not only electorally but also in terms of bolstering the economic fortunes of the 

Republican Party’s base and the country more generally through increased spending on 

the military and scientific and technological research.  This combination of geopolitical 

and domestic factors pushed Reagan towards containing the Soviet Union through heavy 

investment in military means, at least during his first term in office. 

I offer the JFK-LBJ administrations as a comparative case study.  As I show, 

President Reagan was not unique in the circumstances that he faced—either 

internationally or domestically.  Both John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson too 

governed at times when the Soviet Union was believed to be outstripping the United 

States in terms of conventional forces, diplomatic influence (especially in the Third 

World), missile technology and its nuclear stockpile.  The Kennedy and Johnson 

administrations also faced similar domestic circumstances to Reagan: they headed 

domestic coalitions that stood to gain from investment in the military, faced electoral 

incentives to be hawkish in foreign affairs and perceived few resource constraints when it 

came to investing in foreign policy.  As such, the Kennedy and Johnson administrations 

make an excellent comparative counterpart to the case of Reagan—that is, a comparative 

case selected because of their values on my model’s two independent variables but 

without reference to the dependent variable (grand-strategic response).  The empirical 

task for the JFK-LBJ case, then, is to establish whether these presidents pursued internal 

balancing as did Reagan—and, if so, whether they did so for the same (or similar) 

reasons.  As will be seen, the comparison broadly confirms my theory, although not 

without some important caveats. 
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THE UNITED STATES AND THE SOVIET UNION, 1981-1989 

 

These final case studies proceed in the same sequence as have all of the preceding 

empirical chapters.  Beginning with Reagan, I first justify my treatment of the Soviet 

Union as a rising power during the late 1970s and early- to mid-1980s.  Second, I outline 

Reagan’s grand strategy towards the Soviet Union, establishing it as a strategy of internal 

balancing.  Third, I elucidate the international context in which the United States faced 

the Soviet challenge.  Fourth, I explore the domestic political conditions faced by 

Reagan.  Analytically, the third and fourth sections each are used to tie international and 

domestic conditions to the formulation and implementation the grand strategy outlined in 

the beginning of the section, effectively process tracing the Reagan administration’s 

decision-making calculus.  In the fifth and final section, I leverage within-case variation 

on my dependent variable (the so-called “Reagan Reversal”) to buttress the argument. 

 

Defining the Soviet threat 

 

Ronald Reagan was elected president in 1980 amid widespread concern that the 

Soviet Union had stolen a march on the United States.  “In the half decade from the fall 

of Saigon to the 1980 presidential election,” argues Thomas Nichols, “Soviet power and 

prestige grew so rapidly that even some in the Kremlin itself wondered aloud if 

capitalism was on its last legs and socialism was irrevocably ascendant.”555  There were 

                                                 
555 Thomas M. Nichols, ‘Carter and the Soviets: The Origins of the US Return to a Strategy of 

Containment’, Diplomacy and Statecraft 13, no. 2 (2002), 27.  The perception of the United States’ 



 
313 

several facets to this perceived increase in Soviet relative power.  First, the Warsaw Pact 

appeared to have gained a decisive strategic advantage over NATO in the European 

theater.  Beginning in 1975 the Soviet Union had begun to deploy in Eastern Europe the 

new RSD-10 Pioneer class of intermediate-range ballistic missiles (IRBMs), known as 

SS-20s in the United States.  These “heavy” yet mobile and unusually precise missiles 

created fears in the United States that Moscow might have acquired a relatively secure 

first-strike capability.556  Although Carter administration officials were aware of this 

“window of vulnerability” and ultimately moved to close it, Reagan and his co-partisans 

made stacks of political hay out of the issue in the run-up to the 1980 presidential 

election.557  Previously, Carter had relied upon the so-called “offset strategy” to 

compensate for the Warsaw Pact’s superiority in conventional forces—a policy of 

leveraging the United States’ technological advantages to counteract Soviet numerical 

strength (later recognized as being progenitor to the “revolution in military affairs” of the 

1990s).558  But the introduction of Soviet superiority in terms of tactical nuclear weapons 

undermined the delicate balance maintained by the off-set strategy and fuelled 

perceptions that the Soviet Union was rising in relative military power.  With specific 

regards to the European sphere of the Cold War, the risk was that the Soviet Union might 

translate this extra military power into diplomatic clout, extracting the “Finlandization” 

(neutralization) of Central and Western Europe, thus fracturing NATO and undermining 

the United States’ leadership of the capitalist world.  In Reagan’s words, the Soviet 

Union’s military advantage meant that the Kremlin could “take us with a phone call.” 
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Why So Few People Predicted the Collapse of the Soviet Union (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 2004), 66. 
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558 Ashton B. Carter and William J. Perry, Preventive Defense: A New Security Strategy for America 
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Beyond Europe, the Soviet Union was perceived to have made some significant 

geopolitical inroads in the Third World during the late 1970s.  Indeed, Reagan officials 

often cited to their Soviet counterparts Third World adventurism as the main stumbling 

block to cordial superpower relations.  Soviet interventions were recorded in Angola, 

Mozambique, Somalia, Ethiopia, Nicaragua and elsewhere, reaching their apex with the 

invasion of Afghanistan in 1979—the first time during the Cold War that “regular tactical 

formations of ground troops [were deployed] in a Third World country.”559  In total, 

Bruce Porter highlights “eight localized conflicts” that the Soviets tried to influence 

during the 1970s: “the Indo-Pakistani war, the Yom Kippur war, the war in Vietnam, the 

Angolan civil war, the Ogaden warm the intra-Communist clash in Indochina (Vietnam’s 

invasion of Cambodia and China’s incursion into Vietnam), South Yemen’s brief clash 

with Yemen, and the civil war in Afghanistan.”560  The Soviet Union was emboldened by 

the U.S. experience in Vietnam, and particularly Washington’s ultimate willingness to 

see countries fall to communism.  Porter notes that the fall of Saigon confirmed to Soviet 

officials and those in the Third World alike that “a military alliance with the United 

States was not an absolute guarantee of security for a Third World country.”  He goes on: 

[T]he principal lessons of [the Vietnam War] for the Kremlin were not about the 

limitations of military power but about its manifest political utility.  The fall of 

South Vietnam, in fact, marked the beginning of a highly successful strategic 

offensive by the USSR in the Third World.  Between April 1975 and January 

1979, there occurred no less than seven successful armed seizures of power or 

territory by pro-Soviet Communist or radical leftist parties in the Third World.  

                                                 
559 Porter, The USSR in Third World Conflicts, 5.  The book is a revision of Porter’s Ph.D. thesis, 
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Pro-Soviet revolutionary regimes came to power as the result of violent conflicts 

or coups in South Vietnam, Laos, Angola, Ethiopia, Afghanistan, South Yemen, 

and Cambodia.  Soviet arms played a role in the majority of these instances.561 

 

 

Stage 1 (1945-53) Chinese civil war (1945-9) 

Korean war (1950-3) 

Stage 2 (1953-64) Suez war (1956) 

Indonesian conflicts (1958-65) 

Congo crisis and civil war (1960-4) 

Laotian civil war (1960-1) 

Algeria vs. Morocco (1963) 

Yemeni civil war (arms shipments via Egypt) (1962-4) 

Stage 3 (1965-72) Yemeni civil war (direct Soviet involvement) (1965-9) 

War in Vietnam (through Paris peace accords) (1965-72) 

Nigerian civil war (1967-70) 

Six-day war (1967) 

War of attrition (1969-70) 

Indo-Pakistani war (1971) 

Stage 4 (1973-80) Yom Kippur war (1973) 

War in Vietnam (through fall of Saigon) (1973-5) 

Angolan civil war (1975-6) 

Ogaden war (1977-8) 

Vietnam vs. Cambodia (1978-9) 

China vs. Vietnam (1979) 

South Yemen vs. Yemen (1979) 

Afghan civil war (1978-) 

Table 19. The USSR in Third World Conflicts, 1945-80562 

 

As well as these strategic advances in Europe and the Third World, it was 

reported by U.S. intelligence that the Soviet Union had actually increased its military 

budget during the late 1970s and early 1980s.  In other words, the Soviet Union was a 

rising power in terms of its military hardware.  Two attack carriers were put to sea in 

                                                 
561 Porter, The USSR in Third World Conflicts, 28-29.  Reagan pressed Gorbachev about Soviet 
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562 Source: Porter, The USSR in Third World Conflicts, 6. 



 
316 

1975-1976 and, in August 1979, “U.S. intelligence and naval experts revealed that a 

large-deck, nuclear-powered attack carrier was under construction in the Murmansk 

area.”563  The Soviet Union’s air and sea lift capabilities “increased more than one-third 

between 1970 and 1977.”564  In 1985, officials reported that the Soviets were ahead of the 

U.S. in terms of offensive space weaponry.565  And as late as 1986 the CIA argued in a 

report documenting the past decade of Soviet military production that, “[in] every major 

military equipment category, Soviet production has exceeded that of the United 

States.”566 

 The one area in which the Soviet Union cannot be considered to have been a 

rising state was in terms of its economic might.  The mid-1970s marked the onset of what 

historians now call the “Era of Stagnation” in the Soviet Union—a prolonged economic 

slump that blighted the Soviet Union until its dissolution in 1991.  Only oil and gas 

production saved the Soviet economy from plunging into deep recession.  These 

economic woes notwithstanding, however, it is clear to see why the Soviet Union was 

considered a rising—or resurgent—power during the early 1980s.  While I will argue 

below that Reagan did have electoral incentives to ‘over sell’ the Soviet threat, it is only 

partly true that Reagan’s prioritization and politicization of national security issues was 

for political expediency.  Rather, there were objective reasons to classify the Soviet 

Union as a rising state during the late 1970s and early 1980s and there is no cause to 

doubt that Reagan and his advisers sincerely believed that Moscow presented a severe 
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and worsening threat to U.S. interests even if the Soviets’ conventional military did not 

represent an immediate threat to America’s physical security.567 

Moreover, these objective measures of Soviet power were reflected in the 

impressions of the general public and political class.  The administration’s National 

Security Strategy of April 1982 summarized official fears: “growth in Soviet military 

power over the last decade has called into question the ability of the United States and its 

allies to deter attack by the Soviet Union and its allies across the spectrum of conflict.  At 

the same time, the Soviet policy of unparalleled global expansionism challenges the 

strategic interests and position of the United States around the world.”568  In Congress, 

there was a broad bipartisan consensus that the Soviet Union was rising in power relative 

to the United States.  Outside of Washington, too, opinion polls showed the public to 

believe that national defense spending was too low.569  It should be remembered that even 

the famously dovish Carter administration had embraced militarism during the second 

half of its existence largely out of recognition that the Soviets had abrogated the 

unspoken “rules” of détente, particularly by invading Afghanistan.570  Overall, the 

national mood in the early 1980s was that the country’s politicians had let their guard 

down. The Iran hostage crisis and the embarrassing failure of Operation Eagle Claw 

became symbols of American “impotence” in the region and wider world;571 if the U.S. 

could not control events in a country like Iran, what chance did it have against a Soviet 

Union rapidly growing in power?  The era of détente was over, and the prevailing 
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wisdom in the United States was that détente had led to the Soviet Union acquiring more 

influence in world politics.  It was against this backdrop that the Reagan administration 

set about implementing its response to Soviet increases in power. 

 

Reagan’s grand strategy 

 

Reagan’s response to the Soviet rise of the late 1970s was to undertake a dramatic 

shift in its posture towards the Soviet Union.  Walter LaFeber sums up the shift: 

In eighteen months Reagan reversed a decade of U.S. foreign policy.  Instead of 

containing Soviet influence, the president intended to roll it back.  Instead of 

accepting a U.S. military that already enjoyed superiority in dealing with Soviet 

forces in such Third World areas as the Mediterranean or East and West Africa, 

he intended to accelerate its buildup.  Instead of accepting Eastern European 

boundaries and the Soviet regime, he indicated a willingness to resist the 1970-

1975 agreements and expedite the regime’s disposal on the ‘ash heap of 

history.’572 

 

In short, Reagan’s strategy was one of internal balancing.573  In what follows, I 

discuss three main elements of the Reagan strategy of containment to help establish the 

fact that it comprised a strategy of internal balancing: the build-up of conventional forces; 

the build-up of nuclear arms and the research and development of anti-missile defences; 

and the Reagan Doctrine as an organizing principle for dealing with the Third World. 

 

                                                 
572 Walter LaFeber, ‘The Two—or Three?—Phases of U.S.-Soviet Relations,’ Morris H. Morley, ed., 

Crisis and Confrontation: Ronald Reagan’s Foreign Policy (Totowa: Rowman & Littlefield, 1988), 24. 
573 Fareed Zakaria, ‘The Reagan Strategy of Containment’, Political Science Quarterly 105, no. 3 (1990): 

373-395.  For a contrary assessment, see Beth A. Fischer, ‘Toeing the Hardline? The Reagan 

Administration and the Ending of the Cold War’, Political Science Quarterly 112, no. 3 (1997): 477-496.  

To summarize, Fischer argues that Reagan sought rapprochement with the Soviet Union before Gorbachev 

came to power. 



 
319 

Conventional forces 

 

The most notable hallmark of Reagan’s response to Soviet power was a sizable 

build-up of U.S. conventional forces; indeed, Reagan’s investment in conventional forces 

can be considered a classic indicator of a strategy of internal balancing.  “Throughout his 

campaign for the presidency and from his first day in office,” explains Robert Dallek, 

“Reagan stressed the need to expand America’s military might to meet the Soviet 

threat.”574  Although some have questioned whether the return to militarism associated 

with Reagan actually began under his predecessor,575 and while others argue that it is the 

era of détente that represents an aberration in U.S.-Soviet relations rather than Reagan’s 

policy of remilitarization,576 the fact remains that under the Reagan administration the 

United States engaged in a military build-up on a scale not seen since the 1960s.  Indeed, 

Reagan’s military build-up was larger than that of any other peacetime president.577  

Defense spending increased from 348.1 billion dollars in 1981 to 481.5 billion dollars in 

1989.578  In 1987, defense expenditure accounted for 28.1 percent of all government 

spending—up from 22.8 percent in 1978.  At the time, scholars debated the wisdom of a 

military build-up “predicated largely on an unacknowledged and undebated shift from a 

cheaper to a more expensive strategy,”579 yet the build-up carried on regardless: Larry 
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Bartels puts the “real increase in defense spending during Reagan’s first five years in 

office” at a staggering 40 percent.580 

In sanctioning such dramatic increases in defense spending, the Reagan 

administration was essentially trying to halt—and ultimately reverse—the strategic gains 

made by the Soviet Union during the late 1970s.  Secretary of Defense Casper 

Weinberger, for example, began to articulate a “three and a half war strategy,”581 a 

doctrine that was promulgated in direct response to the perception that the Soviet Union 

represented a keen security threat across the globe and not just in localized theaters.  In 

concrete terms, the number of active duty military personnel increased under Reagan: 

“Army active-duty strength peaked […] at 781,000 in FY 1985-FY 1987 during the 

Reagan buildup.”582  New military hardware was purchased on a large scale.  The 

administration also invested heavily in sea power, famously promising a 600-ship navy 

that would dominate the Soviet fleet and any other combination of regional powers’ 

navies.583  The signal being transmitted to audiences at home and abroad was that the 

U.S. military could fight and beat the Soviet Union anywhere on the planet if need be. 
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As well as sanctioning impressive quantitative increases to the size of the 

military, Reagan also placed a heavy emphasis on qualitative improvements to U.S. 

military capabilities.  In fact, the focus of military investment was actually more on 

“modernization” of weaponry than it was on “readiness” of forces.584  As Thomas 

McCormick explains, “a greatly increased proportion of […] spending shifted from the 

operation of existing equipment to research and development of new weapons systems.  

In 1980, 64 percent of America’s military budget was for operating expenses and 36 

percent for new investment.  By 1986, the latter had surpassed the former by a 51-49 

percent margin.”585  The idea (not new, for it echoed Carter’s off-set strategy to a 

significant degree) was to upgrade the quality of U.S. military technology so as to deter 

Soviet aggression and to guarantee a U.S. victory in the event that hostilities did break 

out.  Over the course of the 1980s, each branch of the U.S. military benefited from 

investment of this sort. 

  

Nuclear weapons 

 

Internal balancing is also evident in the Reagan administration’s record on nuclear 

weapons policy.  In terms of strategic thinking, the Reagan cabinet moved away from 

Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD) as the basic logic underpinning U.S. nuclear 

policy and, in place of MAD, began to advocate a more offensive policy.586  The 
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emerging wisdom was that the Soviet Union had acquired a relatively secure first-strike 

capability and so could not be deterred from attacking the United States—still less targets 

in Western Europe.587  In this context, an offensive posture was argued to make more 

strategic sense for the United States.  Accordingly, the administration “[expanded] 

significantly fissile materials production to fuel a planned nuclear weapons 

modernization program calling for as many as 14,000 to 17,000 new warheads.”588  

Hundreds of U.S.-manufactured Pershing II and Tomahawk cruise missiles were placed 

in Western Europe to nullify the Soviet advantage gained by the deployment of the SS-

20s a decade earlier.589  Thus, while the U.S. nuclear weapons stockpile grew modestly 

under Reagan, even this represented a reversal of the broad trend towards reducing the 

nuclear stockpile that had begun in the late 1960s.  And, in any case, the number of 

deployed strategic warheads (perhaps a more relevant measure of U.S. posturing) grew 

more noticeably over the period.590  The rationale for denying the Soviet Union 

supremacy in terms of nuclear weapons, of course, was to resist any attempts by Moscow 

to blackmail or otherwise extract concessions (military or diplomatic) from the U.S. or its 

allies. 

Despite this build-up in nuclear forces, it should not be forgotten that the Reagan 

administration did seek as a matter of policy “radical reductions in the number of existing 
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nuclear weapons.”591  This policy flies in the face of internal balancing as a strategy, at 

least prima facie.  Even if individual members of the administration were skeptical that 

reductions in nuclear weapons were realistic, nuclear disarmament was a cherished 

political goal of the president himself, who firmly believed in the possibility of 

eliminating nuclear weapons during his lifetime.  Moreover, while Beth Fischer is correct 

to point out that arms limitation initiatives were put on hold during the first phase of the 

Reagan administration as the U.S. moved instead to close the strategic gap between the 

two superpowers,592 the latter half of Reagan’s presidency did see concrete moves 

towards the elimination of entire classes of nuclear weapons: the Intermediate-Range 

Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty of 1988 saw the removal of SS-20s, Pershing missiles, and 

all other similar types of delivery system, for example.  Yet this record of success in 

terms of arms control can be read as a vindication of Reagan’s belief in the importance of 

negotiating from a position of strength rather than an abandonment of internal balancing.  

Internal balancing, including in the nuclear sphere, was viewed as a prerequisite to 

achieving bilateral nuclear disarmament in a safe and secure fashion—a position not 

without some merit and evidence to back it up. 

Even so, Reagan’s sincere desire for arms control was complicated by his equally 

firm commitment on the issue of nuclear missile defenses—particularly the Strategic 

Defense Initiative (SDI).  While the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty of 1972 did not 

prevent states from researching missile defense systems, the fact that the Reagan 

administration devoted such energy towards researching missile defenses caused great 

consternation in Moscow.  Russian officials, of course, worried that the U.S. would gain 
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a decisive and irreversible strategic advantage over the Soviet Union if it could develop a 

credible defense against Soviet nuclear attack.  Indeed, Reagan’s obdurate insistence that 

research on SDI be continued was largely responsible for ultimately derailing talks on 

general nuclear disarmament at the Reykjavik summit. 

Why was Reagan so attached to SDI as a policy?  In particular, why was Reagan 

not amenable to sacrificing SDI in service of the broader goal of nuclear disarmament?  

