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Summary
For almost seven decades, the government of the United States has been pursuing preeminent
military power relative to all other states within the international system. This dissertation
investigates why American leaders sought such capabilities. My argument is that certain
structural characteristics of the American polity, of the international system, and of military
technology produced strong incentives for US leaders to favor military primacy. I propose that
the democratic and capitalist nature of the American political system, the relative size and
productivity of the US economy, the anarchic nature of international affairs, and the emergence
of nuclear weapons and modern military machinery are the structural features which push US
leaders towards acquiring preeminent force. Empirically, I offer robust evidence that, both at the
beginning and at the end of the Cold War, my mechanism played a pivotal role in creating the
material constraints that defined US leaders’ choices. My evaluation of the decision-making
processes within both the Harry S. Truman and the George H. W. Bush Administrations is
primarily based upon thousands of declassified archival sources.

Zusammenfassung
Seit fast sieben Jahrzehnten verfolgt die Regierung der Vereinigten Staaten von Amerika eine
Strategie der globalen militärischen Überlegenheit. Diese Dissertation untersucht, warum
amerikanische Politiker solche Fähigkeiten anstrebten. Ich argumentiere, dass bestimmte
strukturelle Merkmale des amerikanischen Staatswesens, des internationalen Systems und der
gegenwärtigen Militärtechnologie, starke Anreize für diese strategische Haltung geschaffen
haben. Zu den strukturellen Merkmalen, die die US-Führung antreiben eine militärische
Vormachtstellung anzustreben, zählen unter anderem der demokratische und kapitalistische
Charakter des amerikanischen politischen Systems, die relative Größe und Produktivität der USWirtschaft, das anarchische Wesen der internationalen Angelegenheiten sowie die Entwicklung
von Atomwaffen und moderner Militärtechnologie. Ich belege empirisch, dass der von mir
entwickelte Mechanismus, sowohl am Anfang als auch am Ende des Kalten Krieges, eine
entscheidende Rolle in den Entscheidungsfindungsprozessen der US Regierung hinsichtlich der
amerikanischen militärischen Vormachtstellung gespielt hat. Meine Analyse dieser Prozesse in
der Harry S. Truman und der George H. W. Bush Administration basiert primär auf tausenden
von freigegebenen Archivquellen.
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1 Introduction
“For more than sixty years, the United States has maintained unmatched capabilities to project
large-scale military power over great distances,” the 2014 Quadrennial Defense Review – a key
national security document of the Administration of President Barack Obama – stated.1 Less
than four years later, the Donald Trump Administration’s National Security Strategy noted that
the United States would rebuild the US military “so that it remains preeminent.” These
capabilities will “ensure that America’s sons and daughters will never be in a fair fight,” the
strategy read.2 In other words, the government of the United States has been pursuing military
primacy and will continue to do so. And yet, if every Administration between Presidents Harry
Truman in the late 1940s and Donald Trump in the second decade of the 21st century sought
such preeminent forces, what drove their ambition? Do scholars of International Relations (IR)
already have a good answer that can account for this choice? If the available explanations are
not fully satisfying, how could one better illuminate this American strategic stance? And then,
how to find out whether budding explanations are more than just plausible stories? Did key
decision-makers within a couple of crucial Administrations act as my – or others’ –
explanations would have expected them to do? These are the questions this dissertation
attempts to answer.
Gaining a better understanding of the foundations of US military primacy is of particular
significance for both academic scholarship and various policy communities. Over the last three
decades, academics grounded in various schools of thought have found the continuous US
pursuit of preeminent force puzzling. Given an ostensibly benign security situation after the
collapse of the Soviet Union and available theories on the role of military primacy and the
expected conduct of states, numerous scholars anticipated a different American behavior. On
the policy side, declassified memoranda suggest that, at the end of the Cold War, officials in
Britain, France, or the Soviet Union struggled to understand the foundations of the US security
1

Chuck Hagel, “Quadrennial Defense Review” (Department of Defense, March 2014). A year later, the Obama
White House pointed out that the “unrivaled” US military “must remain dominant in every domain” to “project
power globally to defeat and deny aggression in multiple theaters.” Barack Obama, “National Security Strategy of
the United States” (The White House, February 2015).
2
Donald J. Trump, “National Security Strategy of the United States of America” (The White House, December
2017). “We can field a Joint Force that is unmatched,” the document concluded. “The United States must retain
overmatch,” it again stressed.
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presence in Europe and around the globe, and wrestled to predict Washington’s interests and
actions. Although each state pursued distinct interests, the policies of all of these European
nations were limited by their policymakers’ imprecise assessment of US intentions. Today,
rising economic inequality undermines the established political institutions of democracy and
capitalism. Rapid technological development forecasts momentous social turmoil. Radical
change in the global distribution of power challenges the existent framework of rules. Given
such economic and strategic shifts underway in international politics, it seems particularly
relevant once again to advance the debate on the potential rationale underpinning US
preeminence of force.
My overarching argument is that, throughout the seven decades under consideration here,
certain structural characteristics of the American polity, of the international system, and of
military technology produced strong incentives for US leaders to favor military primacy. The
democratic and capitalist nature of the American political system, the relative size and
productivity of the US economy, the anarchic nature of international affairs, and the emergence
of nuclear weapons and modern military machinery – I claim these are the structural features
that jointly push US leaders towards acquiring preeminent forces. Reduced to its absolute
barebones, my theory proposes that the democratically elected leaders of the largest and highly
productive capitalist economy in the world seek to both shelter their way of life and enhance
their nation’s prosperity. Democracy and capitalism are at times endangered, but the pursuit of
wealth is the much more common imperative. In an anarchic, nuclear armed, and
technologically advanced international system, these decision-makers conclude that only
overwhelming military force can render credible swift and relatively inexpensive victories.
Hence, even when the stakes are inherently unfavorable for the United States, overpowering
military capabilities help ambitious American statesmen attain their preferred politicoeconomic goals. Ultimately, my theory makes transparent how the dominant state within the
contemporary international system merges military instruments of statecraft within a broader
economic and political framework.
This dissertation brings theoretical, methodological, and empirical contributions to IR
scholarship. In terms of theory, I offer an innovative explanation that fuses findings and ideas
from various fields of scholarly inquiry. Thus, my theory bridges the artificial divide between
the study of American and democratic politics, of international political economy, and of
international security. Also, the theory renders transparent and testable the links between
various factors that are necessary for the American decision to pursue military primacy. In
terms of methods, I further develop and apply process tracing tools. Most important, I provide
2
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an application of the recent methodological calls for clarifying the architecture of examined
archival sources. Finally, in terms of empirics, I offer robust evidence that my mechanism was
at work in both investigated case studies. At the beginning and at the end of the Cold War, my
mechanism played a pivotal role in creating the material constraints that defined US leaders’
choices. My evaluation of the decision-making processes within both the Harry S. Truman and
the George H. W. Bush Administrations is primarily based upon thousands of declassified
archival sources. The remainder of this introduction summarizes the key arguments advanced
and substantiated in this dissertation’s chapters.3

1.1 What Explanations Are There?
A broad and deep literature on America’s starring role in the world offers stimulating and
revealing insights into particular aspects of what pushed US leaders towards military primacy.
And yet, this literature does not provide a fully satisfying account of the phenomenon. Entire
bookshelves have been filled with contributions on US grand strategy, but few scholars
pursued in-depth investigations of the rationales underpinning Washington’s unremitting
choice for preeminent force. Overall, most work addressing America’s global role is not aimed
at explanation, but seeks instead to counsel policymakers or to engage in forecasting. For
instance, scholars estimated the sustainability of the current US position within the
international system. Also, researchers debated both the overall desirability of primacy and the
particular benefits this posture yields. Such contributions are very much informative, as causal
theory is often their implicit foundation. However, explanatory theoretical propositions do not
directly emerge from them, but have to be first distilled and organized. Consequently, I identify
eight possible explanations. Where some emphasize “security,” others give “ideas” or “habit” a
central role. Accounts building upon the crucial position of the “hegemon” are balanced by
arguments stressing “elites.” Theories underscoring “bureaucracies,” highlighting political
“pork,” or calling attention to an industrial “complex” also merit attention. The short review of
these explanations proposed below is reinforced and expanded upon – by testing empirical
predictions against case study data – in the sixth chapter.
When the dominant conceptual interpretation of the Cold War – the “security” explanation –
could not account for post-1990 developments, scholars embraced “ideas” or “habit” as the
preferred justifications for Washington’s incessant pursuit of primacy. The “security”
explanation’s premise is that the principal driver of government action is the perpetual pursuit
3
To avoid overburdening the argument and duplicating citations, I purposefully refrain from providing references
to the claims advanced in this introduction. All claims are both detailed and referenced in subsequent chapters.

3
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of survival. When survival is endangered, states acquire the forces needed to defend
themselves. When the threat diminishes, armies dwindle. This restrictive assumption highlights
leaders’ most fundamental goals, but severely limits the theory’s explanatory power. During
the past three decades, this explanation’s proponents expected the US government to abandon
military primacy, but Washington’s behavior did not accord with these predictions.
Conversely, the most influential “ideas” explanation posits that Washington seeks preeminent
force to enhance its status and reputation within the international arena. Its advocates claim that
expensive weapons systems play no security role, but only serve as status symbols.
Nevertheless, it remains unclear why states would be impressed with their peers’ inefficient
military investments and, consequently, assign them a higher status. As chapter six details,
only limited evidence is provided to underpin the claim that leaders behave this way. Finally,
the “habit” explanation proposes that mental shortcuts, elite socialization, and social networks
perpetuate an unreflective and non-deliberative approach to policymaking. Primacy is retained
by default. However, while habitual behavior can rarely be avoided, available scholarship and
evidence suggest habit can rarely carry so much explanatory weight.
Explanations stressing the necessary or benign nature of American “hegemony” contrast
starkly with theories emphasizing “elites” and claiming that the authority of the US
government has been purposefully hijacked by rapacious interest groups. However, both
explanations raise a number of conceptual and empirical questions. The “hegemony”
explanation sheds light upon the importance of both free markets and democracy, but its two
strands are either too narrow or too broad to generate precise accounts. One strand posits that
an open order requires a protector to function. When the hegemon declines, economic closure
ensues. Yet it remains unclear why this dominant power would not prefer a cooperative
approach, or why the protector would resent transferring leadership to a willing replacement.
Another strand argues that the order’s leader committed to an implicit grand bargain with its
supporters. To transform the order to his advantage, the leader established institutions that
constrain his power. Nonetheless, the theory tells us little about why leaders would bother to
transform the system, or why supporters would trust institutions. In contrast, “elites”
explanations provide a valuable starting point for thinking about capitalism’s crucial functions,
but suffer from empirical shortcomings. I could identify no empirical evidence in support of
the argument that American institutions were hijacked by either domestic or global elites. Also,
it is not clear how average citizens are prejudiced, or whether any officials believe that they are
purposefully working against the interests of the American people.

4
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Finally, explanations laying emphasis on “bureaucratic influence,” on “pork politics,” and on
the “industrial complex” offer interesting insights into factors that played a larger or smaller
role towards the form US military primacy ended up taking. Still, none of the three frameworks
seem able to marshal (either on its own or together with the other two) the explanatory power
their proponents ask of it. Advocates of “bureaucratic influence” explanations claim that power
struggles within the government machinery generate systematically unwarranted levels of
defense spending. Military commanders exaggerate threats to avoid demotion. Foreign policy
specialists manipulate the debate to retain their privileges. In contrast, the “pork politics”
explanation proposes that parochial political motives drive up military budgets. To win votes
and retain power, politicians pursue unnecessary military expansion and shield useless defense
facilities. Military primacy is thus achieved through overspending. Lastly, “industrial complex”
explanations argue that powerful lobbies cajole political leaders into needless military
spending. When demand ebbs, defense contractors seek commercial survival. Thus, they
leverage their skills, surpluses, and connections to lobby successfully. Military primacy
emerges out of democratic failure. The proponents of these three frameworks can all show that
their mechanisms exist. However, they can say little about their relative causal weight. As I
show in chapter six, within the two case studies I investigate, available empirical data suggests
all three factors played secondary roles at best.

1.2 What Do I Argue?
I argue that the push towards primacy originates in various structural factors that are specific to
the United States and to the historical era under consideration. In other words, the drive of
American leaders to pursue preeminent forces is deeply grounded in the most important
domestic characteristics of the United States, in the fundamental features of the international
system as it existed during these seven decades, and in the nature of military technologies
available to the relevant actors. Consequently, to make my case, I build upon insights on the
democratic and capitalist nature of the US political system and on the size and productivity of
the US economy – as the most central attributes of this particular polity. Without these
attributes, the drive to primacy is not produced. Also, I construct my explanatory edifice upon
knowledge on the competitive nature of the current international system, on the role of power
in contemporary foreign affairs, and on the political implications of nuclear weapons and
modern military technologies – as the key features affecting international relations during this
time-period. Without these features, the incentive towards preeminent force is not created. The

5
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overview below is expanded upon and the foundations of my theorizing are referenced in this
dissertation’s second chapter.
In brief, I propose that contemporary American leaders have strong incentives to seek military
primacy. They want to stay in power, protect democracy and capitalism, and increase their
country’s wealth. Perils and prospects await in an anarchic world. At times, US leaders need to
defend their democratic and capitalist way of life. More often, they just want their country to
get rich. To this end, an international open economic order is their best bet. Nevertheless,
structural factors frequently provide foreigners with good political, economic, or security
reasons to oppose American designs. Hence, Washington’s policymakers desire options that
nudge others into agreement. Inducements or intimidations are available. Yet in a world where
all can use force, America is not particularly credible in its threats to fight. US officials believe,
however, that widely overpowering military means convince even the determined to stand
down. The utter violence of atomic arms and the complexity of current fighting technologies
render preeminent forces even more attractive. While it is expensive to trade away productive
assets for idle tools whose sole meaning is to bring clarity to an adversary’s mind, military
primacy is very much desirable, American leaders conclude.
The next paragraphs offer a more detailed summary of my argument. I start by theorizing US
leaders’ domestically generated aims. I contend that winning elections, defending the political
system, and enhancing the nation’s prosperity are the goals at the forefront of any US
President’s mind. In the American democracy, Presidents must sanction essential government
decisions. These politicians must juggle numerous short- and long-term contradictions and
interrelations between disparate goals. Short-term, they mainly wish to retain and regain office,
and attempt to mold the polity to succeed in elections. On the long-term, however, they want to
perpetuate the system that elevated them to society’s pinnacle. It is here that they can again
compete at the ballot box and that they know they can be successful. Hence, US leaders across
party lines seek to safeguard their political system – democratic capitalism. To obtain the
necessary domestic stability, Presidents have to achieve suitable compromises among divergent
interests. Various domestic entities wield great influence and hold contradictory interests.
Nonetheless, the more deep-seated the democratic structures, the more incentivized leaders are
to secure outcomes that benefit a broad majority of citizens. Where leaders, elites, and citizens
converge is their shared aspiration for overall economic improvement. Therefore, to avoid
painful trade-offs and advance heterogeneous agendas, any President aims to also enhance the
long-term prosperity of the United States.

6
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To reach their goals, Presidents must at times act within a competitive international arena. On
the one hand, most politics in America happens at home. On the other hand, sometimes US
leaders are compelled or tempted to either secure or satisfy their interests abroad. Within an
inherently competitive international environment, they see themselves as steering their country
through an arena inhabited by states beholden to no superior authority, but of their own
volition enmeshed in various hierarchical arrangements. Any policy choice made in this
environment is based on the expected reactions of others. Thus, in anticipation of future costs
or benefits, leaders adjust their state’s behavior and attempt to influence their peers abroad.
Statesmen pursue their goals, if needed, at the expense of others. In their interactions with
foreign leaders, American decision makers presume cost-benefit frameworks to be universally
acknowledged. They expect other leaders to accept demands when they recognize
accommodation to be less expensive than resistance, and to resist when opposition is less
onerous than consent. Fundamentally, US leaders worry about their own and their adversaries’
perceptions of present and future allocation of resources, about the core interests of the
involved leaders, about the changing opportunities for extracting benefits abroad, and about the
shifting risks of incurring costs – in sum, about the rudiments shaping any equation of action.
Within this anarchic world, American Presidents confront both dangers and opportunities.
Primarily, US leaders can face defensive pressures from foreign lands. First and foremost, if an
adversary threatens the sheer existence of their state, leaders spend as much as needed to secure
survival. And yet, modern states pursue few goals that involve the death of their peers. Thus, a
much more common compulsion is a desire to defend the political system against foreign
obstruction or negative influence. In other words, leaders react when developments abroad
threaten to damage acquired values at home. Conversely, leaders can also see openings abroad.
On the one hand, they can seek particular benefits towards various domestic goals and
constituencies. On the other hand, given the democratic nature of the US polity, their
overarching goal is to foster general affluence. In this vein, American leaders know that states
can become predatory – reallocating resources in their own favor and at the expense of others
by altering the overall rules of the game or by impose onerous bilateral settlements. In contrast,
however, states and their leaders can also take advantage of the fact that exchanges of goods,
services, and money generate overall economic growth. Free markets do increase overall
prosperity; yet politicians know that they also create both winners and losers at home.
The size and productivity of the US capitalist economy expose American leaders to powerful
incentives towards both establishing and protecting an open market system and towards
(generally) refraining from predating upon this very system. Large economies tend to enjoy
7
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higher rates of return on investments and more favorable terms of trade, generally gaining
more from international exchanges. Competitive economic sectors render domestic opposition
limited, while hefty gains create the preconditions for accommodating those who lose out.
Also, once an open market system is chosen, the capitalist system creates durable structures –
both within and outside the government – that support its perpetuation. In contrast, predatory
approaches are only attractive when their benefits are larger than their direct and indirect costs.
Therefore, for American leaders, preying upon a relatively open order is rarely advantageous.
Predation only makes sense when it has a limited impact on the overall economic system or is
extremely valuable. In addition, given this choice for cooperation, American decision makers
become galvanized to oppose others when their interests portend to limit US gains from the
expansion of the overall open market system. Hence, to deny others even the opportunity for
opposition, at critical junctures of open contestation, US leaders attempt to devise institutions
as the constraints that define the incentive structure of societies and economies.
Abroad, foreign leaders exhibit mixed reactions to the political and – especially – to the
economic designs preferred by US leaders. Each state’s response is the result of its own
equation of factors. The more noteworthy an actor’s ability to pillage others relative to its
overall gains from the US-led open system, the more driven this state is to oppose the
American order. The more detrimental the US-sponsored framework to its leaders’ interests,
the less enthralled the actor. Also, as less productive economies gain less from open markets,
they obtain fewer resources to mitigate domestic disruptions, and are less likely to welcome
such economic arrangements. Moreover, economic interdependence creates vulnerabilities
other states could exploit. Thus, the more credible the US assurances that disruptive behavior
will be repressed, the more favorable most actors will view Washington’s plans. Conversely,
the more likely US defection from its enforcer role appears, the likelier both challengers and
supporters are to question American designs. Authoritarian regimes worry that open markets
could create both domestic and international pressures towards political liberalization. Yet even
democratic leaders can scorn US plans: If democrats are disinclined to welcome an ever
expanding capitalism, they resent the fact that open frameworks entrench free market interests
and thereby limit their government’s future options to steer the polity towards a larger state
role.
Given these mixed reactions, White House strategists are tempted to seek the tools that make
foreigners accept US wishes without much visible antagonism. When acting abroad to either
defend their valued priorities or to pursue enticing opportunities, American leaders understand
that their preferences can face resistance. Some foreign leaders are at times bound to gauge
8
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whether opposing US-led initiatives is worth the costs. Thus, US policy makers worry about
the means to prod others into accepting American designs. They need power in order to have
others do something they otherwise would not do. To gain such command, Washington can
reward or threaten – give or take. On the one hand, rewards positively alter an actor’s
calculations, rendering a previously objectionable request palatable. Assets and shelter are the
relevant instruments, giving the power to give an extensive scope. On the other hand, threats
imply the ability to rob others of what they hold dear. When effective, such threats fulfil their
role long before conflict becomes apparent; before the coerced lost what they treasured and
coercers expended means they could have kept unspent. When all is clear, people comply
without giving much thought to opposition. This is the outcome American leaders seek. Yet it
is anything but easy to achieve.
To overcome numerous credibility concerns, US leaders assess military primacy to be the best
but a costly solution. One’s ability to use threats effectively is mainly determined by the stakes
at hand, the cost of taking action, and the adversary’s likely response. For a number of reasons,
American leaders rarely see either their stakes or their determination to incur costs – their
resolve – as easy to make credible to adversaries. On the one hand, US credibility is high when
its leaders act to defend the fundamentals of their political system. On the other hand,
Washington’s specific stakes in, for instance, preventing foreign ideologies from expanding or
in maintaining any particular building block of a beneficial global economic order are hard to
discern. With respect to American leaders’ resolve, three factors matter: The high costs of
modern war; the US society’s limited tolerance for casualties; and domestic audiences’ limited
understanding of the benefits they receive from sustaining the order. These three factors render
limited any President’s credibility to fight. As a result, US planners see the manipulation of the
balance of military strength as the easiest way out of the conundrum. Even under limited stakes
and resolve, when winning is guaranteed, quick, and cheap, the adversary is bound to step
down. Thus, an overwhelming ability to swiftly destroy the opponent’s armies remains the best
instrument to sustain broad foreign policy goals.
As American leaders entertain broad international goals, nuclear weapons and modern
technologies push them even further towards seeking a preeminence of force. Atomic arms
allow the weak to shield their most prized possessions. The immediacy of nuclear devastation
deprives the resource-rich United States of the ability to mobilize for war only once conflict is
apparent. For both reasons, US planners favor nonproliferation in both friend and foe. When
committed adversaries nuclearize, US policymakers are incentivized to acquire tailored
instruments of escalation management. This usually involves large nuclear arsenals, more
9
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potent weapons, and secure second-strike forces. And yet, to avoid weaker but more resolved
opponents being able to threaten nuclear escalation, American planners seek capabilities to
find, track, and surprise nuclear targets. Nuclear primacy generates uncertainty in the
adversary’s mind, returning leverage to Washington. Conversely, advanced technologies allow
military dominance – once achieved – to remain quite resilient. In the modern era, the
increased complexity of advanced weaponry suggests that military spending, accumulated over
years and decades, can yield capabilities that are very hard to match. All innovation ultimately
diffuses. And yet, the rate and speed of this process within the military realm is relatively slow.
Thus, by moving first towards military dominance, an actor can gain a significant lead,
rendering it harder for others to catch up. Primacy is sustained far into the future.

1.3 Which Tools, Which Data?
To analyze a series of political decisions, process tracing is the strongest research tool at my
disposal. Thus, to assess whether my mechanism can account for the US government’s choices
in favor of military primacy, a theory-driven examination of crucial historical episodes is the
most promising approach. While the work of historians can serve as an extremely valuable
starting point, there is nothing that can replace a primary investigation. To this end, both my
theory and its competitors yield predictions of evidence that should be observable. In
particular, tracing a decision-making process involves seeking to identify the chain of
rationales through which leaders advance towards making choices. In terms of data, the
preferences and predicaments of key decision-makers are particularly relevant. To increase the
readers’ confidence in my data, formerly classified meeting minutes, government memoranda,
and private recollections are the best available sources. In addition, interviews with former
officials are an encouraging venue – where available and obtainable. Below, I briefly outline
my claims regarding my theory’s explanatory power; discuss the actors and time-frames that I
probe; offer the key empirical predictions traced in the empirical parts of this dissertation; and
sketch the rationales behind my choice of case studies. This short overview is expanded upon
in the third chapter.
In terms of the strength of my causal claims, I argue that a contributing and necessary
mechanism is all that my theory can offer and all that my empirical research can seek to show
at work. Three varieties of mechanisms are relevant here. First, a contributing mechanism’s
existence among the rationales of a decision-maker makes the result more likely. Second,
absent a necessary mechanism, the decision is not taken. Third, the presence of a sufficient
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mechanism is enough to generate the choice. Thus, an ideal mechanism would be necessary
and sufficient. When moving from the ideal to the practical, it is complexity that makes certain
political decisions an interesting topic of study. The same complexity renders illusory most
attempts at successfully proving the sufficient nature of any underlying mechanism. For
example, sufficiency requires proof that even absent any other factor, the same choice would
have been made. Yet other factors abound, and proving them to be superfluous is in most cases
overwhelming. Equally, empirically tracing contribution and necessity is hard enough. For
instance, logics need to be shown to remain relevant until and during the time the decision is
taken. Also, counterfactual evidence has to persuade that absent a certain rationale, the choice
would have been different. In conclusion, my empirical work aims to show that my
mechanism’s components exist, that they are linked together causally, and that some of them
are necessary for the outcome.
In terms of whom and when to trace, I propose to take into account the rationales developed at
various levels of the government, and to start the analysis from the future Administration’s
campaign trail. Conventional wisdom counsels to trace leaders’ logics just before they take the
examined decision. However, the higher levels of government often remain unaware of the
intricacies involved in various choices. Leaders try to attain as many interests as possible. Yet,
with finite resources, tradeoffs are inherent. Innovative policies have to reconcile conflicting
priorities. The expertise, the skills, and the time needed for such policy-crafting resides at the
lower levels of government. Hence, only a broader analysis of policy creation can make
transparent the underlying rationales sought by this project. In terms of relevant time-frames,
when a question requires resolution, leaders focus on the changes that made deciding a
necessity and keep the fundamentals underpinning their choice only in the back of their mind.
Controversial political choices regularly encompass multilayered purposes and countless
tradeoffs. Arrived at a junction, decision-makers are likely to primarily debate the effect of a
catalytic proximate cause. However, this project is not interested in the last element that
enables the decision for military primacy, but in the broader factors underpinning the choice.
Thus, only an expanded temporal net can capture the aims and rationales that ultimately lead to
the investigated decision.
In terms of what to trace, this dissertation’s theoretical chapter offers thirty five empirical
implications. To show that my mechanism has played an important role, the empirical chapters
trace the behaviors and rationales expected by these forecasts. If actors do not behave as I
expect them to do, my theory collapses. The most important predictions are mentioned here to
help the reader follow the argument. My theory expects that American leaders will want to
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guard and boost their domestic political order – democracy and capitalism – against foreign
imposition. Politicians in the United States will think the international arena to be a
competitive environment in which all actors pursue their domestically-generated interests.
Given the size and competitiveness of the US economy, Washington planners will believe an
open international economic system to be the best means towards furthering America’s
prosperity. US executives will be mindful that other states will likely have numerous structural
reasons to oppose American designs. To get their way, US strategists will seek instruments of
power that fuse economic and military tools to nudge others into acquiescence. US
policymakers will prefer overpowering capabilities that leave little doubt about the outcome of
any confrontation. American decision-makers will believe that nuclear weapons encourage
them to build up military capabilities instead of trusting the country’s mobilization potential.
US officials will assess that modern technology allows for military dominance to be sustained.
Last but not least, in terms of which cases to select, for both practical and conceptual reasons, I
investigate the policies of the Administrations of Harry S. Truman (1945-1953) and George H.
W. Bush (1989-1993), with a particular focus upon the broader European framework. On the
practical side, officials are likely to reassess the fundamental choice for military primacy only
at key junctures. Thus, certain episodes will be more revealing than others. Also, scholars have
only very limited access to the private decision-making process of the last four
Administrations. Hence, this fact unavoidably limits any inquiry. Lastly, investigating
Washington’s global policies – at the least, towards Europe, Asia, and the Middle East – would
be empirically too taxing for a project of this size: Relevant evidence could neither be
unearthed nor persuasively presented. On the conceptual side, three challenges appear salient.
First, cases are not independent of each other. Officials in later Administrations built upon the
choices of their predecessors. Second, the aims and actions of various US Administrations
received significant scholarly attention – this makes it difficult to persuade readers that I did
not purposefully design my theory to capture the key dynamics of the selected cases. Third,
readers must be convinced that cases were not selected by how well they fitted the proposed
theory. To alleviate these concerns, I select cases at critical junctures. Being the most revealing
and giving US leaders most leeway, these cases are likely to be the most independent. Further,
I select one case that does not have a significant secondary literature – to reassure readers that
the theory was developed before archival research was conducted. Finally, I select cases that
appear to be easier for rival explanations and harder for mine – to make clear that I did not
chose my theory’s best-fitting pathway.
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1.4 What Did Truman Do?
Corresponding to my theory’s expectations, my empirical work shows that, at the end of the
1940s, the Administration of President Harry Truman concluded military primacy was
necessary if Washington wanted to achieve both of its aims – containing Soviet and communist
expansion and establishing an open international economic order. Within a chaotic world,
American officials wanted to protect democracy and capitalism, but also sought greater
prosperity through a more open international trading system. Western democracies were
willing to accept US economic designs, but only in exchange for Washington shouldering
some of the costs of reconstruction and defense. Soviet leaders prized their war spoils and
doubted the Americans were willing to incur real costs to have their wishes heeded. When
Moscow developed nuclear weapons, fears of economic instability and communist expansion
pushed US leaders towards military superiority. Only primacy would make clear that
Washington meant what it said. To support my claims, I rely upon a review of the vast
available historical literature; upon a fresh reading of previously cited primary sources; and
upon an assessment of less explored archival materials. I visited seven archives to collect
government documents and personal papers, and appraised various American and British
collections. The third chapter discusses the architecture of my data. The review of decisionmaking under Truman offered below is buttressed by the analysis presented in the fourth
chapter.
For almost eight years, Truman’s goals drove America’s choices. Like any politician in a
democracy, he wanted to win elections. Yet, as my theory would predict, Truman and his key
associates were also part of a far-reaching political coalition that wanted to preserve democracy
and capitalism as the American way of life. These elites saw especially capitalism as being
under threat. At home, the Administration worked to achieve stability by bridging differences
between disparate interests. To this end, officials saw economic growth as the best tool towards
dodging agonizing trade-offs. Abroad – as my theory would have them do – US leaders
believed a competitive international arena entailed numerous perils. They were worried first
and foremost by the capabilities and intentions of the Soviet Union. No decision-maker
believed that the Kremlin posed a mortal threat to the United States. And yet, if the Soviets
incorporated crucial industrial areas of Eurasia into their power, the US would be forced to
respond. Such reaction would negatively influence the freedoms so cherished at home. Also,
the spreading out of communist ideology would enhance Soviet power. Finally, if communist
ideology appeared attractive, many around the world would be bound to question capitalism
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and democracy. American reformers welcomed such contests of ideas. Traditionalists detested
them. A more conservative Truman Administration thus placed constraining both Soviet and
communist expansion at the top of its foreign policy agenda.
To Truman officials, while the world was not only full of threats but also harbored some
possibilities, hurdles to US designs were numerous. By war’s end, American producers reined
unchallenged vis-à-vis foreign competitors. Congruent with my theory’s forecasts, a large
domestic market populated by competitive commercial entities was pushing the Administration
to pursue national prosperity through a more open international economic system – one that
incorporated Western Europe and Japan. The internationalist champions of this order were
willing to exaggerate Soviet and ideological threats. In contrast, isolationist conservatives were
prepared to accept economic expansionism in exchange for limiting communism.
Consequently, Truman officials pursued both defensive policies against the Soviet Union and
communism and expansive aims towards building the open order. Overall, it remains
impossible to ascertain the relative weight of defensive and expansive incentives, especially
during the first years after the war. Yet much stood in the way of both type of goals. For
instance, European stability was needed. A significant American presence faced fierce
domestic opposition in the United States. Even financial commitments came only piecemeal.
However, without allies, Washington was left alone towards both of its aims. Thus, US
officials labored to promote political coalitions amenable to Washington’s designs. Europe
needed to be reconstructed. Germany’s industrial potential had to be put to work. Soviet
demands for reparations and influence had to be repelled. Western European concerns had to
be assuaged through European integration and American commitments.
And yet, matching my theory’s expectations, powerful states met these US designs with mixed
reactions. The priorities of the United Kingdom and of the Soviet Union mattered most.
Officials in the UK welcomed US defensive goals vis-à-vis the Soviet Union, but were
ambivalent with respect to America’s expansive economic aims. British elites were aware that
their country’s productive economy would do well within open markets. However, London
would have preferred to continue to exploit the Commonwealth. The new Labour government
disliked the consequences America’s involvement in Europe had upon its own social and
political plans. Nevertheless, British leaders assessed all other available political, economic,
and military alternatives as even less attractive than a transatlantic arrangement. In contrast to
this conditional acceptance in London, the communist apparatus in Moscow saw very few
overlaps with American aims. The hard-fought spoils of war, Soviet long-term influence, and
the regime’s sheer existence – all were at stake. Soviet statesmen calculated whether they could
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somehow frustrate Washington’s designs. Moscow’s leaders understood full well the world’s
power ranking. And yet, they did not believe that a far-away democracy that had constantly
retrenched and demobilized after conflicts was now suddenly willing to accept costs to ensure
others’ obedience. Overall, an ideological approach to capitalism and a poor understanding of
American politics and priorities drove the weaker power into choosing opposition.
In Washington, key officials agreed that, if they wanted others to conform to their wishes, they
had to make use of America’s abundant resources. US planners were convinced that their
country had more than sufficient assets to entice European polities into a transatlantic bargain
and intimidate the leadership in the Kremlin into compliance. Nonetheless, politicians were
constantly wary of the domestic consequences of marshalling such positive and negative
inducements abroad, and relentlessly reluctant to allocate the necessary means. Many in
Washington dreaded that, having few other tools at its disposal, Moscow would decide to use
force. US analysts were concerned that, as a consequence, European leaders would question
American assurances to stand by them. Hence, as my theory would expect it to do, the
Administration decided to merge economic and military instruments of power. Washington
provided its allies not only with financial help, but also with security assurances. Planners
concluded that the Soviets would not provoke a world war that they would surely lose. And
yet, US strategists feared that the Soviets would face “now-or-never” incentives or misjudge
Washington’s stakes in Europe. War could come by mistake. Matching my theory’s
predictions, military commanders wanted forces commensurate with America’s political and
economic ambitions. However, while key decision-makers recognized their country’s lack of
credibility, they believed that for as long as the US held a number of strategic advantages, the
risks were tolerable.
During the second half of 1949, a number of events altered Washington’s strategic
calculations, and pushed US leaders towards military primacy. A US economic recession
aggravated the financial discrepancies across the Atlantic, pressing European leaders to seek
alternatives to an open order. China went Communist, reminding many that the ideological
threat was not averted. Much more important, the Soviet Union tested nuclear weapons.
American pledges to employ atomic arms against a Soviet conventional invasion of Europe
became implausible. A large Soviet nuclear arsenal would also deny the United States its
formidable mobilization capability, US officials realized. Analogous to what my theory would
presume to be the consequences of a nuclearized environment, military planners again pushed
for conventional forces that could keep the Red Army away from Europe’s most prized
industrial areas. Those officials principally concerned with containing the Kremlin and
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preventing communist expansion thought rearmament could still be avoided. In contrast, those
policymakers who wanted both defensive aims and the expansive goal of an open economic
order achieved believed the risks of inaction were too large and that boldness was now the
recipe. The bold outmaneuvered the cautious, but domestic concerns still pushed back against
massive spending. Ultimately, North Korea’s crossing of the 38th parallel elicited the decision
to seek preeminence of force. During its lasts three years in office, the Truman Administration
laid the foundation for a military posture that was to last far into the future.

1.5 Where Did Bush Go?
Fitting my theory’s anticipations, my empirical research makes clear that, at the beginning of
the 1990s, the George H. W. Bush Administration determined military primacy was necessary
if Washington wanted to ensure that the international open economic order remained
unchallenged. American statesmen still wanted to further democracy and capitalism, but
thought both deeply entrenched at home and abroad. Domestic volatility was the greatest
challenge. Economic growth – the best solution. The world remained a highly competitive
arena, but threats were few and opportunities plentiful. Most important, unrestricted markets
still served American prosperity best. Thus, the United States sought to protect and expand the
open economic order. However, American dignitaries feared that European states could have
good reasons to choose protectionism. To avoid such unwanted outcomes, they positioned the
United States as the indispensable security lynchpin within the transforming European
architecture. Faced with both European and global ordering imperatives, defense planners
concluded that superior technologies and preeminent forces were still needed. They would
render credible US assurances to sustain both NATO and all other commitments
circumscribing the wider American order. To back my assertions, I build upon a
comprehensive evaluation of declassified documents in the United States and in Britain; upon
US, UK, Russian, and German collections; and upon various secondary sources, public
documents, and media reporting. The third chapter describes the architecture of the archival
and other materials I use. The review of the Bush Administration’s decision-making presented
here is reinforced by the narrative contained in the fifth chapter.
During the four years he spent in office, Bush was at the helm of foreign policy making. The
President wanted to win elections. But, as my theory would expect, he was also profoundly
committed to safeguarding the democratic and capitalist American way of life. Domestic
volatility was the greatest challenge to these values, and numerous homemade problems
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imperiled stability. Topping the list – the growing government deficit. In addition, countless
domestic factions and institutions pushed for diverging outcomes. Appointees and bureaucrats
– all agreed that steady economic growth would best help solve the deficit problem and avoid
unwanted trade-offs between diverse political constituencies. While the bulk of American
politics happened at home, some of the President’s key goals were affected by the broader
international system. Positive developments notwithstanding, the international environment
remained a competitive arena, US officials believed, consistent with my theory’s predictions.
Those who saw international affairs through rosier lenses were simply romantic, naïve, or
utopian, Washington policymakers concluded. In terms of fundamental dangers from abroad,
there were few. Communist ideology was on its dying bed. Moscow’s material power was
waning. However, the direction of US Soviet policy was contested within the Administration.
Some favored a position of strength, aimed at defeating communism and the Soviet Union once
and for all. Others feared that a dangerous power void would replace retrenching Soviet
control, thereby creating instability and altering a favorable global architecture. Bush
Administration officials sought policy options that could square this circle.
While threats were fading away, US leaders perceived outstanding opportunities abroad to
enhance prosperity at home – but saw hurdles in the way. In contrast to the contemporary
declinist academic consensus, dignitaries in the Bush Administration assessed that the US
economy would remain the largest and most competitive far into the future. As a consequence
of this privileged position, free trade within a growing global market would benefit the United
States most, Washington planners concluded, as my theory would have them do. A more open
globalized economy would generate the growth that would help both avoid painful domestic
trade-offs and navigate international difficulties. There would be protectionist pressures at
home, but enhanced commerce would generate sufficient benefits to mollify opponents. Trade
imbalances could be solved at others’ expense – and Washington had plenty of instruments to
pressure Japan into concessions – but US leaders were painfully aware of the overall costs of
such action. Thus, policymakers sought to expand the open market system – mainly through
the successful negotiation of regional and multilateral trade agreements. At the same time, as
envisaged by my theory, US strategists were very much concerned with and keen to restrict
others’ protectionist impulses. Their main worry: The 1992 further integration of the European
Community in the absence of a Soviet security constraint. To solidify their political and
economic project, the Europeans might be tempted to shield their industries against US
competition, many in Washington feared. Given obvious temptations, repeated European
reassurances to the contrary were of little help.
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American policymakers did not expect their designs – and inherent policy conclusions – to be
unanimously welcomed in Europe. Corresponding to my theory’s expectations, structural
impulses created divergent preferences. Soviet decay produced a German push for
reunification. German prosperity depended upon open markets, constraining any government in
Bonn. Also, German conservatives dreaded too bold a German resurgence. For all that,
German liberals seemed more willing to take the lead in advancing a more independent
European order. Furthermore, to US analysts the German social-democrats appeared to favor
protectionism, Moscow’s inclusion in European affairs, and detachment from American-style
capitalism. Consequently, American leaders feared Germany would abandon NATO – thereby
curtailing US influence over Europe – and were therefore keen to accommodate German
ambitions. The decision-makers in the Kremlin opposed German reunification. Their country
would be again exposed to German power. Their spoils from the last war – completely
vanished. However, with the Soviet economy in shambles, Moscow had few means of
opposition. In Paris, socialist politicians also favored a more European system. Momentarily
however, they were mostly concerned with Germany’s unification plans. Their preferred
solution was deeper integration within European institutions to constrain Germany’s options.
In addition, the French also accepted that, if the Americans were not going to leave Europe
anytime soon, they should play a security role vis-à-vis Germany and Russia. Finally, London
shared Washington’s global economic plans, but opposed German unification. British leaders
tried all tricks of the trade, but concluded that they could not stop the Germans if the
Americans had their back.
The Bush Administration recognized that it had arrived at a critical juncture in world politics.
Matching my theory’s predictions, the Administration resolved to fuse military and economic
means of power towards a wider political strategy. Ultimately, Washington used its leverage to
retain, adapt, and entrench transatlantic arrangements and institutions. These bargains
sidestepped unfavorable outcomes. They came at a cost, but provided the US with influence
into the future. Administration officials assessed early on that disengagement from Europe
could either bring back instability to the continent or facilitate the emergence of an
unpredictable and powerful world actor. Consequences were hard to fathom, but most
scenarios seemed gloomy. In the near future, Europeans could become more protectionist.
More worrisome, long-term they could embrace a less open social order. To elude such
negative potential outcomes, the US employed its security assets to mold transatlantic political
and economic ties. Washington welcomed European integration, backed German reunification,
and pledged to upkeep NATO and US forces on the continent. Europeans could now further
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their prosperity, tie town the German Gulliver through both further integration and the
American presence, and delegate security provision to Washington. Continuous engagement in
Europe would yield significant domestic costs, US politicians realized. However, European
security would remain organized through institutions that gave Washington almost all levers.
Economic competition would continue. The prominent American position could not always be
converted into control. But the Europeans would understand the limits of their independence.
Given its aims, priorities, and policy steps, Administration planners resolved that military
primacy remained necessary. To retain influence over Europe, the White House had established
the United States as the indispensable guarantor of the continent’s security. Now, the US had to
convince both friends and foes of its commitment to sustain this system. Washington could
have its way by threatening to withdraw its assurances. Accordingly, Europeans wanted to both
limit US control over their future and, as my theory would foresee, receive credible assurances
that Washington was willing to shoulder its new role. It did not help that the popular mood at
home pressed against new US obligations. And yet, if others did not trust America’s threats
and promises, they would have few reasons to abide by US rules. Domestic politics generated
mixed signals: Washington crushed Iraq’s ambitions, but stayed away from Yugoslavia.
However, US leaders did not want to fight wars. Conforming to my theory’s prophecies, they
wanted to persuade both unswerving regional actors and rising great powers that preparing to
use force was pointless. To such ends, agile and ready forces had to be able to overwhelm any
regional adversary. A wide technological gap had to dissuade any potential rival. Absent
additional efforts, the United States could remain the most powerful nation for a decade or two.
However, to achieve the broad politico-economic ambitions needed to further the prosperity of
the American people, Washington had to prepare to remain the lonely superpower far into the
next century.
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2 A Theory of US Military Primacy
This chapter offers a theory for why, over the past seven decades, the US government has
opted to establish military superiority relative to all other states within the international system.
My overarching claim is that US leaders desire military primacy because they find it necessary
to safeguard and to advance democracy and capitalism – by shielding the polity from foreign
interference or by enhancing the country’s long-term economic wealth.1 As discussed in the
introduction, my bare-bone argument is that in an anarchic, nuclear armed, and technologically
advanced international system, the democratically elected leaders of the largest and highly
productive capitalist economy are pushed towards the conclusion that only overwhelming
military force can render credible swift and relatively inexpensive victories against strategic
competitors. Hence, even under great disparity of stakes, such preeminence of force helps US
leaders attain their preferred politico-economic goals. Overall, my theory makes transparent
how military and economic instruments of statecraft are integrated within a political
framework. Below, I lay out the inner-workings of my argument – a mechanism illuminating
the necessary cogs, wheels, and transmission belts linking US leaders to military preeminence.
Given the contested nature of theory within IR, I start by spelling out a series of commitments.
I take scientific realism as the foundation of my work.2 Therefore, I accept as the outmost
underpinning of my inquiry the ontological position that a real world exists independent of the
analysts thinking and talking.3 Within this very logic, I take a theory to be a systematic
reflection on phenomena that aims to provide a causal story of how these analyzed phenomena
are connected in a meaningful way.4 Given the question under investigation, I expect this
1