In part, the notion of a defensive shield was politically valuable to Reagan and the 

Republicans because it allowed the party to steal the moral high ground from his 

Democratic opponents.  In his rhetoric on SDI, Reagan stressed the abject immorality of 

MAD, a doctrine that predicated global peace on a nuclear balance—a balance of terror 

that amounted to the holding hostage of millions of innocent souls.  The president 

insisted that SDI was not being developed as a mere “bargaining chip” in the Cold War 

but rather that any successful system would be implemented and shared (for free) with 

the Soviet Union as a new and more humane way of guaranteeing against a nuclear 

holocaust. 

Even so, SDI also can be considered less of a defensive measure and more of an 

offensive instrument—that is, as an indirect attempt to weaken the Soviet Union in 

economic terms.  Archival evidence suggests that Reagan and his advisers were keenly 

interested in the extent to which the Soviet economy would be able to keep pace with the 

United States if it attempted to match Washington in terms of developing missile defense 

systems.593  It was conjectured that more Soviet spending on military development would 

cripple the country’s already ailing economy whereas, in contrast, the United States could 

stand the heavy economic costs imposed by SDI and the continued arms race (and heavy 
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they were).  Notes from the Geneva Summit are revealing on this point: while both sides 

agreed on the goal of reducing nuclear arsenals, SDI was a stumbling block.  Gorbachev 

regarded the program as “not consistent” with disarmament, conflating SDI with “space 

weapons,” suggesting that SDI might even enable the U.S. to launch a first strike against 

the Soviets.  At one point, an exasperated Gorbachev challenged Reagan: “Do you have 

money to burn?”594  Although a functioning missile defense shield never was created in 

the United States, whether under Reagan or his successors to date, its research and 

development can be considered an integral and critical component of an overall grand 

strategy of out-spending the Soviet Union into oblivion. 

 

The Reagan Doctrine 

 

If the military build-up and SDI were moves to redress the macro-level strategic 

imbalance that existed between the United States and Soviet Union, then the Reagan 

Doctrine represented a more direct attempt to check Soviet advances in world politics.  

Although the term “the Reagan Doctrine” was only coined in 1985 by columnist Charles 

Krauthammer,595 the essence of the policy is evident right from the beginning of the 

Reagan years.  At base, the Reagan Doctrine held that the United States should (and 

would) use military and economic aid, as well as hard U.S. military power, to topple left-

wing governments in Third World countries and to support anti-communist fighters in 

their own efforts to do the same.  Covert aid to reform movements within the Communist 
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bloc such as Poland’s Solidarność also comprised part of the doctrine.596  Pursuant of the 

doctrine, Reagan ordered U.S. troops to invade Grenada;597 deployed advisers and sent 

war materiel to Angola, El Salvador and Chad (among other places); sent U.S. troops to 

Lebanon, Honduras and Panama; bombed Libya (in retaliation for Tripoli’s sponsorship 

of terrorism) and Iran (in the context of the Iran-Iraq war); and lent support to the Contra 

rebels in Nicaragua.598  Perhaps the largest single investment made as part of the Reagan 

Doctrine, however, took place in Afghanistan, where U.S.-supplied arms poured into that 

country in support of anti-communist mujahideen fighters.599  In every instance, the aim 

of U.S. policy was to roll back the influence of the Soviet Union and its clients—or, at 

the very least, to increase the costs to the Soviet Union of exercising influence in the 

Third World. 

Reagan coupled the material implementation of the Reagan Doctrine with 

ideological warfare against the Soviet Union.  Reagan chastised the Soviet Union on the 

grounds that it inhibited peoples’ freedom of worship and denied them basic consumer 

goods.600  These were very public condemnations, broadcast through international media.  

According to Reagan, the Soviet Union was godless and uncaring about individual 

happiness and dignity—literally an evil empire.  Echoing Eisenhower before him, Reagan 

stepped up public criticism of the Soviet system and encouraged those behind the Iron 

Curtain to rise up against their governments.  This rhetoric played well with Reagan’s 
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domestic base, especially the newly politicized Christian Right,601 but it was also 

deployed as an intentional tool of foreign policy, a message that would reassure 

supporters of the U.S.—in allied countries as well as those suffering under communist 

regimes—that they had not been forgotten and that the U.S. was fighting on their behalf.  

The Reagan Administration built a sophisticated “public diplomacy” operation, which 

included a dedicated government agency working on disseminating pro-American 

messages to the rest of the world.602  The overall impression that Reagan’s team sought to 

propagate, at home as well as abroad, was that the U.S. was actively engaged in a highly 

intense, hand-to-hand conflict with totalitarian forces the world over: the nation’s 

resources were being harnessed in the service of a goal no less noble than freedom for all 

humankind. 

 

Explaining internal balancing: geopolitical factors 

 

What explains the Reagan response to the Soviet Union?  Was it a response to 

geopolitical imperatives, the product of domestic pressure, or both?  Put another way, 

why did the U.S. under the Reagan administration pursue internal balancing and not some 

other form of grand strategy vis-à-vis Moscow?  In order to begin answering this 

question, it is first necessary to take stock of the international context of the Soviet rise in 

power during the 1970s and 1980s. 
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“Peace is indivisible” 

 

In the 1980s, most of the United States’ diplomatic contact with the Soviet Union 

took place within a bilateral framework.603  Although many issues pertaining to the 

superpower relationship involved their respective allies, the most salient macro-level 

issues that defined U.S.-Soviet relations during the 1980s—arms control and the question 

of Soviet adventurism in the Third World—were dealt with on a bilateral basis.  This 

bilateral nature of the U.S.-Soviet relationship and the concomitant absence of third party 

veto players should have made concessions between the two easy to thrash out.  In fact, 

however, it did not.  Why not? 

First, and most obviously, the points of disagreement between the U.S. and Soviet 

Union were simply of a character that made concessions by the U.S. undesirable from a 

strategic point of view and unpalatable from a political standpoint.  There was simply 

very little that the U.S. would consider ceding to the Soviet Union.  Second, however, 

superpower relations precluded meaningful concessions even on those issues where 

agreement was feasible because of the problem of pervasive issue-linkage.  Linkage had 

been pursued by Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger as a matter of policy, with the idea 

being that economic and military agreements favored by the Soviet Union could be held 

hostage in order to induce Moscow to refrain from interventionism in the Third World.  

Yet the policy only exacerbated what was already a tendency of superpower relations: 

agreement was hard to find on any point of contention so long as disagreement prevailed 
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elsewhere.604  The temptation for both sides was always to pursue linkage as a way to 

gain more favorable terms.  In effect, this rampant issue-linkage replicated the effect of 

veto players in a multilateral system: concessions to the Soviet Union, even where 

desirable and theoretically practicable, were impossible to achieve in political terms 

because more intractable disagreements always served to scupper negotiations—brought 

to the fore by U.S. statesmen as much as by their Soviet counterparts.  The issue of 

human rights in the Soviet Union, particularly the right of emigration for Soviet Jews and 

other minorities (particularly those with diaspora in the U.S.), was particularly salient.605  

“The bottom line is that peace must be strengthened, and peace is indivisible,” wrote 

adviser Steven S. Steiner in 1985: “Unacceptable Soviet conduct in other areas of the 

world, or a grievous bilateral incident, cannot help but affect other areas of the dialogue, 

including the prospects for progress in arms control.”606 

 

The sources of Soviet conduct in the 1980s 
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Even if there had have been opportunities to cede international benefits to the 

Soviet Union during the 1980s, the Reagan administration had little interest in doing so.  

For U.S. officials believed the Soviet Union’s manifest increases in power to be the 

product of political decisions by the Politburo—of intransigence and swollen ambition in 

Moscow that had for too long been met by a lethargic response from Washington.  To 

cede benefits to the Soviet Union would be to reward bellicose foreign policies, not 

recognize an exogenous increase in material capabilities.  High military spending by 

Moscow was entirely avoidable, and indeed came at great costs to Soviet consumers and 

domestic economic development.  Intervention in the Third World similarly was an 

action of choice, not necessity.  Indeed, the invasion of Afghanistan had been justified by 

Soviet officials by recourse to the Brezhnev Doctrine, a dictate of Soviet foreign policy 

that disallowed any once communist country to leave the socialist bloc.607  From the 

perspective of Washington, the Soviet leadership was wedded to revanchism and 

expansionism for self-serving political reasons.  The positive aspect to this assessment 

was that problematic Soviet foreign policies were only policies—that is, they could be 

reversed through the adroit application of American force.  The Soviet rise was neither 

inevitable nor inexorable.  Instead, it was driven by a dogmatic belief in the “correlation 

of forces,” an historical-materialist understanding held by leaders in Moscow that the 

Soviet Union was destined to overtake a capitalist world beset by internal 

contradictions.608  As such, Soviet power-grabs could—hence, should—be checked by 

external pressure, lest the U.S. and its allies succumb to ever greater advances by the 

Soviet Union. 
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 This presumption about Soviet intentions was compounded by the assessment that 

there was no domestic coalition within the Soviet Union amenable to halting this 

expansionism—at least, not until the ascension of Mikhail Gorbachev as Soviet leader.609  

Even after Gorbachev’s rise to power, briefing papers circulating the White House at late 

as January 1988 regarded glasnost and perestroika as mere “tactics” to “achieve their [the 

Soviets’] geopolitical aims” rather than signs that a genuinely dovish leader had come to 

power in Moscow.610  It is important to stress, however, that this view of Soviet leaders 

as intractable and uncompromising expansionists was not monolithic throughout the Cold 

War.  Although the Soviet system was opaque, this did not stop U.S. officials from 

forming assessments about the balance of power within the Soviet Union and which 

leaders might be amenable to diplomatic overtures.  Early on in the Cold War, officials in 

the Truman administration had rued that Maxim Litvinov was no longer Soviet foreign 

minister, believing that Litvinov had been “western-oriented” and a man who could be 

dealt with.  Even after the Cold War had started in earnest, Truman’s predecessor as 

Vice-President Henry Wallace was a vigorous proponent of dialogue with the Soviet 

Union.  Much later, President Nixon’s entire strategy of détente was predicated on the 

belief that the Soviet leadership could be negotiated with and that lasting agreements 

between the U.S. and Soviet Union could be concluded in good faith.  Indeed, in the 

1970s détente did appear to garner some considerable achievements for U.S. diplomats, 

seemingly proving that Moscow was capable of turning away from militarism.  

Nevertheless, with the demise of détente and the resurgence of Soviet adventurism in the 

Third World, the prevailing wisdom in the 1980s turned towards seeing the Soviet Union 
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as governed by despots incapable of voluntary restraint.  The administration saw Soviet 

growth in power as the result of nefarious machinations. 

As such, the official U.S. attitude towards the rise in power of the Soviet Union 

was characterized by a twin belief that the Soviet Union must be persuaded to forgo its 

aggressive foreign policies and that such an outcome could only be achieved through the 

application of hard power—that is, deterrence.  Militaristic internal balancing was the 

main corollary of this conclusion, but economic pressure was also brought to bear.  The 

partial grain embargo, for example, was thought to be a mechanism through which the 

Soviet public could be induced to put pressure on their government to reform Soviet 

foreign policy and thus “[complicate] the task of the Soviet leaders in winning popular 

support for military adventures abroad.”611  Either way, the key to getting the Soviets to 

relinquish their militant tendencies was to negotiate from a position of strength.  In such a 

context, internal balancing made absolute sense. 

  

Unique adversaries 

 

Perhaps the most obvious reason for why the United States adopted a strategy of 

containment towards the Soviet Union is because there was no common threat against 

which the two countries could ally.  During the Cold War, each side saw the other as its 

respective major geopolitical competitor, which created a zero-sum contest between the 

two superpowers and left no room for common cause.  To be sure, the Soviet Union had 

security concerns about China on its southern flank following the Sino-Soviet split of the 

late 1950s.  However, the United States had ceased to see Beijing as an imminent threat 

                                                 
611 See ‘Memorandum on Partial Grain Embargo’, 3 February 1981, Folder ‘8100243 (Grains, USSR)’, 

NSC Related Documents: System I, Box 3, Ronald Reagan Library. 
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to its allies in East Asia following Nixon’s opening to China and, in any case, saw 

Moscow as the more proximate and potent foe.  It was Beijing that could help to balance 

against Moscow, not vice versa, an insight that led to Nixon’s belated opening to China 

in the 1970s.  This strategy of leveraging China as a way to put pressure on the Soviet 

Union continued under Reagan, and further reduced the possibility that the U.S. and the 

Soviets could be brought to see common cause.  Overall, then, there was little scope 

within a bipolar world to leverage the rise in power of the Soviet Union to the United 

States’ advantage.  This only compounded the calculation made in Washington that the 

Soviet Union ought to be contained a matter of priority and urgency. 

 

“Peace through strength” 

 

Even if the international context was incompatible with conciliation of the Soviet 

Union, however, the question remains: why did the United States under Reagan internally 

balance against the Soviet Union instead of pursuing some other form of containment?  

Why did the U.S. not pursue a strategy of external balancing as indeed had been 

implemented to varying degrees under other Republican presidents during the Cold War? 

 

Guns over butter 

 

Part of the reason why Reagan pursued internal balancing as a response to the 

Soviet rise in power (and why, conversely, he did not choose a less expensive method of 

containment) is that his domestic coalition had a substantial stake in investment in the 

military.  By the 1980s, the Republican Party had been transformed into a political entity 
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that, at least in large part, derived its electoral strength on the back of defense spending 

and hawkish foreign policies.612  This was a far cry from the Republican Party of the 

interwar years, or even that of the Taft and Eisenhower years.  The main driver behind 

the party’s turn towards militarism was the South’s political realignment from the 

Democrats to the Republicans following the national Democratic Party’s embrace of 

federal civil rights legislation.  It was in the South that most of the nation’s military-

industrial facilities were based—the so-called “gun belt”—and so it was through aspiring 

to represent Southern interests that the national GOP came to embrace the production of a 

large-scale permanent military establishment as being in the “national” interest.613 

 The process of southern realignment took several years to take hold following the 

Democrats’ embrace of civil rights and their concomitant alienation of white southern 

voters.  It was hastened by Nixon’s “Southern Strategy” but was still only partially 

completed during the Reagan years.  Even so, fiscal policies under Reagan were designed 

to benefit the south—including policies intended to benefit remaining southern 

Democrats amenable to working with the president and the Republicans in Congress (the 

so-called “Boll Weevils”).  Defense expenditure benefited the southern economy and 

constituted a valuable form of ‘pork’ for Congressmen to deliver to their constituents.  

When Republican strategists and candidates began to poach formerly Democratic 

strongholds beginning in the late 1960s, then, it was not just appeals to race and prejudice 
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that formed the backbone of the so-called “Southern Strategy”: promises of higher 

defense spending also helped to embed southern constituencies into the Republican fold.  

In time, pro-defense Republicans from the south came to comprise a significant portion 

of the Republican establishment in Washington.  But it was not just southern Republicans 

who supported robust defense expenditure.  When reports abounded in 1984 that the U.S. 

appeared to be adhering to the lame duck SALT II Treaty while the Soviets were not 

reciprocating, Republican senators eager for more defense spending lobbied President 

Reagan to open the spigot.  The SALT I Interim Agreement similarly drew an avalanche 

of critical correspondence from Republican senators.614  This rock solid domestic 

coalition in favor of defense spending gave Reagan credibility abroad when he spoke of 

America’s willingness to go toe-to-toe with the Soviets: every dollar spent on the military 

would benefit the re-election of his co-partisans.  As Reagan told German Chancellor 

Helmut Schmidt: “For us to be successful in arms control[,] the Russians have to see that 

the alternative is a buildup to match theirs.”615  In the name of “peace through strength,” 

this was a buildup that Reagan’s coalition had no qualms about financing. 

  

Burying Vietnam 

 

Of course, shoring up the Republican Party’s incipient base in the South was only 

part of Reagan’s electoral strategy.  Catering to narrow sectional interests in one part of 

the country would never have been enough to sustain the national Republican electoral 
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advance.  As such, and like all U.S. presidents, Reagan and his advisers had to devise 

strategies to win over a decisive slice of the national electorate.  Here, too, Reagan saw 

significant electoral gain in posturing against the Soviet Union.  Reagan recognized that 

the move away from overt military confrontation between the United States and Soviet 

Union towards détente (under Nixon, Ford and Carter) had created anxiety among the 

voting public, or at least had created an environment within which such anxiety could be 

manufactured and exploited.  Defense spending had tumbled during the Nixon, Ford and 

Carter administrations (although it had begun to rise again during the second half of 

Carter’s term in office), a development that sat uneasily alongside concrete facts on the 

ground: the U.S. had drawn from Vietnam without having secured victory on the 

battlefield; troops had been withdrawn from South Korea; arms control agreements had 

been signed with the Soviet Union, potentially tying the hands of U.S. leaders; and the 

Soviet Union seemed to be engaged outright in wars of conquest in the Third World.  

Especially under President Carter, the White House seemed to be more concerned with 

human rights than geopolitics.  Carter’s willingness to relinquish control of the Panama 

Canal was totemic of what the Reagan camp painted as a naïve, even if well-intentioned, 

strategy of idealism as opposed to the Realpolitik of the Nixon-Kissinger years and the 

romanticized Machtpolitik of the Kennedy-Johnson era.  To Reagan, reversing this 

downward trend towards a dovish foreign policy seemed to promise the key to broad 

electoral appeal: “Even though there were some ambiguities in public opinion polls, he 

[Reagan] believed that his base lay in Americans’ strong endorsement of rebuilding U.S. 

defenses and using strength against the Soviets.”616 
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 Indeed, in the aftermath of the 1980 election it was widely believed that Jimmy 

Carter’s failings in foreign affairs and Reagan’s tough rhetoric had contributed to the 

latter’s victory.617  Reagan, for example, had successfully tied the deployment of the SS-

20s into the idea of a window of vulnerability,618 playing on the widespread perception 

that the Carter administration was failing to adequately protect the United States.  Later, 

when seeking re-election in 1984, Reagan would again score political points off the fact 

that his challenger Walter Mondale was “soft” on defense.619  In this sense, Reagan was 

far from a passive respondent to prevailing public moods.  On the contrary, the Reagan 

administration was assiduous in helping to shape public opinion into a structural 

condition to favor a more hawkish foreign policy.  Reagan had recognized long before 

entering the White House that America’s reluctance in the 1970s to engage in the Cold 

War had its roots in Vietnam: the United States had lost its appetite for foreign 

interventionism after witnessing the senseless slaughter of its troops in Southeast Asia.620  

This malaise was not fixed, however, and Reagan understood that a receptive public 

could be cajoled into re-joining the fray with gusto if it was offered the requisite political 

leadership.621 

Speeches, media campaigns, policies and provocations were issued in abundance 

to galvanize public fear of the Soviet Union and support for a hawkish policy of military 
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balancing.  Reagan’s famous 1983 denouncement of the Soviet Union as an “evil empire” 

can be considered the apogee of this public relations blitz to mobilize domestic opinion 

behind the banner of the Cold War.  Similarly, wherever there were public groups to be 

harnessed in support of the Reagan military build-up, the president reached out to them.  

For example, a group called the American Preparedness Association was courted by the 

Reagan administration, used to propagate information about the necessity of military 

spending.  The Committee on the Present Danger can also be considered in this light.  It 

was thus partly by design—and not just by political necessity—that, under Reagan, the 

Republican Party became the party of defense, an identification that would prove to be an 

enormously popular and successful electoral strategy.622 

There are important caveats to the extent to which Reagan can be considered to 

have faced incentives to push a hawkish foreign policy, however.  In particular, it would 

be wrong to suggest that the Reagan administration was guilty of war-mongering.  On the 

contrary, Reagan himself took great care to position himself as a president bent on 

achieving lasting world peace and especially general nuclear disarmament; privately, the 

president sincerely held to the view that nuclear weapons could be eradicated from the 

face of the earth in his lifetime.  In public, too, the Reagan Administration was busily 

trumpeting its work towards arms control as a popular election message by the end of its 

first term.623  In 1984, for example, Vice President Bush was given a memorandum that 

stressed the potential of securing a “publicly visible” agreement on disarmament “in an 
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election year.”624  Anti-nuclear messaging played well with church groups and other key 

members of Reagan’s conservative base.625  Taken together, the administration’s rhetoric 

and policies in favor of nuclear disarmament are clearly at odds with the notion of a 

presidency intent on stockpiling military hardware for partisan advantage.626  

Nevertheless, the administration’s strategy for achieving peace with the Soviet Union was 

predicated on negotiations from a position of strength, and so—counterintuitively—the 

idealism of the Reagan agenda went hand-in-hand with the president’s overt and 

unabashed militarism. 

 

Abundant resources 

 

For the Republican Party, some of the benefits to investing in guns were political-

economic in nature, a component of preserving the Republican Party as a credible 

national force in U.S. politics.  Yet another, more ideological, strand to the Reagan 

administration served to reinforce this predisposition to invest heavily in the military: 

namely, the economic doctrine that would come to be known as Reaganomics.  Akin to 

military Keynesianism, Reaganomics held that high levels of spending on the military 
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could be good for economic growth.  This was in stark contrast to his Republican 

predecessors in the White House.  Nixon, Eisenhower and all of the pre-war Republican 

presidents had always striven to control or reduce defense expenditure, seeing it as 

inimical to economic growth and stability at home.  Now, Reagan became convinced that 

a large defense budget could be beneficial for the economy—a position similar to that 

previously held by JFK and LBJ (discussed below).  The upshot was a president in the 

White House who believed in the existence of very few limits to national defense 

spending—or, at least, believed those limits to be far in excess of what previous 

generations of Republicans had subscribed to. 

As a result, Reagan felt few resource constraints when organizing his response to 

the Soviet threat.627  Both the State Department and the Department of Defense virulently 

opposed economies in defense expenditure,628 and Reagan prioritized defense spending 

over all other budgetary considerations.629  Along with Weinberger, Reagan “consistently 

overruled the budget director, David Stockman, and overcame the opposition of many in 

the Washington and NATO bureaucracies.”630  If budgetary considerations had have been 

a sticking point for Reagan, the president could have pressed allies such as NATO and 

Japan to increase their share of the burden for balancing against the Soviets.  In the event, 

though, Reagan felt under no fiscal pressure to trim U.S. spending.  When battles within 

the administration did emerge over revenue and deficit spending, they were resolved by 
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agreeing to increase borrowing limits rather than impose major cuts to foreign policy.  

Again, previous presidents (especially Republican presidents) had sometimes pursued 

shades of external balancing during the Cold War in order to keep public expenditure 

within certain limits, and especially to avoid the specter of large public debts.  In contrast, 

Reagan saw investment in the military as a complementary feature of Reaganomics, a 

way to bolster the United States’ economy and thereby put pressure on the Soviets, 

whose own economy was known to be ailing under the burden of the Cold War.631  

Moreover, Reagan was willing to fight for the prioritization of defense spending in the 

domestic area.  In 1987, for example, faced with a “foreign affairs budget crisis” amid 

congressional attempts to limit defense expenditure, the Reagan Administration 

organized a public relations offensive of around 180 public appearances by 

administration officials.  The goals were to “(1) increase general public awareness of the 

critical need to maintain an effective foreign affairs program; (2) enhance the efforts of 

supportive groups and constituencies which have a direct stake and a demonstrated 

interest in the foreign affairs budget; and (3) build a basis for public and Congressional 

support of the Administration’s effort to promote and defend America’s interests 

abroad.”632  This is evidence of the administration trying to manufacture public support 

for its policies.  In all, preferences for guns over butter and the associated belief that the 

nation could afford as many guns as it wanted were critical in determining that Reagan 

would pursue a military build-up and a strategy of internal balancing over the cheaper 

options that were available to him. 
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The Reagan buildup  

 

International incentives 

 

 

Institutional context Bilateral 

}Containment
 

Cause of rise Endogenous 

Common foe No 

 

Domestic incentives 

 

 

Coalitional preferences Guns (and butter) 

}Revanchism
 

Electoral incentives Hawkish 

Resource constraints Low 

 

Predicted grand strategy: 

 

 

Internal balancing 

 

 

 

Observed grand strategy: 

 

 

Internal balancing 

 

 

Table 20. U.S. response to the Soviet Union, 1980s 

 

The Reagan Reversal 

 

The standard approach to studying the Reagan presidency’s approach to foreign 

relations is to divide it into two phases: a first phase characterized by the kind of 

aggressive militarism described above, and a second phase that saw a much stronger 

emphasis on diplomacy as a means of achieving U.S. objectives vis-à-vis the Soviet 

Union.  This is known as the “Reagan Reversal”—a transition that supposedly saw 

Reagan switch from a mostly hawkish president to one who was surprisingly dovish.  

How does the narrative of the Reagan Reversal stack up against my model and, more 

importantly, my characterization of the case? 
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It is true that Reagan’s foreign policy towards the Soviet Union altered over the 

course of his presidency, both in terms of its content and its tone.633  Nor can this shift 

entirely be attributed to changes in the Soviet leadership.  As such, it would appear that 

the Reagan presidency exhibits some variation on my dependent variable—that is, the 

Reagan administration’s response to the Soviet Union seems to have shifted over the 

course of the presidency.  Even so, it would be wrong to overstate the case.  The U.S. 

military continued to enjoy a privileged role in Reagan’s second-term foreign policies, 

and material support to anti-communists the world over was unrelenting.  U.S. support 

for Afghan rebels, for example, continued right up until the Soviet withdrawal in 1989.  

And although defense spending was curtailed somewhat towards the end of the Reagan 

years, internal balancing as an overall approach never really weakened between 1981 and 

1989.  To be sure, the Reagan administration did conclude several high-profile 

agreements with the Soviet Union, but this was less the result of a change in policy than it 

was a change in fortunes: the U.S. had long sought arms control agreements with 

Moscow but had been unable to get them.  The latter years of the Reagan era differ only 

from the early years in the sense that agreements were successfully agreed upon instead 

of unsuccessfully sought after. 

In the end, the Reagan Reversal can be explained in a number of ways, but there 

is little in U.S. foreign policy 1985-1989 to suggest that the administration abandoned its 

overall strategy of containing Soviet aggression and seeking to obtain “peace through 

strength.”  If anything, the diplomatic entente reached between Moscow and Washington 

by 1989 can be read as a vindication of the internal balancing strategy: Moscow’s 

influence in world politics had been contained and even reduced to the extent that Soviet 
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leaders were now ready to come to the negotiating table regarding how international 

order should be structured.634 

 

THE UNITED STATES AND THE SOVIET UNION, 1961-1969 

 

For the purposes of this dissertation, the presidencies of John F. Kennedy and 

Lyndon B. Johnson make for an excellent comparison with that of Ronald Reagan.  Like 

Reagan, JFK and LBJ governed at times when the Soviet Union was perceived to be 

rising in power, threatening to eclipse the United States in key measures of power and 

influence on the world stage.  As in the 1980s, U.S.-Soviet relations in the 1960s were 

characterized by a mostly bilateral relationship; consternation in Washington about the 

agentic nature of the Soviets’ rise; and the absence of common foe.  Moreover, domestic 

political conditions for JFK and LBJ were very similar to those faced by Reagan: all three 

presidents headed domestic coalitions (parties) with strong preferences for investment in 

guns over butter; there were clear electoral advantages to pursuing hawkish foreign 

policies; and there was a perceived absence of resource constraints to limit the amount of 

funds to be devoted towards foreign policy.  In other words, the JFK and LBJ 

presidencies closely match the Reagan case terms of my explanatory model’s 

independent variables. 

 My model would therefore predict that JFK and LBJ pursue a strategy of internal 

balancing towards the Soviet Union similar to that developed under the Ronald 

administration.  In the remainder of this chapter, I trace whether this prediction holds up.  

I find that, in fact, both JFK and LBJ did instigate a military build-up to contain Soviet 
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advances in Europe and the Third World.  Their shared foreign policy doctrine was 

known as “flexible response” and was designed to remedy the supposed inadequacies of 

the Eisenhower-era “New Look” when it came to ensuring the United States and its 

allies’ external security vis-à-vis the Soviet Union.635  Although the two Democratic 

presidents differ from Reagan along important dimensions (particularly in the realm of 

domestic policy), they nevertheless ended up pursuing strikingly similar grand strategies 

to that which would later be adopted by the 40
th

 President. 

 

“Let them come to Berlin” 

 

When President Kennedy and Vice-President Johnson entered the White House in 

January 1961, the Soviet Union was perceived to be increasing in power in relation to the 

United States.  Perhaps most importantly at the time, the first intercontinental ballistic 

missiles (ICBMs) and the first man-made space satellite (Sputnik) had been launched by 

the Soviet Union in 1957.636  Coupled with the fact that the Soviets had broken the U.S. 

monopoly on atomic weaponry in 1949, these technological developments had a 

profound effect on Americans’ sense of security.  In actuality, the U.S. retained 

preponderance in nuclear forces up until LBJ’s last full year in power, the year in which 

Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara also declared the existence of a secure second-

strike capability in the Soviet Union.637  Yet the definite perception in the U.S. during the 

early 1960s was of the Soviet Union precipitously rising in power, threatening to match 
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and exceed the U.S. in terms of raw military power and the ability to deliver weapons of 

mass destruction to targets halfway around the globe. 

More conventionally, the Soviet Union reported increases in military spending 

from 9,300 million rubles in 1960 to 13,900 million in 1963638 and the CIA estimated that 

Soviet defense spending actually eclipsed that of the United States in several key areas.639  

These increases in Soviet defense expenditure bankrolled a much more expansive 

military footprint than had hitherto been the case: “In 1961,” for example, “Soviet 

warships carried out small-scale exercises in the Norwegian Sea for the first time, and the 

following year ships from the Black Sea fleet travelled via the Atlantic to join the Arctic 

fleet, also for the first time.  In 1963, Soviet ships in the northeast Atlantic engaged in 

maneuvers that included circumnavigation of the British Isles; thereafter, such exercises 

became routine.”640  The Soviet fleet also flexed its muscles in the Mediterranean and 

Indian Ocean, signaling a globalization of the Cold War (which had previously been 

focused on Europe and Northeast Asia) and portending a possible shift in the balance of 

sea power that was unfavorable to the United States, a nation that depended upon mastery 

of the oceans in order to counteract the Soviet Union’s superior strategic position on the 

Eurasian landmass. 

The Soviets’ technological and military advances were in addition to some very 

clear and concrete geopolitical gains made during the Eisenhower years, all of which 

seemed to evidence aggressive intentions on behalf of the Soviet leadership.  Soviet 

troops had squashed the Hungarian Revolution in 1956 and in 1958 Khrushchev gave the 
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Berlin Ultimatum demanding that the Allied Powers quit their toehold in West Berlin.641  

Indeed, it was over Berlin that the U.S. felt the squeeze of Soviet pressure most acutely 

during the JFK-LBJ years.  In 1963, the year that Marc Trachtenberg (writing with the 

benefit of hindsight) argues that a lasting settlement was eventually put in place to 

effectively end the Cold War,642 President Kennedy articulated his conception of the 

Soviet threat in no uncertain terms: 

There are many people in the world who really don’t understand, or say they 

don’t, what is the great issue between the free world and the Communist world.  

Let them come to Berlin.  There are some who say that communism is the wave 

of the future.  Let them come to Berlin. And there are some who say in Europe 

and elsewhere we can work with the Communists.  Let them come to Berlin.  And 

there are even a few who say that it is true that communism is an evil system, but 

it permits us to make economic progress.  Lass’sie nach Berlin kommen.  Let 

them come to Berlin.643 

 

Beyond Europe, the movement into the Soviet orbit of Fidel Castro’s 

revolutionary regime in Cuba appeared to portend the installation of communist puppet 

states in the United States’ backyard.644  With secure satellite states in Eastern Europe 

and East Asia and with newly cultivated allies in Cuba, North Vietnam and elsewhere, 

the Soviet Union manifestly appeared intent on extending its influence beyond its borders 

through the application of military force.  In the context of these perceived Soviet 
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advances, public opinion polls showed that most Americans thought war with the 

ascendant Soviet Union was “inevitable.”645 

Maintaining a favorable balance of power vis-à-vis the Soviet Union was critical 

from the perspective of U.S. decision-makers because of the belief that any weaknesses 

would be exploited by Moscow in terms of extracting geopolitical concessions.  

Continuing right up until January 1969 when Johnson left office, there were fears in 

Washington that the Soviet Union would succeed in forcing revisions of the peace in 

Europe—especially regarding Germany646—and perhaps elsewhere, with the spread of 

Third World neutralism (let alone communism) posing a real problem.  Losing ground to 

the Moscow meant a diminution of the United States’ share of the economic pie and 

increased threats to U.S national security.  From Kennedy’s perspective, failures in policy 

under Eisenhower had led to a situation where Moscow was now in a position to press a 

dangerous advantage: Eisenhower’s strategy of “Massive Retaliation” had been premised 

on the notion that nuclear defenses would be enough to deter Soviet aggression but 

Kennedy and his advisers charged that nuclear weapons had been unduly prioritized at 

the expense of other vital military and diplomatic options.647  Simply put, the Soviet 

Union was poised to outmaneuver the United States in the late 1950s and early 1960s—a 

situation that the incoming president would have to rectify. 

 

The Soviet Union in context 
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It was suggested above that the case study presently under investigation possesses 

all of the characteristics conducive to a strategy of internal balancing (indeed, this is the 

reason why the case has been selected for analysis).  In this section, I begin a detailed 

justification of such a claim by outlining the international context of the Soviet Union’s 

increase in relative power vis-à-vis the United States during the 1960s. 

 

Lonely superpowers 

 

As in the 1980s, during the 1960s most of the superpowers’ relations were 

conducted under the rubric of bilateralism.  Although multilateral conferences took place, 

the superpowers were able to deal with each other on a bilateral basis for the most part.  

That said, formal summits between the superpowers were few and far between in the 

1960s: Kennedy and Johnson only met with Soviet leaders once each, in Vienna (June 

1961)648 and Glassboro (June 1967), respectively.  Still, ongoing negotiations and crisis 

diplomacy tended to take place on ad hoc bilateral bases between Washington and 

Moscow rather than in the context of a multilateral institutional setting.  The traditional 

understanding of the Cuban Missile Crisis as an event during which the superpowers 

stood “eyeball to eyeball”649 typifies this relationship: a bilateral dispute ostensibly 

involving multiple other actors (most notably Cuba but also Italy and Turkey, from where 

the U.S. agreed to pull back its missiles as part of the solution to the crisis) but which was 

handled exclusively the U.S. and Soviet leaderships.  In the event, Fidel Castro’s Cuba 
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was revealed to have minimal influence over whether Soviet nuclear missiles were 

stationed on the island; Kennedy’s team was thus justified in dealing solely with the 

Kremlin to resolve the crisis.  LBJ, too, was pointed about wanting to treat with the 

Soviet Union on a bilateral basis.  One meeting agenda from 1967 included the 

instruction: “Next conversation with Dobrynin: make clear that President is prepared to 

see him in Washington, Camp David, or any other place away from the UN where 120 

other nations are involved.”650  This note highlights that the Johnson administration was 

keenly aware of the need for private communications rather than public announcements 

when it came to persuading the Soviets to accept arms limitations agreements.651  

Expanding the conversation to include other nations would make superpower diplomacy 

hard.  As such, bilateralism tended to prevail. 

Such strict bilateralism should have made concessions to the Soviets—where 

necessary—easy to grant on behalf of the United States.  That is, if the United States had 

been inclined to cede international benefits to the Soviet Union then it would have been 

relatively straightforward for Washington to achieve this: the Cuban missile crisis could 

have been conceded; spheres of influence could have been established in Europe, East 

Asia and the Third World; the Pentagon could have acquiesced in Soviet military 

superiority.  Of course, the United States was not inclined to make such concessions to 

the Soviet Union during the Cold War for obvious reasons.  Yet even on areas where 

there were common interests, the unique nature of the bipolar world order made 

agreements difficult to conclude: because the superpowers were alone astride the world, 
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dealing with each other on an unprecedented number of issues, bilateralism led to issue-

linkage to an unusually high degree—just as it would later do in the 1980s. 

Issue-linkage was evident at the Glassboro Summit, for example, where disputes 

over the Six Day War and the Vietnam War blocked efforts to conclude an ABM Treaty, 

which both Washington and Moscow had an interest in agreeing to.652  Yet it was not just 

the Soviets who engaged in issue-linkage.  Rather, the United States too saw fit to shut 

down bilateral negotiations whenever the Soviet Union acted in a way contrary to U.S. 

expectations or desires.  For example, following the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 

1968, “the SALT talks, due to open the very day that Soviet tanks rolled into Prague, had 

to be postponed.”653  In short, bilateralism created the perception that politics was a zero-

sum game.  Although technically and formally easier to conclude agreements and 

reapportion international benefits in line with changing distributions of power, 

bilateralism in practical terms had the effect of making each superpower supremely 

jealous of the other because of the bipolar structure of world politics.  The Cold War 

international context was thus not much conducive to conciliation, but rather tended to 

militate with every fiber of its constitution towards active containment. 

 

Soviet politics 
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Was the Soviet Union’s rise structural or agentic?  Were the Soviets’ increases in 

power unstoppable, or could they be checked or reversed through appropriate foreign 

policies?  In fact, Soviet aggrandizement appeared to most observers in the U.S. to be a 

matter of choice, a development caused by factors endogenous to domestic Soviet 

machinations rather than something exogenous.  At first, Soviet premier Nikita 

Khrushchev himself seemed bent on expansionism.  “We will beat the United States with 

small wars of liberation,” Khrushchev proclaimed in a January 1961 speech that was 

widely disseminated in the incoming Kennedy White House.  “We will nibble them to 

exhaustion all over the globe, in South America, Africa, and Southeast Asia.”654  Later in 

the decade, it was widely reported in the U.S. that Khrushchev had actually attempted to 

divert resources away from the military and towards investment on domestic programs, 

such as civilian research and development, but that opposition from groups within the 

Soviet Union had thwarted these plans to reallocate military spending to pay for civilian 

goods.655  Such reports only served to confirm suspicions in Washington that the Soviet 

Union’s military power was a matter of choice, not an inevitable fact.  That is, the Soviet 

leadership could have acquiesced in Khrushchev’s proposed re-prioritizations and 

sanctioned a rebuilding of the Soviet economy around civilian-side infrastructure rather 

than the military-industrial complex; the problem was that they did not.  If fiscal transfers 

had been observed within the Soviet Union, such developments would have lessened the 

Soviet threat to the United States because they would have reassured U.S. leaders that 

their counterparts in Moscow were not bent on militarism.  As it turned out, however, 

Khrushchev’s failed bid to reform Soviet spending habits only succeeded in transmitting 
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the opposite signal: that Moscow’s top brass was addicted to military spending and the 

overseas expansionism that such spending was used to support. 

To be sure, there were numerous events in the 1950s and 1960s to support this 

assessment that the Soviet Union had embarked upon a purposeful strategy of military 

expansionism.  Resistance behind the Iron Curtain to communist rule seemed to confirm 

that the Soviet Union and its Warsaw Pact allies were oppressive regimes, unwanted by 

the bulk of the population that they ruled over.  Heavy-handed Soviet interventions in 

places such as Hungary in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968 only heightened the 

perception that the Politburo in Moscow was acting aggressively and recklessly rather 

than in a sober and reluctant manner.  As such, the Soviet Union could be—indeed, 

would have to be—contained.  If the rise had been an unavoidable consequence of Soviet 

economic growth, for example, then the United States might have been persuaded to 

come to terms with its nemesis’ growth in power; the Soviet Union could have been 

integrated into a world order in which they had a significant stake.  But given that its 

geopolitical position almost invariably appeared to rest upon militaristic foundations—

the literal garrisoning of client (satellite) states—the Soviet Union could only be regarded 

as a hostile and expansionist power, unsuitable for conciliation. 