I employ the terms military dominance, preeminence, primacy, predominance, or superiority as synonyms for
defining this observable US military posture that I desire to find an explanation for.
2
My choice is in contrast to scientific realism’s competitors, social constructivism and instrumentalism. Colin
Wight, “A Manifesto for Scientific Realism in IR: Assuming the Can-Opener Won’t Work!,” Millennium 35, no.
2 (2007): 379–98; or Anjan Chakravartty, “Scientific Realism,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed.
Edward N. Zalta, 2014.
3
This implies a world within which it is possible to adjudicate what is valid and what is not in a scholar’s
theorizing. This assumption builds upon James N. Rosenau’s belief that in order to think theoretically, one has to
“be able to assume that human affairs are founded on an underlying order.” James N. Rosenau, Scientific Study of
Foreign Policy (New York: Frances Pinter Publishers, 1980), 24; for a discussion of the imperative to clearly state
one’s foundational commitments, Tim Dunne, Lene Hansen, and Colin Wight, “The End of International
Relations Theory?,” European Journal of International Relations 19, no. 3 (2013): 405–25; and Paul K.
MacDonald, “Useful Fiction or Miracle Maker: The Competing Epistemological Foundations of Rational Choice
Theory,” The American Political Science Review 97, no. 4 (2003): 551–65.
4
I rely mainly on James E. Dougherty and Robert L. Pfaltzgraff, Contending Theories of International Relations
(New York: Longman, 1997), 15; but also on John J. Mearsheimer and Stephen M. Walt, “Leaving Theory
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meaningful connection to involve a number of intertwined causal factors. Therefore, I posit
that a useful theory should identify a causal mechanism that links these alleged elements to
produce the expected outcome.5 In turn, a mechanism-based explanation does not just identify
necessary elements (or variables), but makes transparent the causal process leading to the
outcome.6 In other words, such a mechanism needs to specify its micro-foundations – the cogs
– and link them to the other building blocks – the wheels – through a number of causal
relations – the transmission belts.7
But how to build such a mechanism? To specify the micro-foundations that allow for
elaborating such an “as-concrete-as-possible” theory, it is necessary to move down the “ladder
of generality.” One has to not only start from reasonable approximations of political life, but
one has to also identify more circumscribed scope conditions that allow additional
specifications to be drawn upon.8 In other words, the more bounded the realm one wants to
investigate, the more details one has to include to a useful picture of it.9 Consequently, I
propose to trade a certain degree of parsimony for additional explanatory power.10 There is no
blueprint for “inventing” such a “somewhat-less-parsimonious” theory.11 One could alter an
behind: Why Simplistic Hypothesis Testing Is Bad for International Relations,” European Journal of
International Relations 19, no. 3 (September 2013): 430–33.
5
Andrew Bennett, “The Mother of All Isms: Causal Mechanisms and Structured Pluralism in International
Relations Theory,” European Journal of International Relations 19, no. 3 (2013): 465–66.
6
Peter Hedström and Petri Ylikoski, “Causal Mechanisms in the Social Sciences,” Annual Review of Sociology 36
(2010): 49–67; some of the mechanism’s parts might at times be unobservable, but until a better mechanism
comes along, the one purported by the theory is alleged to reflect what is happening in the real world. See Daniel
Little, Varieties of Social Explanation: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Social Science (Boulder: Westview
Press, 1991); and Arthur L. Stinchcombe, “The Conditions of Fruitfulness of Theorizing About Mechanisms in
Social Science,” Philosophy of the Social Sciences 21, no. 3 (September 1991): 367–88.
7
I build upon Thomas Gschwend and Frank Schimmelfennig, “Designing Research in Political Science - A
Dialogue between Theory and Data,” in Research Design in Political Science: How to Practice What They
Preach, ed. Thomas Gschwend and Frank Schimmelfennig (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 1–18.
8
In doing so, I follow many a scholar’s advice. Compare Robert O. Keohane, “Theory of World Politics:
Structural Realism and Beyond,” in Neorealism and Its Critics, ed. Robert O. Keohane (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1986), 188–89; Robert Jervis, “Complexity and the Analysis of Political and Social Life,”
Political Science Quarterly 112, no. 4 (Winter 1997): 569–93; John Lewis Gaddis, “In Defense of Particular
Generalizations: Rewriting Cold War History, Rethinking International Relations Theory,” in Bridges and
Boundaries: Historians, Political Scientists, and the Study of International Relations, ed. Colin Elman and Miriam
Fendius Elman (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2001), 301–26; and David A. Lake, “Theory Is Dead, Long Live Theory:
The End of the Great Debates and the Rise of Eclecticism in International Relations,” European Journal of
International Relations 19, no. 3 (2013): 575.
9
This goes back to Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading: Addison-Wesley, 1979), 8; and
to the Second Image in Man, the State, and War: A Theoretical Analysis (New York: Columbia University Press,
2001).
10
I respond to the advice in Fred Chernoff, Explanation and Progress in Security Studies: Bridging Theoretical
Divides in International Relations (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2014).
11
Ole Wæver, “Waltz’s Theory of Theory,” International Relations 23, no. 2 (June 2009): 201–22; the logic
presented here builds upon Tim Büthe, “Taking Temporality Seriously: Modeling History and the Use of
Narratives as Evidence,” The American Political Science Review 96, no. 3 (September 2002): 481–93; but also on
insights from international political economy, detailed in Benjamin Cohen, “The IPE of Money Revisited,”
Review of International Political Economy 24, no. 4 (2017): 657–80; or, earlier, David A. Lake, “Open Economy
Politics: A Critical Review,” The Review of International Organizations 4, no. 3 (September 2009): 219–44.
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existing framework by adding additional details that appear useful. 12 One could merge
concepts from another field with available theories.13 One could also proceed inductively,
extrapolating from case study analysis.14 However, the most auspicious – but also the most
uncertain – path appears to start from a clean theoretical slate, and engage in a dialogue
between available general empirical findings from various sub-disciplines, and well-weathered
abstract causal claims.15 For this project, I choose this third approach.
The next question is what findings and claims I should employ. My implicit assumption is that
knowledge does add up and that imagination can tie together midrange mechanisms into a
larger framework. Therefore, my main conceptual contribution is the fusing of findings and
ideas from various fields into a novel theoretical argument. To build such a theory, I strive to
bridge the gap between scholarship in American and democratic politics, in international
political economy, and in security studies. Thus, to theorize the behavior of US decisionmakers from the late 1940s to the late 2010s – from Harry Truman to Donald Trump – I mainly
rely upon scholarly findings (a) on the most important domestic characteristics of the United
States, (b) on the fundamental features of the international system as it existed during these
seven decades, and (c) on the nature of military technologies available to the relevant actors.16
Consequently, I build upon insights on the democratic and capitalist nature of the US political
system and the size and productivity of the US economy – as the most central attributes of this
particular polity. Also, I depend on scholarship on the anarchic nature of the international
system, on the role of power in contemporary foreign affairs, and on the implications of
nuclear weapons and military modernization – as the key systemic and military features of this
historical era.
Eight consecutive sections detail my argument. Each of these sections derives a set of
empirical predictions – throughout the chapter, all of the thirty five implications are numbered

12

See, for instance, Norrin M. Ripsman, Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, and Steven E. Lobell, Neoclassical Realist Theory
of International Politics (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016).
13
An example is Robert Jervis, How Statesmen Think: The Psychology of International Politics (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2017).
14
For examples in this tradition, John Lewis Gaddis, Strategies of Containment: A Critical Appraisal of American
National Security Policy during the Cold War (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982); James M.
McCormick, American Foreign Policy and Process (Boston: Wadsworth Publishing, 2013); or William Appleman
Williams, The Tragedy of American Diplomacy, 50th Anniversary Edition (New York: Norton & Company,
2009).
15
The imagination of the theory-builder has to be both stimulated and constrained by data and well-weathered
hypotheses, Mario Bunge wrote in “How Does It Work? The Search for Explanatory Mechanisms,” Philosophy of
the Social Sciences 34, no. 2 (June 2004): 200.
16
To take this approach, I rely upon Andrew Moravcsik, “Taking Preferences Seriously: A Liberal Theory of
International Politics,” International Organization 51, no. 4 (October 1997): 513–53.
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in parentheses. The last section summarizes the argument’s fundamentals and discusses the
need for empirical testing. The mechanism I propose is illustrated by the figure below.17

2.1 Domestic Drivers & American Leaders
Leaders matter, and US Presidents matter most – this is the starting point of my theorizing. The
US government’s pursuit of preeminent military capabilities is a consequence of deliberate
organizational decision-making processes. Thus, what matters is who decides and what drives
the choices these particular individuals make on behalf of the state they govern.18 Within the
US political system, notwithstanding permanent bureaucracies and other influential domestic
actors, democratically elected leaders are the ultimate decision-makers.
17

19

Essential

The diagram draws upon “Coleman’s Bathtub,” an expository vehicle designed to explain how micro-level
action is linked to macro level structures. James Coleman, Foundations of Social Theory (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1990).
18
States may vary in their aims from desiring to conquer the world to simply wanting to be left alone, once
claimed Kenneth Waltz to justify his sole theoretical focus on the survival goal. Waltz, Theory of International
Politics, 91; for the most recent neorealist discussion, Sebastian Rosato, “The Inscrutable Intentions of Great
Powers,” International Security 39, no. 3 (Winter 2015): 48–88; while such variation is certainly theoretically
possible, I assume that available scholarship on a particular state’s decision-making processes and the underlying
interests of the involved decision-makers is likely to provide more guidance in this respect. Jeffry A. Frieden,
“Actors and Preferences in International Relations,” in Strategic Choice and International Relations, ed. David A.
Lake and Robert Powell (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 39–76.
19
For a review, McCormick, Cengage Advantage, 249–95; also, Robert A. Dahl, Democracy and Its Critics (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1991); B. Dan Wood and Richard W. Waterman, “The Dynamics of Political
Control of the Bureaucracy,” The American Political Science Review 85, no. 3 (September 1991): 801–28; and
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governmental choices – particularly those that necessitate vast societal resources – commonly
require the consent of the state’s leaders.20 The US President is the most relevant individual for
the question asked here. Whatever cognitive shortcuts inescapably fallible leaders might
employ, their policy choices are most often geared towards maximizing the expected gains in
relation to their own preferences – those interests that determine how one rank-orders possible
outcomes.21 Throughout the seven decades under investigation here, the United States has been
a consolidated democracy. Relying upon scholarship on American and democratic politics, this
section submits that US elected leaders desire to win elections and preserve the democratic
system. To secure these ends, they are inclined to back the particular interests of the powerful,
but, more important, to bolster the material prosperity of the nation at large.
In consolidated democracies, leaders care about winning elections and preserving political
stability. In the short-term, democratic leaders’ chief desire seems to be to retain office.
Therefore, they pursue policies conducive to electoral success.22 However, democratic politics
involve virtually unavoidable lapses from power, followed by subsequent electoral competition
for office. Thus, in order to again compete in the democratic electoral contest, political elites
need to ensure the domestic stability of democracy as a political system over the long-term,
while ideally molding the system so as to be auspicious to their recurring success at the ballot
box.23 Leaders will also desire the preservation of their system of government for numerous
additional reasons. One among many is, for instance, the fact that their success within the
given system is certain, while uncertainty cannot be eliminated with respect to their position
within any alternative system of government. Thus, leaders can be idealists or pragmatists,
egoists or patriots; and yet, the structural imperatives of reaching and remaining at the
pinnacles of power within an established democracy push them to pursue action that enhances

Stephen D. Krasner, Defending the National Interest: Raw Materials Investments and U.S. Foreign Policy
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978).
20
Michael C. Horowitz, Allan C. Stam, and Cali M. Ellis, Why Leaders Fight (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2015); or Jacques E. C. Hymans, The Psychology of Nuclear Proliferation: Identity, Emotions and Foreign
Policy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006); for a review, Robert Jervis, “Do Leaders Matter and How
Would We Know?,” Security Studies 22, no. 2 (2013): 153–179. This is not to deny that most foreign policy is
made at the lower levels of government, thereby endowing various domestic centers of power with great latitude.
All what is claimed is that the consent of the state’s highest leaders is required.
21
Alex Mintz, “How Do Leaders Make Decisions? A Poliheuristic Perspective,” Journal of Conflict Resolution
48, no. 1 (February 2004): 3–13.
22
A review of the available scholarship is Scott Ashworth, “Electoral Accountability: Recent Theoretical and
Empirical Work,” Annual Review of Political Science 15, no. 1 (June 2012): 183–201.
23
Milan W. Svolik, “Learning to Love Democracy: Electoral Accountability and the Success of Democracy,”
American Journal of Political Science 57, no. 3 (July 2013): 685–702; Stephen D. Krasner, Sovereignty
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999); or Barry R. Weingast, “The Political Foundations of Democracy
and the Rule of Law,” The American Political Science Review 91, no. 2 (June 1997): 245–63. This argument is a
strong simplification for the purpose of theory building.
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the chances of short- and long-term reelection while, at the same time, securing the overall
democratic system.24
Whose bidding an elected leader does in order to attain or stay in power and to safeguard the
political order remains a contested question within several fields of inquiry. Many suggest
economic elites and leaders of interest groups enjoy the benefit of having their stated
preferences receive greater attention than the majority of the population. 25 This is not
surprising. Not only are economic elites closely tied to political leaders through various social
networks, but interest groups are much better than the broader public at bundling resources to
achieve their goals.26 For instance, business interests are able to concentrate resources in order
to successfully lobby legislators to avoid regulation that would ultimately benefit the broader
public. In contrast, the complexity of regulatory legislation renders popular mobilization
difficult.27 Much more important, however, is the fact that economic elites inherently play a
uniquely privileged role within capitalist democracies. Such states are innately dependent on
investment and production by private actors, without whose cooperation the fundamental roots
of a stable political system are imperiled.28 For example, global digital leaders headquartered in
Silicon Valley are a great boon to the American economy, and it is this very fact – more than
any social network – that allows them to also wield political influence in Washington.29

24

Theda Skocpol, “Bringing the State Back In: Strategies of Analysis in Current Research,” in Bringing the State
Back In, ed. Peter B. Evans, Dietrich Rueschemeyer, and Theda Skocpol (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1985), 9–12.
25
Martin Gilens and Benjamin I. Page, “Testing Theories of American Politics: Elites, Interest Groups, and
Average Citizens,” Perspectives on Politics 12, no. 3 (September 2014): 564–81; Douglas L. Kriner and Andrew
Reeves, “Presidential Particularism and Divide-the-Dollar Politics,” American Political Science Review 109, no. 1
(February 2015): 155–171; or Lawrence R. Jacobs and Benjamin I. Page, “Who Influences U.S. Foreign Policy?,”
American Political Science Review 99, no. 1 (February 2005): 107–123; see also Omar S. Bashir, “Testing
Inferences about American Politics: A Review of the ‘Oligarchy’ Result,” Research & Politics 2, no. 4 (December
2015): 1–7; and Peter K. Enns, “Relative Policy Support and Coincidental Representation,” Perspectives on
Politics 13, no. 4 (December 2015): 1053–64.
26
Michael Dreiling and Derek Darves, “Corporate Unity in American Trade Policy: A Network Analysis of
Corporate-Dyad Political Action,” American Journal of Sociology 116, no. 5 (March 2011): 1514–63; Val Burris,
“Interlocking Directorates and Political Cohesion among Corporate Elites,” American Journal of Sociology 111,
no. 1 (July 2005): 249–83; Mark S. Mizruchi, “What Do Interlocks Do? An Analysis, Critique, and Assessment of
Research on Interlocking Directorates,” Annual Review of Sociology 22 (1996): 271–98; or Gene M. Grossman
and Elhanan Helpman, “Protection for Sale,” The American Economic Review 84, no. 4 (September 1994): 833–
50.
27
Ronald J. Hrebenar and Ruth K. Scott, Interest Group Politics in America (New York: Routledge, 2015).
28
Thomas Paster, “Bringing Power Back In: A Review of the Literature on the Role of Business in Welfare State
Politics,” MPIfG Discussion Paper (Cologne: Max Planck Institute for the Study of Societies, 2015); and Tasha
Fairfield, Private Wealth and Public Revenue in Latin America: Business Power and Tax Politics (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2015); foundational arguments are Jacob S. Hacker and Paul Pierson, “Business
Power and Social Policy: Employers and the Formation of the American Welfare State,” Politics & Society 30, no.
2 (June 2002): 277–325; and Adam Przeworski and Michael Wallerstein, “Structural Dependence of the State on
Capital,” American Political Science Review 82, no. 1 (March 1988): 11–29.
29
Tim Bartley, “Transnational Corporations and Global Governance,” Annual Review of Sociology 44, no. 1
(2018): 145-65.
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Various centers of power notwithstanding, much suggests that the electoral process
incentivizes leaders to assuage the preferences of broad segments of the population. When they
go to the ballot box, average citizens seek to assess past government performance in taking
forward-looking decisions.30 Overall, voters seem to employ heuristic indicators in order to
monitor the government’s actions.31 The relatively wide breadth of selectorates and winning
coalitions in a developed democracy appears to incentivize leaders to generate policy
accomplishments that are enjoyed by a broad majority of the citizenry.32 Therefore, at least at
the greatest level of abstraction necessary for this theory-building endeavor, competitive
elections seem to somewhat align public policy with the preferences of the citizenry by
motivating political leaders to pursue at least some results that voters desire.33 These results are
almost always messy compromises – settlements that satisfy nobody fully, but allow most to
accept and accommodate the outcome. Overall, this suggests that any US leader that ignores
the most fundamental desires of the majority of the electorate will do so to his own detriment.
Within democratic societies, various groups, factions, or classes inevitably come to hold
divergent interests, yet, where citizens, elites, and leaders do seem to converge is in their
common desire for overall economic growth. 34 In relation to winning elections, scholars have
provided persuasive evidence that voters primarily reward governments for good economic
performance and punish them for bad.35 Significant scholarship advances the view that longerterm forces of social cleavage and ideological identification influence many a voter, but the
electoral balance in a particular election is likely to be tilted by shorter-term economic

30

For a review, Andrew Healy and Neil Malhotra, “Retrospective Voting Reconsidered,” Annual Review of
Political Science 16, no. 1 (May 2013): 301.
31
Arthur Lupia and Mathew D. McCubbins, The Democratic Dilemma: Can Citizens Learn What They Need to
Know? (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).
32
Mainly Robert S. Erikson, Michael B. Mackuen, and James A. Stimson, The Macro Polity (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2002); but also Bruce Bueno De Mesquita et al., “Policy Failure and Political
Survival: The Contribution of Political Institutions,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 43, no. 2 (April 1999): 147–
61.
33
James D. Fearon, “Self-Enforcing Democracy,” The Quarterly Journal of Economics 126, no. 4 (2011): 1661–
1708. Many have argued leaders’ policies and the majority’s stated preferences do not overlap. Nothing in this
argument contradicts this finding. I am only suggesting leaders have an incentive to produce some outcomes that
are desired by the electorate. The ultimate bottom line is that political forces that seek success must “deliver
valued goods, rather than empty rhetoric.” Richard Nadeau, Michael S. Lewis-Beck, and Éric Bélanger,
“Economics and Elections Revisited,” Comparative Political Studies 46, no. 5 (May 2013): 551–73; also Alberto
Alesina, John Londregan, and Howard Rosenthal, “A Model of the Political Economy of the United States.,”
American Political Science Review 87, no. 1 (March 1993): 12–33.
34
Kay Lehman Schlozman, Sidney Verba, and Henry E. Brady, The Unheavenly Chorus: Unequal Political Voice
and the Broken Promise of American Democracy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013).
35
Andrew Healy and Gabriel S. Lenz, “Substituting the End for the Whole: Why Voters Respond Primarily to the
Election-Year Economy,” American Journal of Political Science 58, no. 1 (January 2014): 31–47; or Michael S.
Lewis-Beck, Nicholas F. Martini, and D. Roderick Kiewiet, “The Nature of Economic Perceptions in Mass
Publics,” Electoral Studies 32, no. 3 (September 2013): 524–28.
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evaluations.36 This economic calculus also pertains to safeguarding the democratic system.
While an economic recession appears to be conducive to the breakdown of democracy,
economic development seems to play a crucial role in consolidating democracies.37 Seymour
Lipset’s half-century old argument that “the more well-to-do a nation, the greater the chances
that it will sustain democracy” thus appears to truly be valid as a foundation for leaders’
policy-choices.38
Four empirical implications arise from this first section. First, (1) leaders in Washington should
be observed seeking measures that improve their odds of short- and long-term success at the
ballot box while, concomitantly, safeguard the overall democratic system. Second, (2) these
leaders should prefer policies that are congruent with the particular interests of powerful
interest groups. Third, (3) however, leaders should be very much concerned with broad
outcomes they assess a majority of the voters desire. Finally, (4) US leaders should believe
nothing to be cherished more than economic prosperity, and seek overall growth in order to
avoid painful trade-offs. Within a polity as large as the United States, leaders are bound to
pursue the above outlined goals mostly within a domestic context. Some of these aims could,
however, be impacted – both negatively and positively – by the wishes and assets of
individuals living abroad. At times, US leaders may be tempted to either safeguard or satisfy
their interests within the international arena. To allow for the subsequent specification of
international goals, the next section explores how American leaders can be expected to
conceive of such foreign dealings.

36

Mark Andreas Kayser and Christopher Wlezien, “Performance Pressure: Patterns of Partisanship and the
Economic Vote,” European Journal of Political Research 50, no. 3 (May 2011): 365–94; for the classic
contribution, Morris P. Fiorina, Retrospective Voting in American National Elections (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1981).
37
Milan Svolik, “Authoritarian Reversals and Democratic Consolidation,” American Political Science Review
102, no. 2 (May 2008): 153–168; and Adam Przeworski, “Self-Enforcing Democracy,” in The Oxford Handbook
of Political Economy, ed. Barry R. Weingast and Donald A. Wittman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008),
312–28; see also Adam Przeworski et al., “What Makes Democracies Endure?,” Journal of Democracy 7, no. 1
(1996): 39–55; Stephan Haggard and Robert R. Kaufman, The Political Economy of Democratic Transitions
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995); and, for a brief discussion, Robert A. Dahl and Ian Shapiro, On
Democracy (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015), 167–70.
38
“Some Social Requisites of Democracy: Economic Development and Political Legitimacy,” American Political
Science Review 53, no. 1 (March 1959): 69–105; also Carles Boix, “Democracy, Development, and the
International System,” American Political Science Review 105, no. 4 (November 2011): 809–828; for a historian
reaching the same conclusions inductively, Charles S. Maier, “The Politics of Productivity: Foundations of
American International Economic Policy after World War II,” International Organization 31, no. 4 (Autumn
1977): 607–33.
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2.2 International Interactions
Foreign policies are measures primarily employed by policy-makers to enable their state’s
interactions with other countries.39 Yet every deliberate foreign policy choice is necessarily
interactive: Any selected approach is ultimately a function of the expected reactions of others.
Consequently, any theory endeavoring to explain what and why a particular state could seek
abroad has to establish a set of fundamentals that govern the relevant statesmen’s expectations
of their peers’ behavior. Towards this end, this section theorizes international interactions as
seen from Washington during the seven decades under consideration. Much in this section
builds upon the work of Robert Gilpin, but I also owe a debt of gratitude to his disciples.40
Ultimately, I seek to avoid being trapped into the top-down vs bottom-up debate between
Realists and Liberals, but to incorporate both schools’ insights into a limited structural
framework upon which subsequent theoretical constructs can be erected. 41 Alone, this
framework can explain little. Integrated within the broader mechanism – the task of the
subsequent sections –, it can illuminate pressures and constraints US leaders are likely to face.
This is a theory about states, leaders, and interactions within an anarchic system. States – as
sovereign territorial units – are the main actors within the international system circumscribed
by my theory. As argued above, leaders are taken to be the main forces behind their state’s core
choices. In pursuit of parsimony, I assume that in order to take decisions, such calculating
leaders primarily rely upon a probabilistic material cost-benefit framework: All actions are
forward-looking, meaning that actors adjust their behavior in the expectation of future benefits
or costs. In turn, these leaders attempt to influence the calculations of others by manipulating
their cost-benefit structures.42 Within this logic, sovereign states attempt to satisfy their own
interests. National leaders emerge from domestic political contests. They guide their states
through an international environment populated by units that are mainly beholden to no higher
39

James N. Rosenau, Scientific Study of Foreign Policy (New York: Free Press, 1971); or Derek Beach, Analyzing
Foreign Policy (Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012).
40
Robert Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983); Jonathan
Kirshner, “The Economic Sins of Modern IR Theory and the Classical Realist Alternative,” World Politics 67, no.
1 (January 2015): 155–183; Stephen G. Brooks, “Dueling Realisms,” International Organization 51, no. 3 (June
1997): 445–477; William C. Wohlforth, “Gilpinian Realism and International Relations,” International Relations
25, no. 4 (2011): 499–511; also Paul Schroeder, “Historical Reality vs. Neo-Realist Theory,” International
Security 19, no. 1 (Summer 1994): 108–148; and R. Harrison Wagner, War and the State: The Theory of
International Politics (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2007).
41
Kevin Narizny, “On Systemic Paradigms and Domestic Politics: A Critique of the Newest Realism,”
International Security 42, no. 2 (Fall 2017): 155–90.
42
Michael Mastanduno, David A. Lake, and G. John Ikenberry, “Toward a Realist Theory of State Action,”
International Studies Quarterly 33, no. 4 (December 1989): 457–74; for a similar rationale, Christopher F. Gelpi
and Joseph M. Grieco, “Democracy, Interdependence, and the Sources of the Liberal Peace,” Journal of Peace
Research 45, no. 1 (2008): 17–36. I am grateful to Sascha Langenbach for long discussions and numerous insights
on this topic.
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authority than themselves. Such anarchy does not imply a lack of order or hierarchy, but only
the absence of a central authority in possession of an unquestioned capability and an inherent
responsibility to regulate the system.43 Hence, I claim that state leaders interact internationally
to conciliate whatever interests they have forged domestically.
In their interactions within a competitive setting, leaders can act to the advantage of all
involved. Given the lack of a central authority, domestically generated priorities, and scarce
resources, ours remains a “self-help” international system.44 The international environment is
necessarily competitive, propelling leaders to rely mainly on their state’s resources to achieve
whatever goals they have – if necessary at the expense of others. Nevertheless, the degree of
egoism, the strength of the desire to maximize preferences, and the level of willingness to
abuse others – they all remain functions of the domestic realm’s interaction with the constraints
of the international system.45 Within this structure, leaders can make choices as to how their
states operate abroad in pursuit of their interests.46 Such action can be to the mutual benefit of
all the actors involved – a behavior typically termed cooperation. Cooperation does not imply
equally distributed gains or the absence of trade-offs. 47 However, as per this definition,
cooperation is not something that emerges from one side’s disposition to negatively affect what
the other currently holds dear.48
An example best explains such cooperation, and a historical illustration might prove useful. For
instance, enhanced trade would benefit a state A much more than state B, but B has no
alternative trading partners; hence, B accepts the unequal bargain and hopes for better days; A
need not threaten to take something away from B for the interaction to take place. During the
1930s, Germany became keen to obtain Eastern European foodstuffs and raw materials. With
the onset of the Depression, no other country was in a position to absorb Eastern European
agricultural production. Berlin’s trade offensive led to economic and, ultimately, political
dependence. Eastern European elites understood the trade-offs. For strategic, cultural, and
ideological reasons, many would have preferred either no German economic expansion or
increased French involvement in the region. For example, democrats realized that their mode
of organizing their states could potentially be endangered. And yet, absent a better alternative
43

David A. Lake, Hierarchy in International Relations (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2009); also, Robert O.
Keohane, “Reciprocity in International Relations,” International Organization 40, no. 1 (Winter 1986): 1–27.
44
Waltz, Theory of International Politics, 105–7.
45
Peter Gourevitch, “The Second Image Reversed: The International Sources of Domestic Politics,” International
Organization 32, no. 4 (Autumn 1978): 881–912.
46
Robert G. Gilpin, “No One Loves a Political Realist,” Security Studies 5, no. 3 (1996): 3–26.
47
Albert O. Hirschman, National Power and the Structure of Foreign Trade (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1981).
48
These ideas draw from Lloyd Gruber, Ruling the World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000).
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and the pressing need to alleviate material constraints by exporting agricultural products,
Eastern European leaders accepted Berlin’s bargain. Germany gained influence without having
to – to these ends – threaten conquest or destruction.49
In contrast to cooperation, states’ expansive action abroad can also involve injury to other
actors – historical examples abound. Nothing implies that such predation will not generate any
positive results for the target state.50 Nevertheless, as per this definition, absent an assertion by
the predatory actor that it will act to imperil something of value to it, the target state would not
accept the interaction. For instance: While an increase in trade would benefit both states A and
B, state B has better options available; however, A’s disposition to interrupt B’s economic
relations with others induces B to trade with A. To provide a case in point, after World War II,
even communist governments in Central Europe were keen to rekindle their traditional trade
connections with Western Europe. However, Moscow saw few benefits in such linkage and
coerced its satellites to this end.51 In response to expansive action that involves predation,
leaders can decide to act defensively. Such defensive action entails expending resources to
deter or mitigate the predation of others. In the above example, B could employ some leverage
to pressure A to abandon its intention to prevent B from trading with others. With respect to
Central Europe, some tried at times to gain some leeway – the Soviets employed raw power to
regain control.52
A lot of scholarly work has suggested that leaders base their decisions to act abroad upon an
aggregation of perceptions about benefits, abilities, costs, and risks. 53 Thus, the four
fundamental question are: What can be gained? What resources can be used to that end? What
will probably be spent? And what will be lost if all goes wrong? Hence, when one of these four
elements is seen as having been altered, leaders are encouraged to shape the international
environment to their benefit, and evaluate – under a certain degree of uncertainty – the
49
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potential gains and losses of exercising their options.54 Decision-makers are thus concerned
with both their own and their adversaries’ perceptions of the current and future distribution of
resources; the interests of the involved leaders; the changing opportunities for gain; and the
shifting risks of incurring costs – the main elements determining the costs-benefit equations of
action.55 In other words, when changes occur, A gauges the risks of incurring costs when
employing resources to gain something from an interaction with B. Having identified an –
often uncertain – answer to this equation, leaders decide to proceed or stand down.
Thus, if A’s leaders decide to go ahead, and if their actions involve predation, this usually
impinges upon the specific interests of B’s leaders. These decision-makers therefore need to
solve their own state’s equation of defensive action.56 The purpose of a defensive investment is
to alter the predatory actor’s reasoning – narrowing the gap between its expected benefits from
action and its estimated costs.57 For example, if A hoped to gain territory from B merely by
threatening war, B can radically increase A’s costs by taking steps that oblige A to actually use
force to seize the disputed piece of land. Thus, calculating leaders are motivated to accept
demands when the assessed costs of deterring the predatory actor are higher than the expected
costs of accommodating its desires. When satisfying B’s demands is cheap, but opposing B is
relatively more expensive, then A is likely to give in. Equally, leaders will want to invest
resources to change the predator’s equation only when accommodation is more onerous than
opposition. To cite the most extreme example, when B’s demands would jeopardize A’s
survival as a political entity, A’s leaders will spend as much as needed – and everything, if
necessary – to secure their existence for another day.58
Limited as it is, this framework still yields six predictions. First, (5) US leaders should be seen
evaluating expected costs and benefits in order to assess whether their domestic interests can be
achieved through exercising their state’s capabilities abroad. Second, (6) within this cost54
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benefit assessment, they should often deem cooperative approaches less onerous, but consider
taking action to the detriment of other states whenever the expected benefits exceed the
potential costs. Third, (7) Washington’s decision makers should presume such cost-benefit
frameworks to be universally adopted. Thus, fourth, (8) American policy makers should expect
foreign leaders to accept US demands when they recognize accommodation to be cheaper than
deterrence and resist when opposition is less onerous than consent. Lastly, (9) US leaders
should be observed to be concerned with both their own and their adversaries’ perception of
the distribution of resources, of the existent interests of the involved leaders, of the changing
opportunities for gain, and the shifting risks of incurring costs.

2.3 US Leaders & International Goals
Given its relaxed assumptions, the framework developed in the above section is of limited use
in the absence of additional specifications. Its ability to yield valuable insights rises and falls
with the analyst’s (a) identification of the relevant US leaders’ specific interests; (b)
understanding of the particular strategies through which these leaders conceive of pursuing
these interests at the international level; and (c) a subsequent analysis of the instruments of
influence undergirding these strategies. Thus, while the next segments of this chapter will
address the latter points, this third section starts by integrating the particular domestic interests
identified in the first section of this chapter into the framework from the second section.
Overall, I argue in this section that it is only within a particularly malign or utterly permissive
international environment that US leaders should be likely to engage massive resources in
pursuit of their goals of entity survival, domestic regime protection, short-term electoral gain,
or special interests aiding. I conclude that, for most of the seven decades under investigation
here, the international environment does not seem to have been either as malign or as
permissive to warrant military primacy. Thus, I suggest investigating the final expansive goal –
wealth enhancement.
To start, the essential preferences of US leaders for both electoral success and the preservation
of the political system lead to the specification of two defensive aims: Safeguarding the
survival of the entity and protecting the domestic regime against external pressures.59 First, the
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survival imperative is a useful starting point for analyzing leaders’ interests.60 If decisionmakers conclude that there is a high probability of an adversary attempting to threaten the
sheer existence of their state, then they have a strong incentive to allocate a vast majority of the
resources at their disposal to change the aggressor’s mind. Ultimately, no political system can
be established and no elections can be won in the absence of a political entity.61 Nevertheless,
since World War II, few leaders have likely considered themselves to be facing such bleak
circumstances. Most importantly, the costs of lethal action have dramatically increased over the
past decades.62 In addition, scholars have put forward strong arguments that modern states
pursue very few international goals that involve targeting the very existence of their peers.63 In
the age of nuclear weapons and nationalism, the conquest of entire states or the destruction of
their political order by force has become a rare – albeit not extinct – phenomenon. In
conclusion, securing the survival of one’s state as a political entity or one’s mode of political
organization against armed attack is an overriding driver, but not a frequent task facing
political leaders.
Second, leaders should desire to both defend the domestic political system against foreign
obstruction and shield their electoral competition from external interference. For instance, if
state B determines that regime change in state A would be conducive to its interests, then A’s
leaders will be led to oppose B’s efforts. A less extreme scenario could be that if B’s ambitions
and actions could potentially generate either foreign or domestic threats to A’s system of
government, then A’s elites will be enticed to respond. Conversely, if B interferes to
undermine A’s electoral process, then A’s officials will also be inclined toward action. At the
same time, the level of investment designed to prepare the state to defend its domestic system
of government should not be so high as to itself endanger the regime. Similarly, leaders can be
60
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expected to take the view that if the costs of opposing foreign intervention in their electoral
system are so high as to cost them the election itself, such opposition is not be worth the effort.
Within this logic, security – understood as a low probability of damage to acquired values –
falls under the law of diminishing returns like everything else in human life.64 In other words,
within the proposed framework, defensive investments can mainly be expected when they
appear to leaders as being worth their costs in relation to these very same leaders’ interests.
This discussion suggests that within an extremely malign international environment, massive
defensive investments appear warranted. Even if all one wants is to ensure the endurance of
one’s political entity and shield one’s domestic political system against foreign pressures,
external actors might entertain goals that are incompatible with such domestic aspirations. To
illustrate, an adversary A could perceive a state B’s death or regime change as enormously
beneficial, and risk the consequences of conflict. Potentially, the adversary could value change
in B as worth a modern-day war between even roughly equal military forces and background
mobilizing economies. Consequently, to deter A’s actions, B would have to acquire widely
superior military forces. For instance, just prior to the era under consideration here, the leaders
of Nazi Germany thought their domestic political ambitions could be achieved only by
incorporating large swaths of Soviet territory into a Berlin-led empire and by eliminating
Communism as a mode of politico-economic organization.65 Having failed to deter a Nazi
offensive, Soviet leaders engaged their polity into remarkable military mobilization and,
ultimately, succeeded in evading perdition.66 And yet, the costs of war were massive, and the
Soviet Union would have been better off acquiring the tools needed to discourage German
adventurism.
However, resource-rich and risk-averse polities could contemplate pursuing considerable
defensive investment even in a moderately malign environment. For instance, when A’s longterm intentions are difficult to predict, cautious state B should have an interest in preventing A
from augmenting its resource-base. If one is uncertain whether A might later try to conquer its
neighbors; threaten force to extract advantageous commercial arrangements; or back auspicious
political actors in foreign countries, one is better off ensuring that A is unable to pursue such
steps. Also, when A’s politico-economic mode or organization is incompatible with B’s way of
64
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life, the leaders of B should be tempted to ensure that A cannot spread its ideology. If A’s
leaders are concerned with securing their own position at home, they will be unlikely to invest
much in having others adopt their political and economic system. Finally, even if A showed
few signs of deliberately spreading its ideology, various elites in B could be afraid of the
contagious nature of such ideas, and seek tools to ensure limits to A’s success. If A’s society is
not doing too well, few are going to see it as a beacon of hope.67
Having established these eminently defensive aims and linked reactions, I include the US
leaders’ additional preferences for satisfying the interests of powerful elites and improving the
polity’s welfare in order to discuss short- and long-term expansive goals. In the short-term,
leaders appear to have two aims in their foreign policies: First, they should be motivated to act
in a way that furthers the chance of winning elections. Second, US leaders should be tempted
to pursue policies generating advantages for powerful domestic interest groups. In the longterm, however, American decision-makers should be interested in acting to ensure an
international environment that will further economic growth at home. At times, these shortand long-term aims can be intertwined. For instance, satisfied special interest groups can aid
electoral efforts, but also become invested in the political order and inclined to support it.
Nevertheless, at other times, these goals can be divergent, forcing leaders into painful
compromises. For example, short-term electoral or elite aims pursued abroad can collide with
long-term interests in creating and maintaining international arrangements that advance
economic expansion.
These considerations suggest that, towards the short-term objectives of facilitating electoral
outcomes or aiding special interests, significant investments are only warranted within an
international arena that is highly conducive to vast extraction at limited costs. For instance, if
A’s government allows corporation X from state B to extract natural resources in A, but a
regime change in A would harm X’s access, B has an interest in sustaining A’s current political
order. However, if X produces few broader benefits for B’s society, the costs of sustaining A –
passed on through taxation to the entire B polity – must be measured against the particular
value X generates for the political leadership at the domestic ballot box or through direct
transfers. I do not argue that such scenarios are unlikely in the American democracy.68 All I
67
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claim is that if one rejects the fiction of a government hijacked by greedy elites and accepts the
constraints of even a moderately well-functioning democracy, it does not seem plausible that
the benefits received by special interests – in the absence of a broader societal redistribution of
spoils – can act as a sufficient justification for enormous investments over a long period of
time.
Three empirical implications can be derived. First, (10) American leaders should spend
anything necessary to secure the survival of their state, but perceive such threats to be a rare
occurrence. Second, (11) US leaders should seek to protect their domestic political order
against foreign intrusion, but be mindful of the trade-offs within their own polity inherent to
any such defensive action. Third, (12) decision makers in Washington should pursue action
abroad towards electoral gains or particular goals only when its costs are not so high as to
overwhelm other domestic interests. In conclusion, two instances render this chapter’s next two
sections superfluous. When the international environment is either (i) extremely malign for
leaders’ defensive aims or (ii) highly conducive to their expansive goals, I propose that
American leaders seek means to have others accept US preferences. I discuss these means in
the sixth section of this chapter. Nevertheless, during the seven decades of the historical era
under investigation here, the international environment seems to have been only rarely as
malign and never as conducive as to deem a further discussion pointless. Therefore, it appears
useful to shift attention to exploring the final expansive goal identified above – the
perpetuation of an international economic environment that enhances the long-term prosperity
of the American polity.

2.4 The Pursuit of Wealth Abroad
Since the end of World War II, the United States has not only functioned as a consolidated
democracy, but it has also established and maintained the largest capitalist and a highly
productive economy within the international system. A rich literature on capitalist economics
and history suggests that, for at least the last seven decades, the government in Washington
banked on the capitalist and productive nature of the US economy and labored towards a longterm global project, designed to foster affluence across the American polity.69 Notwithstanding
three constraints outlined below, this section draws from this scholarship to lay out a
theoretical account of how the leaders of a very large, capitalist, and productive economy are
likely to go about pursuing wealth abroad. I argue that US leaders are enticed to create and
69
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defend a system abiding by market mechanisms to increase overall efficiencies, and are only
occasionally tempted to adjust the system in their own state’s favor. As with any other
expansive goal, two roads lead to wealth abroad: Predation and cooperation. Within the logic
proposed in this chapter, cost-benefit calculations animate actors to take one path or the other.
Three factors place a precise treatise of this project’s underlying economic mechanisms outside
the scope of my theory. First, complex domestic consensus-finding processes are required to
identify which short-term costs any particular polity is willing to incur to secure the viability of
a long-term endeavor. Thus, domestic power struggles inherent to the democratic system
frequently limit the coherence of any overarching project. Second, while the United States’
domestic economic structure and overall position within the international economy creates a
number of broad incentives, the specifics of these interests at any given time depend on various
alterations of the particular economic circumstances relative to other countries. Therefore, the
project requires constant adaptation.70 Third, the prevailing ideas about the inner workings of
the international economy change over time, both opening and closing windows of opportunity
for US decision-makers.