Concerns over Soviet intentions worsened as the decade progressed.  Under 

Kennedy, the Soviet desire to absorb West Berlin into East Germany showed no sign of 

abatement.  In Cuba, the attempt to deploy long-range Russian missiles just a few 

hundred miles from U.S. population centers was a clear threat to the existential security 

of the United States; the fact that nuclear war over the Cuban Missile Crisis was avoided 

only belies the tense and overtly hostile superpower relationship that led to the 

deployment of missiles in the first place.  In Southeast Asia, the escalation of fighting 

between North Vietnam and South Vietnam was blamed on Soviet (and Chinese) 
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meddling by both Kennedy and Johnson.656    Moreover, membership of the international 

community during the 1960s was in a constant state of flux.  Dozens of newly 

decolonized territories in Africa and Asia assumed independent sovereign statehood, 

often becoming the subject of superpower competition.  Founded in 1961, Non-Aligned 

Movement ostensibly provided an organizational home for many of these nations outside 

of the Washington- and Moscow-dominated spheres of influence.  Nevertheless, 

Moscow’s close relationship with India and the general attractiveness of socialism to 

many post-colonial and developing nations created a strong sense that the Soviet Union 

was doing a far better job than the United States in terms of pressing its geopolitical 

influence. 

Under Johnson, too, the Soviet Union appeared relentless.  Amid criticism from 

Mao and hardliners in the Soviet Union who attacked him for his failure to secure Berlin 

and for his capitulation over Cuba, Khrushchev responded by appearing to sanction an 

increase in Soviet support for national liberation struggles across the world.657  In terms 

of active intervention in the Third World, Bruce Porter identifies Indonesia, the Congo, 

Laos, Algeria, Morocco, Yemen, Vietnam, Nigeria and the Middle East as local conflicts 

that the Soviet Union was involved in to some degree during the JFK and LBJ 

administrations.658  After February 1965, Soviet military aid to North Vietnam “increased 

massively.”659  Although U.S. intelligence reports suggested that the Soviet Union was 

cutting its overseas aid budget, it was acknowledged that this was a tactical change rather 

                                                 
656 Bruce Porter notes that, in 1955-1956, Khrushchev had engineered a major shift in Soviet foreign policy 
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newly decolonized world became a prominent fixture of Soviet foreign policy.  Porter, The USSR in Third 

World Conflicts, 17-21. 
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than a strategic abandonment of the Third World: the Soviets simply wanted to spend 

their foreign aid in a more productive fashion.  Last, the Soviets achieved near nuclear 

parity with the United States by 1968, crystalizing the stalemated nature of the nuclear 

contest and the extent to which the U.S. had failed in its bid to assert strategic superiority 

over its adversary.  Emboldened, between 1965 and 1972 Moscow invested considerable 

amounts to upgrade its power-projection capabilities with the clear “intention of 

enhancing the Kremlin’s ability to influence events in more distant parts of the world.”660  

Throughout the period, the consistent estimation of U.S. analysts was that Soviet 

adventurism abroad was agency-centered, the product of a malevolent cadre of leaders 

rather than an inexorable and understandable exertion of underlying material strength.  

The implication was that Soviet power could—indeed, must be—contained. 

 

Nemeses 

 

The final factor to consider when weighing the international context of the Soviet 

Union’s rise is to consider whether there was a common foe against which the U.S. and 

Soviet Union could have allied?  In fact, and as would remain the case in the 1980s, there 

was no such mutual adversary.  Instead, the U.S. and Soviet Union were the principal 

threats to each other’s security during the 1960s.  Traditional Great Powers who might 

have aroused the suspicion of both Moscow and Washington in the past, such as 

Germany and Japan, were more or less prostrate.  Referring to Germany in November 

1961, Kennedy told Khrushchev’s son-in-law that the country was no threat to the world 
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for as long it was denuclearized and enmeshed in NATO.  It was only “if Germany 

developed an atomic capacity of its own, if it developed many missiles or a strong 

national army that threatened war,” Kennedy went on, “[that] I could understand your 

concern and I would share it.”661  While these remarks provoked consternation in 

Germany, they reflected a hard headed geopolitical reality: a fully remilitarized and 

independent Great Power like Germany could have threatened global security in the Cold 

War period, but no such “third pole” ever actually came into existence.  As such, it was 

inconceivable that a common threat could be found to unite the superpowers: the Soviet 

rise portended only undiluted risks to vital U.S. interests and so acceptance of Soviet 

expansionism was out of the question. 

Of course, there was one possible actor with the capacity to draw the ire of both 

Washington and Moscow: China.  Long viewed as inimical to U.S. interests, the 

communist government in Beijing became increasingly estranged from Moscow in the 

1950s and 1960s.  In 1962, China fought a war against India in a dramatic show of 

military strength and decisiveness.  In 1965, the leading Chinese politician Lin Biao 

published a pamphlet criticizing Soviet leadership of the communist world and 

articulating the means by which Maoist revolutions would spread and could succeed.662  

China’s growing assertiveness threatened to undermine Moscow’s position at the head of 

the world’s socialists.  At least in theory, China’s incendiary rhetoric (and its actual 

policies to fight both the U.S. and Soviet Union via proxies in the Third World) could 

have provided a basis for a reduction in tensions between the U.S. and Soviet Union.  
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Indeed, much ink was spilled in Washington documenting the possibility of peeling apart 

the two communist monoliths.  Ultimately, however, there was not enough of a strategic 

rationale for conciliating Moscow as a means of containing China.  The Soviet Union 

remained the primary threat to U.S. interests, a menace that Beijing never came close to 

eclipsing during the 1960s.  Instead, it would be China that was conciliated with a view to 

balancing against the Soviet Union—and even then only in the 1970s. 

 

The domestic bases of Democratic power 

 

In this section, I argue that JFK and LBJ governed at a time when domestic-

political incentives existed for them to invest heavily in an activist foreign policy.  Such 

domestic bases of power are critical to explaining each president’s eventual choice of 

internal balancing as a strategy for coping with perceived increases in power made by the 

Soviet Union. 

 

Liberal internationalism: guns over butter 

 

While it is true that JFK and LBJ were both “New Deal” Democrats663 in the 

sense that they were prone to pursue investment in domestic programs and to support 

some level of state intervention in the economy, it is also true that the political economy 

of the Democratic Party ensured that neither president could neglect investment in 

foreign affairs.  There are several reasons why.  First, the Democratic Party’s electoral 

base also stood economically to gain from maintaining an activist and internationalist 
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foreign policy from the late 1940s onwards, as “internationally oriented commercial and 

financial interests” came to hold sway in the party.664  As Jeff Frieden has shown, prior to 

World War II the U.S. political system—including the Roosevelt White House—was 

riven between economic nationalists, who desired that the country refrain from overseas 

engagements and focus on promoting internal consumption, and economic 

internationalists, who lobbied for a more active role in shaping an international economic 

environment favorable to U.S. exporters.665  In the post-1945 era, the economic 

internationalists became the dominant political force as U.S. firms emerged from World 

War II in a vastly superior (more competitive) shape than their pre-war rivals.  Although 

these economic internationalists came to be ascendant in both the Republican and 

Democratic parties, they were particularly critical to the Democrats’ coalition.666  The 

result was that successive Democratic presidents—Truman, Kennedy, Johnson—each 

faced significant domestic pressure to maintain a visible and activist foreign policy 

geared towards maintaining an open international economy and preventing the autarkic 

Soviet Union from expanding its influence over lucrative markets in Europe, East Asia 

and the Third World. 

Compounding the commercial and financial sectors’ demands for an 

internationalist foreign policy was the fact that key segments of the Democratic Party 

directly stood to gain from investment in the military.  Here, the electoral geography of 

the Democratic Party is of great importance.  In particular, it is necessary to take into 

account that the Democrats during the 1960s still secured most of their electoral and 

political support from the so-called Solid South.  To be sure, this was a period of flux: 
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Roosevelt had won all 14 southern states667 in 1932, 1936 and 1940; Thomas Dewey 

failed to win a single southern state in 1948 (although Strom Thurmond denied Truman a 

clean sweep of the region); but, although southern votes would continue to play a major 

role in the elections of JFK in 1960 and LBJ in 1964, the civil rights agenda had begun to 

push the South out of the Democratic fold by 1968.  Nevertheless, the Democrats’ 

coalition was significantly dependent upon Southern votes in Congress for most of the 

1960s, and would continue to remain so for some time to come.  Catering to the 

Democrats’ southern base was aided by the fact that much of the nation’s defense 

industry was located in Democratic heartlands in the South.  Indeed, the preponderance 

of military bases in the south was a legacy of conscious decisions made under FDR, who 

had used pork barrel military spending as a commitment device to give southern co-

partisans a reliable stake in an activist and internationalist foreign policy.668  Partly, then, 

the Democrats’ incentives to spend on the military were political in nature, with monies 

allocated to the military being just another form of “pork barrel politics.”  Yet militarism 

was also appealing for ideological reasons, particularly in the South where a “martial 

spirit” was generally regarded to prevail.  

Last of all, spending on defense was viewed by Democratic politicians during the 

1960s as a way to bolster the fortunes of the U.S. economy.  In turn, it was hoped that a 

buoyant economy would result in a political windfall for the Democrats.  Instrumental in 

this regard was the fact that “military Keynesianism” (discussed in more detail below) 

had become a prominent economic ideology in the Democratic Party at least since the 

time of President Truman, although the pragmatic temptation to invest in military 
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hardware as a way to “pump prime” the economy can be said to go back to FDR in the 

late 1930s.669  In addition to providing a fiscal stimulus to the domestic economy, 

military spending and particularly the stationing of troops abroad also helped to close the 

so-called “dollar gap” by essentially exporting purchasing power to America’s allies.670  

In turn, this helped exporters in the Democratic camp.  In short, the Democratic Party had 

much to gain in distributive terms from investment in the military.  While the decision 

was not so much to invest in guns over butter, it was clearly decided that both guns and 

butter would have to be a priority during the 1960s—the salient point for this project 

being that guns were prioritized at least as highly as butter, thus allowing Democratic 

presidents to pursue costly foreign policies. 

 

Electoral politics 

 

As well as narrow partisan gains, hawkish foreign policies also promised electoral 

success for both JFK and LBJ.  That is, a commitment to an expansive international 

agenda offered each president broad electoral appeal beyond their core constituencies.  

The reasons for this are largely context-specific.  Foreign policy had loomed large in the 

1960 election campaign, in no small measure at Kennedy’s own instigation.671  In 
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particular, Kennedy had made much political hay out of the so-called “missile gap”672 

between the United States and Soviet Union and the related “economic gap”673 that 

Kennedy argued was responsible for the Soviet Union’s military advances vis-à-vis the 

United States.  Kennedy attacked the Eisenhower administration for allowing Cuba to 

“fall” to communism, and pointed to a broader pattern of Third World countries moving 

outside of Washington’s sphere of influence and into the Soviet camp.  Nixon himself is 

known to have blamed Eisenhower’s foreign policy failures for his defeat at the hands of 

Kennedy. 

For Kennedy and the Democrats, the advantages of appearing hawkish on foreign 

policy were not just short-term.  Instead, they dovetailed with a long-term and general 

danger of appearing “weak” on national security issues during the early Cold War.  In a 

sense, this was a rod of the Democrats’ own making: it was President Truman’s decision 

to “over-sell” the communist threat in the 1940s and early 1950s that locked in place a 

bias in American politics whereby fear-mongering about communism and the Soviet 

Union in particular was guaranteed to get votes.674  Conversely, downplaying the Soviet 

threat was political suicide.  Not just Kennedy but also Johnson and Nixon took lessons 

from Truman’s battering at the hands of Republicans following the so-called “fall” of 

China.675  The U.S. political climate in the 1960s was thus ripe for politicians who could 

credibly sound hawkish on foreign policy: “By the time Lyndon Johnson took the oath of 
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office, a broad anticommunist consensus had emerged in America.  It was accepted by 

virtually the entire political spectrum except for the far left, always a tiny minority.”676 

As noted above, Kennedy astutely exploited this political environment during the 

1960 election campaign and after.  Yet LBJ, too, proved adept at using the national 

security card for electoral advantage.  The traditional interpretation of Johnson’s 1964 

election campaign against the Republican candidate Barry Goldwater is that the LBJ team 

tried to keep foreign affairs off the agenda.  In fact, however, the Democrats made a 

significant point of painting Goldwater as a radical on national security issues—

simultaneously isolationist but seemingly at ease with the use of nuclear weapons.  

“Johnson decided to make the [1964] election a referendum on containment,” argues 

Randall Wood.677  As one Democratic strategist imagined, the election campaign could 

feature billboards of mushroom clouds with the caption: “Goldwater in 64—Hotwater in 

65?”678  The famous “daisy ad” was just example of the way that Johnson sought to 

portray Goldwater as reckless on foreign policy, particularly when it came to nuclear 

doctrine.679 

To be sure, none of this is to say that domestic issues were irrelevant to the 

Kennedy and Johnson administrations.  As is popularly understood, both presidents led 

ambitious domestic agendas.  Johnson, in particular, oversaw a raft of domestic 

legislation during his years in office: the Civil Rights Act; Voting Rights Act; 

Immigration Act; Great Society program; Elementary and Secondary School Act; Higher 

Education Act; Public Broadcasting Act; Revenue Act; Economy Opportunity Act; and 
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the Gun Control Act to name but some.680  This domestic agenda was central to LBJ’s 

success as a politician and indeed defined him as a leader.681  Nevertheless, neither JFK 

nor LBJ ever countenanced being seen as weak on foreign policy.  Whenever push came 

to shove on foreign policy matters, it was the imperative to avoid humiliation that 

trumped all other considerations; each president’s place in political time ensured that 

neither could allow their Republican adversaries any opportunity to leverage foreign 

affairs as an electoral issue.  Prudence demanded hawkishness. 

LBJ in particular harbored a fervent belief that the domestic success of the Great 

Society was intimately dependent upon him avoiding embarrassment in international 

affairs.682  The events of just one year, 1964, help to illustrate the point.  That year, 

Vietnam was gradually becoming more of an issue for the Johnson White House.  

Sensing vulnerability, Johnson became convinced of the necessity to get a Congressional 

resolution that would insulate him from future domestic criticism on the issue and would 

cut Congressional ties over him.683  The opportunity came in August, when reports 

emerged that North Vietnamese vessels had fired upon U.S. ships in the Tonkin Gulf.  By 

seeking and securing the passage of the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution (which gave Johnson 

carte blanche to deal with Vietnam as he saw fit), LBJ adopted a tough response to the 
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incident; he portrayed himself as a decisive leader with the firmness and fortitude to 

prosecute the national interest on the world stage.  Yet Johnson was walking a tightrope: 

appearing to be too hawkish on foreign policy could undermine his chances of getting 

elected president in his own right.  As a compromise position, LBJ opted to “sound a 

moderate note” in the impending 1964 election,684 contrasting his steady hand with the 

unpredictability of his Republican challenger.  “His [Johnson’s] only certainty in the 

summer of 1964,” explains Robert Dallek, “was that election politics dictated an image of 

himself as a firm but cautious defender of the national security.”685 

 

Military Keynesianism 

 

Like Ronald Reagan two decades later, neither JFK nor LBJ faced acute resource 

constraints when crafting their response to rising Soviet power.  Instead, the two leaders 

operated under a working assumption that there were sufficient national resources to 

sustain an expansive foreign policy of containment.  To be sure, the U.S. economy had 

gone into recession during 1958, and Kennedy’s inheritance from Eisenhower was not 

particularly fortuitous.  Nevertheless, the new president and his economic team were 

determined to spur economic growth and expand the national coffers.  Military spending 

would prove integral to this mission.  As noted above, military Keynesian thinking 

dominated the Democratic Party at this time, which helped to release JFK (and later LBJ) 

from the fiscal orthodoxy that mostly prevailed under Eisenhower.  Whereas Ike had 

worried about the “military-industrial complex” bankrupting America and sapping the 

nation’s vitality, his Democratic successors were primed to believe that spending on the 
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military could promote economic growth instead of hinder it.  In this vein, Kennedy 

presided over the first budget to exceed $100 billion in outlays, as well as the first non-

wartime, non-recession budget deficit in U.S. history.686 

The political acceptability of running a budget deficit (and the related perception 

that additional public spending would stimulate economic growth) was instrumental in 

allowing the Kennedy administration to finance the strategy of flexible response: 

Kennedy’s optimistic assessment of the American economy reinforced his 

co1mmitment to flexible response.  Kennedy’s economic advisers believed the 

nation could safely spend $50 billion for defense without spurring inflation or 

producing other economic ills.  In fact, the administration believed that increased 

defense spending, matched with a tax cut, would spur a sluggish economy by 

placing government funds in the one activity where some public consensus 

existed: national defense.687 

 

The change in leadership between Eisenhower and Kennedy can thus be 

considered essential to explaining the change in grand strategy that took place during the 

early 1960s.  If Kennedy had cleaved to Eisenhower’s view of national finances, it would 

have been impossible to embark upon a military buildup of the magnitude desired by the 

Democrats.  As Dennis Ippolito shows, both Truman and Eisenhower had been relatively 

good at balancing the budget even in the face of massive military expenditure—vetoing 

tax cuts, agreeing to curbs in public spending and so forth.688  In contrast, “Kennedy’s 

budget planners hoped that more aggressive fiscal stimulus would strengthen the 
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economy and lead to higher revenues.”689  The change in leadership and the attendant 

change in governing attitudes that it helped to bring about cannot be overstated in terms 

of its importance for U.S. foreign policy. 

Once he took over as president, there were signs that Johnson would partially 

reverse some of Kennedy’s spending plans.  At least in early 1964, LBJ had instigated 

moves to shift resources towards the civilian side.690  The rationale for such transfers was 

twofold: (1) the missile gap with the Soviet Union had been declared “closed,” which 

eliminated much of the strategic need for continuing with high levels of defense 

spending; and (2) the U.S. economy was judged to have recovered, recording an average 

of over 5 percent growth in the Kennedy years.  With the economy booming, the time 

was ripe to redistribute national resources towards the poorer in society rather than 

continuing to swell a military establishment that was already of sufficient size.  This 

belief was buttressed by the fact that, by the mid-1960s, members of Congress were 

showing signs of frustration with unlimited overseas commitments.691 

In 1964-1965, then, there had been moves to redistribution of spending from 

military to domestic programs.692  The problem, of course, was that international events 

                                                 
689 Dennis S. Ippolito, Why Budgets Matter: Budget Policy and American Politics (University Park: 

Pennsylvania State University Press, 2003), 173-184. 
690 Jeffrey W. Helsing, Johnson’s War/Johnson’s Great Society: The Guns and Butter Trap (Westport: 

Praeger, 2000), 8. 
691 Consider, for example, the LBJ administration’s policy discussions on whether to supply Tunisia with 

military aid.  As Walt Rostow reported to the president, both Rusk and McNamara recommended against a 

lengthy commitment to Tunisia primarily on the grounds that Congress would not “stand for any new long-

term commitment[s] right now.” Still, Rostow conceded that a one-year deal, though militarily ineffectual, 

would be useful “for the sake of Congressional appearances.” See Rostow to Johnson (“Military Aid for 

Tunisia”), 4 October 1966, Folder 1 (“Meetings with the President April – December 1966,” 1 of 2), 

National Security File, Files of Walt W. Rostow, Box 1, LBJ Library. 
692 The administration was certainly open to the idea of international arms control agreements and even 

troop withdrawals by the United States and Soviet Union. See ‘Agenda for meeting on 30 August 1966,’ 

Folder 2 (‘Meetings with the President April – December 1966, 2 of 2’), National Security File, Files of 

Walt W. Rostow, Box 1, LBJ Library.  See also ‘Strategic Missile Talks,’ n.d., Folder ‘Meetings with the 

President April – December 1966, 2 of 5’, National Security File, Files of Walt W. Rostow, Box 1, LBJ 

Library. 



 
367 

intervened to prevent Johnson from following through on whatever plans might have 

existed to trim defense spending back down to the sort of level that could be 

accommodated in a balanced budget.  As noted above, Johnson was acutely concerned 

about Vietnam turning into a “Spanish Ulcer,” a seemingly peripheral conflict that would 

ultimately undermine his presidency and cherished domestic programs.  As such, LBJ 

was committed to finding the resources to fund whatever it took to contain the North 

Vietnamese and prevent a military defeat of U.S. and allied forces.  The president had 

little trouble believing that the nation could afford such expenditure, even if he might 

have preferred it to be unnecessary.  In his LBJ 1966 State of the Union address, LBJ told 

Congress that “the richest Nation on earth” need not temper its efforts to promote 

learning, welfare and prosperity at home just because it was involved in a foreign war.693  

America could afford both guns and butter, he was saying; resource constraints were 

simply not part of the political equation when it came to LBJ’s setting of foreign policy 

objectives.694 

 

Flexible response as internal balancing 

 

The analysis given above suggests that JFK and LBJ faced broadly similar 

international and domestic circumstances as did Ronald Reagan twenty years later.  My 

model would therefore expect the three presidents to have pursued a broadly similar 

grand-strategic response to increases in Soviet power—that is, a form of internal 

balancing.  In what follows, I argue that the Kennedy-Johnson strategy of “flexible 
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response” can indeed be considered a form of internal balancing, characterized by 

significant investment of domestic resources towards the goal of augmenting national 

material capabilities—specifically, capabilities targeted to blunt perceived strategic 

advances made by the Soviet Union. 

 

The missile gap 

 

One of President Kennedy’s signature policies while in office was to increase the 

U.S. arsenal of nuclear weapons and nuclear weapons delivery systems, particularly with 

regards to ICBMs.695  This move was explicitly tailored towards the end of neutralizing 

the nuclear advantage that the Soviet Union was perceived to have achieved over the 

course of the 1950s.  As noted above, Kennedy had campaigned vociferously on the issue 

of a “missile gap,” first as a senator and later as a candidate for the presidency.  

According to Kennedy, the Eisenhower administration had allowed the U.S. to fall 

behind the Soviet Union in terms of missile technology; Soviet missile supremacy 

represented a serious imbalance of power, which in turn undermined U.S. national 

security and Washington’s ability to project influence on the world stage.  Massive 

investment in nuclear weapons—internal balancing—was touted as the only way to 

reverse the strategic gains made by Moscow.  As David Painter explains, 

[Kennedy] convinced Congress to fund a massive increase in U.S. military 

spending, including a doubling of the Polaris submarine missile program and the 

Minuteman solid-fueled missile program.  Kennedy also put U.S. bombers on a 

crisis footing.  Military spending increased by 15 percent between 1960 and 1962, 
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use of strategic bombers, was actually curbed under Kennedy.  See Stephen I. Schwartz, ‘Introduction’ in 

Stephen I. Schwartz, ed., Atomic Audit: The Costs and Consequences of U.S. Nuclear Weapons Since 1940 

(Washington: Brookings Institution, 1998), 16. 
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and spending on the space program soared from $400 million in 1960 to $5 billion 

in 1965.  The result of the ongoing and accelerated development and deployment 

of U.S. strategic weapons systems, coupled with Soviet technical and economic 

problems, was a massive lead in strategic weapons.696 

 

The most notable aspect of the perceived missile gap and its influence on 

Kennedy’s foreign policy while in office, of course, is that no such gap actually existed.  

Rather, as Stephen Schwartz notes, “the missile gap was not only illusory but favored the 

United States by a margin of nearly 6 to 1 for ICBMs (or 2 to 1 when SLBMs were 

included).”697  Moreover, while Kennedy probably did believe in the missile gap as a 

candidate for the White House, he undoubtedly realized its non-existence after getting 

elected.698  It is telling that Kennedy continued large-scale investment in nuclear arms 

despite privately knowing that his public rationale for doing so was simply misleading: in 

short, Kennedy stayed the course of redressing the mythical missile gap for domestic-

political reasons even when the originally stated international-strategic rationale for his 

policy had dissipated.  In general terms, Kennedy and the Democrats benefited from high 

levels of defense spending in order to galvanize the U.S. economy through fiscal 

stimulus.  More specifically, Kennedy had benefited from his hawkish stance on the 

missile gap while campaigning for office and so faced strong path-dependent incentives 

to “stay the course” and reap the anticipated benefits in terms of popular acclaim.699 

Domestic politics therefore goes a long way towards explaining why the JFK 

administration was so keen to invest in nuclear arms even though the missile gap was 

known to be an illusion.  Nevertheless, it is important to note that the Johnson 

                                                 
696 David Painter, The Cold War: An International History (London: Routledge, 1999), 43.  See also 

Benjamin Friedman, Christopher Preble and Matt Fay, The End of Overkill? Reassessing U.S. Nuclear 

Weapons Policy (Washington: Cato Institute, 2013), 7. 
697 Schwartz, ‘Introduction’ in Schwartz, ed., Atomic Audit, 16. 
698 Preble, ‘“Who Ever Believed in the ‘Missile Gap’?” 
699 Gaddis, Strategies of Containment. 



 
370 

administration approached the issue of nuclear weapons in quite a different way.  

Namely, LBJ’s time in office was characterized by serious and repeated attempts to seek 

arms limitation agreements with the Soviets,700 signaling something of a turn away from 

JFK’s robust appetite for investment in nuclear missiles.  The problem for LBJ, however, 

was that his overtures were rebuffed by the Soviet leadership at every turn.  In particular, 

arms control agreements proved elusive because the Soviet Union tended to insist on 

some form of issue-linkage between nuclear weapons and other bones of contention 

between the superpowers, for example U.S. policy towards Southeast Asia or the Arab-

Israeli dispute.  Given that it would have been electoral suicide for Johnson to engage in 

unilateral reductions in the nuclear arsenal, he was therefore left with the second-best 

policy of continuing investment in nuclear arms—albeit to a much lesser degree than 

Kennedy—for want of an alternative.  As such, while it was not necessarily public 

hawkishness that pushed Johnson to maintain the nuclear arms race in the latter 1960s, 

the perception that U.S. domestic politics would not countenance unilateral reductions in 

the nuclear arsenal undoubtedly contributed to the continuation of the JFK-era policies of 

nuclear build-up.  

 

Conventional forces 

 

If Kennedy’s massive investment in nuclear weapons was in response to an 

imaginary threat posed by the Soviet Union then his increases in spending on 

conventional forces can be considered more justifiable in the terms of bona fide nature of 

the Soviet challenge.  When it came to planning over conventional warfare, Berlin 

                                                 
700 Jonathan Colman, The Foreign Policy of Lyndon B. Johnson (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 

2010), 120. 
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loomed large in Washington’s strategic calculations.  Surrounded by East Germany, 

Allied-occupied West Berlin was acutely vulnerable to Soviet attack.  The fear was that if 

West Berlin fell then NATO territories would similarly be vulnerable to “salami slicing” 

tactics by Moscow.  In his speeches, Kennedy used Berlin to rally support in the U.S. for 

increases in conventional forces.  “I hear it said that West Berlin is militarily untenable,” 

Kennedy told the American people.  “And so was Bastogne. And so, in fact, was 

Stalingrad. Any dangerous spot is tenable if men – brave men – will make it so.”701 

In realistic terms, West Berlin was more-or-less indefensible against a 

conventional attack by the Warsaw Pact countries.  The real battle in any east-west 

confrontation would be over Western Europe as a whole.702  It was thus towards this end 

that Kennedy sought to bolster the size of the U.S. army.  In a speech on 25 July 1961, 

Kennedy “proposed boosting the army’s strength to over a million, and doubled and 

tripled draft call-ups for reservists.”703  Overall, the number of active duty military 

personnel grew from 2,492,037 in September 1960 to 2,695,240 in September 1963, “an 

increase of about 200,000.”704  In the pre-Vietnam era, these troops were mostly 

concentrated in bases hosted by Western European allies: Germany, Italy and Britain.705  

They were the backbone of the JFK administration’s doctrine that the U.S. should possess 

the wherewithal to fight and win two simultaneous major land-based conflicts, one in 

Europe and one in Asia, with additional reserves capable of fighting a smaller conflict at 

the same time—the so-called “two and a half war strategy.” 

                                                 
701 Kennedy quoted in Ira Stoll, JFK, Conservative (New York: Houghton, Mifflin, Harcourt, 2013), 161. 
702 Freedman, Kennedy’s Wars. 
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Stationing troops in Germany came at considerable cost to the United States.  The 

burden was not only in terms of direct expenditure but also because massive amounts of 

U.S. currency were being converted into German marks by the U.S. personnel stationed 

abroad.  In an move that is instructive of the acute political pressures that existed in favor 

of maintaining garrisons abroad, Washington sought diplomatic solutions that would 

lessen the burden on the U.S. but maintain the appearance of a robust U.S. military 

commitment to Europe.  Under what became known as the “off-set strategy” under LBJ, 

the U.S. pressured its allies—particularly Germany—to augment their national 

conventional forces.  West Germany in particular “was to purchase American military 

hardware for its forces, the Bundeswehr, in an amount equal to the approximate balance 

of payments loss that the United States experienced in deploying its forces in 

Germany.”706  In this way, fiscal obstacles to internal balancing could be overcome and 

U.S. public opinion could be satisfied that the U.S. government was doing all that it could 

in hard, material terms to protect Western Europe and, by extension, U.S. national 

security vis-à-vis the Soviet Union. 

Beyond sending hundreds of thousands of more troops to Europe, JFK also 

instigated measures to bolster U.S. forces in other ways designed to blunt the Soviet 

advance.  In particular, Kennedy looked for military solutions to communist advances in 

the Third World, where Eisenhower’s doctrine of “massive retaliation” was argued to 

have been an incredible deterrent to low-intensity guerilla warfare and insurgency.707  In 

the event, this search for a flexible military toolkit found manifestation in the expansion 

of the U.S. Special Forces, which had been created under President Eisenhower but really 

found their niche under Kennedy.  It was under Kennedy, for example, that the “green 

                                                 
706 Schwartz, Lyndon Johnson and Europe, 115.  See also Blang, Allies at Odds. 
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berets” (as they would come to be known) truly flourished and became recognized as 

indispensable agents of the U.S. government in warzones across the globe, most notably 

in Vietnam.  Again, this strategic investment in counter-insurgency and special forces can 

be considered a targeted response to perceived gains by the Soviet Union—one strand of 

the overall strategy of internal balancing. 

Again, the historical experience of the LBJ administration exhibits important 

variation when contrasted with that of the JFK administration given above.  Most 

notably, there was actually a lull in defense spending increases in 1965, when LBJ 

declared the international crisis that had led to the Kennedy-era build-up to be over—that 

is, Johnson announced that the Soviet Union’s strategic advantages over the United States 

had been neutralized.708  This juncture can be considered the moment at which Johnson 

believed internal balancing had worked: internationally, the Soviet threat had been 

diminished and so the geostrategic exigency to respond to Soviet advances in power 

disappeared; domestically, the U.S. political arena had been dealt with in a way that 

satisfied the various structural incentives that existed to demand a revanchist response.  

Why, then, did defense spending again balloon in the post-1965 era?  Why did the 

strategy of internal balancing not wither in response to the corresponding defeat of the 

Soviet increase in power?  As I argue, the answer can be found in Southeast Asia, where 

the war in Vietnam served as a drain on U.S. military (and domestic) resources such that 

LBJ’s promised transfers of defense expenditure towards the civilian side never 

materialized. 
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Flexible response as internal balancing: Vietnam 

 

Devised under Kennedy, flexible response was retained as a foreign policy 

doctrine under President Johnson.709  Nowhere was this more evident than in Johnson’s 

policy towards Vietnam.  Indeed, John Lewis Gaddis uses the Johnson-era escalation of 

hostilities in Vietnam as a “test case” of flexible response.710  In this section, I will 

suggest that the dramatic infusion of resources that Johnson released to pay for escalation 

in Vietnam can also be used, in turn, to characterize flexible response as a strategy of 

internal balancing.  As was noted above, there is evidence that Johnson tried to reduce 

overall defense expenditure while in office—likely to transfer resources from foreign 

policy into investment in domestic programs—but, because of prevailing circumstances, 

Johnson was unable to meet this goal: Johnson faced an acute need to avoid appearing 

weak on foreign affairs for fear of domestic repercussions and also confronted some 

unforgiving international conditions when it came to responding to (perceived) 

communist advances internationally. 

Before discussing the causes of LBJ’s strategy towards Vietnam, however, it is 

necessary to establish what his strategy looked like.  At first, the intervention in Vietnam 

was limited to advisers and some special forces—what had been sanctioned by Kennedy 

and Eisenhower before him.  Soon, however, the threat was perceived to require an 

escalation of U.S. involvement—troops were needed to protect bases and airfields and 

eventually “pacify” the countryside.  The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution of August 1964 had 

given President Johnson virtually unlimited authority to use military force Vietnam.  In 

March 1965, 3,500 marines were sent to Vietnam.  By December of that year, 200,000 
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troops were deployed.  Before long, the mission evolved into outright, full-scale warfare 

involving hundreds of thousands of U.S. personnel.  Under Johnson, then, the U.S. 

presence in Vietnam was expanded from comprising mere advisers, who had been 

charged by President Kennedy with bolstering the South Vietnamese military capability, 

to encompassing more than 550,000 U.S. troops.  Vast bombing campaigns saw to the 

destruction of entire urban areas; the U.S. brought devastation to what little light industry 

North Vietnam possessed. 

Why did Johnson agree such to massive increases to the U.S. presence in Vietnam 

even though in 1964 he had begun moves towards cutting defense expenditure and 

shifting resources towards the Great Society?  The answer, I argue, is that LBJ and his 

advisers saw the war in Vietnam as part and parcel of the broader struggle against the 

Soviet Union.  To lose in Vietnam would have been to cede international influence to 

Moscow, a concession that Johnson was not willing to make given the portentous 

international context of the Soviet Union’s increases in power.711  Domestically, Johnson 

faced considerable pressure to adopt a militaristic response: to appear weak or half-

hearted in his opposition to communism would have undermined two decades’ worth of 

fiery Democratic rhetoric of the Soviet Union,712 while to appear hawkish came with few 

risks and considerable advantages.  As a result of these twin-pressures, internal 

balancing—a strategy of relying upon the United States’ own material strength and 

capabilities to preserve the international status quo—emerged as the most prudent course 

                                                 
711 Vietnam dominated the foreign policy apparatus, so much so that the ambassador to Iran felt obliged to 

apologize for bringing matters of U.S.-Iran relations to the president’s attention, “knowing how heavily 

beset you and our colleagues are with the problem of Viet-Nam.”  See ‘U.S. Embassy in Tehran to the 

President,’ 29 July 1966, Folder 2 (‘Meetings with the President April - December 1966, 2 of 2’), National 

Security File, Files of Walt W. Rostow, Box 1, LBJ Library 
712 “To put it succinctly: this president [LBJ] helped to convince the people that communism must not 

expand in that particular locale; then he claimed, in exculpation, that he represented majority opinion as he 

pursued his costly policy of war-making containment.”  Vaughn Davis Bornet, The Presidency of Lyndon 

B. Johnson (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1983), 334. 
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of action.  America’s involvement in Vietnam was almost certainly a disaster—the 

human costs of the war were enormous—and most of the analyses into U.S. war aims 

have concluded that Johnson never actually intended to ‘win’ the war in a conventional 

sense,713 all of which makes Vietnam a tragic puzzle to understand.  But viewed through 

the lens provided here, Johnson’s actions in Vietnam made political sense even if not 

much else: they were designed to meet perceived communist advances in the Third 

World in a way that would shore up the president’s domestic grip on power. 

In the bigger picture, there is some evidence that Washington’s policies in 

Vietnam played a considerable role in damaging superpower relations during the 1960s.  

It is not hard to intuit why this might have been the case.  The overt use of military force 

in the Third World ran contrary to any kind of understanding between Washington and 

Moscow, and gave rise to suspicion more than cooperation.  It therefore “undermined the 

nascent détente” that had been emerging between Washington and Moscow in early 

1964.714  Certainly, the war became a bone of contention as the 1967 Glassboro summit, 

helping to prevent the superpowers from coming to an agreement on arms control or the 

Middle East.  Yet the counterproductive nature of LBJ’s policy of internal balancing—

especially its Vietnam component—only highlights the extent to which decision-making 

was undertaken with domestic political considerations in mind as much as international-

strategic ones.  One of the great motivating factors behind LBJ’s foreign policy was the 

desire to avoid bringing down the house on the Great Society; success in international 

affairs—or, at least, the avoidance of abject failure—was simply a means to an end.  The 

goal was never to win in Vietnam or even to reach a modus vivendi with the Soviet 

                                                 
713 Indeed, the administration considered “peace hopes that fail” a danger to Johnson’s political base at 

home.  See Rostow to Johnson and Rusk, 25 February 1967, Folder ‘Marigold – Sunflower,’ National 

Security File, Files of Walt W. Rostow, Box 9, LBJ Library. 
714 Colman, The Foreign Policy of Lyndon B. Johnson, 115-118. 
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Union; instead, the purpose of internal balancing was to meet the Soviet threat on terms 

that would safeguard the president’s domestic position.  Up until 1968, the strategy can 

be said to have ‘worked’ in this regard. 

 

Flexible response  

 

International incentives 

 

 

Institutional context Bilateral 

}Containment
 

Cause of rise Endogenous 

Common foe No 

 

Domestic incentives 

 

 

Coalitional preferences Guns (and butter) 

}Revanchism
 

Electoral incentives Hawkish 

Resource constraints Low 

 

Predicted grand strategy: 

 

 

Internal balancing 

 

 

 

Observed grand strategy: 

 

 

Internal balancing 

 

 

Table 21. U.S. response to the Soviet Union, 1960s 

 

The dog that did not bark 

 

 I have argued above that the LBJ administration was under heavy domestic 

pressure to appear tough in foreign affairs.  The escalation in Vietnam can be considered 

a response to this strategy, but there is a “dog that did not bark” that also provides 

corroborating evidence.  Namely, in 1968, North Korean forces captured a U.S. military 

vessel—the USS Pueblo—and 82 crewmembers were taken hostage (one additional 

crewmember was killed by the North Koreans).  Just days before, North Korean Special 
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Forces had broken through the demilitarized zone with the attention of staging an attack 

on the residence of the South Korean president.  Both events—but especially the capture 

of the Pueblo—caused outrage in the United States.  North Korea had committed two 

seemingly incontrovertible acts of war, including against the U.S. military itself.  Without 

a doubt, the two incidents offered a pretext for war with North Korea or at least a military 

reprisal should the White House have desired to adopt a militaristic response.  Given that 

President Johnson had much to gain from appearing hawkish in foreign policy, then, it 

would be consistent with my model if the president had authorized a bullish response to 

the North Koreans’ provocations. 

 In fact, President Johnson proceeded with caution towards North Korea.  No 

military response was sanctioned.  Instead, a diplomatic initiative was launched to secure 

the release of the captured U.S. servicemen (the Pueblo itself remains in North Korean 

possession until this day).  What the incident reveals is that the Johnson administration 

was not interested in pursuing militaristic foreign policies for the sake of doing so; it was 

not the case that any and all opportunities to flex the U.S. military were taken by the LBJ 

administration.  While Johnson did deploy military policy in the service of domestic-

political goals in Vietnam, he did not see any advantage in war-mongering above and 

beyond what was strictly necessary to guard his flank against Republican attacks.  