71

Nevertheless, available scholarship allows for sufficient

specification to enable the theorizing needed for this project.
When choosing predation, states redistribute assets in their own favor and at the expense of
others, but this approach has changed markedly over time. Throughout history, exercising this
option has been the most common approach towards enhancing wealth abroad. When territorial
control was not yet possible or desired, looting was the preferred option. Subsequently, under
conditions of relatively stable technology and low productivity gains in both agriculture and
manufacturing, wealth creation was mainly a function of the extent of territorial control.72
Recently, scholars have persuasively argued that, at the minimum since the end of World War
II, due to advances in technology that enabled large increases in productivity and the high costs
of conquest, economically advanced (and, particularly, capitalist and democratic) states
concluded that it was more advantageous to pursue other wealth enhancement mechanisms

70
For instance, while the US position as the largest capitalist economy remained a constant, the industrial
productivity of various sectors of its economy varied significantly, thereby incentivizing policy-makers to act
accordingly.
71
Joel Mokyr, “The Intellectual Origins of Modern Economic Growth,” in Research and Technological
Innovation: The Challenge for a New Europe, ed. Alberto Quadrio Curzio and Marco Fortis (Heidelberg: Physica,
2005), 17–80; Mark Blyth, Great Transformations: Economic Ideas and Institutional Change in the Twentieth
Century (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002); or Peter Gourevitch, Politics in Hard Times:
Comparative Responses to International Economic Crises (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986).
72
Azar Gat, War in Human Civilization (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008); or Ronald Findlay and Kevin H.
O’Rourke, Power and Plenty: Trade, War, and the World Economy in the Second Millennium (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2007).

38

Liviu Horovitz • ETH • Guns, Butter, and Votes: A Theory of American Military Primacy • October 2018 • CH2

than territorial control.73 Thus, the setting of discriminating international political-economic
governance arrangements over areas and markets have become the main instruments of
predation in the modern era. Such predation is achieved by either fashioning the general rules
of the system to one’s favor or by creating onerous bilateral arrangements.74
When selecting cooperation in the modern era, states can take advantage of the fact that trade
and investment generate overall economic growth, but remain mindful of the involved tradeoffs.75 An economy specializing in the areas in which it has a comparative advantage increases
efficiency and ensures a better return for the allocation of scarce resources. Higher
competition, easy access to capital, greater economies of scale, quicker dissemination of
knowledge, and an early adoption of new technologies allow for various sectors of the
economy to accrue surpluses – additional wealth than can potentially dissipate throughout the
entire polity.76 However, while deeper trade ties increase the overall wealth of the entity, they
also commonly generate economic and political adaptation costs. The losers of this increased
openness to international goods, capital, technology, or labor endeavor to retard or halt the
unwanted developments and, at the very least, demand compensation. The beneficiaries –
especially in democratic and capitalist societies – organize to circumscribe the leaders’ political
space in order to prevent a decision to rollback this openness.77
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Over the past seven decades, US leaders have had strong incentives to favor cooperation and to
demand the same approach from others.78 In pursuit of overall economic growth, the relative
size and productivity of the US capitalist economy creates powerful incentives towards
establishing and protecting an open market system.79 A reliance on markets seems to augment
the overall material wealth of the entire system. The larger the market becomes and the greater
the volume of transactions, the better the efficiency and the more impressive the overall
maximization of wealth. While all participating entities tend to benefit from the operation of
the market economy in absolute terms, for various reasons the larger and more productive tend
to gain much more than the others – for instance, they enjoy higher rates of return on
investments and more favorable terms of trade. Competitive economic sectors render domestic
opposition limited, while large gains allow for the accommodation of those who lose out at
home.80 Once an open market system is selected, a well-established capitalist system creates
durable structures – both within and outside of government – that support its perpetuation.
In contrast, predation is only attractive to US leaders when the benefits it is expected to deliver
are larger than its direct costs plus the systemic losses it causes. To illustrate: The leading
economy can impose a tax upon others. However, the incentives of the taxed actors to
participate in the global economy diminish and overall output contracts. Such deviations
generate not only momentary, but also future losses, as they compound over time within a
slower growing global economy. Indirect costs are also likely: Others fear a similar treatment
and produce less or guard against taxation. When the costs of taxation are borne by the taxed
state’s economy, predation can be judged by its direct costs. Nevertheless, the more integrated
78
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the economic system, the higher the probability that the costs of the tax will be spread more
widely. The leading economy has to internalize all negative system-externalities resulting from
its own taxation of others. Thus, when these externalities and the direct costs of predation are
higher than the benefits, the predator has good reasons to abstain from this course of action.81
The trade-offs described above suggest that – given the structuring attributes of a very
productive and very large capitalist economy – from the perspective of the United States, an
approach that seeks to prey upon others within the open market system rarely appears as worth
the costs. Conversely, predation only seems sensible when it has either a limited impact or is
extremely valuable to leaders’ interests. To return to an example used above, if US corporation
X’s privileged access in state A has few reverberations within the international economic
system and sustaining state A’s political regime is inexpensive, policy makers in Washington
will be tempted to pursue this predatory pathway. As another illustration, state A could become
extremely competitive in producing item Y. While open markets favor both the US and A’s
economy, A’s exports of Y to the United States could potentially drive influential political
actors at home to ruin. Hence, Washington would be incentivized to pressure A to “voluntarily
restrict” its exports. Such American predation would limit A’s gains from trade. It would also
diminish overall US gains from the now contracting economic pie. Nevertheless, it would
shield politically-relevant domestic constituencies within the United States.
Furthermore, in following a path of cooperation, US decision-makers become galvanized to
oppose other states when these entities’ preferences threaten to reduce overall gains from the
open system.82 On the one hand, the United States abstains from its own predation in order to
allow for an overall increase of the economic structure. Thus, when others’ interests limit the
system’s growth, US benefits also diminish – with potentially direct economic trade-offs
becoming visible at home and yielding political implications. On the other hand, Washington
incurs costs to sustain both the economic and, more important, the political system that
underpins the open international order. Therefore, US policymakers have to account not only
for the overall losses within the system others’ predation produces, but also for the resources
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spent by the United States without commensurate benefits being earned.83 Moreover, as the
United States receives the largest absolute gains, guarding the system should be seen as
relatively less expensive – others have fewer disposable means to oppose US action.84
Hence, to both foster and protect an open market system and, at times, establish
advantageously discriminating arrangements, leaders in Washington seek to devise institutions
as a way to set the incentive structures of other societies and economies.85 At critical junctures
of open contestation, winners exercise political authority over losers, gaining control over
resources to such an extent that renders any prospect of further contestation futile. In such
circumstances, the winners are able to design the institutions of the future to their advantage, so
that the flow of resources is rerouted to their benefit.86 Such institutions reduce commitment
uncertainties and transaction costs; thus, they establish a predictable environment in which
interests can be pursued in a cost-effective manner.87 Such institutions also serve to increase
the credibility of predators’ assurances that they will abstain from (further) despoiling others of
their gains. Thereby, they increase the incentives for the production of goods across the
system.88
Five empirical implications can be derived from this discussion. First, (13) towards increasing
the overall prosperity of their society, US leaders should not see the expansion of territorial
control as a valuable instrument, but consider advantageous overarching rules or bilateral
arrangements to be the more suitable tools. Second, (14) American leaders should perceive free
economic exchanges as inherently enhancing overall economic growth, but be mindful of the
negative implications upon various segments of their domestic polity. Third, (15) policy
makers in Washington should broadly favor open markets due to their country’s socioeconomic characteristics as the largest and a very competitive capitalist industrial economy.
83
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Fourth, (16) US decision makers should sometimes be tempted to take advantage of others, but
rarely be willing to accept the systemic repercussions of such predation. Fifth, (17) US leaders
should have a strong incentive to sustain and protect the open economic system, and interested
in creating the institutions that facilitate this process. The next section will discuss how and
why others are likely to perceive and react to Washington’s economic designs.

2.5 Mixed Reception of US Designs
The dominant player’s preferences should both enthuse and concern the other states in the
international system. On the one hand, once the system has been created and is being
maintained, actors can play by its rules in pursuit of their interests without significantly sharing
in the system’s costs – they know that the leading state will assume most of the responsibility
for doing so.89 On the other hand, I argue in this section that an open international economy
implies costs of adaption for all; delivers more benefits to some and fewer to others; and
creates vulnerabilities for most by exposing polities to the potential costs of adjusting to
economic disruptions.90 The interrelation of five broad factors impacts on the calculation of
other states about the material benefits of either welcoming or opposing US designs: Their
proclivity towards predation; their economy’s productivity; their polity’s appetency for
democracy and/or capitalism; and their expectations in relation to the predatory calculations of
others. A detailed theorizing of the interaction between these five factors to specify relevant
equations for various categories of states is beyond the ambitions of this chapter. This
discussion’s sole purpose is to illustrate why many a state might not welcome the US preferred
open economic order, and could be willing to spend resource to have Washington abstain from
pressuring it into submission.
First, within the reasoning proposed here, many states – absent the opposition of system
defenders – would prefer to engage in their own predation.91 For instance, when the costs of
opposition and the negative system externalities that an actor must absorb are smaller than the
expected gains, even productive capitalist democracies would likely opt for predation. To
exemplify: At Bretton Woods in 1944, the British knew their competitive economy would fare
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relatively well in an open international economic order, but absent Washington’s pressure,
London would have preferred exclusionary regional blocs.92 Conversely, the larger an actor’s
predatory potential and the more detrimental the US-driven institutional arrangements are to its
interests, the higher this state’s motivation to accept the costs and risks of resisting the
imposition of the leader’s preferred order. To illustrate: At the end of the Cold War, Saddam
Hussein could have probably accommodated Kuwait, obtaining moderate negotiated benefits in
exchange for good relations; but taking lucrative oil fields through threats or by force from a
weak neighbor seemed the much more appealing option.93
Second, less productive economies gain less from market interactions and have fewer
incentives to accommodate US preferences. Even if such states do profit overall, there are
fewer surpluses that can be redistributed to assuage domestic losers. Therefore, the leaders of
such states might see the institutions of the open system as detrimental to their interests.94 For
example, state A may have a comparative advantage in exporting gas or producing garments;
nevertheless, the domestic alterations needed to reap these limited rewards from commercial
exchanges could greatly undermine other political interests, rendering its government reticent
to commit to open markets. As a case in point, the Kremlin’s rejection of the Bretton Woods
agreements after World War II showcased Soviet preference for autarkic courses of economic
development – not because the Soviets did not want to benefit from economic exchanges, but
because they feared such interactions could cause domestic disturbances, which in turn could
eventually endanger the very foundations of their rule.95
Third, dictators tend to dislike open orders. Authoritarian regimes typically require national
economic growth sufficient to provide the private goods necessary to retain their selectorate’s
support. In contrast, such regimes are reluctant to pursue more ambitious growth options if
these could empower parts of the polity that might potentially threaten their hold to power.
Such limiting arrangements are often hard to reconcile within an open order. Thus, such
regimes tend to be skeptical about too much commercial freedom. In addition, predation might
be more appealing to autocrats, as small constituencies can be shielded from predation’s
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consequences more easily than the overall polity. In this vein, an integrated autocracy might be
better placed to employ the vulnerabilities of trade disruption as leverage against others, given
that it can better deal with the broader societal losses involved.96 Consequently, authoritarian
leaders might fear that integration could generate pressures towards democratization, so that
their state is transformed into a more dependable economic partner.97
Fourth, those disinclined to welcome the US brand of unfettered capitalism will likely also
seek to moderate Washington’s economic designs. Traders and investors gain from undisturbed
markets. When lucrative commercial relations are disrupted due to governmental attempts to
use interdependence as leverage for various (typically political) purposes, actors invested in the
prevailing arrangements organize to defend their collective interests. As capitalism becomes
entrenched, the state has little choice but to be receptive to these groups, as they are better
organized and politically endowed.98 Conversely, as polities become highly integrated within
an open order, commercial partners – and, implicitly, their political overseers – are likely to
dread the freedom of movement governments retain in the absence of a solidified capitalist
stratum that pushes for stability and predictability.99 Therefore, political elites that may be
disinclined to accept more radical forms of capitalism will likely fear that further integration
within the open order will force upon them unwanted forms of politico-economic organization.
To illustrate, the British Labour government of the post-War era saw many of its core interests
compatible with American designs, but deeply resented the economic liberalism and the
restrained form of social democracy if felt obliged to accept.100
Finally, economic interdependence creates vulnerabilities that others could potentially exploit,
and many will be tempted to seek credible assurances before blindly engaging in such
interactions. If an actor expects commercial partners to employ this leverage for predation – be
it to enhance their overall wealth, to safeguard their own system of government, to extract
particular gains for domestic ends, or to achieve any other goal – it will gauge these risks in
relation to the potential benefits of continuing commercial relations. The more credible the
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assurances of the system’s protector that such predation will be reliably suppressed, the more
favorably these actors’ will see the choice of accepting, integrating within, and supporting the
US favored open international order. For instance, while this historical debate is anything but
settled, it can be argued that Britain’s willingness to negotiate, compromise, and enforce trade
agreements for a few decades in the middle of the 19th century helped others join in the
creation of a more open international trade regime.101
Five predictions emerge. First, (18) powerful states should be tempted to take advantage of
others and resent a policeman restricting their freedoms. Second, (19) less productive
economies should be less tempted by the Washington-sponsored order. Third, (20) actors with
a reduced appetence for democracy should have reduced interests in the unrestrained expansion
of free commercial exchanges. Fourth, (21) entities preferring a more managed version of
capitalism should see the American economic order as challenging. Finally, (22) states
distrusting US assurances that it will sustain and defend the system should be less willing to
accept American designs. This discussion suggests that, at times, Washington’s planners
should expect their preferences to elicit negative responses from other states. Foreign leaders
will evaluate whether opposing US policies would be worth the costs. Consequently, US
policy-makers tend to focus their attention on how to “nudge” others into accepting American
political-economic institutional designs. The next section outlines the way in which this
acceptance is achieved, namely through power.

2.6 Power to Get What You Want
Power is the key to gaining others’ acceptance of one’s goals.102 In a broadly accepted
definition, power is the ability of A to cause B to do something that B otherwise would not
do.103 To exercise such command over others, one can convince, reward, or threaten them.104
To convince, scholars have submitted that the power of one’s ideas might get others to do want
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what you want them to.105 And yet, outstanding ideas aside, others often simply see no reason
to give up what they think of as theirs. By contrast, A can hope to change B’s calculations of
the involved costs and benefits when A has the ability to either entice or coerce B – the power
to give and the power to take. Whereas many examine conflict and its outcomes to appraise
when power is most useful, my core argument in this section is that the power to take – the
power most relevant to the question of military primacy – works best (and mostly) when it is
neither seen nor heard. Consequently, I claim that it is this kind of power that leaders are keen
to possess, and that they seek the tools that allow them such command.
The power of A to give B something that B values positively alters B’s calculation with respect
to A’s demand, thereby rendering A’s previously objectionable request palatable to B.106
Hence, the power to give underpins all cooperation within the international system. Within a
rationalist framework, when A expects a benefit from B’s acquiescence, A is ready to give up
anything it considers smaller than the presumed benefit of B’s submission. The real world will
generally require a larger margin of error, but I assume that actors typically respond to
incentives. Hence, the power to give is characterized by a wide range of types of interaction. At
one end of the spectrum are positive sanctions, implying costs to A and benefits for B, all in
exchange for B’s agreement.107 At the opposite end are interactions that greatly advantage A,
but still deliver sufficient benefits to B to change its mind. Contingent upon both the nature of
A’s request and B’s domestic political order, A’s power to give can benefit B’s entire state,
particular selectorates, or only the ruling elite.108
Institutionalized structures to pledge and provide both assets and shelter tend to be the most
relevant instruments of statecraft pertaining to the power to give: Economic means are the most
versatile, but military power can also be pledged to protect another against attempts to coerce
them by third parties.109 In addition, states can employ, for instance, their political, diplomatic,
or scientific abilities to aid others’ aims. Thus, A’s power to give stretches, for instance, from
105
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development aid to bribing elites; from preferential market access to economic advantages for
certain segments of society; and from commitments to protect B’s territorial integrity to
shielding the regime against domestic opposition.110 As a result, when exercising this type of
power, actors expend much effort to find out whom, what, and how little they must give in
order for their wishes to be heeded.111 This transactional approach involves few uncertainties:
After A gave B what it wanted, B is typically expected to comply.
In contrast to the power to give, the power to take implies the ability to despoil others of things
they hold dear. Exercising the power to take can entail A discontinuing an established
interaction that advantages B. However, the more common employment of the power to take
implies A using its resources to diminish B’s current or future material or ideational assets.112
This approach entails inherent uncertainties: What will A need to expend in order to destroy
B’s possessions? What will B sacrifice to impose costs upon A before A’s destructive aims are
fulfilled? And last but not least, what is the possible range of costs within such interactive
escalation? Therefore, independent of its absolute capabilities, state A’s willingness to employ
its power to take is mainly determined by its expectation of the costs it will bear of taking such
coercive action; 113 the costs to A of B’s likely response and the predicted subsequent
escalation; and the expected benefit of B’s compliance – the stakes.114
Some illustrations for this theoretical discussion: As a first example, disparity in economic
power between A and B induces economic dependency, thereby providing the stronger side A
with significant leverage. In a case in which A may be interpreted as considering its stakes as
sufficiently high, the weaker B is likely to comply out of fear that it will lose the gains it has
previously accumulated.115 In a second specimen, due to its concerns about the consequences
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of a third party’s predation towards it, the militarily weaker B will compromise to ensure that it
is not abandoned by its militarily powerful protector A. And yet, scholars have persuasively
argued that notwithstanding its overall abilities, A would need to be sufficiently both
disinterested in safeguarding B against third party predation and immune from B’s response for
its threat to abandon B to be seen as credible.116 Finally, a third example: B will acquiesce to
A’s demands in a scenario in which A can physically destroy an asset B holds dear and pay a
price for doing so that is much smaller than what A expects to gain from B’s consent.117 As a
result of these considerations, when threatening to use their power to take, leaders will often be
observed as being preoccupied about their own and others’ credibility to act upon their
demands.
After power is used to despoil, some will have lost something they value and others will have
spent resources they could have otherwise kept intact – a fact of life that suggested to many
that power is hard to employ. Sanctions will have produced economic costs on both sides. War
will have destroyed assets and killed people. Leaders might have dug their heels in, at times
attempting to build a reputation for resolve.118 Domestic and international backlash might have
ensued. The conflict might have become protracted. The costs might have escalated. Political,
bureaucratic, or economic special interests within both societies might have manipulated the
situation to their advantage. By the end of the conflict, one of the parties might still be better
off having engaged in the confrontation. Conversely, both might have lost more than what was
at stake at the very beginning, with unexpected consequences for the overall polity or for the
leaders’ key interests.119 Extrapolating from these observable conflicts, scholars concluded that
employing the power to take is a difficult business.120
And yet, when used effectively, the power to take will have realized its goal long before any
conflict becomes apparent.121 The business is difficult only when matters are unclear.122 The
coerced – when recognizing that the coercer’s stakes are at a sufficiently high level to warrant
116
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the exercise of such punishment – complies without even considering opposition.123 In other
words, when we are able to observe a target’s resistance, the power to take has already failed in
its core purpose – one or both actors have misperceived the balance between capabilities,
stakes, costs, and risks. For instance, defender B might have identified attacker A’s expected
benefits and A’s accurate assessment of B’s likely feeble response; yet B might have
misjudged A’s internal determination to muster the resources necessary to mount the attack.
Absent such miscalculation, the power to take remains the shadow that structures all
interactions within the international system, rarely seen but always at work – the ultimate guide
of leaders’ assessments of the conceivable and unthinkable.124
To appropriate a case in point from Robert Jervis, for the over a century and a half since the
1847 war, Mexican decision-makers most likely never seriously considered taking Texas back
from the United States. Undeniably, Mexican leaders have been socialized over time to not
even consider this option. However, the ultimate foundation of the status-quo has arguably
been the continuous understanding that Washington’s stakes in Texas, corroborated with the
modest costs – due to overwhelming American power, both before and after achieving global
military preeminence in the middle of the 20th century – of imposing sufficient pain upon
Mexico to counterbalance any potential benefits Mexico might hope to gain from repossessing
Texas, rendered any Mexican effort impractical, and thereby excluded any serious political
debate over the issue. Therefore, throughout all these decades, American power has arguably
been the background condition that structured the way Mexican leaders came to think about
their country’s interactions with the United States regarding Texas.125
Having established what power leaders ideally desire, it is worth considering the best tools for
such ambitions. On the one hand, abundant power resources suggest a general ability to
prevail.126 In the broadest sense, if A has boundless resources, it will not find it hard to give B
the bread it wants or build sufficient tanks for B to be terrified. On the other hand, the path to
achieving specific ends often depends on the use of specific tools.127 For instance, if B mainly
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values the comfort of a tiny and well-shielded elite, A’s ability to impose devastating pain
upon the whole society is likely to have only a limited effect. While, in the long run, all
resources are to some degree fungible, the time and money required to mobilize and convert
power resources can render any threats to do so implausible.128 Particularly in international
interactions in which war is likely to immediately generate massive destruction – an intrinsic
attribute of nuclear weapons, for instance – coercers will be especially incentivized to invest in
instruments of pressure that leave little doubt vis-à-vis their probable employment or the pain
they could potentially inflict.
From the discussion above, one can conclude that, in the name of increasing their credibility,
avoiding undesired miscalculations, and attaining their desired results without actually having
to exercise their power to take, resource-rich but resolve-poor coercers will seek to acquire
specific and commensurate instruments. To illustrate: Powerful state A’s leaders have a limited
interest in a concession from very weak state B. Nobody doubts that A could mobilize
sufficient resources to coerce B. And yet, if A already acquired the necessary tools of military
action, its leaders’ threats are more likely to be credible. Most costs are already sunk – the
additional cost of action is more limited. Nonetheless, there will be opportunity costs in
converting productive assets into tools that lay idle, solely intended to create clarity to an
adversary’s mind.129 While defense industries do contribute to overall employment and growth,
economists generally accept that resources invested in more productive sectors – like, for
instance, education – have a much larger overall impact upon societies.130 Coercers will hence
frequently ponder over the necessities of credibility. Thus, American leaders engaged in
designing instruments of power will discuss what level of investment in which particular assets
will be sufficient for others to accept US preferences without contestation.
Taking this into account, the next section will outline why overwhelming military force
remains an inherently core component of such proactive US policies, but not before this section
concludes by presenting four empirical implications. First, (23) US leaders should be observed
devising positive incentives in order to render American designs more palatable to foreign
governments, and seek the smallest outlay that would already allow them to fulfill their plans.
194; for an application of the argument to military power, Stephen Biddle, Military Power: Explaining Victory
and Defeat in Modern Battle (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010), 192–93.
128
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and the Origins of the National Security State, 1945-1954 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000) are the
best contributions on the trade-offs generated by acquiring a large standing military power.
130
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Second, (24) when assessing power contests, American leaders should often fret over the
credibility of their threats, questioning the interrelation of their own and their target’s abilities,
stakes, and risks equations. Therefore, third, (25) policy makers in Washington engaged in
designing instruments of power should debate what level of investment would be sufficient to
have their own preferences accepted by other actors without contestation. Last, (26) American
leaders should be aware of the unavoidable domestic trade-offs involved in acquiring such
instruments of persuasion.

2.7 The Nature of Overwhelming Force
Neither exercised not background power within the international system does always – or even
often – rest upon violence, as the stakes involved rarely warrant the price of war.131 Hence,
analysts have long recognized that converting a certain military potential into realized power –
as measured by the changed behavior of others – is often difficult. 132 While I certainly
subscribe to these very confines, I argue in this section that US leaders are still likely to see
overwhelming military power as the ultimate background arbiter within international relations.
They will perceive others’ stakes as sometimes warranting the price of using force, and they
will doubt the credibility of their own threats. Therefore, US leaders will be incentivized to
acquire such power to ensure that the broad political and economic goals discussed above can
be achieved.133 The bottom line of this argument is that an overwhelming ability to swiftly
destroy an opponents’ armies remains an indispensable instrument towards realizing expansive
foreign policy priorities – and Washington’s priorities have been nothing if not expansive.
Across all domains, less work is required to destroy than to create – a fact of life that is of great
consequence for the question asked here. Physicists have long maintained that where creation
involves arranging constituent parts in a particular order, destruction only requires those parts
to be removed from the previously ordered state.134 This disparity renders the use of destructive
force a continuous presence in international relations: When other forms of power are no
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Yale University Press, 1965).
132
Nye, “The Changing Nature of World Power,” 178; also, Stefano Guzzini, “Structural Power: The Limits of
Neorealist Power Analysis,” International Organization 47, no. 3 (Summer 1993): 443–78.
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longer considered to be worth using, actors may still turn to the battlefield.135 This option is
open to both expansive- and defensive-minded actors: To attain regime change by fostering
popular uprising in state B, the economically superior state A can entice various countries to
cease all economic exchanges with B. Yet if B sees interrupted commercial relations as
threatening its regime’s endurance, values political survival higher than the costs of war with
A, and concludes that A is likely to be reluctant to engage in a military confrontation,
threatening to employ violence against A becomes an attractive option for B irrespective of the
overall balance of existent or potential force.
As the previous section detailed in relation to the power to take, the ultimate purpose of
military power is not the actual employment of brute force; to the contrary, it is getting the
adversary to act in your desired way while consciously deciding against exercising organized
violence.136 Therefore, when what is fought over, the parties’ willingness to fight, and the
relative balance of strength are evident, any “less resolute” side acting upon some form of a
cost-benefit rationale will admit defeat without “going through the torments of conflict to
arrive at a conclusion foreknown from the beginning.”137 In the above example, A’s leaders
would abstain from predatory action against B from the start, were they convinced they could
not convert their state’s economic superiority into victory on the battlefield at costs lower than
the expected benefits of regime change in B. More important, this discussion also suggests A’s
leaders would be likely to also abstain even if they thought they would win, but if they
believed they could not make their commitment credible to B.
US leaders will, however, rarely perceive either their stakes or their determination as easy to
make credible to potential adversaries, and worry about this very fact. On the one hand, when
the political objective is the defense of one’s nation or way of life, it is fairly easy to render
one’s resolve credible. On the other hand, this chapter has argued that US leaders also entertain
broader foreign policy ambitions, which extend beyond mere survival. For instance, while the
most crucial US goals are likely to be clear to a majority of actors, Washington’s specific
stakes in either defending against a certain ideological expansion or in maintaining any
particular building block of a beneficial global political and economic order are harder to
discern. For instance, B may assess C’s oil fields as a prize worthy of the costs of an invasion,
135
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and conclude that the costs and stakes for Washington were not high enough to warrant
countering this move by becoming involved in a regional war. For these reasons, much
research suggests that foreign leaders – both foes and allies – are likely to miscalculate,
misjudging the US’s signals of protective commitment to others as empty posturing.138
In addition, a strong argument can be made that Washington will rarely be very credible in its
threats to fight, and see overwhelming force as the easiest way out.139 Wars among states
armed with modern weapons are costly affairs.140 But even more limited interventions within
civil wars involve significant costs, especially when the intervener’s political aims on the
ground are relatively broad. 141 The US society is comparatively casualty-averse. 142 Both
merchants and bankers resent conflict intruding upon their business.143 Within its democratic
political process, US leaders often find it difficult to persuade domestic actors to rapidly
mobilize resources.144 Consequently, US planners are likely to see the manipulation of the
balance of military strength as the easiest way out of this conundrum. If one can show beyond
reasonable doubt to opponent B that one’s costs of employing force against B will be limited
and victory will be swift, then B will cave in without going through the unpleasantness of
war.145
Preparing to win decisively is, nevertheless, no easy feat, and avoiding uncertainty is always
preferable. Available scholarship on military coercion suggests denial – in contrast to
punishment or decapitation – to be the most efficient means for achieving one’s ends.146
Unquestionably, force is sometimes useful if it is employed to change or paralyze an enemy
government. Punishment can succeed in inflicting enough pain on the enemy’s people and
belongings to cause either their government to concede or the population to revolt. The much
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stronger approach, however, is to make credible one’s ability to attack the target’s military and
degrade its capabilities to a level at which achieving any political objectives becomes
impossible.147 This matter is complicated by the fact that assessing limited military advantage
is inherently difficult, with outcomes on the battlefield the only truly reliable measure of such
power. 148 The intervention of human irrationality can obfuscate such calculations even
further.149 Against this background, it is reasonable to conclude that for American military
planners, assembling denial capabilities that leave as little doubt as possible about the US
capacity to enact a swift victory will always be the preferred option.
The discussion proposed in this section allows for deriving four empirical observations. First,
(27) decision makers in Washington should assess that deterring others’ actions against most
fundamental US interests will not be too difficult a task. Second, in contrast, (28) US leaders
should be observed worrying that neither their stakes with regard to a particular building block
of the international economic system nor their determination to sustain and protect it will be
easy to make credible to either allies or foes. Therefore, third, (29) American policy makers
should prefer military capabilities that ensure swift and relatively cheap victory against an
entire range of competitors and at various levels of escalation. Finally, (30) US leaders should
seek force options that place behind any reasonable doubt one’s capability to destroy any
adversary’s armies. In other words, such leaders should be incentivized to seek military
primacy. The next section discusses the impact of nuclear weapons and modern technology
upon this argument.

2.8 Nuclear Weapons & Modern Technology
Readers familiar with the arguments on the “nuclear revolution” might question whether the
mechanism proposed above holds true when states possess such terrible arms. 150 When
instruments of such dreadful destruction can be acquired, why would military superiority still

147
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be relevant? In addition, scholars have long assumed that military hardware spreads easily.151
Thus, many are bound to ask whether investing significant resources to sustain preeminent
forces is a sensible approach. In this section, I argue that when a state entertains broader goals
within the international system, the immediacy of nuclear devastation renders the incentive to
acquire overwhelming military power – in both the conventional and the nuclear realm – even
more pertinent.152 Also, I rely on recent findings to propose that, within the modern era,
military dominance, once achieved, can prove quite resilient vis-à-vis potential competitors –
and this not only when the economic and technological gap appears insurmountable.153
Much suggests that US leaders will favor nonproliferation. Abundant analysis submits that the
acquisition and deployment of a nuclear arsenal allows even conventionally weak states to
inflict punishment incommensurable with any limited stakes that a predatory power might
hold.154 Such proliferators are, as a consequence, said to be credible when shielding their most
prized interests against foreign meddling behind their nuclear deterrents.155 When protégées
obtain atomic weapons, their need for protection is necessarily reduced and the protector’s
costs when being pulled into a nuclearized struggle increase.156 Scholars have found that a
superpower’s willingness to impose significant costs upon potential proliferators acts as a
powerful deterrent effect upon all but the most committed or autonomous.157 For all these
reasons, it comes as no surprise that actors wanting to get others to do their bidding should
constantly be interested in preventing both foes and friends from developing nuclear
weapons.158
Yet when it happens, nuclear acquisition is no panacea, pushing American policymakers
towards tailored instruments of escalation management. When all sides entertain relatively low
stakes, the costs associated with risking any form of nuclear escalation render nuclear threats
unpersuasive; other instruments of power are required to settle disputes. To these ends, actors
151

For a discussion, Michael C. Horowitz, The Diffusion of Military Power: Causes and Consequences for
International Politics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010).
152
For what probably is the first academic discussion of this problem, Frederick S. Dunn, “The Common
Problem,” in The Absolute Weapon: Atomic Power and World Order, ed. Bernard Brodie (New Haven: Yale
Institute of International Studies, 1946), 1–13.
153
Stephen G. Brooks and William C. Wohlforth, World Out of Balance: International Relations and the
Challenge of American Primacy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008).
154
Kenneth N. Waltz, “The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: More May Be Better,” The Adelphi Papers 21, no. 171
(1981).
155
Barry R. Posen, “U.S. Security Policy in a Nuclear Armed World or: What If Iraq Had Had Nuclear
Weapons?,” Security Studies 6, no. 3 (Spring 1997): 1–31.
156
Matthew Kroenig, “Force or Friendship? Explaining Great Power Nonproliferation Policy,” Security Studies
23, no. 1 (2014): 1–32.
157
Nicholas L. Miller, “The Secret Success of Nonproliferation Sanctions,” International Organization 68, no. 4
(Fall 2014): 913–944.
158
Francis J. Gavin, “Strategies of Inhibition: U.S. Grand Strategy, the Nuclear Revolution, and
Nonproliferation,” International Security 40, no. 1 (Summer 2015): 9–46.

56

Liviu Horovitz • ETH • Guns, Butter, and Votes: A Theory of American Military Primacy • October 2018 • CH2

might conclude that engaging in conventional hostilities under the nuclear threshold remains
the least costly option. Yet, even under such limited stakes, the fog of war renders the risk
significant that events could spin out of control and end in a ruinous nuclear exchange.159 As a
result, the consensus is that when they cannot avoid the nuclearisation of a potential adversary,
the military planners of risk averse but resource rich expansive powers will worry about their
credibility to engage in such confrontations.160 To circumvent this impasse, these states should
be expected to deploy conventional forces that keep the risk of escalation low, mainly by
making it clear to the adversary that they can promptly and decisively win in various theaters
and at various intensities.161
Nonetheless, the stakes at play may also be so high for a certain actor as to render their
willingness to risk a nuclear exchange credible. And yet, to plausibly threaten a nuclear attack
on assets that the other side values, one has to first reliably eliminate the adversary’s ability to
respond with pain incommensurate with even the large stakes at hand. To illustrate, there
simply are no stakes in play for state A that can be credibly said to warrant the nuclear
destruction of all of its industrial centers. Thus, to achieve any coercive aims against B, A has
to find a way to ensure that the destruction B can inflict in response is lower than the stakes
that are being fought over. In addition, the immediacy of nuclear obliteration eliminates the
option of power conversion through war mobilization – state A’s overwhelming industrial
advantage over B, one that would easily decide the war once converted to military production,
will be the first to be targeted in a nuclear attack by B.
Hence, actors engaged in contests over such large stakes should seek to develop sizeable
arsenals and more potent weapons, and, subsequently, secure second-strike nuclear forces –
ones that can absorb a preemptive attack and still retain sufficient destructive power to
immediately cause damage incommensurate with any plausible stakes.162 Acting within this
logic, such states are induced to vex about the reliability of their deterrents, work to prevent a
bolt from the blue attack disarming them and, hence, build large counterforce arsenals to hedge
against this possibility.163 When such vast nuclear arsenals are deployed, nuclear opponents can
attempt to coerce each other by taking steps that raise the risk of escalation to all-out nuclear
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war.164 At this stage, scholars have argued, crises become competitions in risk taking, and the
balance of resolve decides their outcome. Such contests unavoidably favor the side with more
to lose. Irrespective of whether they are more powerful, the less committed are simply not
prone to accept the same risks. Many have argued that this situation mitigates security
dilemmas and, hence, stabilizes world politics. 165 According to this scholarship, the
unimaginable costs of inadvertently provoking a general nuclear war will stop most leaders
from risking to climb up the ladder of escalation.166
However, I have argued above that decision-makers in Washington will often perceive a need
to have others comply with their designs. To these ends, they might want to employ other
instruments of power at their disposal to get what they want, without having a weaker but more
resolved opponent dangle the sword of nuclear escalation over their head. Recent scholarship
suggests that secure second-strike forces have been more difficult to generate than most experts
acknowledge.167 Hence, we should expect US planners to desire abilities to find, track, and
surprise nuclear targets. An adversary believing that Washington holds such abilities could
never be certain it actually possessed a secure second-strike capability. Generating such
uncertainty in the adversary’s mind can thus swing bargaining advantages away from the side
more willing to tolerate the risk of accidental nuclear escalation and toward the side that is
perceived to have a reasonable chance to eliminate its opponent’s arsenal. This is magnified if
it is thought that US forces also possess the conventional arms to undoubtedly win a
subsequent non-nuclear confrontation.168
And yet, even in the nuclear age, many have argued that technology is impossible to contain,
and that advantages cannot possibly be maintained. Recently, scholars have, however,
persuasively argued that while all innovation ultimately diffuses, the rate and speed of this
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process within the military realm appears to be much slower than previously argued.169 A
state’s ability to create new military capabilities in the short-term is limited.170 Yet, researchers
have long assumed that when the economic means become available, states can invest
significant resources to close the military gap to their superior competitors relatively quickly.
Nevertheless, especially in the modern era, the dramatically increased complexity of producing
and employing advanced weaponry suggests that military spending, accumulated over years
and decades, can yield capabilities that are very hard to match.171 Thus, by moving first
towards military dominance, an actor can gain a significant lead, rendering it harder for others
to catch up. It is not impossible. It is just much harder. Much more has to be invested at once.
Such competition is visible and the dominant power can react.
This last sections advances a final set of five empirical implications. First, (31) US policy
makers should be incentivized to hamper the further spread of nuclear weapons to both allies
and adversaries. Second, (32) to contest limited stakes vis-à-vis nuclear-armed states, US
leaders should favor the development of conventional capabilities that can deliver swift and
decisive victories under the nuclear threshold, thereby containing the risk of escalation. Third,
(33) when stakes appear to warrant the costs of nuclear exchanges, US leaders should desire
secure second-strike capabilities, a choice that often requires large nuclear arsenals. Fourth,
(34) to generate uncertainty in the minds of their nuclear and resolved opponents,
Washington’s planners should explore tools to deny the adversaries secure retaliatory nuclear
arsenals. Finally, (35) US leaders should assess that moving first towards military dominance
would grant their country a significant lead, rendering it harder for others to catch up. All in all,
I have argued in this chapter that various incentives push US leaders towards acquiring military
primacy – nuclear weapons and modern technology render this push even stronger.

2.9 Conclusion
Counterfactuals best illustrate the overarching argument proposed in this chapter. Without an
impetus to safeguard the political order, leaders would be more interested in their personal
accomplishments. Without an incentive to enhance general prosperity, narrow but crucial elites
would be (almost) all that mattered. Without a harsh cost-benefit international arena, states’
169
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ability to act to the detriment of others would be more restricted. Without capitalist markets
mandated to maximize national wealth, the state could select more autarkic albeit less
industrious options. Without large gains from the open economic order, US incentives to both
sustain the system and largely abstain from abusing it would be smaller. Without hostility
towards US designs, rewards or threats would not be needed. Without imbalances in resources,
Washington would have a harder time bribing a majority into acquiescence. Without
overwhelming military capabilities, American leaders would not be credible as rulers and
guardians of the system. Without nuclear weapons, military mobilization would play a larger
role and forces in being would be less relevant. Finally, without a sustainable gap in military
technology, the entire enterprise would be meaningless.
The complex mechanism presented in this chapter is mirrored by the vague but unswerving
rationale offered by officials within various US Administrations for why they seek military
primacy.172 According to this orthodoxy, since the end of World War II, US leaders have
striven to safeguard and further the stability and prosperity of their own state, and, to this end,
endeavored to create and sustain a suitable political and economic global order.173 American
economic power laid the foundation upon which this order was built, but US military
predominance was the “backbone” of this leadership.174 Such preeminence of force, US policymakers claim, continues to underpin this order by assuring allies, dissuading competitors,
deterring adversaries, and, if necessary, defeating foes, argued officials in the Obama
Administration just a few years ago.175 To “preserve and advance our security, prosperity, and
the principles we hold dear,” the US government needs to “respond to the growing political,
economic, and military competitions,” proposed the Trump Administration after a year in
office. Hence, a military that “remains the strongest in the world” needs to be rebuilt “so that it
remains preeminent, deters our adversaries, and if necessary, is able to fight and win.”176
Nonetheless, this observable congruence does not provide evidence for the actual existence of
the mechanism proposed here. It is certainly possible that the US government is just covering
up other causes that have produced and sustained this outcome over time. For the theory172
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building exercise presented in this chapter, two aspects can be the measure of its value: The
first aspect is the validity of the scholarly findings and theoretical insights upon which this
mechanism is constructed – should these findings and insights be proven wrong, the argument
could fall apart. The second aspect is the plausibility and logical soundness of the connecting
narrative – should conclusions not derive from the presented scholarship and should building
blocks not be as cogently connected as portrayed here, the theory could collapse. However, to
persuade others that this mechanism could have possibly been continuously at work over the
last seven decades to push US leaders towards acquiring preeminent military forces, this
project needs to engage in empirical testing. The next chapter explores the best avenues for
such an endeavor and reports on the steps this project has taken to this end.

61

3 Methods and Data to Test Theories of
US Military Primacy
This research project seeks an explanation for a dependent variable without variation: The
rationale for why twelve or thirteen US administrations over seven decades chose to pursue and
sustain military preeminence.1 This is not an effort to explain the occurrence of a particular
event, but to understand why a long sequence of strategic decisions on resource allocation
encompassed a virtually constant outcome.2 In other words, I am not trying to clarify how and
why US military primacy developed to the observable contemporary condition; in contrast, I
want to investigate the (hypothesized) linkage between American leaders and their desire for
overwhelming military force. An expected high level of complexity coupled with scarce
information recommends deductive theory as the best guide to such an analysis – a conduit I
have followed in the previous chapter.3 Yet theory building is also where most similar projects
end their inquiry. These projects propose that plausibility and logical soundness should be the
measures of present-day success, and future developments should be the eventual test of their
general predictions – a conclusion I have subscribed to in the closing paragraphs of the above
chapter.4 Some scholars suggest that other researchers should dedicate themselves to testing
various explanatory frameworks against the available evidence.5
Nevertheless, the discipline of IR can be most useful to both academic and broader societal
goals when scholars can allocate some degree of certainty to the causal forces they claim to be
driving international politics.6 In addition, testing others’ theories unfortunately remains a very
uncommon practice within the discipline. For these reasons, this chapter tries to identify the
1

This approach is rather uncommon within contemporary IR. John Gerring, “Single-Outcome Studies: A
Methodological Primer,” International Sociology 21, no. 5 (September 2006): 707–34.
2
For instance, a similar but even bigger question would be why the United States became a welfare state laggard.
The contrasting case would be to isolate the causes of the French Revolution. For a discussion of these
considerations, Dietrich Rueschemeyer, “Can One of a Few Cases Yield Theoretical Gains?,” in Comparative
Historical Analysis in the Social Sciences, ed. James Mahoney and Dietrich Rueschemeyer (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2003), 305–36.
3
John J. Mearsheimer and Stephen M. Walt, “Leaving Theory behind: Why Simplistic Hypothesis Testing Is Bad
for International Relations,” European Journal of International Relations 19, no. 3 (September 2013): 436.
4
For the most recent example, Nuno P. Monteiro, Theory of Unipolar Politics (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2014).
5
Marc Trachtenberg, “Transparency in Practice: Using Written Sources,” Qualitative & Multi-Method Research
13, no. 1 (Spring 2015): 16.
6
Jeffry A. Frieden and David A. Lake, “International Relations as a Social Science: Rigor and Relevance,” The
Annals 600, no. 1 (July 2005): 136–56.
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best tools towards increasing the readers’ confidence (a) that the proposed theoretical
mechanism can be more than informed speculation and (b) that alternative explanations cannot
fully account for the observed outcome. To start, I outline what I believe to be the most
suitable available research methods and potential data, and discuss their intrinsic limitations.
Next, I clarify what explanatory power can be claimed for the proposed mechanism, and offer a
set of criteria for evaluating this theory and its competitors empirically. Third, I ask which
actors and which time-frames should be investigated. Fourth, I outline the predictions elicited
by my theory. Fifth, I discuss case-selection and propose two temporally-delimited cases upon
which to focus the inquiry. Sixth and seventh, I detail the architecture of sources employed for
these two case studies. I conclude with a summary and an outlook.