Vietnam was the arena in which Johnson had chosen to answer his critics on foreign 

policy; adding a conflict in North Korea would have done nothing but undermine what 

the president was trying to achieve domestically.  Days after the seizure of the Pueblo, 

Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr. wrote to LBJ to praise this line of thinking: Lodge warned the 

president against starting another war in Asia and counseled the president to pursue a 



 
379 

diplomatic resolution to the crisis, citing favorably Abraham Lincoln’s statesmanlike 

handling of the HMS Trent Affair in the 1860s.715   

 

CONCLUSION 

 

During the Cold War, successive U.S. presidents made the judgment that the 

Soviet Union should be contained.  Allowing Moscow any greater say in international 

affairs than was strictly necessary was considered to be anathema to the U.S. national 

interest.  Whenever Soviet power waxed, then, as it did (or was perceived to do) in the 

1940s, early 1960s and late 1970s, U.S. statesmen responded with strategies of 

containment, not conciliation.  Yet there was no single recipe for containment during the 

Cold War; historian John Lewis Gaddis is correct to write of strategies of containment 

rather than a monolithic strategy.716  Some presidents attempted variations on a strategy 

of external balancing—for example, President Truman’s creation of NATO and the 

European Recovery Program (the Marshall Plan), Eisenhower’s “pactomania” and the 

ally-heavy Nixon Doctrine—while others such as Nixon, Ford and Carter strayed from 

the military aspects of containment by embracing détente as a method of limiting Soviet 

influence on the world stage. 

Under JFK, LBJ and Ronald Reagan, the U.S. pursued a strategy of internal 

balancing as a way to contain the Soviet Union as a rising state.  Why?  I have argued in 

this chapter that each president the answer lies in the domestic conditions faced by each 

president: their partisan interests, their electoral incentives and their budgetary outlook.  

                                                 
715 Lodge to Johnson, 30 January 1968, Folder ‘The President’s File for Korea and Vietnam (Briefings),’ 
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Overall, a comparative study of these three presidents offers qualified support for my 

argument.  Several points, however, warrant further consideration.  One interesting aspect 

of the Reagan, JFK and LBJ cases is that bilateralism between the United States and 

Soviet Union does not seem to have had the effect that my model predicts that it should 

have had.  That is, while my theory expects bilateralism to facilitate closer, more 

cooperative relations between two states involved in a power-transitional dyad, during the 

Cold War it appears that bilateralism actually served to worsen the U.S.-Soviet 

relationship.  I put this anomaly down to the unique circumstances of the Cold War: 

because the superpowers, in both the 1960s and the 1980s, were involved in global affairs 

to such an unprecedented extent, compromise and negotiation between the two became 

exceedingly complicated.  The tendency for issue-linkage was inexorable; bones of 

contention with seemingly little to do with one another came to be conflated and 

deployed as bargaining chips, the effect of which was to render agreement on anything 

impossible until there was a comprehensive agreement on everything that divided the 

two. 

A second noteworthy finding is that both Reagan and LBJ ultimately 

compromised on their domestic political agendas in order to sustain ambitious foreign 

policies.  Strictly speaking, my model predicts that each president should have done the 

opposite: trimmed foreign policy spending in order to meet domestic-political exigencies.  

Yet just as Reagan compromised on his promised tax cuts and much vaunted fiscal 

conservatism in order to fund his military buildup, so too did LBJ jeopardize his 

cherished domestic programs through is reluctance to wind down involvement in 

Vietnam.  The implication of this is that strategies of internal balancing seem to operate 

according to a certain ratchet-effect: once a commitment has been made, and domestic-

political foundations have been laid, it becomes difficult for leaders to reverse course and 
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downplay the threat that has been used to justify the mobilization of domestic resources.  

It is simply unimaginable that Reagan and LBJ, having sold the Soviet threat in such 

stark and foreboding terms, could have convincingly made the case for reductions in U.S. 

defense spending.  This highlights that internal balancing, like the other strategies 

discussed in previous chapters, can be pursued for domestic reasons as much as because 

of international imperatives.  
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PART IV 

 

Chapter 7: Implications 

  

Established Great Powers are active participants in the process by which shifts in 

power transform the shape and character of the international system.  When rising states 

emerge, extant Great Powers must decide between conciliating their potential rivals or 

else moving to check the shift in power.  This essential choice boils down to either 

agreeing to a redistribution of benefits in the international system or else resolving to 

buttress the pre-existing distribution of power.  In deciding just how to respond, the 

leaders of an extant Great Power will weigh domestic-political factors as well as 

international-political exigencies.  And once a preferred response has been established, 

these same leaders must put in place foreign policies aimed at achieving the desired 

outcome—that is, the established state must apply its preponderant power in a way that 

shapes the opportunity structures open to rising states, thus helping to set limits on how a 

rising state can afford to act in international politics.  In short, established states are the 

gatekeepers of global order during periods of shifting power.  While they are not 

omnipotent, they are at least able to influence the outcomes of changes in the 

international distribution of power, often with profound implications for international 

political development.  This basic argument leads to several wider conclusions regarding 

the theory and practice of foreign policy.  In this concluding chapter, I explore some of 

these implications after first summarizing the empirical findings of the dissertation. 
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BRITISH AND U.S. RESPONSES TO RISING STATES, 1890-1990 

 

As two of the most powerful Great Powers of the past two centuries, Britain and 

the United States between them have been forced to devise strategic responses to several 

rising states.  The theory of global gatekeeping helps to account for the empirical 

responses that were put into place.  Sometimes, the Anglo-American powers were 

confronted with the increase in power of rival states that simply were not conducive to 

conciliation.  This was most clearly the case with the period increases in Soviet material 

capabilities during the Cold War: Moscow represented an expansionist and incorrigible 

world power, the aggrandizement of which spelt only doom from the perspective of the 

United States.  As such, successive U.S. leaders implemented strategies of containment 

towards the Soviets.  In chapter 6, I showed that these strategies of containment took the 

form of internal balancing—that is, the devotion of national resources towards the task of 

containment—when domestic-political conditions favored revanchism over retrenchment. 

At other times, rising states emerged in a context within which the established 

state was more amenable to conciliation but could not find the political pathway to 

implement successful conciliatory overtures.  Such was the case in the instance of 

German rise vis-à-vis Britain, 1890-1914.  In the late nineteenth century, decision-makers 

in London spied great advantage in finding common ground with Berlin.  Diplomatic 

efforts were duly made in order to cement a modus vivendi between the two.  Yet 

unfavorable geopolitical circumstances and intransigence in Berlin meant that a strategy 

of conciliation was fated to collapse and a strategy of containment was implemented by 

necessity.  This pattern of seeking to contain Germany’s rise was repeated in the 1930s.  

In both cases, Britain’s leaders were more restricted in how they could meet the threat 

posed by a rising Germany because of domestic-political conditions.  Whereas most U.S. 
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presidents during the Cold War enjoyed the luxury of relatively abundant resources and a 

domestic polity hardwired to support containment of the Soviet Union, Britain in the 

Edwardian and interwar eras was not much conducive to furnishing the national resources 

necessary to bankroll an expansive policy of containment.  Instead, leaders turned to 

external balancing—mechanisms of curtailing German power sourced from the 

international environment—in order to meet their country’s security needs. 

Sometimes, however, international and domestic conditions aligned to make 

strategies of conciliation permissible.  At the end of the nineteenth century and into the 

twentieth, for example, Britain was able to pursue successful policies of appeasement 

towards the United States and Japan—undertaking broad concessions to each rising 

power in exchange for peaceful and cooperative relations.  Such policies of appeasement 

were chosen because of prevailing political and economic conditions within Britain (that 

is, because of powerful incentives to pursue retrenchment in terms of foreign 

commitments) and because the international environment provided opportunities for 

British statesmen to turn the rise in power of both the U.S. and Japan to the advantage of 

the British Empire.  It is worth noting that Britain’s appeasement of the U.S. and Japan 

was not a strategy of disengagement, of proverbially burying London’s head in the sand 

amid an unfavorable shift in power.  Rather, the goal of British statesmen was to find 

ways to appease its rising challengers in a way that would lock each state into some form 

of cooperative and friendly relationship with Britain going forward. 

Finally, my empirical work has shown what happens when established states see 

advantage in the rise in power of another Great Power and when they have domestic-

political incentives for revanchism over retrenchment.  This was the combination of 

international and domestic political conditions facing the U.S. vis-à-vis Japan and West 

Germany for most of the Cold War.  I argue that U.S. presidents devised and 
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implemented a policy of strategic entente towards each country—ceding a particular 

package of benefits to the rising states in question that would require the U.S. to adopt an 

activist role in the relationship, most notably in the form of a security guarantee to Tokyo 

and Bonn.  In both instances, strategic entente was aimed at sating Japan and West 

Germany’s desires for enhanced benefits in international society while also folding the 

two rising states into a U.S.-led world order that neither could easily leave.  The result of 

strategic entente was the promotion of two rival centers of political and economic power 

in the world, both of which reliably in the U.S. “camp” during the Cold War—an 

achievement ranks as one of the most successful instances of global gatekeeping in 

international history. 

 

GLOBAL GATEKEEPING AND INTERNATIONAL THEORY 

 

The theory and empirical work presented in the dissertation has some direct 

implications for the study of shifting power.  The first basket of implications is for 

International Relations theory, and particularly power-transition theory.  Namely: (1) that 

peaceful rise is possible in world politics—or, at least, is more attainable than 

conventional power-transition theory allows for—but is contingent upon the 

implementation of adroit foreign policies towards that end; (2) that membership of the 

Great Power club is not an exogenous factor, but rather is endogenous to Great Power 

politics itself; and (3) that the durability of world order in the context of shifting power 

depends in large part upon its design. 
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Peaceful rise 

 

Contrary to the predictions of power-transition theory, animosity is not inevitable 

between rising states and established powers.717  The theory of global gatekeeping holds 

that, for their part, established Great Powers sometimes wield strong preferences for 

peaceful relations with their rising counterparts and, moreover, that extant Great Powers 

have options at their disposal to put these preferences into practice.718  Of course, this is 

to say nothing about the likelihood of peaceful power-transitions occurring: some 

established states do not harbor peaceful intentions towards rising challengers and, 

perhaps more importantly, not all rising states are going to be amenable to peaceful 

overtures;719 peaceful power-transitions rely upon the good intentions and meaningful 

foreign policies of both states involved in the dyadic interaction.  Yet whereas most of the 

literature on peaceful rise has focused upon the actions that must be taken by rising states 

when it comes to facilitating peaceful rise, the theory of global gatekeeping shifts the 

analytic focus onto established Great Powers and highlights that extant powers must also 

assume a hefty share of the responsibility for ensuring peaceful power-transitions.720  In 
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peaceful international change.  
719 Just as extant Great Powers preside over a range of options for dealing with rising states, so too do 

rising powers have a variety of foreign policies at their disposal.  See Andrew Hurrell, ‘Liberalism and 

Global Order: What Space for Would-Be Great Powers?’, International Affairs 82, no. 1 (2006): 1-19; and 

Henry R. Nau and Deepa M. Ollapally, eds., Worldviews of Rising Powers: Domestic Foreign Policy 

Debates in China, India, Iran, Japan, and Russia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012). 
720 On this point vis-à-vis U.S.-China relations, see Lyle Goldstein, Meeting China Halfway: How to 

Defuse the Emerging US-China Rivalry (Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2015); and 

Richard Rosecrance and Gu Guoliang, Power and Restraint: A Shared Vision for the U.S.-China 

Relationship (New York: PublicAffairs, 2009). 
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the contemporary era, this means that the U.S. must not rely upon rising states like China 

to assume the entire burden: Washington, too, needs to assess which domestic reforms 

and foreign policies that it can undertake to assist China in its peaceful rise to power. 

I have argued that established states will pursue conciliatory foreign policies 

when they recognize international-level opportunities to do so: when the institutional 

setting of the dyadic relationship is mostly bilateral (hence insulated from third party 

spoiling behavior), when the established state shares a common foe with the rising power, 

and when the rising state’s increase in power is deemed to be caused by structural factors.  

Such conditions create preponderant political incentives to conciliate.  Indeed, to shun a 

policy of conciliation under such conditions would be costly for any given set of leaders; 

the leaders of established states would forgo the opportunity of a valuable ally in 

international society and the chance to release scarce resources for investment in 

domestic priorities.  Yet the converse also holds true.  That is, to push for conciliation 

absent favorable international-level conditions is similarly conducive to disastrous 

outcomes; a policy of conciliation based upon wishful thinking alone will be destined to 

fail, leaving the established state strategically exposed to its rising challenger.  The 

challenge for political leaders, then, is to match desired ends with political possibilities.  

Whether the desired end is containment or conciliation of a rising state, leaders must 

work assiduously to ensure that the requisite international-level (and domestic-level) 

foundations exist (or are perceived to exist) to sustain such a policy. 

It is not beyond the theoretical limitations of leaders to put in place the conditions 

for peaceful rise.  The empirical work offered in this project shows that neither the 

international-level nor the domestic-level structural factors faced by leaders are fixed.  

Instead, environmental circumstances can be affected by political entrepreneurs.  Thus, 

the argument is not that an effective leader is one who simply ascertains the prevailing 
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structural context and acts accordingly.  Rather, the most effective leaders are those who 

are able to alter (perceptions of) the structural context in order to engineer stable 

foundations for his or her foreign policy of choice.  The insight is that while both 

international and domestic structures certainly militate towards the adoption of one grand 

strategy or another in the context of shifting power, effective political leaders can cause 

such structures to morph and, in turn, favor an alternative strategy.  As the United States 

faces the rise in power of other states during the twenty-first century, then, its leaders 

would do well to bear this in mind: that an effective response to any rising state depends 

upon a certain configuration of structural circumstances, and so political work needs to be 

applied in order to guarantee that a desired configuration obtains.  It is probably better for 

the prospects of world peace that leaders act as political weathermakers than as passive 

respondents to structural forces. 

 

Global heresthetics: endogenizing polarity 

 

Another implication of my argument is that membership of the Great Power 

club—polarity itself—is endogenous to Great Power politics.  In most of the International 

Relations literature, the number of Great Powers in the international system usually is 

taken as a given.  Indeed, for structural realists and others, the number of Great Powers or 

“poles” in the international system is treated as the very “structure” of international 

politics—the hardened, underlying shape of world politics that is responsible for 

determining much else that occurs internationally.  In contrast, my argument suggests that 

membership of the Great Power club is as much a product of international politics and 

states’ foreign policies as it is a determinant of international political phenomena.  That 
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is, extant Great Powers have significant say over who is to become a Great Power and 

who is not; they help to manufacture this important facet of international structure as well 

as being in some ways subservient to it. 

In effect, the struggle over membership of the Great Power club is an ongoing 

exercise in global heresthetics: leading states take actions—that is, they adopt and 

implement certain foreign policies—that are designed to organize the international 

system in ways that will make it more likely for their interests to prevail in general terms.  

Helping to determine who will rank among the Great Powers, whether by securing the 

entry of an ally into the Great Power club or else barring the admittance of a rival, is one 

of the most important manipulations of international structure that can be attempted.  As 

E.E. Schattschneider argued with reference to domestic politics, the arena in which 

politics occurs is itself the product of political contestation.721  Political actors vie over 

how to organize politics just as much as they disagree over substantive issues.  Part of the 

challenge for Great Powers in international politics, then, is to succeed in delineating the 

circle of major participants in a way that is favorable to themselves (and perhaps 

disadvantageous to key rivals).  Thus, established Great Powers sometimes will adopt 

foreign policies to facilitate the rise in power of would-be peers—that is, those rising 

powers with whom an established state can envision itself having common cause—while 

at other times implementing strategies to blunt others’ growth. 

Viewed from this perspective, it does not make sense to treat international 

structure as something exogenous.  Rather, the international architecture is a political 

edifice constructed through deliberate foreign policy-making by extant Great Powers.  

The empirical work offered in this dissertation suggests that, in no small measure, 

                                                 
721 Schattschneider, The Semisovereign People. 
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membership of the Great Power club since at least the 1890s has been a product of 

Anglo-American foreign policy.722  During the late nineteenth century, in the aftermath of 

both World Wars and during the Cold War, Britain and the United States exercised 

decisive influence over which states were allowed to rise in power to assume the mantle 

of Great Power and which were, instead, subjected to containment.  Nations friendly to 

the Anglo-Americans’ designs for international order were encouraged to rise while those 

threatening to British and American interests saw their power and influence checked.  In 

fact, the argument can be extended further back in history to at least 1815, after which 

date the British Empire assumed the role of balancer in Europe, repeatedly intervening to 

manipulate the structure of the international system—inviting Bourbon France back into 

the Great Power club in 1815, for example, while opposing Russian attempts to exclude 

the Ottoman Empire in the middle parts of the century.  Again, the argument is not that 

Britain and the U.S. have been omnipotent when it comes to picking winners among 

aspirant Great Powers; just that their efforts have been sizable and often decisive—

especially in the run-up to and aftermath of major wars. 

 

The durability of world order 

 

As has been shown, established states sometimes decide to accommodate rising 

powers in order to facilitate peaceful relations between the two of them.  Accommodating 

rising states, however, means making meaningful concessions in the form of revisions to 

the distribution of benefits in international society.  Sometimes, the nature of these 

concessions will threaten the very foundations of the extant international order.  If a 

                                                 
722 Again, see Mead, God and Gold; and Narizny, ‘Anglo-American Primacy and the Global Spread of 

Democracy’. 
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rising state’s appetite for change is large, for example, then sating its demands through a 

wholesale redistribution of benefits might render the new international landscape 

completely unrecognizable from the old.  At other times, a rising state’s demands will be 

more limited—usually when its increases in power are concomitantly circumscribed.  

Either way, if established Great Powers are assumed to prize the current system of 

international organization, what are the lessons to be learned in terms of how 

accommodation can be pursued while not completely abandoning the fate of world order? 

When an established state is pursuing a strategy of conciliation, there is a twin 

goal of (1) redistributing benefits in a way that is favorable to the established state; and 

(2) retaining a significant measure of control over future redistributions of benefits.  In 

other words, no single round of concessions to a rising state should leave the established 

state unable to shape the terms of future concessions.  This being the case, strategic 

entente is the best strategy from the perspective of an established state because it is 

designed to make the rising state dependent upon the established state to some degree.  

The goal of strategic entente is to offer concessions to the rising state—the provision of 

markets, guarantees of “free security,” and so forth—that will not only sate a rising 

power’s appetite for change but will also solve a critical commitment problem: that is, the 

rising state is left dependent upon the good will and cooperation of the established power 

if it is to continue reaping the rewards of redistribution.  The case studies examined in 

previous chapters offer good examples of this dynamic at work.  The United States 

consciously worked towards redistributing benefits towards both West Germany and 

Japan in a way that would guarantee each country’s reliance upon the U.S. for future 

security and economic prosperity.  By contrast, Stanley Baldwin and Neville 

Chamberlain were unable to find a way to satisfy Nazi Germany that would inextricably 

bind Berlin to the path of maintaining the overall international status quo.  The common 
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lesson to be learned is that strategic entente offers a robust way of ensuring the longevity 

of a particular form of international order under conditions of shifting power, but only if 

the rising state is conducive to accepting the package of benefits on offer. 

This is not to say that the broad character of the international status quo will be 

doomed if a Great Power pursues a strategy of appeasement.  To be sure, the risk of 

losing control of the reins is greater when operating a strategy of appeasement than it is 

under strategic entente.  Under appeasement, rising states are gifted a broad range of 

concessions at the same time as the established state is retrenching in international affairs, 

an asymmetry in international involvement that clearly carries more risks than under 

strategic entente, when the established state maintains an active foreign policy posture.  

In particular, a strategy of appeasement creates the risk of rising states taking liberties 

when it comes to refashioning the global order—they may cease to see their acquisition 

of benefits in international society as being conditional upon the cooperation of the 

established state, and instead opt to take matters into their own hands.  Even so, a 

successful policy of appeasement is not one of utter disengagement; it does not entail the 

abandonment of world order to the rising state.  Instead, appeasement properly 

understood is a continuous and deliberate policy of using diplomatic levers to ensure the 

continued friendship of the rising state.  The precise commitment devices deployed to 

maintain harmony in future relations will differ from those used under strategic entente, 

of course, but nevertheless the goal is to construct a self-enforcing political equilibrium 

whereby future shifts in power will not become death knells for the extant Great Power’s 

influence in international politics. 

Both strategic entente and appeasement are strategies aimed at managing the 

reorganization of international order once such a reorganization has become a fait 

accompli—that is, once a power shift already is occurring and an established state has 
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settled upon pursuing the conciliation of the rising power.  Yet not all facets of 

international politics are made equal; not all aspects of international order can be 

reorganized with ease.  Instead, the multifarious aspects of international society vary in 

how far they can be renegotiated and redistributed during a period of shifting power.  

How, then, can established states design the international architecture to improve their 

bargaining position and their prospects of ensuring a peaceful power transition under 

conditions of shifting power?  What types of institutional arrangements are more 

amenable to change, and which are likely to prove durable (for better or worse)? 

In this dissertation, I have argued that bilateral agreements are preferable to 

multilateral ones if the goal is to ensure that international benefits will be malleable—or 

fungible—enough to withstand shifts in power.  An international order made up of mostly 

bilateral agreements will be the flexible and able to bend in response to future shifts in 

power.  Yet bilateral agreements offer the fewest prospects for maintaining the essential 

character of international order; they risk proving ephemeral (because epiphenomenal) in 

the face of shifting power.  By contrast, multilateral agreements are able to withstand 

shifts in power more easily; they are invested in by multiple actors, each of whom can 

exercise (veto) power to resist a redesign of the institution in question if they do not 

concur with the established state’s decision that the institution should be altered in 

response to a rising state’s increase in power.  Multilateral international order is thus 

more robust to international change but it also risks provoking a hostile response from 

rising states intent on seeking fundamental change.  The most desirable constitution of 

world order from the perspective of established powers, then, is perhaps a mix of bilateral 

and multilateral agreements: the bilateral agreements are those aspects of international 

order that might end up being sacrificed during future periods of international change, 
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while the multilateral agreements are those designed to encase particular apportionments 

of benefits that the established state wishes to see protected. 

 

THE END OF THE “AMERICAN ERA”? 

 

Beyond implications for International Relations theory, this dissertation has 

certain conclusions to make about current and future events and particularly the likely 

shape of Great Power politics in the twenty-first century.  Along with climate change, 

shifts in the distribution of power among the world’s leading states are likely to be the 

most important international developments of the coming decades.  The relative decline 

of the United States vis-à-vis other Great Powers is particularly salient in this regard.  Is 

world politics heading towards true multipolarity?  If so, will the United States remain 

primus inter pares, will it adopt a subordinate position to one of its rivals, or might the 

U.S. even mount a sustained campaign to cling onto primacy?  In short: what will the 

likely U.S. response be to the rising powers of today and tomorrow?  In what follows, I 

discuss the twenty-first century’s rising states before analyzing the broader implications 

for U.S. foreign policy. 

 

The rise of the rest 

 

The International Relations literature is bifurcated when it comes to how the U.S. 

could and should respond to the rise in power of other states in contemporary world 
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politics.723  Some argue that the U.S. should acquiesce in the “rise of the rest” and have 

faith in the robustness of the liberal international order’s ability to withstand American 

decline, while others insist that only a defense of America’s standing in the world will be 

enough to secure U.S. vital interests going forward.724  In fact, however, U.S. foreign 

policy towards rising states probably will not—and probably should not—be the same in 

every instance.  Instead, the character of the rising state in question, as well as the 

strategic interests at stake, must be taken into consideration. 

 

China 

 

China is the most conspicuous rising state of the twenty-first century.  The theory 

of global gatekeeping suggests that, as others have written, conflict between the U.S. and 

China is not inevitable.725  At least on the U.S. side of the equation, the potential exists to 

craft a conciliatory policy towards China that has the chance of succeeding—that is, of 

enjoining China to become a “responsible stakeholder” of the international community.  

The goal of such a policy would be to harness China’s rising power as a force deployed 

in service of U.S. interests and to buttress the extant world order.726  Indeed, the 

geopolitical rationale for conciliating China is strong.  First, China’s awesome potential 

to become a Great Power of the first order makes containing it difficult if not possible to 

achieve.  Certainly, it would be hard to intervene in China’s domestic politics to engineer 

                                                 
723 As noted above, the literature is even divided on the questions of China’s relevance and American 

decline. 
724 See, for example, Ikenberry, ‘The Rise of China and the Future of the West: Can the Liberal System 

Survive?’ Foreign Affairs 87, no. 1 (2008): 23-37. 
725 Henry A. Kissinger, ‘The Future of U.S.-Chinese Relations: Conflict is a Choice, Not a Necessity’, 

Foreign Affairs 91, no. 1 (2012): 44-55. 
726 Thomas J. Christensen, ‘The Advantages of an Assertive China: Responding to Beijing’s Abrasive 

Diplomacy’, Foreign Affairs 90, no. 2. (2011): 54-67. 
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a halt (or even a slowing down) of its growth in power.  With a population of over 1.3 

billion and a still-developing economy, it is inevitable that China will continue to grow in 

material terms.  This much cannot be stopped, suggesting that a strategy of containment 

towards China might not be feasible.  Instead, China might have to be conciliated as a 

matter of necessity.  Even so, there is some virtue to be found in such a strategy: China’s 

developing status creates a powerful commitment device to lock the country into the 

extant liberal world order—at least in economic terms—because its growth is so 

dependent upon access to international markets.727  China needs international cooperation 

in order to cater to its burgeoning population’s demand for jobs and consumer goods; its 

leaders can therefore be relied upon to accept conciliatory overtures in good faith.  While 

this dynamic does not guarantee the emergence of a stable peace between the U.S. and 

China, it does provide the foundations for a potentially productive dialogue over how 

China might peacefully be accommodated on the world stage. 

Second, there are potential threats to global security that make China an enticing 

ally.  In particular, there is some potential to engage China as a reliable stakeholder in the 

future security of East, Central and South Asia.  This may mean relinquishing popular 

concerns with China’s record on human rights: to be sure, China is not about to become a 

sponsor of democratic reforms in the countries of its periphery; instead, political stability 

and regional security are perhaps the best that cooperation between the U.S. and China 

can hope to offer.  It ought to be remembered that China was Franklin Roosevelt’s 

                                                 
727 An anecdote from President Bush’s autobiography is revealing: “During a lunch in the East Room, I 

turned to him [Hu Jintao] with a question that I liked to ask fellow world leaders: ‘What keeps you up at 

night?’  I told him I stayed awake worrying about another terrorist attack on America.  He quickly replied 

that his biggest concern was creating twenty-five million new jobs a year.  I found his answer fascinating.  

It was honest.  It should he was worried about the impact of disaffected, unemployed masses.  It explained 

his government’s policies in resource-rich places like Iran and Africa.  And it was a signal that he was a 

practical leader focused inward, not an ideologue likely to stir up trouble abroad.’”  George W. Bush, 

Decision Points (New York: Crown Publishers, 2010), 427. 
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preferred candidate for a “regional policeman” in East Asia.  And for good reason: China 

has the size, potential strength and the history to play a major role in the politics and 

security of the region.  Having China as an ally would be much more preferable than 

having China as an adversary, although there should be no illusions about how difficult it 

will be to resolve all of the outstanding disagreements that currently mark U.S.-China 

relations. 

Another geopolitical rationale for conciliating China is in order to deprive Russia 

of a powerful ally on the world stage.728  Rumored by some to be in the offing, a 

rapprochement between Russia and China would risk the United States losing ground in 

Asia, especially in terms of naval supremacy in the Asia-Pacific.  China and Russia boast 

the world’s second and third strongest navies, respectfully, and both governments are 

busy expanding their capabilities.  While they are still no match for the combined U.S. 

fleet on paper—and are far from being able to challenge the U.S. in the open Pacific let 

alone farther afield—Beijing and Moscow’s navies would nevertheless achieve a major 

strategic advantage if they were to grow to the size where they threatened U.S. 

preponderance the East and South China Seas.  Military and technological innovation by 

China already has gone a long way towards undermining Washington’s potential military 

effectiveness in East Asia.729  An alliance with Russia would further embolden Beijing 

and undermine the U.S. capacity to deter aggression in the East Asian littoral, not only 

because it would help to close the power disparity between the U.S. and its rivals but also 

because it would force the Pentagon to prepare for crises emerging on two or more fronts.  

                                                 
728 This paragraph is based on Harris, ‘The Geopolitics of Sino-Russian Rapprochement,’ The Diplomat, 

11 July 2014, http://thediplomat.com/2014/07/the-geopolitics-of-sino-russian-rapprochement/, accessed 1 

March, 2015. 
729 Evan Braden Montgomery, ‘Contested Primacy in the Western Pacific: China’s Rise and the Future of 

U.S. Power Projection’, International Security 38, no. 4 (2014): 115-149. 
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Again, the conclusion is that a U.S.-China understanding is much more preferable from 

Washington’s perspective than allowing a Sino-Russian entente to emerge. 

The final reason to be optimistic about the chances for U.S.-Chinese 

rapprochement is that many of the agreements between the U.S. and China are purely 

bilateral in nature and thus could be worked out without involving third parties (potential 

spoilers) in the negotiations.  The extent of this leeway should not be overstated, of 

course, as states such as Japan, South Korea and Taiwan undoubtedly will have to be 

brought into the conversation regarding U.S. concessions in the face of China’s rise.  

Still, the hub-and-spoke security architecture of East Asia and the preponderance of 

bilateral issues that currently face the U.S. and China do militate towards Beijing and 

Washington being able to recast the tangible future of their relationship more or less 

insulated from the interventions of others. 

Overall, then, there are good grounds to believe that a secure and cooperative 

China at the heart of Asia could be a geostrategic boon to the United States.  In contrast, a 

China intent on pursuing conflict with the United States could strengthen Russia and 

destabilize the entire region.  But if China is to be enlisted to help U.S. goals, the 

relationship between Washington and Beijing must be one between nominal equals; one 

of give and take.  This means that some things must be ceded to China.730  The question, 

then, is what does China want?  This question has been tackled by numerous scholars in 

the west, but the conclusions reached are often overwrought and underwhelming; what 

China wants does not need to be over-complicated.  China, understandably, wants what it 

feels it has been denied: security, a maximally favorable relationship with the 

international economy, and prestige concomitant with both its history and its newfound 

                                                 
730 Goldstein, Meeting China Halfway. 
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stature.  This might mean tacit acceptance of Chinese territorial claims over areas that 

formerly came under Chinese sovereignty; it might mean giving China a freer hand in the 

countries along its periphery; and it surely will mean refraining from interference in 

Chinese domestic politics.  Most importantly, China must be treated as an equal: all 

traces of condescension will have to be shorn from the U.S. attitude towards China. 

These foreign policies would be difficult to enact even if American statesmen 

wielded unlimited power over the direction of their ship of state.  In fact, however, 

leaders in the U.S. must pay constant attention to domestic developments when devising 

and implementing foreign policies.  Several domestic-level barriers exist to conciliating 

China.  First, more must be done to improve China’s image in the eyes of the American 

public and political leadership.  China has been cast as a bête noire in U.S. domestic 

politics for too long, a bogeyman intent on upending the balance of power in the Asia-

Pacific and an economic giant capable of displacing the United States from the pinnacle 

of the world economy.  China is castigated for manipulating its currency, exploiting the 

intellectual property of U.S. firms and individuals, and attracting millions of 

“outsourced” jobs once performed by blue collar workers in the United States.  China is 

also orientalized and otherized, portrayed as a state and society completely unlike the 

United States with which little common cause can be found.  Negative portrayals of 

China have become commonplace in U.S. domestic discourse,731 with China even being 

branded a twenty-first version of Wilhelmine Germany.732  If China is to be conciliated, 

                                                 
731 Peng Zengjun, ‘Representation of China: An across time analysis of coverage in the New York Times 

and Los Angeles Times,’ Asian Journal of Communication 14, no. 1 (2004): 53-67; Trubowitz and Jungkun 

Seo, ‘The China Card: Playing Politics with Sino‐American Relations,’ Political Science Quarterly 127, 

no. 2 (2012): 189-211; Carlos D. Ramirez and Rong Rong, ‘China Bashing: Does Trade Drive the “Bad” 

News about China in the USA?’ Review of International Economics 20, no. 2 (2012): 350-363. 
732 Edward N. Luttwak, ‘China’s Military Adventurism is Ill-Timed,’ Wall Street Journal, 29 December 

2013, http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424052702303345104579286480552285954, accessed 

15 January 2015. 
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then this pattern of negative portrayal must change.  As Evelyn Goh has demonstrated, 

attitudes towards other states—and China in particular—are socially constructed and can 

be manipulated,733 but the rehabilitation of China in the U.S. political psyche will not 

occur of its own volition; political will must be expended in order to achieve the goal.  At 

present, such political will appears to be sorely lacking, yet this is what must be 

accomplished if the U.S. political system is to bear a grand strategy oriented towards 

accepting the rise in power of China on the world stage and the concessions that will have 

to be made in order to make this possible. 

Second, leaders must build political-economic coalitions in favor of engagement 

with China.734  The truth is that some groups within the United States likely do stand to 

lose from China’s rise to power.  Many groups already have lost out as America’s 

economic competitiveness has fallen behind that of China in some sectors such as 

manufacturing.  Yet there is considerable potential to put together a broad coalition of 

interest groups that stand to gain from China’s continued growth.  Business organizations 

and the financial sector are likely to form the most important part of this coalition, sectors 

which historically were critical in persuading skeptical Britons to accept the rise in power 

of the United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  Either way, 

leaders in the U.S. must ask themselves the following questions: Who does globalization 

work for?  Which domestic groups have a stake in China’s economic success?  Next, the 

                                                 
733 Goh, Constructing the U.S. Rapprochement with China. 
734 Evelyn Goh, for example, shows that US politicians in the 1960s and 1970s worked assiduously to 

reframe China in US domestic politics, a key factor in allowing for the successful US-China 

rapprochement.  See Goh, Constructing the U.S. Rapprochement with China.  While Goh focuses on the 

politics of identity and representation, others have studied the ways in politicians can (must) construct 

political-economic coalitions in favor of their desired foreign policies.  See, for example, Fordham, 

Building the Cold War Consensus; and Christensen, Useful Adversaries.  Both approaches offer insight into 

what it might take for contemporary US leaders to build the requisite domestic-political foundations for a 

peaceful accommodation of China in the twenty-first century.  For a recent discussion of domestic politics 

and rivalry in the context of shifting power, see Lake, ‘The Challenge’. 
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domestic-political clout of such groups must be harnessed towards the goal of achieving a 

national-level balance in favor of profitable cooperation with China.  Ultimately, this 

implies a major role for Democratic and Republican party managers, who must resist 

temptations to fan the flames of xenophobia and economic nationalism and instead work 

assiduously in the national interest towards building support for a close U.S.-China 

entente. 

Third, American leaders must take care to tame a sprawling military 

establishment that will have its own interests at stake during any future U.S.-China power 

transition.  It is highly likely that the American military must be trimmed as part of a 

diplomatic concordat with China—both in order to sustain American economic vitality at 

home and in order to signal credible resolve to Beijing that the U.S. does not intend to 

hew to a bloody-minded strategy of containment.  Such economies in the size of the 

military establishment and the constriction of its global reach must not be allowed to 

catalyze a backlash in domestic politics.  While the Pentagon is not currently at risk of 

overshadowing its civilian masters in terms of policy-making, neither is the U.S. military 

establishment an entirely silent partner in domestic politics.  Instead, the political and 

economic importance of the military within the United States constitutes a recognizable 

“tilt” on the political playing field, pushing the country towards decidedly militarist 

solutions to certain problems when a more slender foreign policy might sometimes 

suffice.735  This bias in U.S. domestic politics must be tackled if the nation’s leaders are 

to have the flexibility necessary to craft a far-sighted and successful grand strategy 

towards the rise of China.  Military policy must be subordinate to grand-strategic ends 

and not vice versa. 
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Russia 

 

Russia has been a resurgent Great Power since the early 2000s.  Severely 

weakened during the 1990s after the collapse of communism and the attendant economic 

turmoil that the transition to capitalism brought with it, the reconstituted Russian 

Federation finally became a confident and assertive actor on the world stage by the time 

of President Vladimir Putin’s ascension to the presidency.  As President (1999-2008; 

2012-present) and Prime Minister (2008-2012), Putin has overseen a massive increase in 

Russian GDP and living standards, made Russia an energy superpower and centralized 

authority in Moscow to an extent not seen since the Soviet Union.  Abroad, Putin has 

launched successful wars against Chechen separatists (1999-2000) and the government of 

Georgia (2008), and annexed the formerly Ukrainian territory of Crimea.  In 2001, Putin 

co-founded the Shanghai Cooperation Organization with the leaders of China, 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, while in 2015 Putin finally bore 

witness to the creation of the Eurasian Union—a long gestating geopolitical entity 

designed to be an ostensive challenge to the European Union.  After a decade and a half 

of his rule, Russia is no longer subordinate to the United States and its allies.736  Helpless 

to prevent the occupation of Kosovo by western troops in 1999 (or its declaration of 

independence in 2008), Russia has now regained strength to the point where its 

interventions in Ukraine are impossible for western nations to do anything about. 

                                                 
736 A decade ago it was unclear whether Russia was truly an “emerging” or a rising power.  Yet while the 

long-term vitality of Russia is still questionable, its demonstrated ability to overturn the territorial status 

quo in Eastern Europe has certainly lend credence to the conclusion that, in de facto terms, Russia is acting 

like an emboldened Great Power.  See S. Neil MacFarlane, ‘The ‘R’ in BRICS: Is Russia an Emerging 

Power?’, International Affairs 82, no. 1 (2006): 41-57. 
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What does the theory of global gatekeeping suggest about how Russia should be 

dealt with?  First, it seems clear that much of Russia’s increase in power has been caused 

by endogenous factors, not underlying structural conditions.  Putin seems bent on 

aggrandizing Russia.  Second, is clear that Russia wants things from the international 

system that the U.S. is not in a position to deliver.  For unlike during the Cold War, 

contemporary U.S.-Russian relations are no longer conducted in a prism of bilateralism.  

Today, almost everything that Russia would wish to extract from the international 

community is a multilateral issue, involving the independent states along its periphery 

and powerful actors such as the European Union and China.  Finally, there appears to be 

no common threat that the U.S. can leverage in order to benefit from Russia’s rise.  While 

Russia has, in the past, played an important role in world politics as a great “balancer” in 

the east, periodically mobilizing to prevent the domination of Europe by a single power 

(Napoleon, Kaiser Wilhelm, Adolf Hitler), Russia today is much more of a threat than it 

is a potential ally.  Seeing the silver lining in Russia’s further aggrandizement is difficult 

to do from the U.S. perspective. 

As such, it looks as though the United States is set on a course of containing 

Russian influence, whether through mostly internal balancing or external balancing.  