3.1 Process Tracing, Government Archives & Interviews
When it comes to research design, it seems worth recalling that perfect should not be allowed
to become the enemy of mere good. On the one hand, most scholars agree that multi-method
research has become central to the subfields of international relations and comparative politics.
The near-consensus is that methods from various traditions can be productively combined in
order to strengthen causal inference.7 On the other hand, however, a majority within broader
political science submits that methodological fashion should not be in the discipline’s driver’s
seat when it comes to identifying areas of investigation; that important and difficult questions –
for both society and scholarship – should be tackled; and that the primary focus should lay with
the innovative nature of theory, and not with a prior concern for empirical testing.8 Therefore,
to test original theories, scholars are advised not to abide by artificial standards of
methodological appropriateness. Instead, they should choose the strongest research tools at
their disposal and make transparent their degree of confidence about their own findings.9 In
this section, I strive to get the better off these divergent priorities. Hence, I discuss why process
tracing is the most promising method, outline the most auspicious data gathering avenues, and
present both this method’s inherent shortcomings and my efforts to mitigate them.

7

Gary Goertz, “Multimethod Research,” Security Studies 25, no. 1 (2016): 3–24; Jason Seawright, Multi-Method
Social Science: Combining Qualitative and Quantitative Tools (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press,
2016); and Nicholas Weller and Jeb Barnes, Finding Pathways: Mixed-Method Research for Studying Causal
Mechanisms (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014).
8
See the entire special issue in European Journal of International Relations 19, no. 3 (September 2013): 405-665.
Also, Ingo Rohlfing, “What You See and What You Get: Pitfalls and Principles of Nested Analysis in
Comparative Research,” Comparative Political Studies 41, no. 11 (November 2008): 1492–1514.
9
Colin Elman, Diana Kapiszewski, and Arthur Lupia, “Transparent Social Inquiry: Implications for Political
Science,” Annual Review of Political Science 21, no. 1 (2018): 29–47.
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To start, I identify process tracing as the most encouraging tool. Similar to other events central
to security studies – like wars, revolutions, crises, or fundamental societal alterations – the
series of political decisions investigated here represents utterly complex and relatively rare
instances. A better understanding of such instances is key to both disciplinary debates and
broader societal discussion. At the same time, such instances are often lacking in easily
quantifiable data.10 In this particular case, the universe of past decisions in favor of military
preeminence stretches over thirteen Administrations, from Harry Truman to Donald Trump.
Therefore, more common instruments of scientific inference within social science – like, for
instance, quasi-experimental or large-N observational methods – are impracticable. At the
other end of the spectrum, a mere congruence analysis would not be sufficient: Too many of
the proposed explanations can be fitted to easily observable data.11 In contrast, examining in
detail various historical episodes appears to be the most promising approach.12 The most
influential and established method of using evidence from within cases to make inferences
about historical explanations has been known as process tracing.13
Although it is relatively closely related to historical explanation, process tracing ultimately
follows a different logic.14 Historians generally strive to distill an explanation for a particular
event inductively, ideally by exhaustively reviewing the available evidence. The historian’s
quest is both unavoidably preliminary – more evidence might surface at a later point and
mandate a reassessment of the findings – and downright all-encompassing – simplification is
unavoidable, but all identified causal factors and their interactions are usually claimed to be
included in the narrative.15 In contrast to historians, political scientists attempting to explain a
particular event or a small set of instances usually start from the (implicit or explicit)
assumption that, when proceeding inductively, data complexity and scarcity tends to leave the
researcher with an incomplete and biased explanation.16 In addition, political scientists rarely

10

Nina Tannenwald, “Process Tracing and Security Studies,” Security Studies 24, no. 2 (2015): 220.
“Congruence Analysis,” in Designing Case Studies, by Joachim Blatter and Markus Haverland (London:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 144–204.
12
Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 2005), 5 and 21.
13
James Mahoney, “Process Tracing and Historical Explanation,” Security Studies 24, no. 2 (2015): 200–218; the
foundational text remains Alexander L. George, “Case Studies and Theory Development: The Method of
Structured, Focused Comparison,” in Diplomacy: New Approaches in History, Theory and Policy, ed. Paul
Gordon Lauren (New York: Free Press, 1979), 43–68.
14
Andrew Bennett and Alexander L. George, “Case Studies and Process Tracing in History and Political Science:
Similar Strokes for Different Foci,” in Bridges and Boundaries: Historians, Political Scientists, and the Study of
International Relations, ed. Colin Elman and Miriam Fendius Elman (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2001), 39–83.
15
For detail on this approach, Marc Trachtenberg, The Craft of International History: A Guide to Method
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006).
16
This builds upon the argument advanced in Donald J. Puchala, “Of Blind Men, Elephants and International
Integration,” Journal of Common Market Studies 10, no. 3 (September 1971): 267–84.
11
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see an exhaustive review of all available data as practicable. Hence, political scientists
generally employ a deductive logic of inquiry, and derive propositions either (a) from separate
case work or (b) from more basic premises and available findings. Subsequently, they carry out
an explicit test of these propositions through, for instance, process tracing.17
Conceptual clarifications should help avoid potential inferential errors.18 Therefore, I start by
accepting Andrew Bennett and Jeffrey Checkel’s submission that process tracing is “the
analysis of evidence on processes, sequences, and conjunctures of events within a case” for the
purpose of “testing hypotheses about causal mechanisms that might causally explain the
case.”19 Further, I take that mechanisms-based theories yield predictions of evidence that
should be observed to validate the proposed explanation: The cogs, wheels, and transmission
belts of the mechanism are depicted as a causal sequence and, subsequently, each element of
the sequence is associated to empirical observations that need to manifest themselves if the
mechanism is present. In particular, tracing a decision-making process involves identifying the
chain of rationales through which the initial situation (no decision) is transformed into the
outcome (decision is taken) in the hope of establishing an uninterrupted causal path linking the
putative causes (the mechanism’s building-blocks) to the observed effects.20
To trace a political decision-making process, the researcher must draw upon the available
information related to the key actors, their preferences, and their constraints, but one must be
aware that this process is anything but facile. For the question I ask here, of outmost relevance
appear to be the interests and confines perceived by the highest US political leaders – mainly in
the White House, but also in other crucial government departments. Unfiltered access into the
preferences and predicaments of these political elites is illusory. Certain rationales are
purposefully kept hidden: Political leaders often have a strong incentive to justify decisions in
socially acceptable terms – mainly in public, but, sometimes even in private. In addition, a
number of other factors impede the inquiry: Principals develop ideas in informal and
unrecorded exchanges; fundamentals are often thought to be mutually-shared and too self-

17

Robert Jervis, “International History and International Politics: Why Are They Studied Differently?,” in Bridges
and Boundaries: Historians, Political Scientists, and the Study of International Relations, ed. Colin Elman and
Miriam Fendius Elman (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2001), 385–402.
18
Scholars pointed out that the seemingly intuitive nature of process tracing obscures the fact that its unsystematic
use is fraught with problems. Andrew Bennett and Jeffrey T. Checkel, “Process Tracing: From Philosophical
Roots to Best Practices,” in Process Tracing: From Metaphor to Analytic Tool, ed. Andrew Bennett and Jeffrey T.
Checkel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 5; see also Lynn Eden, “The End of U.S. Cold War
History?: A Review Essay,” International Security 18, no. 1 (Summer 1993): 174–207.
19
Bennett and Checkel, “Process Tracing: From Philosophical Roots to Best Practices,” 7.
20
Derek Beach and Rasmus Brun Pedersen, Process-Tracing Methods: Foundations and Guidelines (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 2013); and also Derek Beach, “It’s All about Mechanisms - What Process-Tracing
Case Studies Should Be Tracing,” New Political Economy 21, no. 5 (2016): 463–72.
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evident to warrant discussion; and, finally, only a selection of the government documents
produced survive. Thus, even under the best of circumstances, “access” is anything but
“unfiltered.”21
Within this restricted and imprecise universe of potential evidence, the best way to increase
one’s confidence in the validity of the data is to seek and privilege statements delivered in
more private settings – yet this advice is also no panacea. I propose that recordings or minutes
of secluded meetings, internal government memoranda, or private recollections of views and
discussions should be the main sources of information. These being the materials also preferred
by historians, it begs the question whether one should not simply rely on what this discipline’s
professionals produce. Political scientists have often employed accessible historical scholarship
as the principal source of data for their process tracing. Nevertheless, while the work of
historians can serve as an extremely valuable starting point, methodologists have long argued
that no theoretically neutral data can be elicited from it.22 Thus, conducting one’s own primary
investigation pertaining to the particular process remains the best available approach.23 On has
to be, however, aware that even such primary investigation remains an imperfect instrument.24
As many historians have pointed out, analyzing even quasi complete archival evidence often
yields numerous plausible explanations for the same phenomenon.25 Triangulation could allay
some of these concerns, but many a conundrum will remain unsolvable.26
To supplement information produced in private settings, researchers can access other sources,
but should remain mindful that these are also often far from perfect. Besides relying on public
statements or on written recollections, elite interviews represent a promising venue.27 For
example, methods experts have argued that, when thinking about social outcomes in terms of

21
Alan M. Jacobs, “Process Tracing the Effects of Ideas,” in Process Tracing: From Metaphor to Analytic Tool,
ed. Andrew Bennett and Jeffrey T. Checkel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 41–73; see also
Robert Jervis, “Understanding Beliefs,” Political Psychology 27, no. 5 (2006): 645.
22
Ian S. Lustick, “History, Historiography, and Political Science: Multiple Historical Records and the Problem of
Selection Bias,” The American Political Science Review 90, no. 3 (September 1996): 605–18.
23
Deborah Welch Larson, “Sources and Methods in Cold War History: The Need for a New Theory-Based
Archival Approach,” in Bridges and Boundaries: Historians, Political Scientists, and the Study of International
Relations, ed. Colin Elman and Miriam Fendius Elman (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2001), 326; Theda Skocpol,
“Emerging Agendas and Recurrent Strategies in Historical Sociology,” in Vision and Method in Historical
Sociology, ed. Theda Skocpol (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 382.
24
Henry Brady and David Collier, Rethinking Social Inquiry: Diverse Tools, Shared Standards (Lanham:
Rowman & Littlefield, 2004), 295.
25
Olav Njolstad, “Learning from History? Case Studies and the Limits of Theory Building,” in Arms Races:
Technological and Political Dynamics, ed. Nils Petter Gleditsch and Olav Njolstad (Oslo: Sage, 1990).
26
Gary King, Robert O. Keohane, and Sidney Verba, Designing Social Inquiry: Scientific Inference in Qualitative
Research (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), 476–82.
27
Brian C. Rathbun, “Interviewing and Qualitative Field Methods: Pragmatism and Practicalities,” in The Oxford
Handbook of Political Methodology, ed. Janet M. Box-Steffensmeier, Henry Brady, and David Collier (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2008), 685–701.
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micro-foundations – in terms of the beliefs, incentives, and behaviors of individuals –
interviews could potentially directly assess the roots of individual actions and attitudes.28
Nonetheless, also in this case, one must be aware of the limitations: Involved individuals might
have incentives to dissemble or misrepresent motives for past action. Scholarly experience
suggests that responses in interviews appear shaped by the accuracy of the respondent’s initial
memories; the subsequent shaping of those memories through social processes; and the
respondents’ objectives in the interview setting. 29 These concerns and limitations apply,
however, under the assumption that identified interview partners would actually respond to
interview requests and accept to meet, which is not always the case. Having discussed my
method and data of choice here, the next section turns to deliberating the potential strength of
my causal claims.

3.2 Contributing, Necessary or Sufficient Mechanisms
Akin to other endeavors within political science, this project’s main goal is to provide an
answer for what made the outcome of interest come about – what drove various US leaders to
repeatedly decide in favor of military primacy. And yet, many scholars have argued that,
independent of how much empirical evidence authors marshal in support of their answers,
explanations cannot significantly advance the discipline if they remain imprecise regarding the
strength of their causal claims.30 Such imprecision often arises out of authors’ sidestepping of
explicit criteria for evaluating the explanatory power of the proposed explanations.31 Therefore,
this section starts by generally discussing the contributing, necessary, and sufficient nature of
the mechanisms that underpin political decisions. I specifically argue that, given even ideal
empirical conditions for data generation, the mechanism I propose in this project can only be
shown to be contributing and necessary. Given the complexity of the investigated decisionmaking process, setting out to prove any mechanism’s sufficiency is likely to be an illusory
endeavor. Further, I propose a set of explicit criteria for evaluating mechanisms empirically. I
conclude the section by illustrating this approach with three examples.

28

Layna Mosley, “‘Just Talk to People’? Interviews in Contemporary Political Science,” in Interview Research in
Political Science, ed. Layna Mosley (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2013), 1–30.
29
For a detailed discussion of these concerns, see Elisabeth Jean Wood, “Ethnographic Research in the Shadow of
Civil War,” in Insurgent Collective Action and Civil War in El Salvador (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2003), 31–50.
30
Mahoney, “Process Tracing and Historical Explanation,” 217.
31
For authors separately arriving at this conclusion, Tannenwald, “Process Tracing and Security Studies,” 225;
Fred Chernoff, Explanation and Progress in Security Studies: Bridging Theoretical Divides in International
Relations (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2014), 38; Bennett and Checkel, “Process Tracing: From
Philosophical Roots to Best Practices,” 30.
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Crucial governmental decisions imply that leaders select a course of action among several
alternatives. Three distinct but overlapping categories of causal mechanisms can be
conceptualized as underpinning these choices. First, some causal mechanisms can contribute to
the decision – their existence among the decision-makers’ rationales is shown to render the
result more likely. For instance, hunger and thirst can be shown to motivate Jane to go for
lunch. Hunger and thirst could potentially be necessary, sufficient, both, or neither. Let us
assume social pressure was Jane’s main driver, but hunger and thirst also played a role towards
her choice. In this situation, sufficiency is clearly not attained, and it is difficult enough to
ascertain whether either hunger or thirst were necessary. Second, several mechanisms can be
necessary – the specific decision is not taken in their absence. For example, when not hungry,
Jane did not go for lunch. Yet she would have eaten a sandwich at her desk if not for the social
pressure, making hunger a necessary but not sufficient condition for lunching out. Finally,
certain mechanisms can be sufficient – their presence is enough to generate the choice, but
other sufficient causes could also yield the outcome. The opening of a new restaurant could be
sufficient for Jane to go to lunch; so could be a particularly important meeting.32
This discussion reveals an ideal type of overarching explanatory mechanism, but also exposes
its practical problems. Such an ideal mechanism (a) would convert all subsidiary mechanisms
into the core building blocks of the proposed explanation; (b) would integrate only the
individually necessary and jointly sufficient components into the explanation; and, (c) to
achieve parsimony, would omit all contributing factors.33 However, when moving from the
ideal to the practical with regard to tracing the process underpinning complex political
decisions, demonstrating a certain factor’s contributing nature is often challenging; necessity is
outright difficult; and sufficiency is nearly impossible. Overall, what renders certain political
decisions an interesting object of study is exactly the fact that they have numerous causes
which are overlapping and hard to differentiate. Among these causes, several are potentially
necessary but few are likely to be sufficient. In contrast, if one underpinning cause was
overpowering towards generating the outcome, this cause would be easy to identify and the
puzzling nature of the decision would likely vanish. For example, obtaining enough votes is
sufficient to be elected, but it is also very uninteresting a question. People will ask what drove
those votes, causes potentially not underpinned by as straightforward a causal mechanism.

32

Gary Goertz, “Assessing the Trivialness, Relevance, and Relative Importance of Necessary or Sufficient
Conditions in Social Science,” Studies in Comparative International Development 41, no. 2 (June 2006): 88–109.
33
Gary Goertz and Jack S. Levy, “Causal Explanation, Necessary Conditions, and Case Studies,” in Explaining
War and Peace: Case Studies and Necessary Condition Counterfactuals, ed. Jack S. Levy and Gary Goertz
(London: Routledge, 2007), 11, 19 and 22.
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A number of conditions emerge for making claims about contribution, necessity, and
sufficiency. First, to ascertain that rationale X contributed to the occurrence of decision Y, one
should not only provide evidence that decision-makers deliberated this particular reasoning, but
also trace how this logic remained germane until and during the time the choice was made.
Second, to establish that the same rationale X was necessary, persuasive counterfactual
evidence should reveal that absent X decision-makers would not have chosen Y. In other
words, one should ascertain that, with X gone, no Z could have replaced it to produce Y. Third,
sufficiency requires proof that even absent any other factor Z, X could have alone driven the
decision. Yet, in most cases, factors Z abound, and successfully demonstrating their
superfluous nature appears to be a daunting task. Also, most sufficiency claims imply prior
knowledge about what produces “such” outcomes: A bullet entering the brain is typically
sufficient for causing death. Observing such projectile, we can conclude it constitutes a
sufficient condition. Yet if finding out what produces military primacy is what the researcher
seeks, what is sufficient cannot but remain unknown during the research process. Finally, even
an exhaustive review of all ideal evidence can only yield the negative conclusion that no other
mechanism could be found at work, and not that X was truly sufficient.34
For all the reasons discussed above, this project aims to show that the proposed mechanism
was contributing to the decision, and to provide persuasive evidence that the mechanism was
also necessary for this particular choice to be selected.35 Towards this end, all building blocks
of the mechanism need to be contributing factors – they all must be present; if their absence is
proven, this renders the mechanism invalid. In contrast, not all components need to be
necessary factors – some building blocks might, for instance, be overdetermined, with multiple
causes generating them. 36 For instance, I argued in the theory chapter that US leaders support
the democratic system because it allows them to once again compete in elections. However,
support for the political order might be overdetermined, with other forms of self-interest or
various normative mechanisms being at work. Nevertheless, the key building blocks need to be
shown to be individually necessary to render the entire mechanism necessary for the outcome –
break this particular necessity link and the entire chain becomes just a contributing condition.
For example, if the pursuit of national economic wealth is not indispensable for the US
government’s decision to establish an open international economic order, the necessary nature
of my overall mechanism becomes questionable.
34

This builds upon the logic advanced in David Collier, “Understanding Process Tracing,” PS: Political Science
& Politics 44, no. 4 (October 2011): 828.
35
This discussion builds upon James Mahoney, Erin Kimball, and Kendra L. Koivu, “The Logic of Historical
Explanation in the Social Sciences,” Comparative Political Studies 42, no. 1 (January 2009): 114–46.
36
For a different view, Goertz and Levy, “Causal Explanation, Necessary Conditions, and Case Studies,” 9.
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The above discussion leads me to three explicit criteria that the empirical chapters must satisfy
to warrant the claims of explanatory strength made here – criteria that should also enable others
to seek the evidence necessary for potentially disconfirming my assertions. My theory proposes
a link between the choice for military primacy and US leaders’ preferences, a causal chain
made out of aggregated micro-level components – the building-blocks that jointly construct the
overall mechanism. For the entire mechanism to be necessary, the predicted components need
to be proven contributing and/or necessary factors. Thus, (1) any component C must be found.
If there is no evidence for C’s existence or if another component M is found in its place, the
entire mechanism collapses. Further, (2) C must be linked causally to its consecutive
component D. If there is no proof that C is seen as contributing or necessary towards producing
C, the mechanism fails. Finally, (3) a certain component F must be deemed necessary to obtain
E. If a belief cannot be substantiated that, absent F, E cannot be realized, the necessity claim
cannot be sustained. Three key examples illustrate my logic.
As a first example, I proposed in the theory chapter that US leaders are concerned with
safeguarding the overall democratic political system. Empirically, this project therefore needs
to provide evidence for this concern.37 If US leaders are, for instance, found to be interested
solely in reelection and the particular benefits accrued by certain social classes, the mechanism
tumbles. Further, I argued that US leaders believe enhancing the material prosperity of their
nation to be a path towards strengthening the political system. To substantiate this claim, US
leaders must be shown seeking general material prosperity as an instrument towards achieving
domestic stability. Should they believe prosperity conducive only to other goals – for instance,
for improving their own situation – the mechanism becomes invalid. Conversely, prosperity
might be sought for numerous other reasons and domestic stability could potentially be
achieved through other means. This makes clear that I do not claim any sufficiency in this
regard.
As a second example, I offered that, within the international realm, US elites devise a longterm economic project to enhance the wealth of their nation. Evidence needs to be presented
for the existence of such a project and for its underlying foundations. In contrast, if economic
policy is found to be patchy, or if the overall project is primarily aimed at, for instance,
promoting democracy, the claim is falsified. The theory also fails if US decision-makers do not
assess why the open order is beneficial to American interests, or if they pursue it for the benefit
of few special interests. Subsequently, I claimed that, when confronted with US designs, other
37
The hypothesis has to “jump” through the “hoop” to retain its plausibility, argued Stephen Van Evera, Guide to
Methods for Students of Political Science (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997).

71

Liviu Horovitz • ETH • Guns, Butter, and Votes: A Theory of American Military Primacy • October 2018 • CH3

states generate mixed signals – and that US leaders expect this to be the case. Therefore, I need
to provide evidence that different states have views mainly driven by their core structural
attributes, and that US leaders debate these perceptions and the expected reactions.
Contrariwise, if, for instance, all democratic states welcome US designs without contestation,
my argument collapses. Also, if US policy makers do not realize that other states within the
West might entertain a different agenda, my theory cannot be sustained anymore.
As a final illustration, I also argued that – as they attempt to secure their broader expansive
interests – US leaders assess the credibility of their threats to fight as limited and the ability of
adversaries to precisely evaluate the balance of strength as imperfect. Therefore, I claimed,
American policymakers prefer military capabilities that ensure swift and relatively cheap
victory – all in order to obtain acquiescence without protestation. Accordingly, I need to first
provide evidence for these assessments. If US leaders believe their nation’s credibility
unquestionable or see the balance of strength as crystal-clear, the proposed mechanism breaks
down. Further, I must substantiate the claim that it is exactly for these reasons that they pursue
particular military capabilities. If certain force structures are preferred for other reasons, my
argument does not hold. This also appears to be a necessary condition – one needs to persuade
that in the absence of such concerns, the envisioned military means would have been different.
After this discussion of my mechanism’s causal claims, I turn in the next section to whom,
when, and what should I investigate.

3.3 Weighing Actors & Time in Decisions
James Mahoney, a well-known methodologist, argued that historical explanations can be seen
as composed of sequences of events in which various actors generate causal factors located at
different points in time, factors whose interaction in turn produces the observed outcome.38
Given the research question at hand, two questions appear salient: First, who are the main
actors generating the pertinent causal factors that lead to military primacy? Second, which
points in time are central to grasping the most relevant dynamics?39 The intuitive answer to
both questions has long been to closely trace the rationales of the critical decision-makers just
before they take their picks – ideally, to identify the key meeting and derive causal conclusions
from the exchanges among the principals at this crucial point in time. In this section, I propose
that more can be explained by, firstly, taking into account the rationales developed by policy38

Mahoney, “Process Tracing and Historical Explanation,” 202 and 204.
Christine Trampusch and Bruno Palier, “Between X and Y: How Process Tracing Contributes to Opening the
Black Box of Causality,” New Political Economy 21, no. 5 (2016): 437–54.
39
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designers at various levels of government, and, secondly, by analyzing the emergence and
subsequent interaction of different logics from the moment a future Administration becomes
engaged with foreign policy on the campaign trail.
Within the American democracy, the President’s goals matter most, but tradeoffs are inherent.
As I have argued in the theory chapter, there is little doubt that, within the US system of
government, the decision to devote a large part of the government’s budget to attaining and
sustaining military dominance must find approval at the pinnacles of elected power, most
importantly in the Executive Office of the President.40 In turn, much suggests that the President
and those who advise him try to deal with politics in a holistic fashion in order to attain as
many as possible of this politician’s interests – whichever these might be.41 Towards these
ends, the highest echelon of power defines – implicitly or explicitly – a set of goals, and
attempts to fashion government policy in order to achieve these ends. However, in a world of
finite resources, tradeoffs between various divergent aims are almost always inherent.
Innovative policies are required to reconcile – at least up to a certain degree – innately
conflicting priorities. For instance, the President might want to reduce the deficit, cut taxes,
and sustain international alliances. Political operatives might deem all three goals important,
but find it difficult to square such incongruous preferences.
As a consequence of these inherent tradeoffs, the conversion of broad interests into specific
government actions – policies that can best reconcile contradictory aims – requires wideranging knowledge and talents.

42

Scholars have long argued that the top leadership

unavoidably lacks the expertise, the skills, and the time to ponder all the policy questions that
face the modern government.43 Hence, as Max Weber once wrote, the “political master” cannot
but remain a “dilettante,” necessarily relying upon a large state apparatus led by professional
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The Paradox of Politicization,” in Institutions of American Democracy: The Executive Branch, ed. Joel D.
Aberbach and Mark A. Peterson (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 135–73; for a critical review, Helen
V. Milner and Dustin Tingley, Sailing the Water’s Edge: The Domestic Politics of American Foreign Policy
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015), 10–15.
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Remaking of American Foreign Relations in the 1970s (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 8.
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International Security 17, no. 2 (Fall 1992): 112–46.
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Barry R. Weingast, “Caught in the Middle: The President, Congress, and the Political-Bureaucratic System,” in
Institutions of American Democracy: The Executive Branch, ed. Joel D. Aberbach and Mark A. Peterson (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 312–43; or David Epstein and Sharyn O’Halloran, Delegating Powers: A
Transaction Cost Politics Approach to Policy Making Under Separate Powers (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1999).
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career administrators and a smaller group of politically appointed experts.44 On the one hand, it
is undeniable that both the bureaucracy and the appointed political body often attempt to tend
to either broader political constituencies or to narrow individual and institutional interests
directly, all by influencing the policy-design.45 On the other hand, within a reasonably wellfunctioning state, it seems that these two groups of experts – and especially the politically
appointed one – also achieve their aims indirectly, by providing the political leadership with
salient policy-options, and receiving rewards for prized inputs.46 To illustrate, policy options
developed by experts that raise government revenue but avoid being seen by the public as
“taxes” are likely to be praised by political masters, earning their authors rewards.
According to this logic, having identified their core set of goals, the top-level decision-makers
– relying upon a blend of need, trust, and control – delegate the elaboration of policy-choices to
governmental experts.47 At first, these core goals are separated and tasked to specialized
entities, structures that elaborate the myriad of actions and choices that enable the policy
process. Subsequently, if tradeoffs become apparent, these entities interact to create policy
solutions. It is at this stage within the policy-making process that the system’s foremost
expertise and skills coalesce to account for the matter’s complexity.48 However, for as long as
policy-options that sufficiently accommodate the divergent objectives entrusted to the various
entities can be tailored, the higher levels of government can remain (relatively) unaware of the
involved intricacies.49 To illustrate, if most parts of the government apparatus agree upon the
revenue raising option mentioned above, the President is unlikely to spend too much time
debating it with his closest advisors. Consequently, archival research might reveal a
Presidential note praising the policy designer for the brilliant insight, but the underlying cogs
and wheels might remain opaque at the very top of the government.
In contrast, mainly when policy-choices prove manifestly zero-sum and, hence, involve stark
tradeoffs between conflicting priorities, leaders are likely to be called upon to adjudicate.
44

Cited in Joel Aberbach, Robert D. Putnam, and Bert Rockman, Bureaucrats and Politicians in Western
Democracies (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1981), 1–10, particularly 6.
45
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1999).
46
Weingast, “Caught in the Middle: The President, Congress, and the Political-Bureaucratic System,” 334; also
Robert J. Art, “Bureaucratic Politics and American Foreign Policy: A Critique,” Policy Sciences 4, no. 4 (1973):
467–90.
47
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Within these processes, much suggests that central stage will often be taken by the necessary
political compromises and the inherent domain-specific costs, and less by the technical
rationales underpinning the policy-options spawned from below by the specialized entities. On
the one hand, it is at this highest level that policies cohere and overarching strategic political
purposes emerge. On the other hand, a deep understanding of the tradeoffs underlying policyoptions remains visible only at the lower levels. Hence, I determine that only a broader analysis
of policy-creation can render transparent the underlying rationales sought by this project. In
other words, my aim is to trace a policy decision not only through the President’s discussion
with his closest advisors but also within the National Security Council (NSC) and, ideally,
within the core Departments. With access at time problematic, I plan to at least investigate how
the various Departments presented their rationales towards the lower levels at the White House.
Having established whose logic this project should trace, I now turn to discussing which timeframes should be considered relevant. On the one hand, scholars agree that temporality is
central to causal inference, allowing for differentiation among potential causal mechanisms.50
On the other hand, the dangers of a potentially infinite regress in search of finer-grained
constituting parts at ever-lower levels of analysis is inherent to explanations via mechanisms.51
Every cause has its own cause.52 Hence, it is impossible to ascertain a priori what should be
considered a “background condition” and what is worthy of investigation. Overall, there is no
infallible way to decide how far back to go in explaining an event.53 The researcher cannot but
make a – hopefully defensible – decision about when to begin testing explanations.54 To avoid
charges of post hoc rationalization, one must establish explicit rules for delineating the
temporal boundaries of the analyzed event.55 As noted above, political scientists typically
assess decision-making processes immediately preceding the pertinent choice, assuming that
the relevant rationales will become exposed. This is not the most fortunate choice, I argue.
When a broader understanding of causal factors is the focus of inquiry, primarily studying the
element that ultimately tilted the balance does not generate much insight. Contentious political
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“Certain causal mechanisms take place under specific temporal configurations, whereas other are very unlikely
given a particular tempo or duration,” writes Anna Grzymala-Busse, “Time Will Tell? Temporality and the
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and Erica Simmons, “Informative Regress: Critical Antecedents in Comparative Politics,” Comparative Political
Studies 43, no. 7 (2010): 886–917.
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36 (2010): 52.
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decisions involving multifaceted purposes and various tradeoffs are usually elicited by a
catalytic proximate cause – the proverbial last straw that breaks the camel’s back.56 And yet,
the choice’s foundations lie mostly in numerous permissive conditions – typically, complex
solutions accommodating as many incongruities as possible. Working under abundant
constraints, decision makers rarely review all the fundamentals underpinning the particular
questions requiring resolution at a particular point in time. Instead, they often focus on the
impact of the precipitating cause – the rare and unusual occurrences that elicited the necessity
of deciding. Especially when the background conditions are assumed to be well known,
scholars might be particularly interested in such triggers. 57 However, this project is not
interested in the last drop – the proximate element that enables the decision for military
primacy. To the contrary, it attempts to capture the most important factors put in the balance in
favor and against this particular governmental choice.58
As a consequence of this focus on broader causal factors, I accept Andrew Bennett and Jeffrey
Checkel’s suggestion to start at the time at which the key actors or agents “enter the scene or
gain some material, ideational or informational capacity.”59 Hence, I propose initiating the
empirical analysis when a presidential campaign gains momentum, beginning to assess the
links between domestic and foreign policy priorities.60 Ultimately, much of a President’s
success in implementing his agenda depends on the individuals he chooses for key jobs in
government.61 Thus, some political appointees unavoidably own multiple allegiances, but most
are selected for their willingness to support the President’s preferences.62 While expertise,
reputation, or political connections render particular individuals eligible for an appointment,
many join the Administration from outside the state apparatus, and key individuals are selected
already before the election is won.63 Once in the Administration, these people are provided
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access to the background information and policy-alternatives produced by the bureaucracy, but
also to the interests, preferences, and aims of the President and his inner circle.
It is at this point in time on the campaign trail and in the Administration’s first months in office
that key policymakers enter the scene and start crafting the policy options among which the
President will ultimately adjudicate. Therefore, it is at this point that the scholar should start
investigating these individuals’ links to each other, their deeply held beliefs, and their
rationales with respect to the observed outcome. Ultimately, this is a pragmatic choice:
Previous beliefs and experiences would also be relevant, but are hard to identify, trace, and
weigh against assessments these individuals complete once they are exposed to classified
government information and to the preferences emerging from the Oval Office. Also,
incentives within and outside the Administration seem to vary too much to render observable
implications comparable: Before joining the government, an academic would be keen to
comply with disciplinary customs; once in office, she would seek practical solutions to
proposed problems, independent of any scholarly theoretical or empirical commitments. With
whom and when to trace now clarified, this chapter moves on to discussing what empirical
predictions should be traced.

3.4 Theory Generated Empirical Predictions
The eight sections of the theoretical chapter yielded thirty five empirical implications. I
summarize these predictions in the table below. To show that my mechanism has been at work
within a particular decision-making process, the empirical chapters will trace these behaviors
and rationales. If American leaders and their foreign counterparts do not behave as these
predictions expect them to do, then my mechanism becomes invalidated. If US decisionmakers entertain certain rationales solely on the basis of other causal factors than the ones
posited by my theory, the proposed mechanism collapses. If policymakers in Washington and
abroad think and act as expected by my theory, but the offered pressures and constraints do not
appear indispensable for a particular step, my mechanism shall be returned to the drawing
board. Nevertheless, if all perform and reason as I expect them to do, this does not mean that
other factors are not needed for the outcome to be produced. Having resolved what actions and
justifications have to be unearthed if this argument is to stand a chance of being valid, the next
section asks which time-frames within the thirteen US Administrations under consideration
here appear particularly promising and should, therefore, be selected as case studies.
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THEORY DERIVED EMPIRICAL PREDICTIONS
US leaders should be observed to:
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
15
17

2.1 Domestic Drivers & American Leaders
Seek electoral success and safeguard the democratic system
Prefer policies congruent with the particular interests of powerful elites
Be concerned with broad outcomes a majority of citizenry desires
Pursue overall growth in order to avoid painful tradeoffs
2.2 International Interactions
Evaluate expected costs and benefits to assess whether interests can be achieved abroad
Deem cooperative approaches less costly, but consider taking action to the detriment of others
Presume cost-benefit frameworks to be universally adopted
Expect foreign leaders to accept US demands when accommodation is cheaper than opposition
Be concerned with both their own and their adversaries’ equations of action
2.3 US Leaders & International Goals
Secure their state’s survival, but perceive such threats to be rare
Seek to protect domestic political order against foreign intrusion, but be mindful of tradeoffs
Pursue electoral gains or particular goals only when they are not opposing broader interests
2.4 The Pursuit of Wealth Abroad
Reject territorial expansion and prefer advantageous rules or bilateral arrangements to get rich
Favor free economic exchanges, but be concerned with negative domestic implications
Favor open markets because of US largest and very competitive capitalist industrial economy
Be tempted to take advantage of others, but rarely willing to accept the systemic repercussions
Sustain and protect the open economic system & create institutions that facilitate this process

Other actors should react:
18
19
20
21
22

2.5 Mixed Reception of US Designs
Powerful states should want to take advantage of others & resent US restricting their freedom
Less productive economies should be less tempted by an open system
Non-democracies should resent the unrestrained expansion of free commercial exchanges
Entities preferring a more managed version of capitalism should see US order as challenging
States distrusting US assurances should be less willing to accept American designs

In response, US leaders should:
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
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2.6 Power to Get What You Want
Devise positive incentives to render American designs more palatable
Question the credibility of their threats
Debate sufficient level of investment to have preferences accepted without contestation
Resent domestic tradeoffs involved in acquiring sufficient instruments of persuasion
2.7 The Nature of Overwhelming Force
Assess deterring others’ actions against most fundamental US interests as not difficult
Worry that neither US stakes nor determination will be easily credible to either allies or foes
Prefer capabilities that ensure swift & relatively cheap victory at various levels of escalation
Seek force that leaves no doubt about one’s capability to destroy any adversary’s armies
2.8 Nuclear Weapons & Modern Technology
Be interested in nuclear nonproliferation vis-à-vis both allies and adversaries
Develop conventional capabilities that deliver victories under the nuclear threshold
Desire secure second-strike capabilities
Explore tools to deny the adversaries secure retaliatory nuclear arsenals
Assess that moving first towards military dominance would grant their country a significant lead
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3.5 Representative, Relevant & Difficult Cases
My theory claims that one and the same mechanism has been at work over seven decades to
induce US decision-makers to seek military primacy. Ideally, one would investigate all thirteen
presidential administrations and test all competing explanatory frameworks against all
available evidence.

64

Alternatively, one would investigate at least one particular

Administration’s global policies – addressing, at the very least, Europe, Asia, and the Middle
East. However, within a reasonable time-frame, such a comprehensive approach could yield
little more than a superficial analysis. Also, as leaders are likely to examine such macro-level
choices only at key junctions, certain intervals will almost certainly be more revealing than
others. Finally, significantly more information might be available regarding one particular
region of the world. Hence, a random selection approach will be ineffective.65 In addition, there
is little access to the documentary record of the last four Administrations, a fact that limits any
inquiry. Thus, for these practical reasons and the conceptual arguments detailed below, I decide
to focus the empirical investigation on two temporally and spatially delimited cases: The
rationales and policies of the Harry S. Truman (1945-1953) and the George H. W. Bush (19891993) Administrations towards Europe. This section outlines potential case-selection
challenges and my attempts to allay such concerns; sketches the two cases and their specific
advantages for testing various explanatory frameworks; and, lastly, discusses why other
potential cases are less suitable.
Methodologists agree that case-selection is challenging. 66 A case study is an intensive
examination of a particular occurrence in the hope that this effort will shed light on a larger
population of similar occurrences.67 The case study performs a diagnostic function, helping to
confirm (but mainly to disconfirm) causal hypotheses.68 For the question asked here, besides
64
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the pragmatic reasons outlined above, three conceptual challenges appear particularly salient
towards selecting the best-suited case studies. First, only one independent case – the Truman
Administration – is available. Overall, there is no information separation between cases;
decision-makers in later Administrations have knowledge of the constitutive actions and the
outcome of the earlier instances. 69 In other words, twelve Administrations followed in
Truman’s footsteps. Second, charges of post hoc theorizing are hard to refute. Ultimately, it is
difficult – if not impossible – to prove that one did not construct the theory a posteriori to
capture the key dynamics of the few analyzed processes. Such proof is particularly hard to
produce when secondary literature is widely available. Finally, claiming the chosen cases to be
representative is problematic. Readers must be persuaded that cases were not selected by how
well they fitted the proposed theory.70
A number of steps can mitigate these concerns. First, I should privilege cases at critical
junctures. When much is in flux and many earlier choices appear in need of reassessment,
leaders have more leeway and evaluate options thoroughly. These cases are likely to be the
most independent of each other. Second, I should investigate a case without either a significant
secondary literature or a full documentary record. On the one hand, if one can persuade that the
theory was completed before conducting archival research – and by presenting it at various
conferences – this project seeks to advance qualitative research towards the pre-registration
standard currently advocated by many scholars.71 On the other hand, as more sources become
available, others will be able to investigate whether my explanation still holds. Third, to lessen
case-fitting doubts, I should select most-likely cases for the competing hypotheses and, if
possible, the least-likely for my argument.72 If these alternative explanations are to make it
anywhere, they are more likely to make it here; conversely, if my explanation can make it here,
it should be more likely to make it anywhere.73 Two case studies best address these pragmatic
and conceptual conditions.
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First, at the end of the 1940s and the beginning of the 1950s, the Administration of Harry S.
Truman decided to reconsider its post-war military drawdown and allocate the resources
necessary to establish and upkeep military primacy.74 In the summer of 1945, as World War II
had come to an end, the US government had drastically scaled down the nation’s armed forces,
with military appropriations reduced to $6 billion. During the following five years, American
defense spending had again swollen, but remained in the vicinity of $15 billion a year.75 After
the beginning of the Korean War in the summer of 1950, the US military budget increased
dramatically, first to $54 billion, and then to $60 billion. Yet the war required less than a third
of what was expended on the military buildup. In contrast, such spending was seen as sufficient
for the United States to be able to wage and win a global war.76 As I will discuss in chapter
four, US officials argued that “preponderant power must be the objective of US policy” and “to
seek less than preponderant power would be to opt for defeat.”77
Three important reasons render this case a good choice for testing the proposed theory. First,
within the time-frame under investigation here, the decision of the Truman Administration
represents the US government’s initial turn towards acquiring preeminent military capabilities.
Hence, much suggests that opposition within and outside the government should be strong and
arguments contested, allowing underlying mechanisms to become visible. Second, a majority
of records have been open for a few decades now, and secondary literature is abundant. On the
one hand, whether actively or inadvertently, I did use my prior knowledge of the case for
theory-building purposes. On the other hand, the wealth of available material allowed me to
draw upon additional data to test my claims. Lastly, this is a most-likely case for theories
emphasizing threats to American survival and security or a mutually beneficial order: The
Soviet Union can be argued to have been most menacing during this time-frame and America’s
economy was most dominant. If defensive concerns or mutual benefits are not sufficient to
instigate a drive towards acquiring preeminent force here, they are unlikely to be sufficient
anywhere.
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Second, at the end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s, the George H. W. Bush
Administration decided to remain militarily engaged in Europe and to continue to pursue
global military superiority. The Soviet Union had resolved to abandon the military contest: Its
armies were withdrawn from Central and Eastern Europe and Moscow drastically diminished
its military spending. The Bush Administration saw itself faced with significant domestic
pressures to also scale-down its armed forces. The US government slashed the active duty
strength of 2.1 million men to 1.6 million. The Pentagon’s budget was reduced, ultimately by
almost a third. Nevertheless, Washington officials worked tirelessly to preserve the existent
military alliances and resulting security commitments towards Europe and, subsequently, a
significant gap between their country’s military capabilities and any other state. As will be
detailed in chapter five, American policymakers wrote that “we need to establish the principle
that American power is not simply a reaction to Soviet military capability.”78 Three years into
the Presidency, strategic planners concluded that their “first objective” was “to prevent the
reemergence of a new rival,” and that the necessary investments in technology and manpower
were worth shouldering.79
There are four reasons that speak in favor of this case. First, the end of the Cold War is a
critical juncture in world politics, and one would expect the Bush Administration to reevaluate
US policies. Second, scholarly work is relatively limited and the archival record is incomplete
– I could not have fitted my theory to this particular case; others will be able to rely upon a
growing record to disconfirm my claims. However, there is reasonable access to primary
sources – and, given intense scholarly interest, most has been declassified on US-Europe
relations. Third, with the demise of Communism, the disintegration of the Soviet military
challenge, and the emergence of the United States as the sole remaining superpower, it is the
most-likely case for some of the competing hypotheses. If liberal-economic, elites-focused,
normative, domestic-political, corporatist-industrial, or bureaucratic factors are to make it
anywhere, they are most likely to make it here. Fourth, and related to the second reason, while
both Bush officials and the available literature are more explicit regarding the link between
economic and military policies in Asia, due to cultural-, elites-, administrative- and other
transatlantic links, alternative explanations should have it easier in Europe.
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One other case is worth mentioning. Going back to the end of the 1970s, the Administration of
Jimmy Carter initially committed to implementing significant defense-budget cuts and pursued a
détente with the Soviet Union. However, the White House subsequently resolved to readjust its
strategic policy towards enhancing US military power.80 Conventional wisdom holds that more
hawkish and cautious policymakers replaced their dovish colleagues, who were less fearful of
Soviet military power.81 Recently declassified sources suggest the mechanism I propose could
better account for the observed behavior.82 On the one hand, the Carter case promises good access
to primary information; a number of potential interview partners; and a least-likely candidate for
my own mechanism, as this Administration is widely believed to be the least prone to the coldblooded calculations that my mechanism proposes. On the other hand, the renewed competition
with the Soviet Union could potentially allow various policy makers to avoid contentious debates.
Thus, given the practical constraint of only having time for two case studies, I decided to postpone
this analysis and not include it in this project.

While all above cases are drawn from within the seven decades under investigation – an
approach known as within-case analysis – most-similar analysis also appears promising at first
sight, but reveals itself as impractical at a closer look.83 If I were to take this road, I would not
select cases that share the same value on the dependent variable – the decision to pursue or
uphold military primacy.84 In contrast, I would ideally find a case that differs only on the
outcome and, hopefully, on the “independent variable” – in this case, my proposed mechanism.
Consequently, I would hope to show that, all else being in equal, in the absence of my
necessary mechanism, the outcome is not being produced. Nevertheless, given the nature of the
mechanism proposed here, I argue this method’s potential does not warrant the investment. On
the one hand, given that I am not claiming a sufficient mechanism, establishing its absence
would not reveal much. On the other hand, given that I am not just proposing a parsimonious
variable, the presence or absence of the mechanism – or parts thereof – would be difficult to
ascertain. Overall, the significant investment does not appear to be warranted by the possible
results.
Two further points will clarify my argument vis-à-vis most-similar analysis. First, crosstemporal theoretical generalizations are outside the scope of my theory, a fact that significantly
80
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reduces the universe of reasonably well-matched comparison cases. 85 For instance, as I accept
that my theory can predict nothing about the foundations of decisions taken within the Roman
or British empires, it seems unfair to expect these potential instances of military primacy to
resemble sufficiently to the outcome under consideration here for comparisons to tell us
anything useful.86 Second, the breath of the research question asked here renders matching a
given case with an invented one – a so-called counterfactual – impractical.87 For such a broad
question, the independent factor changed to produce the invented case simply appears
inseparable from other independent variables that operate to produce the outcome. 88 To
illustrate, I could in fact build a counterfactual in which the US was not democratic or had not
acquired nuclear weapons; yet the implications would be so large as to render the analysis
useless. The next two sections will make transparent what data I explored for the empirical
analysis presented in this project’s next two chapters.

3.6 Sources Architecture: The Harry S. Truman Administration
People are generally – and naturally – suspicious of accounts that do not comport with their
own interpretation of reality.89 Yet for novel ideas to gain acceptance, some disputants will
ultimately have to accept that the established wisdom was wrong.90 To increase the legitimacy
of their novel claims and, eventually, to persuade others, scholars’ time-tested approach is to
enable their readers to understand and assess the employed procedures for interpreting the
evidence gathered in support of the proposed explanation.91 Over the past decade, both natural
and social scientists have once again become increasingly preoccupied with such
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“transparency” concerns.92 To this end, Christopher Darnton forcefully argued recently that
“persuasive explanation depends not just on the quantity, quality, accuracy, or transparency of
sources, but on their selection and their structural relationship to other potential sources of
evidence relevant to inference bearing on the theoretical propositions.”93 Thus, the next two
sections discuss the “architecture” of the sources used for the two case studies. More detail is
provided on the Bush Administration because I became more aware of transparency concerns
only as I advanced with my research. Although the Truman case study mainly explores sources
that have long been available, it still warrants a discussion – one that I offer below.
Few – if any – US Administrations’ foreign policy decision-making received as much scholarly
attention as did the choices of Harry S. Truman and his associates. My review of this literature
revealed that historical research has unearthed most, if not all, building blocks of my own
theory. At the risk of oversimplifying a heated debate, with a majority of sources opened, the
core disagreement among historians has crystalized around the questions of whether US leaders
pursued military primacy to defend democracy or to advance capitalism.94 Furthermore, the
vast literature on the origins of the Cold War has marshalled large quantities of evidence in
favor or against various alternative theories. Therefore, I saw no reason to pursue the archival
research from a blank slate. Also, given that the main historians addressing the topic required
five to ten years to survey the available sources, a comprehensive approach would have been
an impossible task in the year I had allocated for this study. Hence, I decided to follow two of
Darnton’s suggestions: First, to “search where other scholars have already worked,” basically
offering a fresh read of cited documents and their “neighbors” in their repositories. Second, to
“target overlooked material,” working under the conjecture that personal papers would reveal
underlying assumptions and rationales.95 Below, this section provides a brief review of the
debate among historians. Next, it outlines and explains my selection of sources.
Historical scholarship focusing explicitly on the 1950 rearmament decision adopts a very
narrow lens. Bureaucratic struggles are underlined. Immediate political constraints are
highlighted. Proximate foreign policy imperatives are detailed. As important as these factors
might be, a majority of historians currently agrees that the larger aims and constraints of the
92
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Truman Administration – essential for understanding the rearmament decision in its broader
context – remain vague within this constricted literature.96 In contrast, the first “wave” of wider
explanations is housed within the traditionalist camp. These scholars contend that the Soviet
Union was aggressive, aiming to enlarge its influence and ideology, ultimately seeking global
expansion.97 Faced with a potential adversary controlling the industrial power of Eurasia, US
leaders resolved to build the defensive capabilities necessary to deter and contain such
expansionism, argues Wilson Miscamble, a modern-day supporter of orthodoxy.
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Nevertheless, as chapter four will detail, when the Soviet threat is seen in a narrow fashion –
incorporating merely a menace to US survival as a political entity – historians could find only
very little evidence suggesting that American policymakers believed the Kremlin to be either
suitably strong or sufficiently unswerving for such a task. In contrast, when the Soviet threat is
fashioned broadly – to “core” US national interests – all and every action of the US
government can be accounted for, and the explanation becomes too vague to be useful.
In stark contrast, revisionists – like, for instance, Curt Cardwell, following in the footsteps of
Fred Block or Joyce and Gabriel Kolko – propose that the Soviet intentions were politically
benign, but that US leaders wanted to expand capitalism as an economic system. Therefore, US
officials exaggerated the Russian threat in order to mobilize societal support.99 Two problems
arise: First, it remains unclear why numerous decision-makers in both the Administration and
in Congress, while not particularly supportive of such expansive capitalist internationalist
designs, could be persuaded to not only tolerate them, but appropriate the necessary funding,
thereby accepting direct cots to their constituents. Second, dismissing the Soviet military
challenge, revisionists are prone to seeking predominantly economic explanations for the
military buildup. Nevertheless, they cannot find direct evidence for their claims, and many
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events and outlooks remain unaccounted for.100 In brief, many US officials seem to have truly
perceived the Soviets as a threat to some acquired values within their society, and a majority
within the Truman Administration seems to have thought military power useful in relation to
the Kremlin.
Post-revisionist and national security synthesis scholarship constitute the next waves of
research. Endeavoring to overcome the dichotomy between the two camps, post-revisionist
scholarship tends to embrace the security explanation proposed by traditionalists, but
introduces additional causal factors – like domestic and bureaucratic politics, personality
differences, or discrepancies in perceptions – to provide more eclectic accounts.101 While it is
indubitable that (many of) these factors played a role, adding them atop a structural mechanism
that seems insufficiently specified cannot ultimately solve the dilemma.102 In contrast to postrevisionist scholarship, over the last three decades, within diplomatic history the national
security synthesis has arguably become the dominant interpretative paradigm on the origins of
the Cold War. Chiefly advanced by Melvyn Leffler and, earlier, by Daniel Yergin, this
synthesis emphasizes leaders’ imperatives to protect core domestic values against foreign
interference. It merges concepts like democracy and capitalism with material constraints like
winning elections, entering markets, and vanquishing armies within the nuclear era. 103
Therefore, I began my own empirical investigation from the findings of this school, but also of
its competitors.
To start, I decided to build upon scholarship that benefited from extensive archival access.
Hence, my core secondary sources include the books of Leffler, Yergin, and Cardwell. In
addition, I rely on the volumes of Carolyn Eisenberg, Benjamin Fordham, Robert Pollard,
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Michael Hogan, and Marc Trachtenberg, but also on a number of other essays and chapters.104
From this work, I extracted not only the relevant claims and arguments, but also the associated
citations. Subsequently, I tracked these sources, either within online repositories, but mainly
within physical archives. As a second step, I sought to investigate whether the data I identified
in the literature was part of a broader body of evidence or rather an extreme outlier. To this
end, I reviewed these documents’ “neighbors” in the archive. In other words, I appraised not
only the folder in which the particular document was located, but the entire box and, where it
seemed relevant, the two to five boxes surrounding it. To illustrate: If a Defense Department
report was cited, the folder often contained associated correspondence; the box comprised
earlier drafts and later reactions; and the contiguous boxes often included preceding and
subsequent reports.
As a third step, I sought to identify and review the private papers of a number of officials. My
underlying assumptions were (a) that numerous scholars had reviewed declassified official
reports of the US government and discussed them in the literature; (b) that fewer researchers
had looked at private papers; and (c) that, given my interest in underlying assumptions and
interests, personal exchanges were more likely to be revealing. To these ends, I went to the
Library of Congress in Washington and assessed the papers of Averell Harriman. I reviewed
boxes 22, 39, 118, 134, 232, 234, 235, 281, 284, 289, 290, 292, 296, 297, 300, 302, 307, 310,
312, and 313. Also, I assessed the papers of Philip C. Jessup (boxes I: 102; I: 51-64); Charles
Bohlen (28, 30, 34); and Joseph Davies (I: 16-25, 27-29, 33-37, 75-76, 80; II: 45). From Yale
University, I received copies of Henry L. Stimson’s diaries. From Princeton University’s Mudd
Library, I obtained the papers of George F. Kennan and Ferdinand Eberstadt. At Rutgers
University, I reviewed the papers of Tracy Voorhees (boxes E, F, G and H). At Harvard
University’s Houghton Library, I collected documents from the papers of Christian A. Herter.
Overall, I spent two weeks at the Harry S. Truman Library in Independence, assessing boxes
and collecting relevant documents. During a first visit, I focused on the paper that reached the
President’s desk. They are archived as President’s Secretary’s Files (HSTP PSF). I reviewed
the files in boxes 102, 126, 130-131, 135-137, 155-157, 160, 164-165, 168-174, 176-189, 209,
213-221. During a second visit, I focused on the personal papers of the President’s closest
104
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collaborators. I looked at the documents of Edwin G. Nourse (boxes 1-4); George M. Elsey
(34, 58, 60, 63-66, 72-73, 110-111); Dean Acheson (4, 8, 28, 73-74, 161); Stuart Symington
(3); Laszlo Ecker-Racz (3, 5-6); Clark Clifford (1, 2, 4-7 in Individual Staff and 15 in PP);
James E. Webb (8-9, 14, 18, 23, 25); Charles S. Murphy (2, 9, 15); Will L. Clayton (1, 42);
John W. Snyder (3, 4, 18, 29, 34, 35, 138-140); Edward H. Foley (14, 15); Joseph E. Reeve
(1); Robert A. Lovett (1); Sidney W. Souers (1, 2); Harold Stein (8); John D. Clark (1, 2);
Joseph D. Coppock (1); Frederick J. Lawton (3-6); Frank Pace (1-5, 17); and Paul G. Hoffman
(1, 2, 3, 22, 26, 27, 28, 29, 60, 73).
At the National Archives in Maryland, I spent two weeks reading government report and
extracting relevant material. I reviewed boxes within Record Groups 43, 51, 59, 165, 218, 273,
319 and 330. I collected over 400 documents. From various online repositories – like ProQuest,
Department of State Virtual Reading Room, and various printed collections now available
digitally – I collected around 200 documents. Also, I made use of the Foreign Relations of the
United States (FRUS) volumes for the Truman Administration. Given the sheer volume of the
FRUS – around 90 volumes for this particular Administration – I could have limited the entire
research to exploring this digital repository. I decided against this approach because I assumed
that numerous historians perused this resource, given that it has been easily accessible for
decades. Thus, I extracted and reviewed the over 300 documents cited in the various books and
articles. In addition, I carefully reviewed FRUS 1949 volumes 1, 3 and 4 and FRUS 1950
volumes 1, 3, and 4. I extracted material from another 200 documents.105

3.7 Sources Architecture: The George H. W. Bush Administration
Without delving deep into archival research, we know little about the factors underpinning the
Bush Administration’s decision to upkeep security commitments and pursue military primacy.
The explanations President Bush offered for this behavior were conveniently sparse. “We need
NATO [and the implicit large forces], not because the Soviets are in Central Europe, but
because of unpredictability and the need to preserve stability,” the President told Canada’s
Prime Minister.106 Even in his private diary, Bush only noted: “Who’s the enemy? I keep
getting asked that. It’s apathy; it’s the inability to predict accurately; it’s dramatic change that
can’t be foreseen; and it’s events that can’t be predicted.”107 Scholars proved either mostly
content with President Bush’s brief explanation, or criticized his Administration for an alleged
105
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lack of vision, imagination, or temerity.108 Therefore, to collect data, I mainly draw upon
declassified materials from archives in the United States and Europe, from printed collections,
and from online repositories. Also, I rely upon interviews with officials and diplomats. In this
section, I start by explaining the rationale behind this discussion of the data-universe. Next, I
assess the data-universe that could ultimately become available and contrast it to the currently
accessible repositories.109 Finally, I justify my selection of particular sources, clarify how they
relate to other available materials, and describe in detail my exploration of this data.
The Bush case is the key test of my theory. Thus, this section’s purpose is to increase the
reader’s confidence in the empirical claims I make in the subsequent chapter. On the one hand,
I seek to increase confidence by facilitating replication studies. On the other hand, I attempt to
dispel concerns that I ignored evidence that would have either clearly invalidated my claims or
strongly supported alternative explanations. To these ends, I provide a detailed description of
the selected, collected, and analyzed materials. Consequently, if others manage to persuade in
invalidating my claims or substantiating other theories by using the materials that I “admit into
evidence” in this section, I consider this a very powerful rebuttal, as it questions my ability to
assess the data with a reasonable degree of impartiality. Conversely, if revisionists bring in
new data – either declassified after this project has been completed or that I have ignored –
future scholars will have to assess which body of evidence appears more pertinent or
trustworthy. Given that I started my empirical research at the beginning of 2017, I propose this
as the cutoff date for this project: Any item subsequently declassified and/or inserted into the
collections listed below should be assumed to be “new evidence” unassessed by this project.
As a first step, it is worth assessing the potential data-universe for the question asked here.
Twelve potential data-repositories come to mind. Most important appear to be the papers
retained within the White House. A key role play the National Security Council, the Council of
Economic Advisers, and the Office of Management and Budget. These are the key knots where
priorities and resources collide and tradeoffs are identified. Next, given that outlining foreignpolicy problems, options, and decisions is the core responsibility of the Department of State,
the paper-trail left by the Secretary and his closest advisers, by top political appointees, and by
108
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specialized bureaucracies tend to be rich and revealing. Planning within the Department of
Defense – both on the political and the military-bureaucratic side – would be very relevant for
this research project. Various repositories within other part of the US government would be
worth investigating: At the Central Intelligence Agency, the Department of Treasury, the
Department of Commerce, and the office of the US Trade Representative.
In addition, the personal and office papers of important politicians – Senators, Representatives,
party leaders – could be very helpful to probe various explanations. Also, the personal papers
of key economic leaders – within finance and banking, within relevant industrial sectors, or
within the military-industrial complex – could be pertinent. Further, the repositories of foreign
governments could contain important data – gained both from interaction with the US
government and through other sources. Hence, British, French, German or Russian sources
appear particularly worthwhile. The personal diaries of politicians, bureaucrats, and soldiers
could offer important snippets of data. Oral histories and interviews with former decisionmakers and their personal memoirs – even if biased by hindsight and the desire to “shape” the
narrative – could be useful. With Administration officials prone to deceive but rarely keen to
outright tell untruths to Congress, testimonies could provide valuable – if guarded – rationales.
The public statements of high officials could contain useful information. Finally, media
reporting could offer valuable background.
Almost three decades after George H. W. Bush assumed office, numerous materials discussed
above remain closed. Nevertheless, key repositories provide reasonable access for the purposes
of this project. First and foremost, the George H. W. Bush Presidential Library processed a
large quantity of materials. Subsequently, researchers reviewed these repositories and
submitted thousands of declassification requests. Currently, scholars have significant but
unequal access: Within certain collections a majority of documents is available, while the key
items in other collections remain closed. Further, Secretary of State James A. Baker III
deposited his personal papers at Princeton University – all materials there are declassified, but
government materials are sparse. In contrast to these two repositories, while various documents
were obtained through declassification requests or at the government’s initiative from DOS,
DOD, CIA and the other parts of the US apparatus, the bulk has not yet even been processed at
the US National Archives in College Park. Thus, the thinking of diplomats, military planners,
and intelligence analysts can be gleaned only in a limited fashion and indirectly, through
exchanges with the White House or foreign governments.
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For purely pragmatic reasons, I made no effort to access the papers of either US politicians or
economic leaders. Thus, I have no knowledge about such repositories. However, given the
relatively short time-span since the events, I did not expect significant sources to be available.
Regarding foreign repositories, the UK National Archives declassified most materials written
for or by the Prime Minister and her closest advisers. In contrast, planning within the Foreign
Office or the Ministry of Defense is currently available only until the mid-1980, generating
important but indirect insights. Much less is available in French and German archives. In the
Russian Federation, there appears to be reasonable access to the top leadership’s papers, but
very limited to the rest of the state apparatus. Diaries are sparse, but memoirs abound. Oral
histories with the top-leaders, with numerous political appointees, and with various diplomats
and bureaucrats are plentiful. Numerous former government officials are still alive as of 2018
and could potentially be interviewed. Testimonies, public statements, and media reporting are
obviously accessible. Below, I detail why and how I accessed this data.
The George H. W. Bush Presidential Library (BPL) in College Station, Texas, holds more than
40 million pages of official records and personal papers pertaining to the 41st President of the
United States. Within this huge pool, I reasoned that it is mainly the formerly restricted
documents that could potentially be relevant to this project – government officials tend to be
wary of revealing their most sensitive and intricate rationales to the wider world, and are
inclined to classify documents containing such ideas. Such documents become available only
as they get processed and, subsequently, declassified – both as a consequence of researchers
submitting Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) requests and, later, taking additional
declassification steps. As of April 2018, there are were 850 such processed FOIA requests –
entries that served as the main finding aid for the type of research conducted by this project.110
I reviewed all entries and deemed 121 as potentially relevant. I reviewed in detail these finding
aids and requested all relevant items. I took a broad approach, asking to see even items whose
description appeared only remotely relevant. I went three times to the BPL – reviewing boxes
of folders with documents; making digital copies of the potentially relevant papers found
within 373 distinct folders; and cataloguing the collected material. Subsequently, I spent
around five months evaluating this data.111
Given the significant duplication within the FOIA findings aids, the best approach towards
displaying the most useful files and collections is to list them in accordance with their
110
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individual or organizational creators. Note: The order is dictated by the current availability of
declassified relevant material; some of the files listed below hold great promise, but little from
their content was available at the time of research. Brent Scowcroft Collection; Robert
Blackwill; Condoleezza Rice; Peter Rodman; Robert L. Hutchings; Michael Boskin; Barry
Lowenkron; NSC Meetings Files; David C. Gompert; John Taylor; Richard Haass; Philip D.
Zelikow; John A. Gordon; Robert Gates; Arnold Kanter; Donald L. Pilling; Deane Hoffman;
Adrian Basora; Philip Hughes; Nicholas Rostow; Susan Koch; and Gary Saxonhouse.
Principally due to classification, very little could be collected from: Meg Lundsager; Helen
Walsh; Donald Mahley; Eric Melby; Heather Wilson; Richard Darman; Earle Wayne; NSC
Summit Briefing Books; Virginia Lampley; Jonathan Howe; European and Soviet Directorate;
European Strategy Steering Group; and Selected NATO.
In addition, the BPL website hosts a list of memoranda of face-to-face conversations
(Memcons) and memoranda of telephone conversations (Telcons) between President Bush and
various national leaders.112 From the 1348 items, 58 are still classified and 164 are released
only in part. All the others are released in full. The average such memorandum is around four
pages long. All 1348 items were reviewed: A minority was dismissed on the basis of the title,
but, for the overwhelming majority, the full-text was appraised. Information was extracted
from 312 items. It is worth noting that British, Russian, German, and French collections proved
useful complements to these US-held protocols. Finally, the BPL website also hosts the
President’s Public Papers – 5198 public statements during the four years in office.113 Given the
very large number of items (more than 9000 pages), only a review of the titles appeared
feasible. From this review, 430 items were identified as potentially relevant and their content
was assessed. Information was extracted from 229 entries.
The James A. Baker III Papers (JAB) are housed in the Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library at
Princeton University in New Jersey. Given Baker’s role in the events relevant to this project,
his personal papers appeared immediately important. The collection contains 330 boxes. A
review of the finding aid revealed that only 24 boxes could potentially hold relevant
material.114 I spent seven days over two visits reviewing these boxes; collecting the pertinent
documents; and assessing the information. A lot of the available papers consist of Secretary
Baker’s hand-written notes in preparation for various meetings – potentially, a key source of
112

George H.W. Bush Presidential Library, Textual Archives, Memoranda of Meetings and Telephone
Conversations [goo.gl/8QzbWo].
113
George H.W. Bush Presidential Library, Textual Archives, Public Papers [goo.gl/zkFzDJ].
114
Princeton University Library Finding Aids, Mudd Manuscript Library, James A. Baker III Papers,
[goo.gl/UyyNoa].
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information, but, after having spent a full day attempting to decipher them, I deemed most of
these sources illegible. Here, I list these 24 boxes in the order of the relevance of the contained
material for this particular project: 108; 109; 100; 111; 115; 98; 101; 99; 102; 110; 115; 99; 98;
and 116. After reviewing folder for folder, I did not find any relevant materials in the following
boxes: 80, 81, 82, 83, 84, 85, 86; 96; 103; and 104.
The National Archives of the United Kingdom (TNA), located in the London metropolitan
area, appeared to be the most likely source of relevant material outside the United States. Not
only is the UK declassification process more expedient, but the close cooperation between the
US and British governments suggested a good external assessment of American rationales. The
TNA finding aid – called Discovery – enables browsing through the available materials from
various government departments. Hence, I established that there was nothing relevant within
the items from the Atomic Energy Organization and the Trade and Industry Department; only
very limited material from the Ministry of Defense and the Treasury; and solely a few folders
from the Foreign and Commonwealth Office. The main reason: Declassification stops around
1986. In contrast, I identified a larger number of folders within the Cabinet Office (CAB) and
the overwhelming majority of relevant entries within the Records of the Prime Minister’s
Office: Correspondence and Papers (PREM 19).
Thus, I used the browsing function to identify potentially relevant materials within the 1828
folders potentially relevant within PREM 19: I went backwards from the most recently
declassified item as of March 2018 – PREM 19/4001 – to the last item deemed potentially
relevant – PREM 19/2173.115 Similar to the approach at BPL, here I threw a wide net too,
requesting to see all potentially relevant folders. Overall, I spent elven days over four visits at
TNA – reviewing around 600 folders varying between 10 and 400 pages; making digital copies
of the potentially relevant documents within 217 distinct folders; and cataloguing the material.
Afterwards, I needed around three months to assess the data. It is worth noting that TNA
makes available full copies of some of the PREM 19 and CAB folders as PDF files online – in
these cases, I did not review the paper version of the folder. Also, the Margaret Thatcher
Foundation made color digital copies of a number of PREM 19 folders from TNA, and hosts
them on its website. 116 Finally, for a limited number of FCO and PREM documents, I
submitted my own UK FOI declassification requests.117
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Document collections come in two shapes: Printed and online. For both categories, I reviewed
the available description of each entry; if there was even a small chance that there might be
something relevant, I read the document; if I found something of value, I integrated the
information within my own chronological repository files. First, I outline the printed
collections: In the United States, while no Foreign Relations of the United States (FRUS)
volume – the document collection edited by the Department of State historians – is available
for the Bush Administration, the National Security Archive in Washington edited two large
collections.118 Within Britain, two volumes edited by the historians of the Foreign Office are
available.119 With respect to German documents, three volumes have been published.120 As for
Russian documents, given a significantly higher language competency, I chose to read the
German translation of two collections.121 Second, there are a number of online repositories:
The Briefing Books and the ProQuest collections of the National Security Archive;122 the
collections of the Cold War International History Project; the CIA FOIA Electronic Reading
Room; and the US State Department Virtual Reading Room.123
Over the last three decades, interviews and oral histories involving officials engaged in the
political events at the end of the Cold War proliferated. My goal was to explore all identifiable
repositories. The seven sources are arranged below according to the mass of material involved.
The Foreign Affairs Oral History Project of the Association for Diplomatic Studies and
Training (ADST) has conducted over 2500 interviews since 1986 with former participants in
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Documents on British Policy Overseas, Series III, Volume VI (London: Routledge, 2009); and Patrick Salmon,
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Overseas, Series III, Volume VII (London: Routledge, 2010).
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Gorbatschow Und Die Deutsche Frage: Sowjetische Dokumente 1986-1991 (München: Oldenbourg
Wissenschaftsverlag, 2011).
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Databases, Digital National Security Archive [goo.gl/1j2JBv].Karner et al., Der Kreml und die deutsche
Wiedervereinigung 1990; and Galkin and Tschernjajew, Michail Gorbatschow Und Die Deutsche Frage.
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the US foreign affairs process – mainly with retired Foreign Service Officers.124 The interviews
range from 50 to 800 pages and cover these individuals’ entire career in foreign affairs. Most
contain a brief biography of the interviewee at the outset. The entire database is searchable.
However, I could not find any way to organize interviews or segments by Administration or
topic. Therefore, keywords – names of Bush 41 officials (Zoellick, Kimmitt, Scowcroft, and
Eagleburger) – were used to identify potentially relevant interviews. 125 The resulting 83
potentially relevant files were skimmed and pertinent segments were underlined. Subsequently,
I extracted information from 28 interviews.
The British Diplomatic Oral History Program has conducted 170 interviews with former UK
diplomats.126 Given the limited number, all entries were reviewed. Relevant segments were
underlined. Information was extracted from 19 entries. The Princeton University Manuscript
Library also holds the James A. Baker III Oral History Collection.127 A review of the finding
aid yielded 897 pages of potentially relevant material, and I extracted pertinent information
from thirteen interviews. The Miller Center at the University of Virginia conducted 44
interviews with senior officials from the Bush Administration. All interviews were reviewed
and relevant segments were highlighted. I extracted information from twelve interviews.128
Nine Bush Administration officials convened for an Oral History Roundtable in April 1999.129
The 69 pages were reviewed and six segments were extracted. Other nine US and Soviet
officials met with a number of scholars in March 1996.130 The 120 pages were reviewed and
four segments were extracted. Finally, five former US and Soviet officials met with numerous
scholars in May 1998. 131 The resulting 115 pages were reviewed and one segment was
extracted.
In addition to mining these resources created by others, between May 2017 and March 2018, I
sought to conduct interviews with Bush Administration officials. I tried to contact 39 officials.
My success was limited. The response rate was small. Even after personal messages from early
124

Association for Diplomatic Studies and Training, Oral History Collection [goo.gl/6fmpt1].
My working assumption has been that interviewees that would provide information useful to this project would
also mention at least once one of these four names. This selection tool is surely imperfect. It did, however, allow
for managing the large quantity of material.
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interviewees and affirmative initial responses, former officials did not reply or kept
continuously postponing a meeting. After spending five weeks over four visits in Washington,
I managed to conduct eight interviews ranging from 30 to 120 minutes. My goal was not to
obtain “color” for the narrative – the main aim of historians in conducting interviews where
archival access is given – but to fill the gaps left by the documentary record. Thus, I asked each
interviewee those questions that I thought he was in the best position to answer. I did not
record the interviews in the hope that a relaxed atmosphere will allow for better results. Also, I
undertook not to quote the interviewees by name and not to share the full transcript. I obtained
significant information from two interviews and a number of secondary points from the other
conversations.
With respect to diaries and memoirs, I tried to read all that seemed relevant and extract the
pertinent material. Overall, most of these accounts remain general when it comes to the
tradeoffs inherent to policy decisions and limited with respect to detailing underlying
rationales. On the one hand, published diaries are rare. President Bush made available a
selection of his letters and diary entries.132 Anatoly Chernyaev, the main foreign policy advisor
to Mikhail Gorbachev, also published his journals.133 So did Patrick Wright, a high-level UK
bureaucrat. 134 In contrast, memoirs are abundant. Numerous US officials authored books.
Articles and chapters are few. Contributions from the White House were written by the US
President with his National Security Advisor;135 the deputy National Security Advisor;136 the
NSC senior director for Europe;137 a less senior NSC director for Europe;138 two NSC directors
for the Soviet Union and Europe;139 and the NSC Middle East director.140 Also, by the White
House Chief of Staff;141 and the White House budget director.142 From the State Department:
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The Secretary of State;143 his main advisor;144 his other key advisor;145 the Principal Deputy
Assistant Secretary of State for Europe and, then, the ambassador to the EU;146 and the US
ambassador to Moscow.147
From the Pentagon, contributions came from the Secretary of Defense;148 the Under Secretary
of Defense for policy;149 the deputy Undersecretary of Defense for policy planning;150 the
assistant deputy Under Secretary of Defense for Soviet and East European Affairs;151 the
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff;152 the Director for Strategic Plans and Policy (J-5) on the
Pentagon’s Joint Staff;153 and the commander of US forces during the Iraq war.154 In addition,
memoirs were authored by the Chairman of the Federal Reserve;155 and the 43rd US President
about his father.156 In Germany, books were written by the Chancellor;157 his main foreign
policy advisor; 158 and the Foreign Minister. 159 In Britain, both Prime Ministers published
memoirs.160 Both Foreign Secretaries did the same.161 Also, accounts were provided by the UK
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ambassador to (West) Germany; 162 by the top UK intelligence official; 163 by the Prime
Minister’s main military and intelligence advisor;164 and by a key policy advisor in the FCO.165
From the Soviet Union, I reviewed contributions from the Soviet leader;166 his main foreign
policy advisor;167 Moscow’s envoy to Washington;168 and the key Soviet officials responsible
for Germany.169 In addition, I read the relevant sections from the memoirs of Canada’s Prime
Minister.170
Numerous media outlets covered the political events at the end of the 1980s and beginning of
the 1990s. For pragmatic reasons, I focused solely on the New York Times and on the New
Yorker. I made use of the Times archive. My working assumption was that fundamental policy
debates were more likely during the first 18 months of the Administration – an imperfect tool
aimed solely at managing the mass of material. Therefore, 18 key words were used to identify
potentially relevant articles for the time-frame November 1988 – June 1990. Relevant entries
were extracted from selected articles. For the remaining 30 months of the Administration, the
key words were reduced to five. My rationale: On the basis of archival research, I concluded
that the fundamental strategic decisions had been made latest by summer 1990, and I was thus
mainly interested in how the military-political aspects adjusted to these earlier choices.171 As
for the New Yorker, I perused all issues published during the Bush Administration and selected
potentially relevant articles. The resulting 236 pages were reviewed.
Throughout the Bush 41 Administration, numerous officials were called upon to offer
testimonies in front of the US Congress – these statements are all available online.172 Many of
these accounts could be relevant to this project, but the testimonies tend to be long and the
time-investment to review them is significant. On the one hand, some of these statements are
162
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likely to be reflected within the media. On the other hand, numerous details offered by
testifiers will undoubtedly be lost in brief newspaper articles. Consequently, I concluded to
make a strategic selection – reviewing those items that were mentioned by officials in archival
documents; by participants in their memoirs; or by other researchers in their contributions.
Also, I selected entries that were related to the ones I read, and could therefore be easily
identified in the online repository. Overall, relevant material was extracted from 29
testimonies.
Historians, political scientists, and a few economists have contributed a large literature on the
events surrounding the end of the Cold War. On the one hand, with the notable exceptions
mentioned above, very little has been written specifically on the core question of this project.
On the other hand, numerous contributions directly address aspects pertinent to this research
question. Overall, I identified around 200 potentially relevant articles and books. My approach:
I read and took notes from around forty of the most recent ones; I skimmed through around
seventy. My goal for this project was not to engage with and bring a contribution to these
literatures. My primary aim was to identify sources of data that I could further explore.
Therefore, I mainly cite secondary literature in two instances: First, when it provides an
overarching narrative that can help readers embed my arguments into a broader context.
Second, when it advances conclusions on the basis of data to which this project did not have
access.

3.8 Conclusion
At the outset of this chapter, I argued that, to test my theory, I am best advised to employ
process tracing and analyze evidence drawn mainly from formerly classified documents. Next,
concluding that the explanatory sufficiency of a mechanism is nearly impossible to prove, I
proposed that the empirical chapters should show that my mechanism contributed to and was
overall necessary for the outcome. Subsequently, I claimed that it is meaningful to take into
account the logics developed by policy-designers at various levels of government and to start
the inquiry with the early days of the future President’s campaign trail. Then, I outlined the
empirical predictions yielded by my theory. In terms of case studies, I explained my decision to
focus on the Harry S. Truman and George H. W. Bush Administrations, and abstain from
investigating other cases. Finally, I discussed transparency concerns and detailed the
architecture of the sources I explored. It is the task of the next two chapters to put these
methodological discussions and commitments to good use.
100

4 Massive Re-Armament at the Inception
of the US Order
This chapter investigates a first crucial case of the US government’s pursuit of military
primacy: The decision-making process of the Harry S. Truman Administration at the beginning
of the Cold War. By the summer of 1945, as World War II was coming to an end, the United
States was at the apogee of its power. In comparison to other belligerents, the war years had
not demanded terrible sacrifices. America’s “stupendous war output and mobilization of manpower” had been “achieved without any substantial encroachment on normal activities,”
Edward Halifax, the envoy of the United Kingdom to the United States, wrote home to London
in August 1945. The US “two-ocean navy” was the “mistress of the waves” and America had
become “the amphibious Leviathan of modern times.” The rest of the world lied in tatters. “Of
the leading Western Allies in the former Armageddon, liberated France is still no more than a
shadow of her former self: A poor relation admitted on sufferance to the family of the Great
Powers,” the British ambassador noted.1 “As Americans viewed the world that was emerging
from the war, their attention was immediately arrested by two outstanding facts – their country
was now the greatest Power on earth and the Soviet Union was its only real rival,” the
succeeding British emissary to Washington reported in September 1945.2
This power notwithstanding, a majority in America wanted to focus on domestic matters. Many
hoped that such a formidable country would navigate international affairs without massive
military investments. A small standing army would have fitted the historical pattern. With the
exception of the Civil War, the typical 19th century share of military expenditure from US
gross national product (GNP) had been well below one percent. Before the 1898 SpanishAmerican War, while naval commitments increased, total peacetime defense expenditure
remained similarly low. During the years 1917-1918, expenditures for World War I averaged a
tenth of all goods and services produced. However, in the inter-war era, the United States spent
less than two percent of the GNP. In stark contrast, during the five years of World War II,
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America dedicated on average a third of its production to the military effort.3 At the peak of the
conflagration, the United States spent 75 billion dollars, or 45 percent of its total annual
product to wage a global war.4 Throughout Washington, many accepted in 1945 that a return to
inter-war defense spending was not likely, but hoped for lower single digits of the nation’s
output.
Facing domestic pressures to “bring the boys home,” the Truman Administration delivered
promptly. “Six months ago the United States was the greatest military power in the history of
the world,” US military commanders wrote already in October 1945. “Its forces and the
productive organization behind them were more powerful and more flexible than those of any
other nation in the world.” Even “at the height of our power we could not combat Russia [on its
own territory],” they concluded, but the United States had been “in a position to oppose, if
necessary, the extension of Russian activities beyond [its borders].” However, “since the end of
the war, the United States has been engaged in liquidating her vast military machine,” a
reduction “subject only to the physical limitations of shipping personnel home and processing
their discharges.” Hence, “the processes of demobilization have naturally reduced at a rapid
rate our military capabilities.” Generally, “a year or more would be required to reconstitute our
military position at a fraction of its recent power,” the military leaders wrote.5
And yet, five years later, the Truman Administration broke with tradition. By fall 1950, the
United States was engaged in the largest peace-time military buildup in its history. “The United
States and the Soviet Union are engaged in a struggle for preponderant power,” read a key
1952 planning paper. Key officials saw such power as formed of “political and economic
strength,” of “the mobilization base, including military production,” and of “military strength
in being.” They agreed that forces in being should not be pursued at the expense of the
mobilization base or of the overall strength of the nation. Instead, they argued that Washington
should seek a “sound relationship among these three elements of strength.” Within this context,
these American planners concluded that “preponderant power must be the objective of US
3
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policy” and “to seek less than preponderant power would be to opt for defeat.” Hence, “in this
sense preponderant military strength is a necessary objective,” the memo concluded.6 In 1950,
military spending shot up from $13 to $58 billion. Two years later, it neared $70 billion.
During the four years of the Korean War, 1950-1953, national security claimed over ten
percent of GNP, a third of what had been spent on average during World War II.7 Thereafter,
US military spending would never again dip below $42 billion per year.8
Why was “preponderant military strength” pursued? Overall, my process tracing efforts yield
an assessment that brings closer together the two major interpretative schools within the
historical debate. In this chapter, I show that my mechanism defined the boundaries that guided
American policymakers’ decisions. To start, I review how Truman Administration officials
saw democracy and capitalism under threat. Within an intensely competitive international
environment, Soviet and communist expansion needed to be constrained, they concluded. Yet
besides dangers, the world also offered possibilities: Greater prosperity through establishing a
relatively open international trading system. The British welcomed US defensive priorities, but
only reluctantly accommodated Washington’s expansive economic goals. The Soviets saw few
reasons to abandon their war spoils to an ambitious but distant and apparently uncommitted
power. US strategists wanted their wishes heeded, but were hesitant to spend the resources
needed to assure others of their determination.9 And yet, when the Soviet Union tested nuclear
weapons, China went communist, and Western economic relations became increasingly
volatile, many in Washington came to see the pursuit of both defensive security and expansive
economic aims as too risky an endeavor. Therefore, to achieve both goals, American leaders
decided to integrate political, economic, and military aspects of policymaking. Military
primacy was the solution: Bearing significant costs on the domestic front, it solved credibility
problems towards both foes and friends.

6
Unknown Author, “Basic Issues Raised by Draft NSC ‘Reappraisal of US Objectives and Strategy for National
Security,’” July 14, 1952, Foreign Relations of the United States (FRUS) 1952-1954 (2.1): 60-67.
7
Edelstein, “War and the American Economy in the Twentieth Century,” 332.
8
The numbers are inclusive of foreign military and economic aid. Curt Cardwell, NSC 68 and the Political
Economy of the Early Cold War (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 13 and 212.
9
To illustrate, at the 1948 meeting where Forrestal had provided the statistic cited above, Secretary of State
Marshall argued that “the President’s intent is to convince the Russians of our determination without entering into
an all-out war effort.” Unknown Author, “Minutes of the 8th Meeting of the NSC.”

103

Liviu Horovitz • ETH • Guns, Butter, and Votes: A Theory of American Military Primacy • October 2018 • CH4

The five core sections of this chapter trace the presence of my proposed mechanism throughout
the policymaking processes of the Administration of the 33rd President of the United States,
from April 1945 to January 1953. Above, I reintroduced the figure from the theory chapter,
modified to account for the specifics of this particular case study. This chapter’s first section
explores the domestic imperatives of the Truman Administration, its views of international
dealings, and its stringent defensive aims. In the second section, I outline international
economic goals and their ensuing policy priorities. Given a domestic order under severe threat,
the link to prosperity through an open market system illustrated in the figure is depicted less
prominent, as it played a lesser role – particularly during the first years after the end of the war.
The third section explores other states’ reactions to American designs, focusing on the United
Kingdom and the Soviet Union. In the fourth section, I detail the Truman Administration’s
perspectives on necessary instruments of power. The fifth section shows the trade-offs
policymakers perceived when contemplating overwhelming military power, especially in a
nuclearized world. Underneath, I use the table presented in the methods chapter to explain
which prediction derived from the theory is traced in which section of this chapter.