Previous attempts at a “reset” of relations with Russia have foundered and proven to be 

impossible to enact.737  It seems to have been revealed that Russian intentions are not to 

find peace in an insecure world, but to expand and to take advantage of that same 

insecurity.  Such is the context in which the Obama administration has moved towards a 

policy of balancing against Russia: bolstering the NATO alliance, sanctions against 

Russian economy, moves away from reliance upon Russian energy exports and tacit 

                                                 
737 For a more balanced appraisal of the “reset”—albeit one published before the 2014 crisis over Russia’s 

annexation of Crimea—see Ruth Deyermond, ‘Assessing the Reset: Successes and Failures in the Obama 

Administration’s Russia Policy, 2009-2012’, European Security 22, no. 3 (2013): 500-523. 
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balancing against Russia via a diplomatic modus vivendi with China are all part of this 

great containment.  Utterances of a “new cold war” might be overblown and unhelpful, 

but the underlying reality is indeed that the structural incentives are for U.S. statesmen to 

contain and, ideally, reduce Russian influence in the world and its near abroad.  This 

calculus shows little sign of weakening at the present time. 

 

India 

 

In a world in which power is rapidly migrating away from the United States, India 

perhaps represents the most likely candidate for conciliation.  Like China, India is a rising 

behemoth with over one billion inhabitants and a rapidly growing capitalist economy.  

Unlike China, India is a democracy—the largest democracy in the world, in fact.  

Democratic, capitalist, large, powerful and strategically located—India is well placed to 

be brought into a balancing coalition against U.S. competitors, particularly China (to the 

extent that China can be considered a competitor).  Nevertheless, the picture is far from 

straightforward.  India does not share all of the same views as the U.S. when it comes to 

geopolitics.  During the Cold War, India was much closer to the Soviet Union than it was 

with the United States, with which New Delhi had only a tepid relationship at best.  

When Russia annexed Crimea in 2014, the Indian response was to recognize Russia’s 

historic interest in the region.  A condemnation was not forthcoming, despite a major 

U.S. attempt to rally international opposition to the annexation.  India is also distrustful 

and resentful about the U.S. relationship with Pakistan, seeing Pakistan’s closeness with 

America as an important threat to its pre-eminence and security in South Asia.  More 

broadly, India has joined with the other BRICS nations to push ahead with a “shadow 
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world order” to counter U.S. hegemony.  It should not be assumed that India chafes any 

less against Euro-American control of institutions like the IMF and World Bank than do 

China and Russia.  Given the chance, India would take the opportunity to fashion the 

world in important ways. 

 

Brazil 

 

Brazil is the forgotten BRIC.738  It is difficult to discern a U.S. strategy towards 

the rise in power of Brazil, despite its growing economic and diplomatic clout in Latin 

America and beyond.  Certainly the U.S. has had an interest in promoting the economic 

and political liberalization of Brazil, and private finance has flowed into Brazil with 

gusto.  The hope is that Brazil and other democratic-capitalist states in Latin America 

will safeguard the capitalist future of the continent and thus America’s own backyard.  In 

this sense, a strong and prosperous—and content—Brazil is certainly in America’s 

interests. 

On the other hand, Brazil has articulated anti-American messaging.  Brazil, like 

other leading states in Latin America, has reacted against U.S. condescension towards its 

southern neighbors, and has joined with states such as Venezuela in countering U.S. 

influence there.  Globally, Brazil has joined with the BRICS bloc to insist upon revisions 

to international rules that undermine U.S. hegemony and broaden the top table of 

international diplomacy.  Brazil is thus not an untrammeled friend of the United States.  

                                                 
738 Scholarly investigations are few and far between.  For exceptions, see Maria Regina Soares De Lima 

and Mônica Hirst, ‘Brazil as an Intermediate State and Regional Power: Action, Choice and 

Responsibilities’, International Affairs 82, no. 1 (2006): 21-40; and Hurrell, ‘Brazil: What Kind of Rising 

State in What Kind of Institutional Order?’ in Alex S. Alexandroff and Andrew Fenton Cooper, eds., Rising 

States, Rising Institutions: Challenges for Global Governance (Baltimore: Brookings Institution Press, 

2010), 128-150). 
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The task going forward with Brazil is to work out what the Brazilians would want from a 

redefined regional and global system, and to see if a diplomatic package of concessions 

will need to be put together in order to bring the South American superpower into a 

coalition with the United States.  A strong and reliable Brazil as an anchor of the U.S.-led 

world system in Latin America would pay huge dividends from the perspective of the 

United States.  The problem is that, as with India, too little has been done to ensure that 

such an outcome takes place. 

 

Europe 

 

Since 1945, the United States has consistently promoted the cause of a unified 

Europe—first with respect to Western Europe only but, since 1989, intended to 

encompass the entire European continent.  During the Cold War, the rationale for this 

was to erect a “third force” in world politics that would help to balance against the Soviet 

Union and allow for a reduction in American outlays towards that same end.  After the 

Cold War, Europe has been seen as a potential source of stability in Europe and the wider 

Eurasian region; a policeman with the ability to anchor the global-capitalist-democratic 

system that Washington seeks to promote.  More often than not, American hopes in 

Europe’s promise have been dashed: Europeans have been reluctant to commit material 

resources towards the geopolitical ends that the U.S. would like them to, and have mostly 

refused to take a lead on security issues in the European neighborhood.  Even so, the 

broad goal of promoting an independent and secure—and strong—European Union has 

remained a relatively constant feature of U.S. foreign policy.  It is likely to remain so: 

despite occasional right-wing warnings about a challenge to U.S. hegemony emanating 
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from Europe, the geopolitical assessment in Washington seems to be that a strong, 

unified and independent Europe is an indispensable bulwark against Russia and, perhaps 

ultimately, China. 

 

Who against whom? Back to balancing 

 

The United States probably will not be willing to conciliate all of today’s rising 

states.  To do so would be tantamount to abandoning for itself a major role in world 

politics; the mantle of international leadership would have to be entirely renounced, and 

the entire post-1945 international order sacrificed in the name of satisfying the various 

rising states’ appetites for international change.  Simply put, the U.S. would have little 

left to exercise influence over if each of the BRICS were to be conciliated to the fullest 

extent that their respective increases in power demand.  Such an outcome makes little 

geostrategic sense and, in any case, would be difficult to implement because of the 

domestic opposition that it would likely provoke. 

Instead, the task for U.S. statesmen in the twenty-first century will be one of 

choosing candidates for conciliation and concentrating efforts at containment against 

those whom are deemed undesirable players on the world stage.  Such global gatekeeping 

will ensure that the United States remains heavily engaged in world affairs: efforts at 

strategic entente and vigorous attempts at “smart” appeasement will require extensive 

involvement in the affairs of friendly rising states, while the task of containing dangerous 

elements will similarly prove to be an expensive task.  In short, creating a favorable 

alignment of the Great Powers in the coming world power will be a job of monumental 

proportions: an era of balancing in which the U.S. will be the offshore balancer par 
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excellence.  Like Perfidious Albion at its height, the U.S. will be forced pick winners and 

losers, throwing its lot in with some states—and working hard that such recipients of U.S. 

backing remain the “right sort” of states—while denying others the fruits of international 

leadership. 

 

Back to the future 

 

None of this will be new to the United States.  Rather, the U.S. has a long history of 

global gatekeeping—much of which, of course, has been covered in the preceding 

chapters.  America’s experience of global gatekeeping began in 1944-1945.  Even before 

a decisive victory in World War II was assured, Franklin D. Roosevelt, his closest 

advisers and America’s allies set about planning for the postwar settlement.  Although 

historians disagree over just how detailed Roosevelt’s roadmap really was, certain 

principles to underpin the postwar world were enunciated with some clarity.  For one 

thing, it is clear that Roosevelt preferred broad multilateralism over outright U.S. primacy 

when it came to global governance: his concept of the so-called “Four Policemen” (the 

United States, Britain, the Soviet Union and China) envisaged a pseudo-concert system 

for managing world politics, one that would ultimately find expression in the multilateral 

institutions such as the United Nations (especially the UN Security Council) and other 

postwar international organizations created to replace and upgrade the failed 

collaborative efforts of the interwar period.739  At least in part, such multilateralist efforts 

were aimed at binding to America’s side the massively expanded Soviet Union, the 

waning yet still powerful British Empire (and France) and the perilously fragile Republic 

                                                 
739 Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt and American Foreign Policy, 389, 482, 542-543. 
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of China.  Ever the optimist, Roosevelt believed that the U.S. could come to a modus 

vivendi with the world’s other Great Powers—including Moscow—and moreover, that 

doing so would be in the United States’ long-term best interests.  American grand 

strategy after the defeat of fascism would be one of liberal internationalism, collective 

security, and collaborative order-building.  Other Great Powers would be greeted on the 

international stage with magnanimity and friendship; power would be intentionally 

diffuse as a mechanism of ensuring global security and reassuring Americans that the 

costs of policing international society would not be borne by them alone. 

After FDR’s death in office, President Harry Truman initially carried on FDR’s 

broad multilateralism with regards to world order.740  Britain and France were helped, 

albeit grudgingly at times, to reestablish control over their expansive overseas empires.  

Chiang Kai-shek was invested in to anchor a U.S.-led security order in the Far East even 

as a communist victory in China came to look inevitable.  Moscow was left in control 

over most of Eastern Europe as per the terms discussed at Yalta.  As the 1940s 

progressed, however, the concert system envisaged by Roosevelt and Truman was 

frustrated in spectacular fashion.  Stalin’s tardy withdrawal from northern Iran, his failure 

to hold democratic elections in Poland and the 1948 Czechoslovak coup all seemed to 

reveal that the Soviet Union was keener to exploit Allied goodwill rather than reciprocate 

it—a sentiment crystalized most effectively by George Kennan in his now legendary 

Long Telegram.  Before long, this mistrust was replaced with a veritable sense of 

emergency following the explosion of the first Soviet atomic bomb, the eventual “fall of 

China” and the outbreak of the Korean War.741 

                                                 
740 For an excellent, if necessarily limited, overview of the period, see Acheson, Present at the Creation.  

See also Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, 3-15. 
741 Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, 15-124. 
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As the Cold War set in, the Truman Administration was forced to undertake a 

rapid strategic adjustment to the worsening geopolitical context.  In place of seeking to 

conciliate the Soviets, the Truman Doctrine was promulgated and U.S. foreign policy was 

organized accordingly towards the end of denying Moscow and its allies any further 

increases in power and influence.  A massive mobilization of U.S. military resources and 

national resolve was undertaken, marking the beginnings of a gargantuan commitment to 

(in Kennan’s words) meeting Soviet malfeasance “with the adroit and vigilant application 

of counter-force,”742 whenever and ultimately (contrary to Kennan’s prescriptions) 

wherever that might occur.  Containment, as this grand strategy would become known, 

became the cornerstone of U.S. foreign policy throughout the Cold War—the overriding 

goal for over four decades being to deny the Soviet Union any significant increases in 

power and the greater share of international spoils that such an increase in power would 

entail. 

In contrast, other rising states during the Cold War were warmly welcomed by the 

United States into the Great Power club.  West Germany and Japan, in particular, were 

recipients of massive U.S. investment and favorable trade relations, the unambiguous aim 

of U.S. policy-makers being to get these centers of military-industrial power back on 

their feet as soon as possible.  Far from wanting to maintain strict bipolarity, U.S. leaders 

confided that they desired an integrated Western Europe to be a “third force” in world 

politics—a geopolitical unit that would be able to stand firmly against Soviet aggression, 

even if it was not envisaged that Europe would become a veritable superpower in its own 

right.743  It is instructive to recall that, during the early phase of the post-World War II 

period, Japan and Germany were earmarked to become agrarian societies, permanently 

                                                 
742 Kennan, ‘The Sources of Soviet Conduct,’, 576. 
743 Lundestad, The United States and Western Europe Since 1945, 86. 
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neutered and prevented from ever again attaining true Great Power status.744  As 

geopolitical conditions worsened in the 1940s and 1950s, however, U.S. plans for both 

states changed: Bonn and Tokyo came to be cherished as nodes of the global capitalist 

order; each was encouraged to (re)industrialize and (re)militarize in order to buoy the 

health and vitality of the U.S.-led Free World.  Meanwhile, efforts were made to prop up 

the ailing British Empire well into the 1960s and 1970s—particularly in the Indian Ocean 

and the Far East (incidents such as the 1956 Suez Crisis notwithstanding).  In short, the 

U.S. during the Cold War found it strategically advantageous to promote the rise in 

power of some states—namely, Japan and West Germany (and Western Europe more 

broadly)—while seeking to stymie the rise of others—the Soviet Union, the People’s 

Republic of China and their satellites.  America’s global gatekeeping function was 

discharged unevenly, with U.S. leaders discriminating between the “right” and the 

“wrong” sort of candidates for membership of the international premier league. 

Managing these relationships with the world’s (rising) Great Powers was no 

simple task for America’s Cold War presidents.  Public opinion and the U.S. political 

economy had to be rewired to ensure a domestic balance in favor of continued use of 

national resources for maintaining global order.  Consider the containment of the Soviet 

Union.  While U.S. leaders were clear-eyed about the security threat posed by Moscow, 

persuading the U.S. public to buck the American tradition of returning to “normalcy” 

after a major war was not easily done; in the 1940s, prominent politicians and large 

sections of the country were implacably opposed to a permanent military footing and thus 

constituted formidable stumbling blocks along the road to implementing containment.  

Initiatives such as the Marshall Plan and aid to Asia also were hard sells, involving as 

                                                 
744 Hitchcock, The Bitter Road to Freedom, chapter 5; Schaller, The American Occupation of Japan, 

chapter 1. 
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they did the direct transfer of U.S. tax dollars to foreign countries—including those that 

U.S. troops recently had died fighting against.  In order to secure these controversial 

foreign policies, vigorous public relations campaigns and astute political logrolling were 

required.745  As such, while the 1947-1951 move to contain Soviet (and Chinese) 

expansionism is a classic instance of strategic adjustment—and, in particular, global 

gatekeeping—in action, it is also an instructive lesson in just how much political “work” 

is required to secure a successful such adjustment.  Under Truman and his successors, 

U.S. political and economic elites waged a purposive and purposeful domestic-political 

campaign in support of their international grand-strategic goals.  It was far from 

inevitable that the American polity would acquiesce in the massive investment that was 

required to bankroll Washington’s Cold War foreign policies746 and it is a testament to 

the potential of shrewd political leadership that containment was implemented at all, let 

alone maintained (fluctuations notwithstanding) for the next four decades. 

After the Cold War, U.S. leaders stuck to the course of diffusing power globally 

yet selectively.  Instead of exploiting unipolarity to keep all other states in a permanent 

state of inferiority, the U.S. has consistently sought to promote the cause of a united 

Europe and a rich and powerful Japan—and even a nuclear-armed India—while seeking 

to isolate and slow the growth in power of regional incendiaries such as Iran and 

Venezuela.  Again, however, America’s global gatekeeping policies have not gone 

unchallenged within the United States itself.  Calls for protectionism, disengagement or 

isolationism have abounded with some frequency.  Why, critics ask, should the U.S. offer 

plum economic terms and security guarantees to economic rivals who exploit U.S. 

                                                 
745 Gaddis, Strategies of Containment; Christensen, Useful Adversaries; Fordham, Building the Cold War 

Consensus. 
746 On some of the obstacles that existed to implementing the militaristic policies of containment, see 

Hogan, A Cross of Iron. 
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generosity and, worse still, threaten to eclipse America on the world stage?  Why should 

the U.S. spend its own national resources containing potential aggressors (e.g. Russia) 

while other states (e.g. European members of NATO) preside over paltry defense 

budgets?  Nevertheless, America’s post-Cold War leaders have managed to maintain a 

critical mass of the foreign policy establishment (even if not the U.S. public at large) in 

favor of overseas engagement, diffusing power among America’s allies and containing 

potentially dangerous peer competitors.  As a result, Washington’s track record when it 

comes to global gatekeeping has remained impressive, one of successfully seeking to 

buttress a liberal, capitalist and roughly multilateral—even if necessarily exclusionary—

international order. 

 

Twenty-first century dilemmas 

 

Today, the United States will need to recreate this formidable history of picking the right 

winners and losers in international politics.  The world is headed for a renewed era of 

balance of power politics.  One problem, however, is that the United States will not be 

able to choose which states will be willing to balance against the others.  The twenty-first 

century distribution of allegiance is complex and difficult to navigate.  A U.S.-Indian axis 

against China is easy to imagine, for example, but a U.S.-Indian axis against Russia is 

not: New Delhi has strong and historic ties with Moscow and, as the crisis over the 

Russian annexation of Crimea showed, India will not forget those ties easily.  A U.S.-

Chinese axis against Russia is somewhat more likely, but only serves to highlight the 

question of which of the world’s rising states is truly deserving of containment: Russia or 

China?  Can both be contained successfully, or will have to be conciliated in the service 
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of containing the other?  In all of this, Brazil is perhaps the biggest unknown quantity—a 

large and potentially powerful rising state that exists in the shadow of U.S. hegemony but 

which has demonstrated a recent track record of bucking U.S. leadership on the world 

stage.  In short, there are limits to how far the U.S. can influence other states’ interests 

and their long-term attitudes towards the shape of world order.  Global gatekeeping 

involves making “best guesses.”  The stakes are high. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Along with climate change, the relative decline of the United States and the rise in 

power of the BRICS (especially China) will be the most important international political 

development of the twenty-first century.  The lives of most of Earth’s inhabitants will 

undergo a dramatic overhaul as the world’s Great Powers bargain with one another under 

conditions of shifting power.  Yet despite the monumental importance of power-

transitions—or perhaps because of the complexity that questions of such import tend to 

entail—political science has produced little concrete to say about what to expect of states 

under conditions of shifting power.  In this dissertation, I have argued that it can be 

profitable to focus upon the decision-making calculus of established Great Powers during 

periods of shifting power.  Faced with the rise in power of potential peer competitors, 

established states will be forced to adopt certain foreign policies that will influence the 

course of power-transitional dynamics and the subsequent evolution of world politics as a 

whole.  To grasp how established states will discharge this “global gatekeeping” function 

is to unlock a critical component of the puzzle of power-transitions more generally.  
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When will established Great Powers accede to alterations in the international distribution 

of benefits, and when will they instead seek to stymie the rise of a potential rival? 

I have argued that the answer to this question can be found in the political 

calculus facing decision-makers in established states.  In particular, I have pointed to a 

range of international-level and domestic-level variables that influence leaders’ decisions 

over whether to conciliate or contain a rising state, and how to do so.  The theory holds 

up fairly well against a comparative historical analysis of how Britain and the United 

States—the most powerful states of the past two hundred years—have responded to rising 

states.  As a result, it offers some promise when it comes to explaining contemporary and 

future U.S. foreign policy vis-à-vis China and other rising states. 

As noted in the introduction, the biggest practical implications of my theory are 

for U.S. foreign policy towards China.  Faced with a rising China, the U.S. must 

undertake a strategic adjustment in one form or another—whether containment or 

conciliation.  On this point, I suggest, leaders in the U.S. have little choice.  But the exact 

form of the coming adjustment vis-à-vis China need not be taken for granted just yet.  

With foresight and diligence, the shape of U.S. policy towards China can be manipulated 

by shrewd political entrepreneurs.  In turn, the evolution of U.S.-China relations can be 

significantly altered in ways conducive to U.S. interests (however these interests are 

conceived by extant leaders).  It is worth emphasizing, too, that this strategic adjustment 

cannot be made purely in terms of foreign policies.  Rather, domestic political planning is 

in order.  For successful grand strategies—including those forged in the context of 

shifting power—must be undergirded by the requisite domestic-political foundations or 

else they will founder.  All in all, the fate of U.S.-China relations depends on many 

things, but not all of them are out of the hands of decision-makers in the United States.  

To answer the question referenced by Hillary Clinton in the opening to this dissertation, 
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what happens when an established state and a rising state meet in world politics depends 

in large part upon choices made by the established state of the dyad.  As scholars and 

policy-makers search for greater understanding of international politics in the shadow of 

shifting power, then, they would do well to allow for more of a focus on the decision-

making of established Great Powers than hitherto has been the case.  They are the 

gatekeepers of world order. 
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