104

Liviu Horovitz • ETH • Guns, Butter, and Votes: A Theory of American Military Primacy • October 2018 • CH4

THEORY DERIVED EMPIRICAL PREDICTIONS & Truman
US leaders should be observed to:

4.1

4.1

4.1

4.2
&
4.5

Theory Chapter (TC) 2.1 Domestic Drivers & American Leaders
Seek electoral success and safeguard the democratic system
Prefer policies congruent with the particular interests of powerful elites
Be concerned with broad outcomes a majority of citizenry desires
Pursue overall growth in order to avoid painful tradeoffs
TC 2.2 International Interactions
Evaluate expected costs and benefits to assess whether interests can be achieved abroad
Deem cooperative approaches less costly, but consider taking action to others’ detriment
Presume cost-benefit frameworks to be universally adopted
Expect foreigners to accept US demands when accommodation is cheaper than opposition
Be concerned with both their own and their adversaries’ equations of action
TC 2.3 US Leaders & International Goals
Secure their state’s survival, but perceive such threats to be rare
Seek to protect domestic political order against foreign intrusion, but be mindful of tradeoffs
Pursue electoral gains or particular goals only when they are not opposing broader interests
TC 2.4 The Pursuit of Wealth Abroad
Reject territorial expansion and prefer advantageous rules or bilateral arrangements to get
rich
Favor free economic exchanges, but be concerned with negative domestic implications
Favor open markets because of US largest and very competitive capitalist industrial
economy
Be tempted to take advantage of others, but rarely willing to accept the systemic
repercussions
Sustain and protect the open economic system & create institutions that facilitate this
process

Other actors should react:

4.3

TC 2.5 Mixed Reception of US Designs
Powerful states want to take advantage of others & resent US restricting their freedom
Less productive economies should be less tempted by an open system
Non-democracies should resent the unrestrained expansion of free commercial exchanges
Entities preferring a more managed version of capitalism should see US order as challenging
States distrusting US assurances should be less willing to accept American designs

In response, US leaders should:

4.4

4.4

4.5
Not
traced
4.5

TC 2.6 Power to Get What You Want
Devise positive incentives to render American designs more palatable
Question the credibility of their threats
Debate sufficient level of investment to have preferences accepted without contestation
Resent domestic tradeoffs involved in acquiring sufficient instruments of persuasion
TC 2.7 The Nature of Overwhelming Force
Assess deterring others’ actions against most fundamental US interests as not difficult
Worry that neither US stakes nor determination will be easily credible to either allies or foes
Prefer capabilities that ensure swift & relatively cheap victory at various levels of escalation
Seek force that leaves no doubt about one’s capability to destroy any adversary’s armies
TC 2.8 Nuclear Weapons & Modern Technology
Be interested in nuclear nonproliferation vis-à-vis both allies and adversaries
Develop conventional capabilities that deliver victories under the nuclear threshold
Desire secure second-strike capabilities
Explore tools to deny the adversaries secure retaliatory nuclear arsenals
Assess that moving first towards military dominance would grant their country a significant
lead
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4.1 Actors, Aims & Threats
In April 1945, less than three months after having assumed the Presidency for the fourth time,
Franklin Delano Roosevelt died. The same evening, Vice-President Truman received the oath
of office. He was unknown and untested, a compromise between Democratic progressives,
centrists, and conservatives. Roosevelt had not involved Truman in his conduct of the war or in
his planning for peace. Even those who knew this middle-aged man from Missouri could only
speculate about his administrative talents, about his leadership potential, or about his views on
foreign policy.10 “Boys, if you ever pray, pray for me now,” Truman told reporters the day after
he was notified of Roosevelt’s passing. It took him months to adjust to his new role. “The
President still finds it hard to realize he is President,” an aide noted in late May 1945.11 “Even
the Conservatives, who had fulminated so long against the iniquities of the Roosevelt dynasty,
were deeply concerned about America’s loss in so critical an hour,” the UK envoy to
Washington wrote home.12 Republicans and Democrats, both agreed that he did not “have great
depth mentally.” Liberal elites shrugged. David E. Lilienthal, a prominent lawyer and later a
Truman appointee, jotted down that “the country and the world doesn’t deserve to be left this
way,” with that “Throttlebottom, Truman.”13
Truman’s apparent shortcomings notwithstanding – and as my theory would expect – for
almost eight years, the President’s aims drove US policy. This section first outlines how he and
his party wanted to win elections. Nevertheless, besides this short-term political interest,
Truman and his associates joined a broad political coalition that sought to safeguard democracy
and capitalism, and saw both – but especially the latter – as being imperiled. The White House
labored to satisfy the wants of broad swaths of society, and thought economic growth to be the
best medicine to avoid painful compromises. While most of their goals were to be pursued at
home, US dignitaries thought a very competitive international arena harbored many dangers.
The Soviet Union held the top of the list. The Kremlin did not have the resources to overcome
the United States, but America would be better off averting Soviet integration of key industrial
areas. Communist ideological expansion would aid Soviet strategic capabilities, and thus had
to also be constrained. However, such communist ideological success would likewise question
capitalism and democracy as a way of life. Progressives saluted such struggle over ideas.
10

David M. Jordan, FDR, Dewey, and the Election of 1944 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2011).
Arnold A. Offner, Another Such Victory: President Truman and the Cold War, 1945-1953 (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 2002), 22.
12
Balfour to Bevin, “Second Quarterly Report 1945.”
13
The first quote is from Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes. Senator Arthur Vandenberg noted in his diary:
“Can he swing the job? Despite his limited capacities, I think he can.” Robert J. Donovan, Conflict and Crisis:
The Presidency of Harry S. Truman, 1945-1948 (Columbia: University of Missouri, 1996), 13–14.
11
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Conservatives loathed it. Given a shift to the right within the Truman Administration, limiting
communism became an even more pressing political aim, this section concludes.
The President’s political agenda mattered above all else, and all knew it. On the one hand,
Truman did not micromanage foreign policy. 14 Nevertheless, American elites and foreign
leaders were fully aware of the crucial decision-making role the office bestowed upon any of
its occupants. “Stalin was obviously deeply distressed at the death of President Roosevelt,”
Averell Harriman, the US ambassador to Moscow in 1945 and later a Truman Administration
appointee in various roles, reported to Washington on the reaction of the Soviet dictator.15 The
man in the Kremlin was “pleased to hear” Harriman’s contention that Truman would carry on
Roosevelt’s foreign policy plans.16 And yet, for the nearly eight years that followed, Truman
weighted domestic and foreign policy options to best suit what he perceived to be his core
interests. He participated in key meetings, hired the most important executives, specified the
goals he wanted them to attain, and replaced individuals when he thought they did not
perform.17 “I may not have much in the way of brains,” Truman told a cabinet member, “but I
do have enough brains to get hold of people who are able and give them a chance to carry out
responsibility.”18 Various officials, while bringing with them their particular agendas, were
fully aware that all major decisions had to be congruent with the President’s essential
interests.19
Like any other politician, Truman knew he had to win elections, but sought to balance this
priority against broader strategic considerations. He did not particularly covet or like his job,
but the Democratic Party machinery could only thrive through electoral success – an outcome
his predecessor had continuously achieved for two decades. Hence, within various domestic
and foreign policy debates, the President proved willing to tilt the balance towards achieving
14

Offner, Another Such Victory.
Averell Harriman, “Letter to Stettinius,” April 13, 1945, FRUS 1945 (1): 289-290.
16
Averell Harriman, “Memo of Conversation with Stalin,” April 13, 1945, FRUS 1945 (5): 826-829. Even to the
Soviet leader, Harriman noted that “from a domestic standpoint, [Truman] was a New Dealer - but perhaps in the
center,” a comment suggesting that the US ambassador to Moscow did, in fact, expect some changes from the new
President.
17
David Mayers, Dissenting Voices in America’s Rise to Power (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007).
18
Walter Isaacson and Evan Thomas, The Wise Men: Six Friends and the World They Made (New York: Simon &
Schuster, 1986), 257. For instance, in the summer of 1948, when Defense Secretary James Forrestal was caught in
a quagmire between the powerful argument of the military that available resources are simply not sufficient for
accomplishing the stated objectives in a potential war against the Soviet Union and Truman’s pressure for reduced
military spending, the President told his Secretary that “it seems to me that is your responsibility” to bring
together the leaders of the armed forces to find a solution within budgetary constraints. Cited in Melvyn Leffler, A
Preponderance of Power: National Security, the Truman Administration, and the Cold War (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1993), 228.
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Mary Ann Heiss and Michael J. Hogan, eds., Origins of the National Security State and the Legacy of Harry S.
Truman (Kirksville: Truman State University Press, 2015).
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electoral gains.20 He was tempted to balance what he agreed were pressing foreign policy
priorities against the goal of altering the domestic environment to favor his own party winning
at the ballot box. For instance, by mid-1948 most defense officials were supporting increased
military spending. However, electoral considerations were playing a key role in incentivizing
the President to constrain defense expenditure. Republicans were blaming the Administration
for high prices and Truman had placed inflation at the top of his fall 1948 political campaign.
Raising defense spending would have likely cost him the election. He delayed and won.21 In
addition to these electoral considerations, Truman and his associates were also not above
employing any crisis – be it at home or abroad – in order to marshal popular support for their
domestically or internationally oriented policy initiatives. Nonetheless, Administration
executives were also unremittingly mindful that larger interests might be affected by such
makeshift approaches.22
Short-term aims notwithstanding, matching my mechanism’s predictions, safeguarding
democracy and capitalism was the long-term goal that transcended the American political class
of the mid-1940s. Elites on both sides of the aisle were painfully aware of the necessity to
uphold their state’s politico-economic mode of organization. In the interwar years, many in
America had lost faith in democracy and, especially, in capitalism. 23 However, military
mobilization and the accompanying industrial economy it created had absorbed the
unemployed.24 Throughout the entire American polity, the economic recovery achieved during
the war had revived the faith in productivity and abundance, to the detriment of planning,
controls, and regulations, and, to a certain degree, of redistribution. By 1945, statesmen were
concerned what would happen when peace broke out and defense plants shut down. Various
groups within the American state had diverse visions on the future of their country. Yet an
overwhelming majority within the elite converged upon a strong preference for defending a

20
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democratic and capitalist society.25 Thus, within and outside the Administration, a consensus
crystalized around fostering an environment “in which our national life and individual freedom
can survive and prosper,” as Dean Acheson, Truman’s Secretary of State after January 1949,
later wrote.26
To win elections and foster the political system, Truman Administration officials sought
policies that assuaged the needs and desires of broad segments of society, and valued economic
growth as the key enabler towards achieving diverse ends. The White House wanted to sustain
high levels of employment, cut taxes, deal with social issues, and, ideally, avoid becoming
embroiled in foreign conflicts.27 At the same time, policymakers understood that powerful
constituencies – whether linked to the Administration or with Congress – were able to derail
any initiative, and hence attempted to find solutions that were compatible with the interests of
these selectorates.28 For instance, the President and his associates understood that their foreign
policy priorities required investments that would be opposed by many Democrats. Thus, the
Administration established a bipartisan coalition, one that gave moderate and internationalist
Republicans a veto over the President’s foreign policy initiatives.29 Truman era strategists
conceived of economic growth as at least the necessary condition for gaining sufficient
breathing space with both the broader population and the country’s elites to implement any
other goals.30 However, given the size of the US economy, the relative insularity of the
American polity, and the devastation war had caused around the world, Truman and his
political advisers saw the fundamentals of their aims mostly at home.
In contrast to this primary domestic focus, Truman and his counselors thought that the outside
world prompted mostly dangers and few opportunities, all within an utterly competitive
environment. American decision-makers perceived international affairs mainly in terms of
business transactions or card-games: Whoever had the leverage – or the better hand – was
bound to win. “I would not expect one hundred per cent of what we proposed,” Truman
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remembered having told Harriman with respect to negotiations with the Soviets. “But I felt we
should be able to get eighty-five per cent.”31 US statesmen were aware of the incredible
sacrifices Soviet citizens had made to defeat the Nazi regime. They understood full-well that
Roosevelt had conceded to a Soviet sphere of influence in Eastern Europe and to reparations
from Germany. Nevertheless, the United States had emerged from the war richer and stronger
than it had ever been before. In contrast, the Soviet Union was devastated and, in comparison,
weak. Washington had “great leverage in dealing with the Soviet Union,” American diplomats
concluded in spring 1945.32 “We hold all the cards,” Secretary of War Henry Stimson told
George Marshall, the highest ranking officer in the US armed forces at the time, in May
1945. 33 “Rarely does a sense of real compassion and/or moral fervor emerge from the
documents and diaries of high officials,” historian Melvyn Leffler concluded after over a
decade of study.34
American strategists were persuaded that both the Soviets and the leaders of other states would
conceive of international affairs in the same competitive fashion. Stalin was a brutal dictator,
but he was also a shrewd tactician, and would respond to American power. “I can deal with
Stalin,” Truman concluded in 1945.35 “We have no access to the thinking or decisions of the
Kremlin,” the CIA wrote in 1948, but argued that Soviet decision-makers were calculating
politicians who understood the workings of international affairs. “Soviet leaders have been in
the past habitually cautious and deliberate, and, consequently, might be reluctant voluntarily to
incur the risks inherent in a major war,” the intelligence analysts concluded.36 “The USSR may
be expected to continue its hindrance of western powers in Berlin and elsewhere in Germany
by means short of military force,” the Director of Central Intelligence wrote to Truman a few
days later, not for other reasons but simply because the Soviets Union did not have the means
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to win a war.37 Whether in Russia, in Europe, or in Asia, others would accept US designs
because they found it beneficial to do so or too costly to oppose them, American decisionmakers concluded.38
In terms of dangers, the Soviet Union ranked first, but Truman Administration strategists – as
envisaged by my theory – did not fear for the territorial existence or integrity of their state.39
By the spring of 1945, US planners were already evaluating Soviet intentions and capabilities.
Numerous similar assessments emerged over the subsequent eight years – from diplomats,
intelligence agencies, and the military. Many of the proposed scenarios advanced far into the
future, but none predicted potential Soviet conquest. On the one hand, “the consolidation and
development of the power of Russia” was “the greatest threat to the United States in the
foreseeable future,” the military concluded in 1946. On the other hand, “clashes of vital
interests” were “unlikely to occur immediately,” and only Soviet advances into Northeast Asia,
into the Middle East, and into Western Europe could have collided with US interests or “may”
have involved “clashes with Great Britain into which we might well be drawn,” military
experts clarified the nature of the threat.40 Russian military capabilities were modest, the Soviet
reconstruction task was monumental, and Moscow’s leaders were too busy controlling their
own people. The Soviet economy would “require extensive recuperation before the USSR is
able to participate in another major conflict,” US analysts argued.41 Other but a confrontation
over the American homeland were the challenges the Kremlin posed. Yet these challenges
appeared to US statesmen to be only slightly less daunting.42
Perhaps the best illustration of the understanding US officials held with respect to the
boundaries of Soviet power remains the debate around the report entitled “United States
Objectives and Programs for National Security,” and better known as NSC-68. Drafted in the
37
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spring of 1950, it was intended to justify a massive rearmament program. It stated at the very
beginning that the Soviet Union was “animated by a new fanatic faith” and wanted “to impose
its absolute authority over the rest of the world.”43 Yet few within the Administration believed
this was a valid characterization of Soviet objectives. It would be more accurate to state that
“the fundamental design of those who control the USSR” was “the maintenance of their regime
in the Soviet Union” and “its extension throughout the world to the degree that is possible
without serious risk to the internal regime,” Chip Bohlen, the top Soviet specialist at the State
Department, commented on a draft.44 Acheson later admitted that the language had been
“clearer than truth,” and that the purpose had been to “bludgeon the mass mind of top
government [so] that the decision could be carried out.”45 Bohlen concluded his comment
noting that this misstatement in NSC-68 was not a big problem, as it was “obviously better to
over-simplify in the direction of greater urgency and danger” than it was “to over-simplify the
side of complacency when dealing with Soviet intentions.”46
While the Kremlin could not threaten America’s survival, almost everybody in Washington
agreed that a Soviet integration of large industrial centers should be prevented. If Moscow
were to “pursue a policy of expansion aimed at bringing all Europe and perhaps Asia under her
control,” the intelligence community concluded in May 1945, the Soviets “would be a menace
more formidable to the United States than any yet known.”47 Washington would be compelled
to respond, and such a reaction could not but alter the fundamentals of the US way of life,
potentially involving the restructuring of the domestic economy, the regimenting of its
commerce, and the monitoring of domestic opposition – anathemas to both democracy and
capitalism.48 Five years later, the key State Department planner summarized the foundations of
43
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US action over this time-period. “The outcome of the recent war left military ascendancy on
the Eurasian landmass in the hands of a single power,” George Kennan wrote in 1950. If it had
conquered Europe or extended “by intimidation, deceit, infiltration and subversion,” the result
would have been “a major catastrophe, comparable to that which would have occurred had the
Nazis won their war in Europe and forced England’s surrender.” He concluded that “this had to
be avoided, if possible,” and “to the extent of our ability,” a statement that also makes clear the
level of investment foreign policy experts expected the American polity to be willing to
shoulder.49
In contrast to menacing Soviet influence growth, American elites could not agree upon a more
immediate challenge – the potential success and expansion of Communist ideology. At the end
of the war, destruction and desperation was pushing people all over the world away from
democracy and capitalism and towards communism. Having endured great hardship, people
wanted change. New ways of life seemed appealing. In France, change meant industrial
planning. In Britain, it involved nationalization and welfare. In the Soviet sphere, change
meant appropriation of almost all property by the state. To many, these changes were
warranted: They thought the plagues of authoritarianism, of war, and of destruction were the
direct consequences of the democratic instability and capitalist inequality that had dominated
the interwar era. While socialists were offering moderate change, communists were proposing
a radical alternative. History appeared to be on their side. The Soviet Union had risen from the
ashes and won the European war. Its divisions were amassed at the center of the continent. Its
system was implemented in numerous satellites. Despite the brutal manner in which the
Soviets approached issues, many people still believed communism was their best hope.
“Nobody in Europe believes in the American way of life – that is, private enterprise,” the
British historian A. J. P. Taylor wrote in 1945.50
In the war’s aftermath, the impending rise of Communism involved two interrelated
challenges. On the one hand, communist governments would turn towards Moscow, US
tacticians believed. Thus, ideological expansion could allow the Soviets to incorporate people
and raw materials into their power resources. Step by step, the Soviet Union could come closer
to becoming the dominant power in Eurasia. American policymakers concluded that the
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Soviets might be able to capitalize on developments that the Kremlin did not itself cause, but
that could turn out in their advantage. A majority within and outside the government resolved
that action was necessary to avoid this outcome. 51 On the other hand, the success of
communism would spur debates in various corners of the globe, questioning capitalism and
democracy, and opening up avenues for left-wing reformers. “They will demand that the whole
business of state control and state interference shall be pushed further and further,” Dean
Acheson testified to Congress, making it clear to American elites what they should expect if
communism were to advance, in Europe or elsewhere.52 Where one sat within the American
political spectrum dictated how stringent one perceived this threat to be.
At one end of the spectrum, progressives welcomed the struggles for reform such external
pressures were likely to generate. For instance, Henry Wallace – Roosevelt’s former VicePresident, the Secretary of Commerce under Truman, and the main exponent of the Democratic
Party’s far left ideas – thought both the world and the United States would benefit from these
debates. Wallace and his fellow progressives saluted the alterations of the economic system,
the social changes, and the broadening of the state brought about by Roosevelt’s New Deal
reforms during the 1930s, wanted to further these societal transformations, and intended to
change the American polity even further.53 After the war, they wanted a strong antitrust
program, a large economic stimulus to prevent economic depression, and a comprehensive
welfare state.54 Men like Wallace, acutely aware of American isolationist tradition, believed
that an active US presence in Europe after the end of hostilities was just a distraction from
domestic problems. They hoped that spheres of influence would limit Soviet material
capabilities in both Europe and Asia; that multilateral ties would hamstring the Kremlin’s
expansive impulses; and that, overall, US loans and acceptance of trade-offs would guide
Moscow into a cooperative direction.55
At the other end of the spectrum, conservatives loathed Roosevelt’s reforms, opposed any
domestic shift to the left, and strove to constrain any foreign influence upon the American
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society.56 If the Soviet system proved successful, if numerous states in Europe and around the
globe went down the socialist – or even communist – path, and if these ideas for organizing
political and economic life became widely accepted, US social reformers would ultimately
push through changes at home. Many feared that democratic capitalism – in the unencumbered
form conservatives appreciated it – would be altered. Thus, conservatives’ ultimate goal was
eradicating communism and, implicitly, keeping social democracy at bay and capitalism in
America as free as possible.57 Within the Truman Administration, conservatives were on the
upswing. As a consequences of economic growth during the war, as a cyclical counter to the
reforms of the 1930s, and simply by chance, as a result of Roosevelt’s death in office, from the
mid-1940s on, the midpoint of the American political spectrum had shifted decisively to the
right.58 Therefore, within the new Administration, constraining communism was not only
geared towards restricting Soviet expansion, but also towards avoiding alterations of a
preferred way of organizing political, social, and economic life at home.
Given these domestic ideological shifts, the transition from one Democratic Administration to
the next appears to have played a significant role for forging the US government’s priorities.
Roosevelt’s January 1945 State of the Union had envisioned a statist agenda, including a fullemployment economy, massive federal spending, and a stronger social security system. The
war’s end threatened massive unemployment. On the one hand, Liberals and progressives did
not believe the economy could be left to its own devices. On the other hand, “conservatives –
most Republicans and a sizeable number of Democrats, mostly from the South – recoiled at the
thought of yet another New Deal,” concluded historian Alonzo Hamby.59 Truman took a
centrist approach to domestic policy. He enlisted more bankers and financiers to help him
govern. In foreign policy, he relied upon a bipartisan consensus.60 Thus, in 1946, Truman fired
Wallace. The progressive politician had continuously and loudly opposed a hardline approach
towards Moscow. Truman incurred political costs within his own party. However, the President
thus managed to preserve bipartisan support, especially through Republican Senator Arthur
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Vandenberg’s cooperation.61 Nonetheless, and revealing for the President’s own political ideas,
Truman himself thought Wallace was “the most peculiar fellow I ever came in contact with,”
and told his wife that he believed Wallace to be “a real Commy and a dangerous man.”62 With
this section having dealt with the key actors, their aims, and the threats they perceived, the next
section explores the few opportunities the international environment also offered, and discusses
the implications for US foreign policy.

4.2 Opportunities, Drivers & Policies
In spring 1949, Harriman met Paul Ramadier in Paris. The US envoy asked the French
Minister of War and a former Prime Minister why he thought Americans had decided to aid
European reconstruction less than two years earlier. “In the first place to protect your markets,”
the French politician answered. “If your markets have no money the only way to make them
buy is to give them money.” It was only “secondly, because of some feeling of community of
interests,” he added. Harriman did not reject Ramadier’s first point. However, he replied that
the Frenchman was “very greatly overrating” its importance, and argued that “the second point
was the real basis which had made it possible to secure the support for aid to Europe.”63 As my
theory would predict, the world of the mid-1940s did not only pose threats to US statesmen –
dangers that pressed for defensive steps. Given the structural conditions of the US economy,
this world also opened possibilities for increasing the country’s wealth abroad, prospects that
created expansive incentives. This section details, nonetheless, how these expansive incentives
were limited in the first years after the war. Thus, it remains impossible to ascertain to what
degree expansive drivers were also necessary for producing the policy choices that ultimately
led to military primacy. To allow the reader a better understanding of the historical
background, the second part of this section reviews the trade-offs integral to the Truman
Administration’s priorities.
Within the American economy of the mid-century, two camps were competing for
preeminence – and in so doing, advancing different priorities for international affairs. The first
camp included an advanced-technology corporate sector – highly productive and oriented
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towards international markets. Also comprised were producers from various sectors – from
agriculture to finished goods – whose commercial success depended upon exports. The second
camp encompassed the small-business sector, various mid-sized industrial outfits, and raw
materials producers – all oriented towards the American market.64 The first grouping promised
a rapid growth of the US economy, growth that would strengthen capitalism, a tempting feature
for many within the political elite. However, such growth often came accompanied by social
cleavages which could imperil democracy, statesmen on the left feared. The second grouping
cherished a more inclusive approach to economic growth. Nevertheless, if this approach’s
associated social reforms would hamper the economy, capitalism might be imperiled,
politicians on the right dreaded. These alternative conceptions of the American political
economy gave rise to alternative notions of the national economic interest and, consequently,
to diverging priorities in foreign policy. The former tended towards free-trade internationalism;
the latter towards some form of isolationism and protectionism.65
By the end of World War II, the internationalists had mostly won out. Industrial centers around
the globe were destroyed. Numerous US industries had employed their technological edge to
turn into exporters and foreign investors. Executives became aware that American products
would defeat their competitors within free markets. Numerous protectionist industrialists
changed their political stance once they realized that they had much to gain from trade
liberalization and much to lose from continued trade barriers.66 Scientific progress promised an
era of abundance in which capitalism would enhance prosperity, while democracy would create
an (admittedly, modest) safety net for those whom capitalism failed.67 Therefore, fitting my
theory’s anticipation, internationalists sought to establish a more open international economic
system that would include two of the other industrial centers of the world – Western Europe
and Japan – and their respective hinterlands of agricultural goods and raw materials. On the
64
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short-term, the negative effects of reconversion in US war-bloated industries could be
alleviated by exporting surpluses. These exports would both enrich and soothe the domestic
economy. Much more important, on the long-term, once stabilized, the industrial hubs of
Europe and Asia would become important commercial partners. This would increase the
general wealth of the system, but also allow the United States to rely upon international
exchanges to circumvent future readjustment crises.68
An excellent illustration of these developments – and the contemporary perceptions thereof – is
a memo circulated within the UK Foreign Office already in August 1945. “The general trend of
American economic policy is, at present, away from their old heresies [of protectionism] which
hit us so hard, and towards what our own economic policy had been until the 1930’s when we
were forced to abandon it under pressure of the exorbitant American tariff, and the world wide
increase in economic nationalism,” British diplomat Edmund Hall-Patch summarized,
underlining that the free-market baton was now taken up by the United States, with its large,
productive, and, thus, competitive industries. “While [in the 1930s], we might have been
willing and able to continue our traditional policy [of free trade], we are less able to do that
now,” he noted, explaining how the much weaker British economy had much less to gain from
open markets, and was therefore more inclined towards protectionism. In contrast, “the
Americans are convinced that full employment in their own country is an indispensable
condition to the recovery of the world,” and exports facing no barriers would aid this goal, the
British concluded. William Clayton, the US Under Secretary of State for Economic Affairs,
“has been assigned the duty of finding very large numbers of jobs from export trade,” HallPatch wrote.69
As this discussion makes clear, on top of the already mentioned defensive incentives, it was the
interaction of the four politico-economic strands – progressive versus conservative, and
internationalist versus isolationist – that shaped expansive US foreign policy priorities.
American elites agreed to deny the Soviet Union control over key industrial areas of Eurasia
and oppose the extensive spreading out of communism. Yet only the divergence across the two
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political and economic dimensions produced coinciding policy solutions.70 On the one hand,
internationalists wholeheartedly welcomed the opportunity for economic expansion. Their
constituents would obtain direct benefits, and America’s general wealth would grow. Few
among them were progressives; most were centrists. They wanted moderate social reforms,
favored government-led investments, and accepted reasonable tax increases. Hence,
internationalist concern with communist success was modest. Nevertheless, these elites were
willing to play up others’ fears of ideological corruption in order to build an Americancentered economic order. On the other hand, isolationists looked to the home market for
prosperity, saw few benefits in agricultural and industrial exports, and feared that imports
would ultimately threaten their voters.71 However, isolationists were to a great degree also
conservative. They wanted to encourage small businesses, diminish the power of organized
labor, reduce government regulation and spending, and cut taxes. All in all, they abhorred any
further expansion of socialism. Thus, they tolerated economic expansionism, mainly to place
controls upon communism.72
Consistent with my mechanism, the available evidence shows beyond doubt that US statesmen
pursued both defensive and expansive aims. Nevertheless, it remains unclear whether
expansive goals were also necessary drivers behind the 1945-1948 policies that would
ultimately lead to the military primacy decision at the end of the decade. Three aspects are
worth noting: (1) both defensive and expansive incentives were at work; (2) dangers were
dominant; and (3) differentiation is hard. In more detail: First, government officials repeatedly
stressed both defensive and expansive objectives, providing ample evidence that both sets of
cogs and wheels were at play. For instance, Washington should avert “a totalitarian regime”
being “imposed upon a free people by direct or indirect aggression” and “maintain in friendly
hands” strategic areas, an important interagency document noted in 1947. Yet, as foreigners
would lack dollars, “a substantial decline in the United States export surplus would have a
depressing effect on business activity and employment in the United States,” the same
70
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memorandum concluded.73 A few weeks later, Will Clayton – one of the architects of US
policy towards Europe – wrote to Dean Acheson: “Without further prompt and substantial aid
from the United States, economic, social and political disintegration will overwhelm Europe.”
Consequently, “aside from the awful implications which this would have for the future peace
and security of the world, the immediate effects on our domestic economy would be disastrous:
markets for our surplus production gone, unemployment, depression, a heavily unbalanced
budget on the background of a mountainous war debt.”74
The second notable aspect regarding the necessary nature of expansive aims: Threats were
plentiful and opportunities relatively few; thus, strategists focused mainly on averting dangers.
Political and economic problems abounded all over the world, the Red Army dominated
Europe, and democracy and capitalism were frail. The elite consensus in the United States was
strong around the notion that Soviet and communism expansion had to be contained. In
contrast, relative to the world, the US domestic economy offered plentiful opportunities. On
the one hand, financier and Presidential advisor Bernard Baruch had argued in 1945 that if the
US managed to “stop subsidization of labor and sweated competition in the export markets
[…] oh boy, oh boy, what long-term prosperity we will have.”75 On the other hand, stabilizing
the world economy proved an arduous task. Also, early concerns about US overproduction and
the accompanying unemployment proved mostly unwarranted. In contrast, the tax burden of
aiding the Europeans proved much larger than the short-term economic benefits from exports
or investments. Therefore, while long-term opportunities lured, short- and medium-term
economic gains were limited. When defensive necessities collided with expansive ambitions,
the former prevailed. To illustrate: In the summer of 1947, US officials realized they could not
leverage Marshall Plan aid to both sustain Britain’s position in the struggle against the Soviets
and bring the UK closer to the US-desired open international economic system. The second
goal had to be postponed, giving momentary way to the first.76
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The third noteworthy aspect regarding expansive goals: Between 1945 and late 1949, an
overwhelming majority of US policies towards Europe contributed to both defensive and
expansive aims, rendering differentiation difficult if not impossible. Aiding European
reconstruction and offering protection against Soviet intervention lessened the appeal of
communism, blocked Soviet extension, and helped lay the foundation for later integrating
capitalist democracies into the US economic order. Numerous talented policymakers had
joined the Democrats in the 1930s to support Secretary of State Cordell Hull’s free trade
agenda and in opposition to the Republican slide towards protectionism. By the mid-1940s,
these individuals were still seeking a broader US-led economic order. However, they had few
incentives to elaborate on the foundation of their support for any particular policy. Structurally,
only at the end of the 1940s, with non-American economies in rapid upswing, did expansive
pressures become more powerful – and potentially necessary. “Our foreign policy program
falls into two parts,” Kennan wrote for Secretary of State Acheson in January 1950. On the one
hand, “conflict with Russian Communism.” On the other hand, “improving climate of
international life in free world.” Kennan wrote that “victory in cold war will be a meaningless
concept if we do not make real progress in development of our relations with non-communist
world.”77 Administration policymakers were split on how to achieve such “real progress,” a
dilemma that I will return to in this chapter’s last section.
Conversely, in the remaining of this section, I detail which trade-offs had to be dealt with
during the first years after the war. Generally, Truman Administration officials sought to
navigate uncertainty and account for the imperatives outlined here. “Our resources and our
productive capacity are ample to provide all the help necessary,” Clayton wrote to Acheson in
May 1947.78 And yet, at war’s end, doyens of American foreign policy did not have a master
plan – neither for Europe, nor for the Soviet Union. They did not immediately grasp how
particular goals would emerge from the four politico-economic strands discussed above, and
how these goals would be aggregated into (more or less) coherent policy approaches. They did
not know from the outset how far their society would prove willing to go in pursuit of any of
these policies. They could not foresee what would eventually be required for succeeding in
these interrelated aims. They had only a limited understanding of the approval and antagonism
their policies would produce, both at home and abroad. And yet, these incentives and
constraints became visible over time, recognizable by planners, and structuring the leadership’s
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decision space.79 The American people will have to “sacrifice a little themselves, to draw in
their own belts just a little in order to save Europe from starvation and chaos,” Clayton noted.80
Ultimately, the path proved much longer and significantly thornier.
Challenges appeared early on, but suitable solutions were hard to grasp. By spring 1945, US
dignitaries recognized that economic commotion, social turmoil, and political upheaval were
rampant all over Europe. Thus, both Soviet and communist influence was prone to expand.81
John McCloy, the Assistant Secretary of War at the time and later the US High Commissioner
for Germany, wrote to Truman that “there is a complete economic, social, and political
collapse going on in Central Europe, the extent of which is unparalleled in history unless one
goes back to the collapse of the Roman Empire.”82 Eastern Europe was lost to Soviet control,
but, ultimately, bore only limited relevance.83 Yet in the industrial West, key individuals had
died; assets had been destroyed; and, most important, political and economic orders had been
uprooted. “All agree as to the probability of pestilence and famine in central Europe next
winter,” Stimson wrote to Truman three weeks later. “This is likely to be followed by political
revolution and Communist infiltration,” he noted. “Our defense against this situation are the
western governments […] and it is vital to keep these countries from being driven to revolution
or Communism by famine.”84
Strategists in Washington realized that turmoil endangered their strategic, political, and
economic aims. European crises would strengthen the Kremlin and communism indirectly, by
pushing governments to the left of the political spectrum. States would thereby also move
further and further away from democratic and capitalist modes of organization. This would
destroy the fundament of the open international economic system US officials were keen to
erect. Before the US system even had the chance to emerge, nationalists, social democrats, or
79
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communists throughout Europe would ride on the waves of economic and social discontent,
capture widespread support, and establish governments that maneuvered politically between
the United States and the Soviet Union.85 On the one hand, communists were not at all
interested in free-market mechanisms, and would orient their commercial ties towards
Moscow. On the other hand, even social democratic political groupings that had no interest in
supporting the Kremlin or allowing for communist infiltration would implement a maze of
state regulations, nationalization, and autarchic or bilateral orientations. Once established, such
alternative political orders would be very difficult to disrupt, American tacticians recognized,
and sought to nip them in the bud.
One solution to avoid such turmoil would have been for the United States to remain militarily
and/or financially involved in Europe, but domestic politics stood in the way. “I don’t think we
would have had a Cold War if we’d kept a strong army in Europe in 1945,” Lucius Clay, the
American general in charge of Germany, later told an interviewer. A military presence would
have revealed US stakes. The Soviets would have known not to gamble. If he “had been in
their place,” he would have also “assumed that the Americans didn’t give a damn for Europe,”
Clay observed. In addition, such US deployment would have also provided Europe with
dollars, as Americans would have had to feed and clothe their soldiers. Finally, boots on the
ground would have strengthen the hand of European democrats and capitalists, and would have
offered Washington direct leverage to affect change on the continent. However, at war’s end,
the pressure to “bring the boys home” was overwhelming.86 The US citizenry’s willingness to
fight in far-away lands had been tenuous at best, and decision-makers in the newly established
Truman Administration could not muster the political will to remain engaged in Europe. “I
think the Russians felt we were very foolish to demobilize as fast as we did,” Clay later
concluded.87
Dramatic military reductions notwithstanding, the Truman Administration initially also saw an
enduring financial commitment to Europe as politically intolerable – with negative overall
consequences for US goals. Years would ultimately be necessary in order to muster the
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required support. On the short-term, the US government could – and did – alleviate European
famine fears by shipping its excesses over the Atlantic, US officials concluded in 1945. The
“poor in the industrial regions,” Stimson wrote to Truman, “are largely bread eaters,” and “the
United States and Canada have fortunately very large wheat surpluses.”88 On the long-term,
however, a majority in Congress wanted to focus on domestic questions first, reduce foreign
aid, and cut taxes. Hence, it was decided already in April 1945 that the war’s Lend-Lease Act
should not be used for post-conflict purposes. Due to domestic opposition, measures to support
European reconstruction could be passed only in a piecemeal fashion. And yet, without able
allies, the US government had to alone restrain Soviet and communist expansion. “The present
bi-polarity [in the contest with the Soviet Union] will, in the long run, be beyond our
resources,” Kennan wrote to Marshall in November 1947. Thus, Washington needed to
“persuade others to bear a greater part of the burden.” For this to be possible, the US policy
should be “directed toward restoring a balance of power in Europe and Asia,” the US
government’s planners concluded.89
To mobilize other nations into aiding American foreign policy goals, US officials worked to
promote domestic coalitions amenable to democratic and capitalist designs. Such coalitions
would have an inherent interest in opposing Soviet and communist expansion, US strategists
reasoned. However, to ultimately integrate within an international open economic order, elites
pliable to US designs should also not rely on nationalization and autarky, foreign policy
notables in Washington concluded. Thus, these democrats and capitalists’ only path to
attaining and retaining power was to boost productivity and efficiency at home, and, therefore
to become competitive in international markets. If successful, they could cut their deficits,
overcome their trade balance problems with the United States, and, ultimately, be able to adopt
multilateral trade agreements.90 This would take time. In the interim, such democratic and
capitalist governments would need to hold down wages, curb inflation, constrain domestic
consumption, balance budgets, and stabilize currencies. They would also need to keep
communists out of government, resist Soviet pressure, and accept a heightened risk of domestic
and international conflict. The price was high. The benefits, albeit tempting, were uncertain.
Only the promise of a prospective rapid economic recovery could keep European elites in line
with Washington’s designs, tacticians in the Truman Administration realized. By 1947,
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financial aid for Europe had become domestically palatable in America, but political and
economic adjustments on the continent were necessary to keep US costs manageable.
American dignitaries knew that the road to the entire continent’s relatively swift economic
revival led through Germany. “The eighty million Germans and Austrians in central Europe
today necessarily swing the balance of that continent,” Stimson had noted to the President
already in 1945.91 Massive bombing had obliterated cities. Yet the images of utter destruction
had disguised the fact that around eighty percent of the country’s industrial capacity had
survived. German recovery was mainly held back by the scarcity of raw materials, by political
uncertainty, and by the political constraints of foreign occupation.92 Despite or because of this
reality, the war’s winners had agreed to limit German industrial recovery. In addition, France
and the Soviet Union had sought political frameworks that would prevent Germany from once
again returning to the use of force in its international dealings. Paris also desired economic
frameworks that favored its own industrial development vis-à-vis Germany, and Moscow
wanted to extract as much in reparations as possible.93 And yet, when former President Herbert
Hoover’s publicly reported in February 1947 that “the whole economy of Europe is interlinked
with the German economy,” an Administration that wanted European recovery had to place
this reality at the center of its efforts.
Washington resolved that German skills, resources, and markets had to be geared towards
European reconstruction – if need be, at the expense of other powers. On the short-term,
German coal was indispensable to French and other neighbors’ recovery. In turn, France was
the key to numerous political relations, both on the continent and globally. However, France
wanted coal without German industrial resurgence. Its leaders hoped to foster rapid economic
modernization and displace Germany’s dominance in key industries. This would have raised
the French living standards, suppressed redistributive struggles, and given France the upper
hand to deal with any future German government.94 In contrast, the Benelux needed German
markets for their own recovery, and the Germans themselves were not keen to help the French
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get ahead.95 Thus, for the system to work, Germans had to extract more coal and benefit
themselves from doing so. Machinery needed to be made available. Workers had to be
incentivized. The socio-political environment required stabilization. On the longer-term,
however, German industrial activity – if managed appropriately – had the potential to foster
broader economic growth. Only private investment from the United States would be able to
shoulder such larger challenge, but business circles were reluctant to invest in an uncertain
environment.96 For all these reasons, American officials decided to backtrack from the German
reparations the Soviets had thought their prize for defeating the Nazis. Washington recognized
this choice had consequences, but prioritized it nonetheless.
For American dollars to be most effective and for German industrial revival to be less
menacing, Europeans needed to organize their recovery on a cooperative politico-economic
basis.97 Hence, Washington’s policymakers resolved to nudge the continent’s governments into
restricting their economic competition and accommodating political developments they
deemed problematic with respect to their future interactions. What Europeans needed most
were dollars. To earn them, their products needed to become cheaper. Economies of scale were
required. The most competitive firms needed to be able to access the scarce resources. These
industrial champions would then be able to compete successfully in world markets. Currency
convertibility would be possible. Trade barriers would be removed. Europe would not only be
democratic and capitalist, but would also ultimately become integrated within the US-designed
economic system. In the meantime, the United States would accept some degree of
discrimination against dollars exports. Short-term interests would be sacrificed to build a
durable order. In turn, European governments would overcome domestic opposition and accept
economic vulnerability vis-à-vis their neighbors. Opposition everywhere was fierce, but, the
specter of economic disaster, of communism, and of Soviet expansionism helped business
leaders and democratic politicians get a sense of perspective.98
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As Europe’s economic problems only became more complex during the first few years after the
war, Germany’s economic role increased – a development coming with its own political costs.
On the one hand, allied occupation circumscribed what the Germans could do. On the other
hand, occupation was unpopular in Germany. Hence, for German industrial production to be
stabilized on the long-term, a transition to self-government had to be organized. But once such
self-government and industrial potency were achieved, there was little stopping Germany from
seeking to maneuver between West and East in search of German unification and, potentially,
in search of influence in Europe. Germany’s neighbors would once again be worried, and
oppose American political and economic designs. The Soviets could take advantage of these
uncertainties and the inherent instability. Hence, Germany had to be effectively associated with
Western European nations and with the United States, American planners concluded. The
political wing within Germany willing to accept Washington’s solutions needed to be
strengthened, mainly by allowing it to claim successes, mainly with respect to regaining
national sovereignty and economic prosperity. 99 And yet, as the next section details,
Washington’s plans for Europe were met with mixed feelings by the two key players within the
European architecture – the United Kingdom and the Soviet Union.

4.3 London, Moscow & Mixed Reactions
“With the defeat of Germany and Japan, the United States, the USSR, and the British Empire
became the chief power centers of the world,” US military analysts concluded in 1945.100
Among these centers, “Russia will occupy most of the good food lands of central Europe while
we have the industrial portions,” Stimson wrote to Truman the same year. As my theory would
have him do, the Secretary of War concluded to the President that the US “must find some way
of persuading Russia to play ball.”101 This section shows that these two powerful actors
exhibited mixed reactions towards American designs. Contradicting the theoretical
expectations of other IR literatures, democrats and capitalists in London knew their productive
economy would fare well within an American order, but would have still preferred to retain
their own extractive structures within the Commonwealth. Socialists within the Labour
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government resented capitalism’s expansion and its consequences upon their own sociopolitical ambitions, but saw few alternatives to accepting the transatlantic arrangement.
Totalitarian and communists in Moscow feared Western encroachment, dreaded the economic
and political consequences of American and other competitive producers entering Eastern
markets, and saw few reasons to give up their spoils of war. The men in the Kremlin
recognized that the global power distribution placed them at a stark disadvantage, but
misjudged Washington’s determination and chose opposition.
I begin with a review of the British stance. In July 1945, Britain’s center-left Labour party won
the national elections. For the first time in history, Labour formed a majority government. Over
the next six years, powerful bureaucrats were instrumental in crafting UK foreign policy, but
Labour politicians – foremost Prime Minister Clement Attlee and Foreign Secretary Ernest
Bevin – shaped the country’s primary orientation.102 Labour came to power bent to sustain the
existing political system, but also keen to implement various social reforms and eager to win
future elections. Much had to be achieved at home for these goals to be fulfilled. Much abroad
stood in the way. With resources drained and power diminished, broader European solutions
had limited appeal in London during the half-decade after the war. American designs were far
from perfect, yet partially congruent with Labour’s constraints – especially if Washington was
willing to pay a hefty price to have its way.103 Five years after Labour’s initial electoral
success, Harriman wrote to Truman that “the one prime issue that holds the workmen solidly
behind the Socialists is the full employment that has existed in Britain since the end of the
war.” Labour will be “less cooperative in further liberalization of trade,” Harriman assessed.
And yet, due to the policy steps the US government had taken over the previous years,
London’s other priorities will stay aligned to Washington’s.104
Ministers in the wartime government coalition, the main Labour leaders were – to the dismay
of the more radical elements of their own party – in agreement with the Conservatives upon the
preservation and protection of a democratic and capitalist polity.105 Both left and right desired
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reconversion from the wartime footing and rapid reconstruction. “Food, homes, and work” had
become the domestic battle cry of the average person at war’s end.106 On top of this national
consensus, the Labour government was – for ideological, electoral, and pragmatic reasons –
committed to the creation of a welfare state and a wide-ranging program of nationalization.107
To achieve these fairly divergent ends simultaneously, Labour understood that it needed to
avoid massive post-war unemployment, stimulate productivity as it converted the country’s
economy, achieve economic growth within a relatively short time frame, and raise living
standards. These ends could not be achieved in the midst of an ideological battle between left
and right. British society needed stability, and Attlee and Bevin were going to implement their
reforms in a cautious manner.108 “You’ve had a revolution,” Truman was reported to have told
the British monarch after Labor’s electoral victory. George VI had replied: “Oh no! We don’t
have those here.”109
This cautiousness notwithstanding, Labour statesmen found it increasingly difficult to navigate
between domestic priorities, limited international leverage, and globe-spanning commitments.
For the economy not to stop to a grind, Britain needed to import essential commodities, mainly
from the United States.110 But due to the war, exports were down, and dollars were missing.111
To obtain the valuable American currency, to secure some of the resources necessary for
reconstruction, and to remain influential in the world far into the future, British planners hoped
their country could preserve as much as possible from the remnants of the British Empire. Yet
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local constituencies in far-away places resented London’s control.112 Communist ideology
offered a powerful platform for opposition, and Moscow appeared both keen and able to
support such struggles. To retain its sway, London needed to either appease or suppress such
local developments – both costly measures. In addition, it had to control the Soviets.113 Their
ability to employ military coercion had to be limited. Their expansion into Eastern Europe and
the Mediterranean – endangering Western European reconstruction and denying resources and
markets – had to be checked.114 Their capacity to spread their ideology farther into both Europe
and various other areas of interest for the British had to be restricted.115
To decision-makers in the Labour government, European solutions did not seem too
attractive.116 As the war had been coming to an end, British strategists had contemplated taking
the lead in organizing Western Europe, engaging in military cooperation with the core states of
the continent, and exploring options for a customs union.117 However, linking up economically
with continental Europe went against preserving the sterling area and the imperial preference,
both needed to sustain commercial exchanges within the global British realm. 118 Also, London
and Paris had divergent views about Germany’s economic and military role, about France’s
desire to achieve industrial preponderance on the continent, and about the desirable form of
capitalism. Ultimately, even a united Europe, devastated as it was by war, would have been
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relatively weak an opponent to the Soviet Union. 119 Such a united Western Europe would have
likely provoked Russian countermeasures, British analysts concluded. Opposition to Moscow
would have had to be shouldered primarily by Britain, as the leader of the Western bloc. Such a
leadership stance would not have placed London in the shadow of the United States, but would
have involved cost that seemed impossible to bear.
In contrast to unattractive European solution, the Labour government saw many of its core
interests compatible with American designs – in particular if the Truman administration proved
willing to pick up the bill to obtain its preferred outcome.120 Already in 1945, a loan from the
United States, while ultimately not remotely as generous as British officials had hoped, was
seen as “the only way out remotely compatible with the present [government’s] domestic
policy” and the only way to avoid an austerity that would lead to “sure defeat at the next
election,” in the words of John Maynard Keynes, the principal architect of British financial
policies.121 Rejecting America’s version of multilateralism would have left the British alone to
face both Soviet expansion and the consequences of imposing austerity at home. Many were
afraid that ensuing popular protests might push Labour further to the left, might cause a deep
rift through the British society, and, ultimately, may well destroy democracy and capitalism.
“This tendency of America to assume international responsibilities, commensurate with its
resources, is one of the most hopeful signs for the future,” Hall-Patch wrote already in 1945.
“We are on the threshold of a great and beneficial change in America, and we should be chary
of action which would hamper or arrest the present trend.”122
To British officials, much spoke in favor of America’s ideas, but much of what Washington
demanded was also painful. On the plus side, Britain’s competitive economy could ultimately
119
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accommodate US multilateralism. In the mid- and late 1940s, the economic situation on the
continent was even worse than in the United Kingdom. Destroyed by war and plagued by
instability, European competitors were no match for British producers.123 London remained the
continent’s primary financial center. Britain’s economy depended more than ever on overseas
resources, and open markets would come in handy in the future. Hence, the American offer
was not “an instrument to force us their will,” Keynes argued in August 1945, but a “means of
making it possible for us to participate in arrangements which we ourselves prefer on their
merits if only they can be practicable to us.”124 Therefore, after also putting the anti-Soviet
dimension in the balance, key government planners concluded that “if the corollary of US
intervention and strength is that we find ourselves at time irked at the role of junior partner, we
must recognize nevertheless that the partnership is worth the price.”125
On the minus side, American money came with the strings of a British long-term commitment
to economic liberalism and to a restrained form of social democracy. Corresponding to my
theory’s expectations, this was a feature of US involvement that Labour politicians strongly
resented. For instance, Bevin noted in a private setting already in 1945 that there was
“tremendous pressure” on Great Britain “to alter our way of life and economy to meet the
desires of the worst elements of American capitalism.”126 Ultimately, Britain’s governing elites
accepted America’s version of capitalism as a compromise on various levels. Labour’s
moderate wing believed it was the only way to avoid either losing power or accepting the
comprehensive planning and controls advocated by the radical socialists.127 On the other hand,
Labour politicians realized that if the government could not meet the demands for housing,
food, and jobs, the Conservatives would win in an early general election. Then again, as Hugh
Dalton, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, jotted down in his diary, if his government would go
“deeper into the dark valley of austerity,” Labour would be compelled to undertake radical
socialist experiments. Such policies were not only anathema to the socialist moderates, but
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would also permanently alienate the United States when Britain needed a powerful ally in the
struggle against Soviet and communist influence.128
One core disagreement between the UK and the US best illustrates these interest-differences
across the Atlantic: The sterling area and the system of imperial preferences. Foreign policy
notables in London preferred to extract revenue from their former dominions at the expense of
free trade. Yet such practices threatened multilateralism, and, hence, the international
economic architecture US officials defined as the future foundation of American prosperity.
Nevertheless, the British were aware that, without overall American help, they simply lacked
the means to bribe or bully the remnants of their empire into submission. Even more, if they
did not manage to get Washington invested in their fortunes, the United States was likely to put
its resources at work to quickly dismantle any barriers to multilateralism throughout the world,
including within the British Empire. In contrast, if the US became invested, it would be willing
to tolerate Britain only gradually abandoning its imperial preference and even mindful of
London’s needs towards maintaining its influence in various strategic corners of the globe, as a
balance to Moscow.129 Given its security, political, and economic needs, London’s “friendship
with the United States will at times be the cornerstone, in fact the paramount need, of British
policy,” US military planners concluded already in winter 1945. “Commercial rivalry may
sometimes strain this policy but will never void it.”130
In contrast to London, the balance in Moscow tilted in the opposite direction. Seven decades
after the fact, Soviet goals still remain somewhat more opaque.131 Nevertheless, enough is
known to safely conclude that the Kremlin saw few overlaps between its interests and the plans
the Truman Administration entertained for Europe. In the mid-1940s, Stalin’s personal
dictatorship was unchallenged. Through his ten-man Politburo, he was continuously immersed
in all major political and economic decisions.132 Wielding such power at home, the Soviet
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leader and his associates were keen to extend Soviet influence opportunistically abroad,
whenever prospects presented themselves.133 “My task as minister of foreign affairs was to
expand the borders of our fatherland,” Vyacheslav Molotov later remembered. “And it seems
that Stalin and I coped with the task quite well.”134 And yet, the dominant concern of Soviet
statesmen was not unscrupulous accretion, but ensuring the endurance of their young Soviet
state.135 Millions had been sent to the Gulag to solidify domestic control.136 The war had left
tens of millions dead, and had destroyed at least a quarter of the country’s wealth. However,
the devastating conflagration had also increased the Communist regime’s legitimacy. Thus, all
secondary interests had to be subordinated to the security and enhancement of the Soviet form
of government, Stalin concluded.137 To this end, the task ahead was the safekeeping and
reconstruction of the Soviet economy and society.138
The Kremlin concluded that potential military threats had to be averted. The war had
underlined the importance of defense in depth – the ability to control vast territories far away
from the state’s core in order to slow down potential aggressors. Thus, in Europe, the eastern
countries had to become at least “permanently friendly” towards Moscow, and at best
“supportive.” The Germans had to be kept weak and unambitious. 139 “Much of Russian dislike
of idea of a western entente bloc or association was due to belief […] that such a group of
western states would be joined by Germany and would utilize resources of Ruhr and resurgent
Germany in opposing Soviet Union,” the Belgian foreign minister told the US envoy already in
1946.140 If the Soviet Union were to give up Germany, the Americans would fill the void,
analysts in Moscow feared. Washington would play in the West the same role Moscow played
in the East, altering European economies to its advantage. Looking to expand the democraticpolitical and capitalist-economic areas of Europe, the US would later on “demand a withdrawal
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[…] from Poland and ultimately from the Balkans.” Within a few years, there could be a
“German-Anglo-American war against the USSR,” Soviet strategists predicted.141
Shattered by war and technologically underdeveloped, the Soviet economy would greatly
benefit from foreign resources, Soviet leaders concluded, and the Red Army was a powerful
tool towards extracting such “concessions.” On the short-term, reparations from German assets
and current production would fuel Russian recovery. Uninterested in economic integration,
Soviet planners – analogous to what my mechanism would presume – were freed from taking
into account the pace of European reconstruction.142 Hence, in the Soviet zone, entire factories
were dismantled, packed up, and shipped eastwards. Hundreds of German enterprises were
transformed into entities the Soviets directly controlled. Whatever was produced was sent to
the Soviet Union.143 On the long-term, the Soviets believed that their country’s participation in
the control of the Ruhr – the industrial core of Europe – would ensure that Germany and,
implicitly, Western Europe would be tied to the Soviet economy. Not only would such a link
generate economic benefits, but it would also provide the Kremlin with leverage over the
continent’s political and security affairs. 144 Consequently, when Western powers pushed
Moscow to abandon its claims to reparations, Stalin replied to Marshall that “while reparations
might not be popular in the United States and England, ten billion dollars of reparations were
very popular in the Soviet Union,” and Moscow had no interest in aiding American designs at
the expense of its own priorities.145
The world’s altered configuration of power and Soviet assessments of the main actors’
priorities suggested to the men in the Kremlin that they could achieve the above discussed
international ends. Germany and Japan were defeated. Russian armies were predominant across
the Eurasian landmass. The Soviet Union was a key member of the emerging United Nations
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system. The spread of left-leaning political forces across the world increased leverage.146
Roosevelt had committed in 1943 in Tehran to withdraw US troops from Europe within two
years of the war’s end. “Americans probably have no intention to participate in a long-term
occupation of Germany,” British Prime Minister Winston Churchill had told Stalin in October
1944.147 When they saw “this great and powerful United States – and powerful England, for
that matter – demobilize as fast as they could, move out, reduce their strength,” Clay later
assessed, the Soviets must have assumed the Americans would not be prepared to invest
resources in Europe. “[We] didn’t after World War I, and [we] didn’t after World War II,”
Clay concluded. There was little that suggested to dignitaries in Moscow that Washington
would be willing to shoulder such a commitment to Europe in the late 1940s.148
At the same time, Moscow’s leaders understood the pecking order within the international
system, and were keen to organize their relationship to Washington to their own advantage.149
Soviet analysts were aware of the overwhelming superiority of the US economy. Moscow was
bent not only on avoiding in the short-run an all-out conflict it knew it could ultimately not
win, but also keen on retaining a modicum of cooperation with the United States. During the
first years after the end of the war, stable relations with Washington were needed for
establishing a desirable security architecture, for gaining acceptance of Moscow’s sphere of
influence, for the amicable division of the war spoils, and for securing financial and
technological assistance for reconstruction. 150 Soviet tacticians calculated that limited
compromises would mollify a far-away power with great ambitions but limited willingness to
incur costs in and for Europe. Thus, for example, Moscow was willing to withdraw its support
from various communist movements in Europe in order not to enter into a direct conflict with
the United States. The struggle in Greece “had no chance of success at all,” Stalin scolded a
Yugoslav delegation for their government’s assistance to the Greek guerillas. “What do you
think? That […] the United States, the most powerful state in the world, […] will permit you to
break their line of communication in the Mediterranean Sea! Nonsense.”151
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Nevertheless, stable relations with Washington could only be maintained if US designs did not
collide with Soviet core aims, or if leaders in Moscow would become persuaded that
Washington was willing to bear the costs of its ambitions. On multiple fronts and for numerous
reasons, American and Soviet preferences clashed. For instance, destroyed by war and plagued
by inefficiencies, the Soviet economy was in no way competitive, and would hardly welcome
US producers and financiers to either its markets or to its sphere of influence in Eastern
Europe. In June 1947, from the Paris Conference, Molotov wrote to Stalin that the Americans
were “eager to […] break in to the internal economies of European countries and especially to
redirect the flows of European trade in their own interests.”152 A deeper integration of Europe’s
economies into an American multilateral order would not only revive German strength, but
also dilute Soviet influence, Moscow’s planners feared. Given limited Soviet economic appeal,
Germany would later serve as a powerful magnet towards extracting Eastern European states
from under the Soviet sway. “We did not think the Soviet Union would be able to maintain its
control over Eastern Europe if those countries were able to participate in [a Western]
cooperative venture,” the US State Department’s Charles Bohlen later remembered.153
Under these circumstances, Moscow was mostly concerned with guarding its newly acquired
economic gains against a power that it thought unwilling to accept high levels of adversity.
However, Soviet politicians were also shielding their very system of government. Withheld
reparations would aid German and European reconstruction while keeping Soviet industries
comparatively underdeveloped, they assessed. Western European growth and American
economic engagement would generate political change at the center of the continent. Deprived
of resources, the Soviet Union could face hardship at home and lack attractiveness in her
periphery. The very foundation of communist rule could be endangered, Soviet strategists
resolved. For instance, the Marshall Plan, as it came with political strings attached, amounted
to “the creation of a Western European bloc as an instrument of US policy […] directed against
[the Soviet Union],” Nikolai Nikonov, Moscow’s ambassador the Washington, wrote home.154
Withdrawing from discussions on potential American aid in 1947, Molotov stated that the Plan
was “nothing but a vicious American scheme for using dollars to buy its way” into European
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affairs.155 “This really is the birth of the Western bloc,” British Foreign Secretary Bevin
whispered to one of his aides as the Soviet minister was leaving the room.156
Confronted with American designs, Soviet leaders had to decide whether to staunchly oppose
or grudgingly accept them. The evidence is patchy, but it seems that faulty assumptions about
both capitalism’s future and Washington’s intentions induced the Kremlin to place its bets on
opposition. First, Stalin and his associates appear to have taken for granted the ideologically
generated claim that capitalist intramural conflict was unavoidable. Therefore, while they were
aware of their own weakness relative to the United States, the Soviets anticipated that a few
years of opposition would be sufficient for the Western world to descend into chaos.157 Second,
Soviet analysts seem to have misunderstood the rationale behind Washington’s European
policies, allocating too much causal weight to economic interests and too little to strategic and
political considerations. For instance, an economic advisor assessed that the Marshall Plan was
designed to avoid America’s “impending economic crisis.” Thus, Washington had to “grant
much greater credits than it has done heretofore – just to rid itself of surplus goods at home.”
Others argued that the US goal was “the economic and political subjugation of European
countries to American capital,” and the Soviet Union stood in the way.158 Their conclusion:
Driven mainly by such limited aims, the US would not be willing to put up a real fight.
Lacking a deeper understanding of capitalist economics, a good appreciation of American
politics and society, and a free debate within the government’s analytical apparatus, the Soviets
likely built policy choices upon simple Marxist models that were ultimately empirically
falsified.
At the war’s end, Soviet diplomats tasked with policy planning had assumed that the United
States was a “distant giant,” unable and unwilling to wage war against the Soviet Union and
likely to withdraw from Europe. A modus vivendi would be reached on the basis of mutually
155
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exclusive spheres of influence. 159 When the Truman Administration decided to remain
politically invested on the continent, but continued to be reluctant to allocate significant
resources, much spoke for opposition.160 Already at Potsdam, Stalin and Molotov had noted
that the US government was retreating from earlier pledges. Andrei Gromyko later recalled
Stalin arguing that “the USSR is being cheated [as] the British and the Americans […] want to
force us to accept their plans on questions affecting Europe and the world.” Angry, he added:
“That’s not going to happen!”161 When faced with the Marshall Plan in spring 1947, Molotov
told the Soviet envoy to the US that Truman was “trying to intimidate us” in order “to turn us
at a stroke into obedient little boys. But we don’t give a damn.”162 Over the subsequent years, it
seems that Stalin gambled that by escalating the conflict, he could potentially coax Washington
and its European allies to rethink their options.163 With this section having discussed how
others met American designs, the next addresses the steps US leaders thought necessary to
have their wishes heeded.

4.4 America’s Power at Work
In early December 1947, Secretary of Defense James Forrestal noted that for “as long as we
can out-produce the world, can control the sea and can strike inland with the atomic bomb, we
can assume certain risks.”164 Congruent with my theory’s forecasts, this quote sums up the
approach the Truman Administration took towards having others accept its European designs.
In this section, I show that key officials understood that the US government needed to employ
its plentiful resources to have others conform to its wishes. They believed they could bribe
European elites into acquiescence and threaten the Kremlin into submission, but were
continuously mindful of the domestic implications of devising such positive and negative
inducements. They feared that, absent better means, the Soviets would decide to use force.
Dreading destruction, European dignitaries would question American assurances to mobilize
resources after a war erupted. As the Administration moved ahead, persuading the American
polity to take one step after the other and come to be enmeshed in European affairs, it became
increasingly reluctant to abandon its investments. While US foreign policy notables found it
159
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very hard to make their stakes and determination credible to both friends and foes, they
believed that for as long as America held a number of advantages, the risks were bearable.
Their European designs met with either conditional acceptance or glaring hostility, American
policymakers relied upon the resources their polity was willing to place at their disposal to
have their international goals realized. The end of the war had left the United States
significantly more powerful than any other country on the globe. Americans held two-thirds of
all gold and three-fourths of all capital. Of the entire world’s ability to produce things, the US
owned more than half.165 The nation’s industrial infrastructure, critical resources, and skilled
workforce provided it with a remarkable potential to prod others into acquiescence. And yet,
the US democracy struggled. “It is in the enlightened self-interest of the United States to
support, without dangerously straining our own economic strength (but probably demanding
some greater sacrifices), the free countries of Western Europe,” Charles Bonesteel, a key US
planner, summarized in 1950 the approach his country had taken over the last five years.166
Throughout the US political elite, a majority hoped that the Europeans could avert communism
and halt Soviet expansion on their own. Progressives and conservatives sought means for US
domestic reforms. Internationalist wanted a favorable economic order, but were at pains to
persuade isolationists to spend taxes to this end. Overall, it proved difficult to marshal the
money and men needed to elicit others’ assent.167
The main tool to have European democrats and capitalists do America’s bidding was to help
them achieve their own aims and ask for something in return. To preserve responsive
governments in power, shield them against socialist temptations, and reduce their incentives to
strike agreements with Moscow, Washington needed to provide money and, later on,
protection. Hence, US officials structured incentives and invited symbiotic relationships with
European elites that perceived their own self-interest to be served by aligning their polity with
the United States.168 To secure European states’ long-term commitment to US designs, the
Truman Administration proved willing to incur costs, whether by providing loans or
acquiescing to temporary discriminatory economic measures. Nevertheless, Washington
initially hoped that a series of lends and grants would suffice, and that various aims – security,
political, and economic ones – could be pursued concurrently. Numerous compromises later –
165
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both within the US political space and relative to the European partners – the twelve billion
dollar Marshall Plan was rolled out by the US Secretary of State in June 1947. It lured and
nudged Western European states to cooperate and coordinate to reconstruct the continent along
US-preferred lines.169
With respect to Moscow, confrontation seemed the only palatable option available. As the
1940s progressed, American strategists understood very well that the Soviets had few reasons
to welcome US designs for Europe. 170 Under these circumstances, Washington had three
possibilities: First, it could stand down. Second, it could give Moscow something it wanted.
Third, it could accept the costs of hostility towards the Soviet Union. Giving up was not an
attractive option – it would have facilitated Soviet expansion, allowed communism to spread,
and shattered US economic ambitions. Bribing the Kremlin was possible – but would have
severely impaired some of the goals the political consensus thought worth pursuing. Any shortterm reparations settlement over Germany would have endangered European reconstruction or
imposed costs upon the US budget the Congress was unwilling to approve. Any long-term
agreement permitting a Russian say over Germany would have expanded Soviet and
communist influence. Both approaches would have pushed European states farther away from
an integrated Western economic order. Yet Administration dignitaries wanted all goals
achieved; knew they had the resources to prevail; saw few reasons to pay up to obtain Stalin’s
consent; and worked tirelessly to mobilize the necessary means within their own society. Their
primary aim was not to unify Germany or to ease tensions in Europe; it was to contain the
Soviets, limit communism, and create an open market system.171
From Moscow’s perspective, the only way to significantly raise America’s costs of
engagement was the threat of the use of force.172 The Kremlin had no resources to spare for its
satellites; indeed, it sought to exploit these states’ assets for the reconstruction of the core areas
of the Soviet Union. Also, the Soviet economy was less developed than that of most territories
169
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it occupied in Europe. Hence, Moscow had little but ideology to offer to its clients. In contrast,
the Red Army had marched into the heart of Germany. The Soviets had upheld large forces
mobilized at the center of the continent. Throughout the late 1940s, American, British, and
French contingents present in the European theater could have posed little opposition to a
Soviet conquering march to the shores of the Atlantic.173 The Soviet Union had lost millions of
people and many of its assets in the war against Germany. It had prevailed only by imposing
terrific burdens upon its population.174 Hence, US analysts assumed Moscow was both eager to
retain its European booty, and able to incur costs to achieve its aims. The Marshall Plan “may
have beneficial effects on the US efforts to counter the spread of Communist forces,” the Army
Chief of Staff wrote in March 1948. But there was “no assurance that [the Plan] alone will
attain that end,” he concluded, bemoaning America’s limited ability to marshal military power
in the short term.175
With the possibility of war knocking at their doors, many European politicians saw themselves
forced to accommodate Moscow’s preferences in order to minimize the probability that their
societies could be ravaged yet again.176 A US expert memoed already in 1946 that “both USSR
and UK, as well as France, are now proceeding under the assumption that Europe will, in fact,
split, and they assume this in large part because they feel the US interest in the European
structure is transitory.”177 Without an American investment, the Western Europeans would see
few other choices but to, at first, accommodate Soviet preferences and, later – in the best-case
scenario – build a coherent bloc in the continent’s West. Thus, Europeans would include
communists in their governments, trade with the East, and assent to Soviet demands over
Germany, American analysts concluded. 178 All Europeans feared that US troops would
173

Unknown Author, “Intelligence Staff Study 3532, Soviet Capabilities in Germany and West Europe,”
December 26, 1946, NARA RG 319, P&O Decimal File 1946-1948, box 75, 350.05TS; for an overview, Steven
L. Rearden, History of the Office of the Secretary of Defense: The Formative Years, 1947-1950, vol. 1
(Washington, DC: Office of the Secretary, Historical Office, 1984), 314–20.
174
American analysts often associated impressive extractive capabilities with communist dictatorship, and
contrasted it starkly with the citizenry’s reticence to accept costs within capitalist democracies, first and foremost
in the United States.
175
Omar Bradley, “Memo to the JCS,” March 11, 1948, FRUS 1948 (1): 539-540.
176
“Several of the governments which are unsympathetic to the aims of the Soviet Union will probably not oppose
an invasion because resistance would be futile and entail pointless suffering,” US intelligence analysts concluded.
Unknown Author, “Intelligence Staff Study 3761, Rewrite of JWPC Paper Political Trends in Western and
Northern European Countries,” June 5, 1947, NARA RG 319, P&O Decimal File 1946-1948, box 76, 350.05TS.
177
Charles P. Kindleberger, “Memo for Cohen,” April 5, 1946, HSTL Student Files Truman and Marshall Plan available online.
178
France was “of course” in “a better position economically than any country of Europe to stand on her own feet,
providing she has the political stability to take the necessary fiscal steps,” Harriman wrote to McCloy, noting that
the problem was the instability of the government caused by uncertainty about the future. Averell Harriman,
“Letter to McCloy,” September 28, 1948, LOC AWH, box 267, General Correspondence 1948-1950 John J.
McCloy; without US assistance, France would probably turn communist over the next decade, intelligence
officials concluded. Unknown Author, “Intelligence Staff Study 3644, World Political Developments Affecting

142

Liviu Horovitz • ETH • Guns, Butter, and Votes: A Theory of American Military Primacy • October 2018 • CH4

withdraw from the continent if war with the Soviet Union erupted. Whether and when the
Americans would return remained uncertain. In the meantime, the Europeans would bear the
costs – their countries again devastated, their political orders wrecked.179 In the aftermath of
such a war, they would again be left alone to face the Russians and the Germans. As a
consequence, Europeans were reluctant to support those Washington designs for the continent
that could either provoke the Kremlin or enhance German power.180
Thus, parallel to my theory’s estimates, Washington officials slowly grappled with the
conclusion that, in order to create an environment in which American goals could be
accomplished, the Administration would have to merge US economic and military power.181
Military power was not primarily needed to defend the United States, but to protect European
states against the threat of the use of force by the Soviet Union. Not having to worry about
physical destruction, these states would be more willing to do what Washington demanded of
them. They would reject Soviet demands. They would accept the revival of German industries.
They would pursue higher degrees of economic integration. Not having to defend themselves,
they would have more resources for reconstruction. But to achieve these ends, Washington had
to persuade the Europeans that the United States would remain invested on the continent, and
would be willing to fight if war actually erupted.182 Accordingly, Truman policymakers slowly
moved from informal assurances to establishing formal alliances involving strategic security
guarantees, delivering military aid to various European nations, and preparing to keep
American troops on the continent on the long-term. In April 1949, the North Atlantic Treaty
was signed in Washington, rendering ten European nations, Canada, and the United States the
founding members of NATO.
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Throughout the 1940s, US military planners regularly determined that Moscow would not
engage in a global war that it would likely lose.183 If hostilities erupted, Russian armed forces
could overrun the rest of the continent. However, the Soviet Union was devastated by war, its
economy backward, its population demoralized. Its ideology was appealing to disenfranchised
populations, but bore little promise for rapid economic development. Their deployed troops
pushed out of Europe in the initial phase of a potential conflict, the Americans would likely
return, and the Soviets would be defeated. The US had demobilized most of its manpower after
1945, and it had relatively limited forces-in-being. However, Washington retained numerous
overseas bases that would enable the United States to interdict an attack on the American
homeland.184 Thus, the largest economy of the planet would have plenty of time to mobilize for
war. It retained sufficient military resources, technological expertise, and financial assets to,
when needed, build up a formidable force. In contrast to the Soviets, the Americans had not
just the global military outposts, but also nuclear weapons, long-range bombers, and a deep-sea
navy.185 “None but mad men […] would undertake war against us,” a key defense official
wrote to Secretary of the Navy in 1946.186
Statesmen in the Truman Administration did not believe the Soviets were mad men. They
believed Stalin and his cronies to be cautious expansionists who knew they could not win a war
against the United States.187 Thus, Soviet leaders would not endanger their internal power for
the sake of uncertain European conquest. They would be aware that if they rushed into Western
Europe, they would gain little. Hence, they would abstain in the first place, US analysts
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concluded.188 The British agreed. In any major war that “started before 1955-60,” the Red
Army’s initial advantage “would be increasingly counterbalanced, as hostilities continued, by
Russia’s economic insufficiency and her technical inferiority.” Hence, analysts in London
determined that the Kremlin wanted “the reconstruction of Soviet economy,” the
“establishment of a protective belt of subservient countries round the frontiers of the Union,”
but also “the avoidance of a major war, at least until circumstances are judged to be sufficiently
favorable to the Soviet Union.” 189 The Soviets seem to have shared this logic. Nikita
Khrushchev later remembered about Stalin: “How he quivered! […] He was afraid of war. He
knew that we were weaker than the United States.”190
However, US foreign policy specialists feared that, as Europe recovered, strategists in the
Kremlin might be faced with a rapidly closing window of opportunity and decide to take their
chances. It was not that Soviets would not know their country’s many weaknesses in a war
with the United States. And yet, “Soviet leaders might reckon that their military strength will
never again stand in so favorable a relationship to the military strength of the western powers,”
the Policy Planning Staff in the State Department concluded. In this context, Administration
officials recognized that the Soviets could not but see their political plans in Western Europe
shattered by the Marshall Plan. On the long-term, prosperity in the capitalist West could “put a
severe strain on communist political control of Eastern Europe,” US planners concluded.
Consequently, tacticians in Moscow could assess “that this strain would hold long-term
dangers for Soviet power.” Hence, “they might prefer to resort to armed action at this
juncture.” Such action would ensure an immediate – albeit likely temporary – extension of
communist power in the West, prevent European recovery, and thereby secure Soviet control
of Eastern Europe. If the conflict remained localized, the gambit could prove worthwhile even
if the Soviets ultimately lost the confrontation, assessed US dignitaries.191
In addition, as my theory would foresee, American analysts worried that Moscow might
misjudge Washington’s commitment. “The greatest danger we are facing now is that Moscow
would believe that we are merely bluffing and could overplay her hand,” a Washington insider
wrote. “We are trying to decrease this danger by giving all kinds of warning that we not only
188
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speak turkey but that we do mean business.”192 Instead of starting a global war it knew it could
not win, the Kremlin might seek to advance limited interests in localized contingencies by the
force of arms.193 The Truman Administration would be compelled to either escalate or retreat.
But could Truman muster enough political will to intervene? When giving out loans had
proven so contentious, would European allies trust Washington’s commitments to fight?194 If
not, all would be lost. All efforts, all investments – in vain. Throughout various post-war
crises, the Soviets had retreated. But offensive diplomacy had been very risky, US officials had
recognized. The United States had not been ready for war. If the Soviets had suddenly decided
not to stand down, consequences would have been unpredictable. Walter Bedell Smith, the US
ambassador to Moscow, reported home that Stalin had told him that the Soviet Union did “not
want war but the Americans want it even less than we do,” a fact that the Soviet dictator was
convinced hardened his own hand.195
“The Marshall Plan prevented the fall of Europe by subversion,” Tracy Voorhees, the US
Secretary of the Army, later noted in his records, providing a fitting summary of the
conundrum faced by US executives.196 “At the same time, [the Plan] made [Europe] a more
attractive target for the Communists to capture.” Thus, its very success “accentuated the
development of the military threat.” He concluded: “Through the Marshall Plan we were still
feeding the turkey but building no fence to prevent its being stolen.” Voorhees argued that,
within a Washington concerned with other political and economic problems, “no one seemed to
define defense.” In his assessment, if defense “meant defense of this country against physical
invasion, it was probably adequate.” If it “meant strategic atomic retaliation” against a Soviet
attack, “it was probably adequate for the time being.” However, “if it meant the defense of
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Europe, it was non-existent.”197 In the memo Charles Bonesteel wrote in 1950, he concluded
that the progress made by the Marshall Plan and the Atlantic Treaty “cannot be maintained
indefinitely without a feasible and realistic plan for the future which will persuasively indicate
to the public that there can be developed, in real fact, military power and posture in the North
Atlantic community able to stand up against Soviet power.”198
Given Soviet military capabilities and uncertainty with respect to their calculations, why did
the Truman Administration wait for so long to increase US military spending? Throughout
1947 and 1948, a vicious debate raged between defense planners and foreign policy officials on
the very issue of defense outlays.199 In one camp, military commanders around Secretary of
Defense Forrestal were aware that the armed forces would bear the combat losses and most
responsibility for defeat. They wanted goals, risks, and tactics explored. The size and
composition of the military should be only subsequently determined, they argued.200 Overall,
these military leaders, saw no way to maintain troops in Korea, Germany, and the Middle East,
carry on with the Berlin airlift the Soviets had forced upon them in the summer of 1948,
potentially respond to a deterioration of the situation in Greece or Italy, and develop the tools
necessary for implementing the war plans. The security, political, and economic project the US
government was pursuing subjected the Soviet leadership to real strains. An intentional local
contingency or an accidental global war were real possibilities. The nation was unprepared to
fight. Ships, bombs, planes, and soldiers could not be built, readied, and deployed overnight.201
“If the dangers are great, immediate and of a military character, this fact should be clearly
reflected in our military budget and our military strength adapted accordingly,” Forrestal wrote
to the NSC in July 1948. “It is imperative that a comprehensive statement of national policy be
prepared, particularly as it related to Soviet Russia,” he argued.202
197
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In the other camp, diplomats within the State Department like Robert Lovett or George Kennan
– and with them, Secretary George Marshall – viewed a gap between commitments and
capabilities as manageable.203 They assessed that it was the role of dignitaries to ascertain
society’s willingness to incur short-term costs, accept the attendant risks of their actions, and
hope that their goals could be achieved without the employment of force. 204 Given the
predictability of the ultimate outcome of war, conflagration was unlikely to occur.205 Thus, it
was mistaken to forge the military budget in accordance to the force requirements of an
emergency war planning.206 If war were to – unexpectedly – erupt, the plans would need to be
rewritten anyhow on the basis of political decisions and war mobilization.207 For the moment,
$15 billion for the military had to be enough, these officials believed. While Marshall agreed
some increases were necessary, he “cautioned against trying to get such a large load of powder
that the gun itself would blow up,” arguing in effect that the American polity would prove
unwilling to provide such resources. “We might ask for so much that we would end by getting
nothing,” Marshall cautioned.208
President Truman – torn between this inconclusive debate and his economic and political
advisors – resolved to neither spend more money on the military nor scale down foreign policy
goals in accordance with fiscal constraints.209 The President’s Council on Economic Advisers
(CEA) pressed for fiscal conservatism. The government should only spend as much as it
received in taxes from the American people, budget administrators argued. A major increase in
defense spending would endanger domestic programs and fuel inflation, political operatives
noted. Popular discontent and economic downturn would be the consequences. There would be
even less enthusiasm for spending money on European reconstruction. Truman’s already
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modest chances of winning the 1948 presidential election would diminish even further.210 The
President categorically dismissed his defense secretary’s rearmament recommendations. “It
seems to me that the proper thing for you to do is to get the Army, Navy and Air people
together and establish a program within the budget limits which have been allowed,” Truman
wrote to Forrestal in July 1948. “It seems to me that is your responsibility.”211
And yet, consistent with my mechanism, the interconnection between political objectives,
economic instruments of statecraft, and military power did not vanish just because politicians
were keen to balance budgets.212 Truman won the 1948 elections.213 In 1949, key dignitaries
left the Administration. Dean Acheson became Secretary of State. Louis Johnson, a fiscal
conservative, took over at the Pentagon. Across the two departments, officials began to –
grudgingly – acquiesce to the military’s point of view. They realized that the Soviets could not
be kept east of the Rhine. The Cairo-Suez area could not be defended. Even the retention of a
Middle Eastern foothold – key for strategic bombing – was questionable. Dropping hundreds
of nuclear weapons to destroy Soviet industry would not stop the conquest of Europe.214 After
such a Soviet invasion, US forces would have to return to the continent at the earliest lest the
Kremlin could communize Western Europe. Yet preparations for such a return would have to
start from a very low baseline. The war would be long and costly. Whether the Administration
would be able to persuade Congress to finance such a confrontation remained questionable –
and especially so through European eyes. If only the West could stop the Russian conquest of
Europe, it could gain back the initiative, military strategists suggested.215
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These trade-offs notwithstanding, American leaders resolved that international risks had to be
accepted. Throughout the spring of 1949, the US economic situation deteriorated. Expecting
falling revenues, economic planners assessed that domestic programs – underfunded since the
war – could not be reduced. Foreign aid programs – necessary for European and Japanese
recovery – could also not be touched.216 The military budget needed to be cut.217 Defense
officials protested. Any further decline in US military strength could alter already unstable
balances.218 But if the Soviet Union would not risk a war it could not win, no war would need
to be fought – Truman’s advisors quipped. Hence, it did not matter how unprepared the United
States was for such an unlikely struggle.219 In July 1949, the President decided defense
expenditures needed to be reduced to $13 billion. For as long as Washington held a monopoly
over nuclear weapons, for as long as the Soviet ability to harness industrial resources within a
protracted global war remained widely inferior, and for as long as European governments
remained committed to US designs, the risks were manageable.220 Yet these conditions were
soon to change. The next section presents these alterations and shows how Truman executives
decided to deal with them – by seeking military primacy.

4.5 The Sources & Enablers of Preponderance
In contrast to the situation described above, within a few short months in the summer and
autumn of 1949, the entire fundament that had enabled American policymakers to extend their
initiatives further than proximate capabilities carried them seemed to fall apart. By the summer,
the US economic recession exacerbated financial imbalances across the Atlantic. With
reconstruction in full-swing, this new transatlantic crisis prompted European leaders to
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contemplate alternatives to the American-led economic order.221 At the end of August, the
Soviets detonated a nuclear device – years earlier than US intelligence had predicted. The
immediate military implications were modest – the Soviet Union could not produce a large
arsenal overnight. And yet, the US nuclear monopoly was shattered – a watershed moment for
strategic planning on both sides of the Atlantic.222 In the autumn, Mao Zedong proclaimed the
People’s Republic of China. This was a reminder for many that communist expansion was not
averted. “Unless we face up to what we want, decide how to get it, and take the necessary
action, the whole structure of the Western World could fall apart [with the end of the Marshall
Plan] in 1952,” Dean Acheson told his associates at the State Department in October 1949.223
Key officials concluded America’s credibility needed strengthening. Already in the spring of
1949, John Foster Dulles, the future Republican Secretary of State in the Eisenhower
Administration, and at the time a consultant for Acheson, had written to his boss that “if our
conduct indicates a continuing disposition to fall back and allow doubtful areas to fall under
Soviet Communist control, then many nations will feel confirmed in the impression […] that
we do not expect to stand firm.” People in various areas will “feel that Communism is the
wave of the future and that even we are retreating before it.” Hence, “this series of disasters”
could only be prevented if the US took “a dramatic and strong stand that shows our confidence
and resolution,” Dulles argued. 224 As my theory would anticipate, despite America’s
overwhelming resources, US officials worried about the credibility of their assurances and
threats. In this section, I show that they were concerned with others’ nuclear acquisition; that
they pursued larger and more potent nuclear weapons; and that they sought capabilities that
could deliver victory and avoid strategic nuclear escalation. All statesmen involved were
continuously mindful of domestic trade-offs. The bold ones, keen to pursue not only defensive
but also expansive goals, thought military preeminence would help their country achieve such
broad aims.
Faced with economic distress, the Labour government in London was reluctant to bear the cost
of macroeconomic adjustment. A complete collapse of sterling had become a distinct
possibility, the Chancellor of the Exchequer told the British Cabinet in June. Marshall Plan
money kept flowing across the Atlantic, but seemed an insufficient counterweigh to the
221
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economic downturn. 225 American strategists worried that European governments – and
especially the United Kingdom – would deviate from US economic, political, and military
preferences.226 Latest by the time the Marshall Plan would end in 1952, the British would
oppose further European integration, would become economically more autarchic, and would
cut back on overseas commitments.227 There would be domestic consequences in the US, but
the international implications would be much greater, US planners believed. Communist
pressures in Asia would rise. Political stability in the Middle East would be endangered.
Critical resources would stop flowing towards the continent. Production in Western Europe
would contract. The Germans would be tempted to look to the Soviets for markets, raw
materials, and options for reunification. The French would become even more worried – and
oppose any economic, political, and military integration. The British would either
accommodate the Soviets or jump in the breach and form a Western European bloc under their
direction. The European architecture Washington had carefully constructed would fall apart.228
The potential foreign policy consequences of British “deviation” notwithstanding, the Truman
Administration was reluctant to pay a domestic political price to achieve economic
readjustment relative to Britain. “The rest of the world cannot be expected and is in no position
to make all the adjustments that are necessary to bring the dollar and non-dollar world into
balance,” the US envoy to London wrote home in August 1949. “Sheer intellectual honesty
compels us to say that the US favors multilateralism and non-discrimination in areas of trade
where we are in a strong competitive position; but resorts to subsidies, protectionism and
discrimination in those areas where we are competitively weak.”229 Such words of caution
notwithstanding, American statesmen kept wanting the British to bear the costs. They agreed
that, were London to implement the measures Washington asked of her, “a moderate decline in
the standard of living would probably result, at least temporarily,” but argued that addition
“measures to increase the competitive pressures on the British industry and the incentives for
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business and labor to raise production and improve efficiency would also be necessary.”230 By
January 1950, US strategists realized that the Labour government was unwilling to both
shoulder the costs of economic readjustment and risk a conflict with the Soviet Union.
However, the Americans also knew that they could achieve little in Europe without the
British.231
Against this European crisis backdrop, Soviet nuclearisation posed short- and long-term
problems. In the short-term, within the context of a potential conventional Soviet invasion of
Western Europe, American nuclear deterrence would become implausible.232 “If war should
break out tomorrow it would be long desperate war, in which we would suffer major initial
disasters, and in which we could hope to prevail only after a period of years by the ultimate
weight of our industrial potential, and after irreparable damage,” Vannevar Bush, one of the
main scientific advisers of the US government, concluded. 233 If the price of strategic
bombardment of the Soviet industrial facilities was atomic retaliation on the American
homeland, how could Truman officials persuade their European counterparts that the US polity
would be willing to accept the costs of their protection? When Congress quarreled that
extending financial aid to Europe beyond 1952 was too high a price for accomplishing US
transatlantic designs, how could the loss of American cities be contemplated? Doubtful about
US commitment to their continent, the Europeans would not proceed with integrating West
Germany – there would be nobody to keep the Germans down once the Americans departed.
They would also abstain from developing military capabilities to deny the Soviets the use of
force. Instead, they would seek economic and limited political accommodation with the
Kremlin, thereby themselves frustrating Washington’s designs.
As my theory would anticipate them doing, US analysts concluded that, in the long run, Soviet
nuclear acquisition would also constrain American ability to wage a prolonged war. As the
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enemy’s arsenal would grow, by the early- or mid-1950s it would be able to deliver hundreds
of nuclear weapons on American territory, intelligence specialists believed. The United States
would surely retaliate, but its industrial infrastructure would be destroyed, the superior
underpinning of a long conflict extinguished. American statesmen were aware that the Soviets
did not want such a nuclear exchange. However, these very dignitaries believed that the
Kremlin would assess that US leaders would think the risks of European involvement too
high.234 Under the assumption that the US government would rather back down than risk an
all-out nuclear war with devastating consequences, Moscow would escalate limited conflicts.
Thus, the Soviets would threaten the use of limited force within a scenario in which they held
tactical superiority – to promote German reunification or encourage communist takeovers in
Greece, Italy, or France. Within this setting, the Russians would be able to pull the Europeans
out of the US-proposed political and economic orders and into a more independent stance that
would require heeding some of the Kremlin’s wishes.235
Certain US planners believed a widely expanded nuclear arsenal and the development of the
much more destructive hydrogen bomb would retain the edge, but many thought otherwise. In
this scenario, Washington could threaten utmost destruction in response to any Soviet attack.
Yet other planners were quick to point out that such terrible violence would not just be
immoral, but also unhelpful. It was in fact America’s unlikely willingness to accept nuclear
retaliation that rendered its government’s threats incredible. It did not matter what destruction
one could inflict upon the Soviets if one was not willing to accept the risk of significant
casualties at home. Ultimately, Truman approved the decision to build the hydrogen bomb and
expand the nuclear arsenal, but nuclear deterrence appeared to many an insufficient long-term
foundation for US ambitions. For as long as the Europeans were not fully wedded to American
designs and remained conventionally utterly vulnerable, they would see accommodating the
Soviets as less onerous than banking on an improbable US nuclear guarantee.236 For the
moment, the Soviets lacked an effective long-range air force and could only slowly produce
additional nuclear weapons. Yet this gap would not be long-lived, and Washington would have
to make its choices before the window closed, as Acheson’s above statement to his planners
illustrates.
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These nuclear-induced changes of the strategic landscape prodded military commanders to
reassess their options. Once again they argued that the US should protect Europe with
conventional forces.237 Economic adjustment problems would still need to be solved, but
Europeans would get more out of the transatlantic bargain, and become more willing to support
American designs. Defense studies pointed out that technological progress in various weapons
systems had made the task of stopping the Soviets on the Rhine significantly less daunting. For
example, mobile guns could potentially render heavy tanks obsolete. Smaller nuclear weapons
could be employed tactically. More air power could be brought to the battlefield.238 In addition,
the US could leverage its technological superiority.239 Hence, more American forces in Europe
could make the difference, and thereby provide a credible reassurance.240 With fighting likely
happening over German territory, German troops and industry had to be integrated within this
effort. The Germans could be recompensed for joining the West, but had to also be further
restrained through European economic structures and American security designs. The other
NATO allies had to increase and coordinate their defense investments. And yet, until all these
steps were completed, the Soviets might still see a window of opportunity closing, and decide
to take action, US analysts concluded. The approach was not only costly, but also full of
risks.241
Given the magnitude and intricacy of these military and economic predicaments, Paul Nitze,
the newly appointed director of policy planning within the State Department, was tasked to
produce a review of the US government’s goals and means.242 The result, the above mentioned
NSC-68, was full of hyperbolic rhetoric. It blatantly exaggerated both Soviet intentions and
capabilities.243 Nevertheless, overall it simply restated the aims the US government had been
pursuing ever since 1945: Limiting the reach of the Soviet Union and of communism, and
establishing an advantageous economic order.244 What was new in NSC-68 was the argument
that those aims could not be reached on the cheap, leveraging the potential of American
industrial mobilization to reassure friends and threaten foes. “A democracy can compensate for
237
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its natural vulnerability only if it maintains clearly superior overall power in its most inclusive
sense,” the document concluded. Thus, more weapons, more soldiers, and more money was
needed, quickly and everywhere around the world. “Without superior aggregate military
strength, in being and readily mobilizeable, a policy of containment – which is in effect a
policy of calculated and gradual coercion – is no more than a policy of bluff,” NSC-68
concluded.245 Military dominance at various levels of escalation was the American solution to
its credibility problems. Congress might refuse another loan or grant to Europe, but the force to
shield allies and threaten enemies will have already been paid for, American officials reasoned.
Within the US government, not everybody thought the radical measure of seeking military
primacy was absolutely necessary. Some American diplomats were mainly concerned with
containing the Kremlin and hoping to avoid the terrifying risks of overt confrontation. They
believed that a solution could be achieved at the expense of reducing US economic ambitions.
To Acheson’s conclusion that the US had to “face up” what it wanted, Kennan answered that
“the Western World need not necessarily collapse simply because we stopped financing it but
that perhaps the main strain might be felt in this country unless we can decide how we can
swallow our own surpluses.”246 Having demonstrated its unwillingness to let communism and
Soviet influence expand, the US government should press for a sweeping settlement of the
German problem, Kennan believed.247 If only the Russians could be temporarily soothed on
economic matters by the Germans recompensing them for tolerating unification, a rapidly
recovering Western Europe would have enough time to acquire the conventional capabilities
necessary to deter a Soviet use of force. A unified, prosperous, and neutral Germany –
uninterested in communism and a centrally planned economy – could subsequently further the
integration of Western and Eastern Europe and, potentially, contribute to the disbanding of the
two hostile blocs, diplomats like Kennan believed.248
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The British, in turn, were tempted by the concept of a third world power, albeit wanting
themselves and not the Germans to spearhead such an order. Organizing Western Europe to
“stand between the two Super States of America and Russia, and generally act as a balancing
wheel in world affairs” seemed attractive. 249 Conforming to my theory’s expectation, the
concept “appealed particularly to those who find American capitalism little more attractive
than Soviet communism, and to those who feel a natural dislike of seeing this country in a
dependent position,” British diplomats concluded. 250 If the US remained engaged on the
continent for a long time, “the United States way of life would be imposed on all the countries
of Europe,” Stafford Cripps, the UK Chancellor of the Exchequer, feared.251 If only such an
additional pole of power could be organized, the painful economic concessions demanded by
the US economic order could be avoided, the Soviets could potentially be deterred and
assuaged, and a socialist way of life could be pursued in Britain, Labour politicians hoped.
Strategists in London were encouraged that such a conception was “very dear to the heart of
the planners of the State Department,” wrote a key UK official. Kennan had assured him that
such a European political entity had to be “sufficiently strong to tell, if necessary, other Powers
to go to hell, the United States not excluded.”252
And yet, London simply lacked the means to both pursue domestic priorities and become a
third world power – and sought US involvement instead.253 The British could not defend their
Dominion without the United States and could not unite “the Commonwealth as a single world
power.” If Britain had made its former Empire choose between London and Washington,
“though the sentiment might point one way interest would certainly lead the other,” British
planners concluded. As for Europe, “the fact remains that the military and economic situation
of the Western European nations is now such that there can be no immediate prospect of
welding them into a prosperous and security entity without American help,” the Foreign Office
assessed. In addition, any European option would only be viable if “the military as well as the
economic potential of Germany was fully developed,” a step that posed the threat of “eventual
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domination by a revived Reich,” and would face opposition everywhere. The overall
conclusion: Unless the British and the other Europeans were willing to “effect a drastic
lowering of our present standards of living or to accept the remilitarization of the Reich, any
thought of a Third World Power in Europe being militarily capable of resisting Russia by itself
can be dismissed.”254
In stark contrast to the anxiousness in London, some in Washington thought boldness would
allow for all American aims to be achieved and modesty would endanger even the primary
goals.255 Acheson and Nitze did not disagree with Kennan’s logic. Yet they assessed that he
chose to see only parts of the full picture. They believed that concessions to Moscow would
slow down European reconstruction. Commercial ties between Europe’s West and East would
soon be sought. Moscow’s economic preferences would push a neutral Germany further away
from transatlantic trade relations. London would become even more inclined to establish a
closed sterling area, one opposed to the US open order. Faced with a neutral Germany, many
Western European nations would be tempted to move closer to London, thereby taking on
some of the costs the British were reluctant to accept. The open market system would be
compromised. On the long-term, Americans would be less wealthy and, potentially, less
secure.256 The war would have been won, but the peace would have been lost. Such strategists
tried to encapsulate these views within NSC-68. “Even if there were no Soviet Union we
would face the great problem of the free society, accentuated many fold in this industrial age,
of reconciling order, security, the need for participation, with the requirements of freedom. We
would face the fact that in a shrinking world the absence of order among nations is becoming
less and less tolerable.”257
Revealing for the views of policymakers who thought strategic, political, and economic goals
were intertwined and had to be pursued in tandem is the exchange regarding rearmament
between Nitze and James Conant, the President of Harvard, in March 1950. Conant inquired
“how far we should go in getting victory,” and argued that the rollback of Soviet influence and
ideology would be too dangerous for the United States. “The one thing we must not lose is our
freedom,” he pointed out. Nitze replied that “if we had objectives only for the purpose of
repelling invasion and not to create a better world, the will to fight would be lessened.” In other
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words, without establishing an international system that would benefit broad swaths of the US
citizenry, pragmatic Americans would tend to turn their back away from fighting for long-term
aims in far-away places that, as time would pass by, would seem to have less and less
relevance to the United States. Thus, for such strategists, protecting democracy and expanding
capitalist prosperity went hand in hand. Conant did not disagree with Nitze. He just pointed out
that the dangers were great. He “still feared that we might lose in the United States by such [an
expansive] program [and] he continued to be worried at the over-ambitiousness of the overall
objectives.”258
Within the foreign policy debate, the bold outmaneuvered the cautious – as my mechanism
would expect them to do under the given constellation of pressures and constraints. By June
1950, Kennan – who was, in the words of Averell Harriman, “a man who understood Russia
but not the United States” – had been completely marginalized within the policy debates and
soon left the State Department.259 “Acheson felt that he was there to serve Harry Truman’s
political interests as well as his interests as head of state. I couldn’t have cared less about
[Truman’s] political interests,” Kennan told historian John Lewis Gaddis decades after the
events.260 The NSC-68 review was completed in the spring of 1950. Throughout the diplomatic
and military corridors of power, many criticized parts of it. Yet all in Washington who were
interested in a more daring approach agreed with its thrust. Something needed to be done. How
much money, how quickly, and on what exactly – these were the key questions officials
asked.261 Long-term planners saw “no financial problems worthy of the name involved in the
build-up which we shall have to make” as “there was practically nothing that the country could
not do if it wanted to do it,” as Lovett commented at the State Department.262 In addition,
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under a new leadership, Truman’s economic advisers were willing to take an optimistic view of
the American economy and the consequences of deficit spending.263
And yet, domestic concerns still pushed back strongly against the solution advocated by NSC68. Both President Truman and his economic and political advisers were reluctant.264 There
would be economic implications. There would be political costs. There would be societal
consequences far into the future. And success might be achievable without the sacrifice,
executives in other departments than State and Defense hoped.265 “There is no doubt that a
larger share of resources could be devoted to security purposes, but such a course is not
without its cost under any circumstances, and the extent of diversion is crucial to an analysis of
consequences,” budget administrators noted. Overall, “expansion of military expenditures
involves an economic cost, particularly if sustained for a substantial period, and it also involves
a cost in terms of the psychology and orientation of our society, they concluded.”266 The
President and his closest associates hoped that if they gained some time, the problem might
wither away, and more money could be spent on social programs. Throughout May and June
1950, Truman dragged his feet, hoping that rearmament could be avoided.
Eventually, a crisis elicited the decision to seek military primacy.267 At dawn on June 25, 1950,
North Korean forces crossed the 38th parallel and invaded South Korea. The “naked, deliberate,
and unprovoked aggression,” in the President’s words, provided the Administration with the
political cover to both send American forces to fight in East Asia and proceed with
263
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rearmament.268 However, the use of force by the communist government of North Korea and,
later on, China’s intervention on Hanoi’s behalf, also convinced many, including Kennan, that
the Soviets were willing to probe the Truman Administration’s resolve.269 In addition, the
military intervention in Korea made transparent what the US military could and could not
achieve with its existent forces, and what allies expected Washington to do.270 “We can’t repeat
the Korean operation” and “we therefore will have to think of something else,” the Secretary of
the Air Force cautioned with respect to Soviet action in other corners of the globe.271 A few
years after the momentous decision, Acheson remembered: “Korea came along [and] created
the stimulus which made [for] action.” Edward Barrett, one of the Secretary’s advisors, said
“and then – with regard to NSC-68 – thank God Korea came along,” making clear the
contingent nature of the ultimate decision to pursue military primacy.272 In other words, as my
theory would expect, while much that I discussed here was necessary for the ultimate outcome,
more factors were needed for a sufficient mix.
In mid-July 1950, Truman’s Cabinet met at the White House, and set the stage for the pursuit
of US military primacy. “It is becoming apparent to the world that we do not have the
capabilities to face the threat,” Acheson told the Cabinet. “People are questioning whether the
[North Atlantic Treaty] really means anything, since it means only what we are able to do,” the
Secretary noted. “Our intentions are not doubted, but our capabilities are doubted.” Thus, the
President should ask Congress “for money, and if it is a question of asking for too little or too
much, he should ask for too much.” Truman should “stress production and ask for powers of
allocation,” as “what we do in the line of stepping up production will strike fear into our
enemies, since it is in this field that our great capabilities and effectiveness lie.” To this, “the
President said he agreed.” The decision was taken.273 By September 1950, rearmament was
advancing at full speed. By the spring of 1951, military commanders were wary that the
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nation’s industrial production could not deliver as quickly as much hardware as the federal
government wanted to buy.
Despite recurring opposition from inside and outside the government, military primacy was
here to stay. By spring 1952, the American government machinery was once again worried
with the negative externalities of such massive military spending. And yet, notables of
American foreign policy pushed ahead and prevailed in the bureaucratic infighting. Nitze noted
to his boss that the United States “will require clearly preponderant power to make satisfactory
progress [towards its objectives] by [political, economic, and military power] means –
probably more power than to win military victory in the event of war.”274 Ultimately, through
the US rearmament process, dollars were transferred to Europe to pay for various weapons,
thereby also increasing employment on the continent, aiding the modernization of local
industries, enhancing the competitiveness of European producers, and thereby helping directly
and indirectly to alleviate the balance of payments across the Atlantic. Where the Soviets were
expected to possess three hundred nuclear weapons by 1955, the Americans wanted to have
over two thousands. By the end of 1952, the United States was producing a B-47 on every day
of the year, laying the foundation for a military primacy that was to last far into the next
century.275

4.6 Conclusion
Key American planners understood already early on both the role force would play in global
affairs and the constraints of their own domestic polity. Over the summer of 1945, John Foster
Dulles, at the time a lawyer on Wall Street, debated global politics with an old friend, retired
Army officer C. H. Mason. Together, they drafted a memo – of no apparent policy
consequence, but of great insight, in hindsight. In the future, the two wrote, the “atomic
power’s capacities for stealthy, speedy destruction” would not allow for the “erstwhile military
policy” of the United States – military mobilization. Therefore, given both an uncertain
international arena and numerous openings to advance American interests, the United States
274
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should pursue “continuous precluding action.” The problem the two saw: “Maintaining
effective precluding action in our daily peace routine without intruding in our accustomed civil
life and liberties.” Their solution: Washington should “perpetuate the proved military
organization we now have,” and provide it “with the ground, water, air and chemical forces
sufficient to deter hostility.” And yet, the two drafters were aware of the likely hindrances.
“Our history shows no exception to the rule that always within a few years following war our
armaments have dwindled to inadequacy and requests for their maintenance have been
ignored,” Dulles and Mason concluded.276
Similar views on the connections between American force and the Administration’s incentives
and constraints were widely held throughout the US government. Acheson wrote to Truman in
1956 that power’s proper use was essential in an international jungle “where the judgment of
nature upon error is death.” In the Cold War, there were no “rules, no umpire, no prizes for
good boys, no dunce caps for bad boys,” the former doyen of American foreign policy noted.
Also, “good intentions” in the fight with the Soviets were “not worth a damn; moral principles
are traps; weakness and indecision are fatal.”277 Already in spring 1945, James Forrestal, at the
time Secretary of the Navy, wrote to other members of the Cabinet that “the maintenance of
armed force” was “a necessary part of any international organization in the discernible
future.”278 Military commanders, in their fall 1945 letter cited in the introduction of this
chapter, assessed that “if there is to be any limit to Russian demands, we must know where we
can draw the line and examine our military position and be sure that we are not abandoning our
military power so rapidly that we shall be unable to support that line.”279 It took US statesmen
five years to establish where exactly they – and their polity – wanted to draw that line, and to
pursue the capabilities needed to support these demands.
In this chapter, I showed how the Truman Administration travelled the intellectual and political
road from demobilization to rearmament. The benefits of preponderant force were never
questioned. However, a close reading of the key archival documents suggests that, for a few
years after the war, a majority within the government hoped most goals could be achieved
276
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without such sacrifice. With almost all surviving government documents from the Truman era
declassified, one can safely conclude that constituencies were poles apart when ranking
defensive and expansive priorities. All agreed that Soviet expansion had to be contained. Some
felt strongly about opposing communism. Others wanted to pursue American prosperity
through an open international economic system. Overall, much submits that finding the societal
balance between various interests and the polity’s overarching willingness to accept costs took
time. Behind closed doors, US officials worried that the combination between the Soviet Union
acquiring nuclear weapons, China going communist, and transatlantic economic relations
becoming more tenuous would thump all aims. Hence, policymakers within the Truman
Administration harnessed the political capital inherent to all of these defensive and expansive
goals to extract power resources from within their own polity. Thereby, American leaders
fused military, economic, and political objectives and instruments into a broader strategy.
Also in this chapter, I presented strong evidence that my mechanism played a crucial role in the
Truman Administration’s decision-making processes. As my theory would have predicted them
doing, US strategists sought not only the freedom granted by the absence of a strategic
challenger in Eurasia, but also the political and ideological safeguarding of democracy and
capitalism. However, while these defensive imperatives ranked higher, the leaders of the
largest and the most competitive economy in the world also desired the establishment of an
open international economic order that furthered prosperity at home. This blend of American
defensive and expansive designs was met with mixed reactions in the most important capitals.
Thus, Washington policymakers devised tools to entice or bully others into submission.
Nevertheless, American politicians were wary of the domestic tradeoffs their actions would
spur, and hoped to get their way on the cheap. Ultimately, the risk that others would mistrust
and misunderstand American threats or assurances proved too much to bear. When the Soviet
Union acquired nuclear weapons, the shadow of US potential power ceased to be seen as
sufficient. Large forces in being were pursued. A crisis added the leverage needed for the
choice for military primacy to be born. Having illuminated here the workings of my
mechanism at the beginning of the Cold War, the next chapter shows that the same cogs,
wheels, and transmission belts underpinned the choices US strategists made at the end of the
conflict.
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5 American Military Primacy at the End
of the Cold War
In this chapter, I investigate a second crucial case: The choices of the George H. W. Bush
Administration at the end of the Cold War to upkeep military primacy. By the end of the
1980s, the Soviet Union had lost the military competition. At the beginning of the 1990s,
Soviet forces were brought home and military outlays were drastically reduced. Given the
apparent collapse of Communism, many Democrats and Republicans were ready to declare
victory in the world. Elements within both political parties questioned the utility of a broad
definition of the US national interest abroad, and argued forcefully either for increases in
domestic spending or for the reduction of the government deficit. “There is a crazy mood
here,” Bush told François Mitterrand, the President of France, in December 1989, as the
broader public and the political Washington began to better understand Soviet military
prospects. “Some people say we should cut 50 to 100 billion dollars in defense and give out a
peace dividend in our social programs. There are almost euphoric expectations in the US,”
Bush said.1 “Communism is over, and that means that anticommunism is over too,” Irving
Kristol, an influential conservative opinion leader, later wrote. 2 Conversely, Democratic
Senator Edward Kennedy proposed taking 210 billion dollars from the defense budget and
devoting the money to universal health insurance, education, and job programs.3
Six weeks after Bush’s meeting with Mitterrand, James R. Schlesinger, a former Secretary of
Defense in the Ford and Nixon Administrations, testified before Congress. Schlesinger
advocated what has by now long become the conventional wisdom within academic circles.
“The lines of force that have governed international relations in the post-war period have now
been permanently altered,” he argued. “We have been steadfast” and “we have won,” he
concluded. “I say this not in the spirit of gloating but as an historic fact.” Therefore, “the
rationale for our European deployments is up for review and debate.” Overall, “the time has
1
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come, more or less, for Europe to move toward the condition stated by former Chancellor
Helmut Schmidt: Europe should be defended primarily by French and German forces.” He
concluded that the US will “feel obliged to remain a global superpower, but we should cling
neither to past glories nor to past problems.” In sum: “The great American mission in Europe is
now drawing to a close.” Schlesinger “would hope that NATO continues to be a political
association, but as that threat is reduced the United States role should also shrink because the
Europeans can handle a larger part of their own defenses.” Ultimately, “the primary
responsibility for European security could shift to the Europeans.”4
And yet, this course of action was not followed. American armed forces were slashed.
Numbers of soldiers and quantities of weapons were reduced, ultimately by around a quarter.
The military strategy designed by the Bush Administration was regional rather than global in
its orientation. Also, this strategy was no longer primarily geared towards Soviet capabilities.
The Pentagon’s budget shrunk.

5

Nonetheless, Bush Administration officials worked

assiduously to preserve the existent system of military alliances and the resulting security
commitments towards Europe. Subsequently, they labored to secure a significant gap between
their country’s military capabilities and any other state’s. He was legally bound to reduce the
deficit and defense had to take its share of reductions, Bush told Britain’s Prime Minister
Margaret Thatcher already in November 1989. “But there was no question of the United States
withdrawing from the world or becoming more isolationist,” he said. The President was “most
anxious not to give the impression of pulling the rug out from under NATO,” making clear
early on that the Alliance was here to stay even in the absence of a Soviet threat. “Whatever the
Americans had to do for budgetary reasons, they would maintain very large armed forces with
sophisticated weaponry,” Bush concluded in his talk with Thatcher.6 Why was Schlesinger’s
counsel not heeded? Why were alliances retained? Why did military primacy remain the
overarching aim?
I advance a highly revisionist reading of the available documentary record. Through this
narrative, I show that my mechanism was at work. It played a pivotal role in establishing the
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material constraints that defined US policymakers’ available choices. In inverse order from the
one that will be followed below, I find that, in relation to Europe, Bush Administration
officials perceived military primacy as necessary to render credible their assurance to sustain
NATO and the integral commitments circumscribing the US order. Further, to lift from Soviet
General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev’s assessment to Thatcher, Bush “saw NATO as the only
way in which the United States forces in Europe could be maintained. His reasoning seemed to
be that without a unified Germany in NATO, there would be no NATO; without NATO, there
would be no United States forces in Europe; and without that, the United States would have no
political influence.” 7 Further, without American political influence, I show, Washington
policymakers believed that the European states – due to either instability or consolidation –
could have limited their participation in the US-led economic system. Without the reasonably
free trade and unconstrained capitalism of this system, US prosperity could have been
imperiled. Potentially, the US political system could have been affected.

This chapter’s five main sections trace the presence of my proposed mechanism throughout the
decision-making processes of the Administration of the 41st President of the United States,
from January 1989 to January 1993. Above, I return to the figure presented in the theory
chapter. This modified version illustrates the particularities of this case study. The first section

7
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discusses domestic electoral and system-preserving imperatives, the US leaders’ competitive
worldview of international affairs, and the lack of apparent threats. Given a stable and secure
domestic US politico-economic order, the link to American power requirements illustrated in
the figure is muted. The second section assesses the US structural position within the global
economy and the preferred strategy for enhancing prosperity – an open international economic
order. The third section details the agency and interests of key states, and shows why their aims
were not perfectly aligned with those of the United States. The fourth section outlines the
merger, at a critical historical juncture, of economic and military power within an overarching
political framework. The fifth section sketches the implications of the new order for military
planning, and shows why credibility demanded primacy. Almost all materials from the
Department of Defense remain classified. Thus, with respect to the last link of my mechanism
– the specific role of technology and nuclear weapons – this analysis cannot but remain rather
vague. Below, I once again employ the table introduced in the methods chapter to clarify which
section traces which predictions.

THEORY DERIVED EMPIRICAL PREDICTIONS & Bush41
US leaders should be observed to:

5.1

5.1

5.1

5.2

Theory Chapter (TC) 2.1 Domestic Drivers & American Leaders
Seek electoral success and safeguard the democratic system
Prefer policies congruent with the particular interests of powerful elites
Be concerned with broad outcomes a majority of citizenry desires
Pursue overall growth in order to avoid painful tradeoffs
TC 2.2 International Interactions
Evaluate expected costs and benefits to assess whether interests can be achieved abroad
Deem cooperative approaches less costly, but consider taking action to the detriment of
others
Presume cost-benefit frameworks to be universally adopted
Expect foreign leaders to accept US demands when accommodation is cheaper than
opposition
Be concerned with both their own and their adversaries’ equations of action
TC 2.3 US Leaders & International Goals
Secure their state’s survival, but perceive such threats to be rare
Seek to protect domestic political order against foreign intrusion, but be mindful of tradeoffs
Pursue electoral gains or particular goals only when they are not opposing broader interests
TC 2.4 The Pursuit of Wealth Abroad
Reject territorial expansion and prefer advantageous rules or bilateral arrangements to get
rich
Favor free economic exchanges, but be concerned with negative domestic implications
Favor open markets because of US largest and very competitive capitalist industrial
economy
Be tempted to take advantage of others, but rarely willing to accept the systemic
repercussions
Sustain and protect the open economic system & create institutions that facilitate this
process

Other actors should react:
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5.3

TC 2.5 Mixed Reception of US Designs
Powerful states should want to take advantage of others & resent US restricting their
freedom
Less productive economies should be less tempted by an open system
Non-democracies should resent the unrestrained expansion of free commercial exchanges
Entities preferring a more managed version of capitalism should see US order as challenging
States distrusting US assurances should be less willing to accept American designs

In response, US leaders should:
5.4

TC 2.6 Power to Get What You Want
Devise positive incentives to render American designs more palatable
Question the credibility of their threats

5.5

Debate sufficient level of investment to have preferences accepted without contestation
Resent domestic tradeoffs involved in acquiring sufficient instruments of persuasion

TC 2.7 The Nature of Overwhelming Force
Assess deterring others’ actions against most fundamental US interests as not difficult
Worry that neither US stakes nor determination will be easily credible to either allies or foes
5.5
Prefer capabilities that ensure swift & relatively cheap victory at various levels of escalation
Seek force that leaves no doubt about one’s capability to destroy any adversary’s armies
TC 2.8 Nuclear Weapons & Modern Technology
Be interested in nuclear nonproliferation vis-à-vis both allies and adversaries
Not
Develop conventional capabilities that deliver victories under the nuclear threshold
traced Desire secure second-strike capabilities
Explore tools to deny the adversaries secure retaliatory nuclear arsenals
5.5
Assess that moving first towards military dominance would grant their country a significant
lead

5.1 Domestic Imperatives, International Interactions, Threat
Perceptions
In January 1989, just two weeks before his inauguration, Bush wrote to a friend that he was
“getting excited about moving down the hall and getting to work.”8 Over the next four years, as
my theory would predict, the President was at the helm of foreign policy making. In this
section, I show that political appointees and bureaucratic players were mostly concerned with
the President’s agenda. Bush wanted to win elections. Yet he also wanted to safeguard the
democratic and capitalist American way of life. The appraised evidence suggests that, within
the broader polity, various factions and institutions held divergent interests. However, the
Administration believed that overall economic growth would help avoid painful compromises:
It would engender political stability and facilitate electoral success. In addition, significant data
submits that policymakers thought dangers and opportunities could emerge from abroad. As I
expect, Bush and his associates saw the international environment as a competitive arena. They
believed others would see it the same way. A careful reading of the sources reveals that, in
terms of threats the US government needed to address, statesmen saw few fundamental
8
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dangers. They thought both the Soviet Union and communism to be spent forces. Thus, they
debated how to best deal with their decline: How to lessen the Kremlin’s power; how to
eradicate communism; and how to avoid global instability that would be detrimental to US
economic interests.
As a former Vice President, CIA director, envoy to China and the UN, chair of the Republican
National Committee, and congressman, Bush has often been described as one of the best
prepared individuals to assume the Presidency of the United States.9 “Bush invariably set the
agenda and made the decisions,” John Sununu, the White House Chief of Staff, later
remembered.10 The President was in charge and his interests mattered above everything else.
His appointees knew it, and acted accordingly.11 “American policy was formulated by a small,
tightly-knit group of political figures and officials in the White House and State Department,”
the British Foreign Secretary told a London cabinet meeting.12 “You need to make the best
possible argument for the case that you believe in, but if the decision goes against you, you
must implement the decision of the President or resign,” Richard T. McCormack, the Under
Secretary of State for Economic Affairs recalled. “You can’t have three people playing chess
with one board,” and “it is important to recognize that in the US executive branch, the
President and his closest advisors drive the policy process. All the rest of us are advisors to this
process, advisors to the President,” McCormack later told an interviewer.13
Numerous – often conflicting – imperatives drove Bush’s choices. Nevertheless, as any
politician in a democracy, he felt the pressures of succeeding in elections.14 The Republican
Party had already governed for eight years under Ronald Reagan, and winning four more years
was going to be an uphill battle from the very beginning.15 Democratic politics were constantly
9
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on the President’s mind.16 In a vibrant democracy, pressures arose from all directions. Bush
told Brian Mulroney, Canada’s Prime Minister, that, regarding policy towards the Baltic
countries, the issue was “especially difficult in the United States […] because we have to deal
with their ethnic supporters. They are not satisfied with our policies. So we’re being careful.”
National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft added: “The Left and the Right in the United States
would want us to give aid directly to the republics.”17 To gain electoral advantages when facing
such constraints, the White House did not shy away from fine-tuning policy debates over both
domestic and foreign issues. And yet, Administration decision-makers knew that the “daily
business” of domestic politics could not be allowed to derail broader long-term goals.
These trade-offs between short- and long-term interest are revealed in many archival
documents, but mainly between the lines. Secretary of State James Baker’s recollections with
respect to the hard decisions preceding the Iraq war seem to be the most vivid illustration. He
wrote that “what the President did in the Gulf was simply the right thing to do” and Bush “took
the difficult choices the world expects of American leadership, even when some of our friends
[in Europe] publicly complain when we do exercise that leadership.” His narrative reveals the
priorities of the President. Bush was not “oblivious to the formidable political realities of this
crisis.” Baker had told the President in August 1990 in private in the Oval Office: “I know
you’re aware of the fact that this has all the ingredients that brought down three of the last five
Presidents: A hostage crisis, body bags, and a full-fledged economic recession caused by fortydollar oil.” Bush had replied: “I know that, Jimmy, I know that. But we’re doing what’s right;
we’re doing what is clearly in the national interest of the United States. Whatever else happens,
so be it.”18
In terms of what was “right” and in the US “national interest,” Bush firmly believed that he
had to protect and further his country’s politico-economic system of government. By the end of
the 1980s, democratic capitalism had become entrenched as the core American way of life.19
Bush “knew that he wanted to address his list of priorities in a manner that reflected his
unwavering belief in the free market and capitalism,” Sununu later wrote.20 The inaugural
address is revealing: “We know what works: Freedom works. We know what’s right: Freedom
is right. We know how to secure a more just and prosperous life for man on Earth: through free
16
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markets, free speech, free elections, and the exercise of free will unhampered by the state,”
Bush stated outright. The philosophical foundation of his beliefs: “For the first time in this
century, for the first time in perhaps all history, man does not have to invent a system by which
to live. We don’t have to talk late into the night about which form of government is better. We
don’t have to wrest justice from the kings. We only have to summon it from within ourselves.
We must act on what we know,” Bush told his audience.21
However, numerous domestic problems imperiled the long-term stability of their country’s
system of government, Bush and his associates believed. First and foremost – the growing
government deficit. “If it weren’t for the damned deficit, I would be kicking up my heels and
feeling like a spring colt,” Bush wrote to a friend just days before inauguration.22 “The
persistence of the large trade deficit and concern that the US budget deficit will not decline in
the future […] have begun to erode the financial markets’ positive spirit,” Baker, at the time
Treasury Secretary, had written to President Reagan already at the end of 1987. “In the view of
investors, the failure to keep cutting the budget deficit indicates we are trying perpetually to
live beyond our means. They know this won’t work, and they are afraid the eventual response –
whether by markets or the government – will be haphazard and dangerous to the economy,”
Baker had noted.23 Nine months into his own Administration, Bush jotted down in his diary
that “the domestic side – it troubles me the most. I worry long run about the 1991 budget and
how to get it in shape.”24
In addition to the deficit, various political constituencies entertained conflicting interests. For
instance, already during the autumn of 1988, London’s envoy to Washington wrote home that
while “the Americans have few if any funds available for new lending to Eastern Europe,”
there is “the political reality that Congress and the East European communities here represent a
strong lobby against unrequited gestures towards East European governments.”25 The White
House understood that powerful political interests were attempting to influence the President’s
choices. “Congress has discovered Poland, especially some from Chicago who are running for
reelection, and want to throw money at the problem,” Bush told a German politician. “We want
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to be responsive, but we don’t have bushels of money.”26 In addition, independent democratic
institutions circumscribed the President’s options. For example, Alan Greenspan, the Chairman
of the Federal Reserve, albeit appointed by a Republican President and deeply enmeshed with
Bush’s closest associates, pursued the institutional interests he was mandated to protect.27 “To
subdue inflationary pressures, we were trying to slow down the economy by making money
more expensive to borrow,” he later wrote. This path did not gain him many friends in the
White House. Greenspan felt he had to take it anyhow.28
Faced with the domestic problem of the growing deficit and with unwanted trade-offs between
diverse political constituencies, the Administration knew the cure: Steady economic growth. If
only the economy would expand, personal income would rise. The government would receive
more revenue. Taxes would not need to become higher. Spending would not need to be cut.
Special interests could be rewarded or mollified. Elections could be won. The deficit could be
better dealt with. The Federal Reserve would lower the interest rate, allowing for even more
growth. Trade and financial imbalances could be corrected. “Raising the growth rate of the
United States’ economy benefits everyone,” two senior economists wrote in an internal
memorandum. Hence, the government should propose and promote policies “designed to
enhance growth in the United States economy,” they noted.29 “If he could just get the economy
and the budget under control, [Bush] thought, America would begin to enjoy a new era of
surpluses, growth, and prosperity,” Sununu later wrote about the President.30 He would have
won a second term, Bush noted after his defeat in the winter of 1992, if only “the economy had
vigorously recovered.” But “it didn’t” and “it killed us.” It “was slow and lousy.” Bush “got
the blame.”31
Two decades after the events, Secretary Baker volunteered his perspective on the links between
domestic politics, foreign affairs, and electoral success. These transmission belts were
prosperity, peace, and stability. To win at the ballot box, Baker argued, “Presidents seek credit
26
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and need credit on two issues.” The first was “prosperity, the economy,” which, in his view,
was “99 percent of it,” and, second, “peace.” Overall, it was “the economy unless it’s war and
peace,” he argued. “You have to have the peace too. Now if we’re so idealistic that we’re going
to intervene militarily in every conflict, every dispute around the world, we’re not going to
have peace. Stability is still important in foreign policy, but that doesn’t mean you sacrifice
your principles and values. You continue to support them, but it doesn’t necessarily mean that
you send your young men and women to fight and die in every corner of the globe, either, and
that’s the line you have to walk.” In general, “unless the country is about to go to war or
suffered casualties or something like that, the foreign issues don’t cut it in our domestic
politics,” Baker told the interviewer. “People vote with their pocketbooks.”32
Given the size of their country, policymakers in Washington saw most of the fundamentals of
stabilizing their political system and achieving economic growth as taking place at home.33
And yet, they believed that the international arena stored both dangers and opportunities
relative to their aims – an arena they perceived to be a highly competitive political environment
closely related to domestically generated pressures and constraints. The actor with leverage
would ultimately prevail, US officials held. “The West did not give in to Moscow’s demands
when the Soviets were strong; […] we should certainly not do so now when the Soviet Union
is weak,” a memo to the President read.34 Earlier losses or future grievances counted little. “To
hell with that,” Bush told German Chancellor Helmut Kohl. “We prevailed and they didn’t. We
can’t let the Soviets clutch victory from the jaws of defeat.”35 International diplomacy was “the
continuation of [domestic] politics,” Baker later wrote, as “political constraints inevitably
shape the outcome of any negotiation by defining what is possible and what is not.”36 Years
later, one of his closest advisors said that her boss would “tell you he believes in dealing with
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the cards that are laid,” as he was “not delusional” and did “not believe in fairy tales.” Overall,
he was “very much a realist, and very pragmatic.”37
Behind closed doors, as my theory would have them do, US dignitaries dismissed less
competitive conceptions of international affairs as utterly irrelevant. For instance, in a
Strasbourg address, Gorbachev had cited 19th century French writer Victor Hugo, who had
argued that Europeans would ultimately “merge tightly […] into some higher society [to] form
a European fraternity, [and] markets, open to trade, and minds, open to ideas, will become the
sole battlefields.”38 In response, the National Security Council (NSC) experts wrote to the
President that Gorbachev was “essentially a tactician and perhaps a hopeless utopian.”39 As for
the Soviet leader’s speech, the foreign policy specialists in the White House noted that “as the
confrontation with the Warsaw Pact fades, there is a natural tendency to understate the new
political and economic forces that are being unleashed.” In addition to the quote used by the
Soviet leader, Victor Hugo had also written in 1848 that democratic revolutionaries “have no
time to have each other,” thinking that “the remaking of society would overshadow the old
diplomatic rivalries.” In contrast, the US foreign policy specialists argued to the President that
“just as this hope was romantic and wrong then, it is romantic and wrong now. The outlines of
ancient European antagonisms are already beginning to emerge.”40
In contrast to these harsh private assessments, public utterances regarding Europe emphasized
“a tie of culture and kinship and shared values,” but were no mirror to US dignitaries’ true
beliefs. “Our alliance with Western Europe is utterly unlike the cynical power alliances of the
past,” the President said in an early speech. “Americans and Europeans alike should remember
the words of Raymond Aron, who called the alliance a moral and spiritual community.”41 And
yet, US foreign policy notables showed disdain for newly minted leaders who did not
understand the realities of the international system. For instance, in Eastern Europe, “the idea
of a neutralized Germany would also fit into the fanciful visions among some in the new
leaderships there of a demilitarized Europe of perpetual peace,” an NSC officer wrote in the
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winter of 1990.42 In spring 1991, Bush complained to his closest associates about Gorbachev.
“The guy doesn’t seem to get it. He seems to think that we owe him economic help because we
support him politically. We’ve got to give him a lesson in basic economics. Business is
business. Loans have to be made for sound financial and commercial reasons.”43
Memo after memo, White House strategists revealed how they expected this competitive logic
to apply to all involved actors. Soviets, Germans, British or French – others would acquiesce to
American demands because they found it advantageous to do so or too expensive to clash with
them. Time and again, foreign leaders met these expectations, confirmed US assumptions, and
entertained similar logics.44 The missive of a high UK defense executive to the Prime Minister
is revealing: “Human nature has not changed. The world remains a cruel, greedy and deceitful
environment in which the Hobbesian philosophy that in the last resort only a sovereign state
will advance and protect the interests of its own people, and alliances will not endure unless
they are grounded on a mutual recognition of self-interests as paramount.” 45 Soviet
perspectives were similar: “No matter what, Germany will be in NATO and you will again
miss the train,” Anatoly Chernyaev, Gorbachev’s foreign policy advisor, admonished his boss
in a letter in May 1990. Absent sufficient leverage, instead of futile protestation, the advisor
was in favor of “presenting your conditions” and “putting a good face” on “business that will
inevitably be bad.”46
Within such a competitive international environment, in terms of international dangers, the
Soviet Union and communist ideology had for decades ranked first. Backed by military power
amassed in the geographic proximity of key centers of the world economy in Europe and Asia,
the Kremlin’s designs had for long been a threat to American democracy, capitalism, and
prosperity.47 Yet, despite their public utterances to the contrary, a majority within the Bush
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Administration believed the contest was over.48 “I am delighted that the Soviet empire is
coming apart,” an important advisor noted.49 On the one hand, the communist ideology was
moribund. “The peoples of the world reject the outmoded dogma of Marxism-Leninism in a
search for prosperity and freedom,” the Administration’s first classified assessment of the
Soviet Union stated.50 “The postwar strategy of containment has succeeded beyond our best
expectations” as “our political ideals are, as never before, becoming the political ideals of the
world,” a memo read.51 “The West had won the battle of ideologies and the communist model
was dead. Western values were prevailing,” Bush told the Prime Minister of Belgium.52
“Communism is in the dustbin of history, it’s not coming back,” Colin Powell, the Chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, said to one of his closest associates in 1989.53
On the other hand, Moscow’s material power was also waning, officials knew. The Soviet
military “understood that the weak […] technological base could not support ever increasing
demands for sophisticated military technology, particularly in the field of computers and
information processing” Scowcroft wrote to Bush.

54

On the economic side, while

“Gorbachev’s economic reform effort is boldest and most determined since Stalin,” the
“present program will not close the gap with West,” American analysts concluded.55 “Whether
Gorbachev survives personally or not, the system has already been weakened enough that,
short of an all-out crackdown, unrest will continue whoever occupies the Kremlin,” the most
important Soviet NSC hand wrote.56 The Soviets agreed. Prime Minister Nikolai Ryzhkov told
the Politburo in November 1988, his voice “very tense,” that without major cuts in military
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spending, the Soviet Union could “forget about any increase in the standard of living.”57
Marshal Sergey Akhromeyev, the Soviet Chief of the General Staff, later noted that “those who
knew the real conditions of our government and its economy in the middle of the 1980s
understood [that] the Soviet Union could not continue the confrontation with the United States
and NATO after 1985. The economic resources for such a policy had been practically
exhausted.”58
Thus, the fundamental threat posed by the Soviets had abated. This was the first
Administration “since the war which has been most concerned with the consequences of
communism’s demise than with the threat of communism,” Baker told a journalist.59 And yet,
parallel to my theory’s estimates, two fundamental imperatives drove US statesmen’s stance
towards Moscow. Some wanted to defeat communism once and for all and diminish the power
of the Soviet state. Others wanted to make sure that the international order the United States
had constructed would not be thrown out with the Soviet bathwater.60 “Should our strategy be
to cooperate with or to pressure the Soviet Union in this period?” a key memo asked. Should
the US “emphasize cooperation and joint efforts to solve international problems during the next
3-5 years,” or should Washington “use this period of Soviet weakness to press its advantages,
technologically and economically, seeking to emerge in an even stronger position relative to
the Soviet Union at the end of the century,” the NSC laid out the options.61
Followers of the first imperative argued that “we need to be shrewd enough to be flexible
enough to deal with Gorby” and “use the occasion to kill the doctrine of Communism,” Baker
was told by a former Secretary of State.62 These officials feared that Gorbachev might be able
to use the respite to “restore dynamism to a socialist political and economic system and
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revitalize the Soviet Union,” Scowcroft later wrote.63 Threats would diminish, but problems
would be postponed, not solved.64 “Although [Gorbachev] had begun making efforts to open
up the Soviet Union’s economy, he still seemed to think that communism was a workable
system,” Secretary of Defense Richard Cheney later wrote about his 1987 meeting with the
Soviet leader. Thus, he “came away from the evening thinking that [Gorbachev] wasn’t as
serious a reformer as some believed.”65 In other words, the Soviet leader was not yet willing to
capitulate ideologically. To achieve unconditional Soviet surrender, these US policymakers
wanted to preserve a militant approach that would increase the pressure upon the Kremlin. A
confrontational environment would temporarily preserve coherence within NATO. Ultimately,
it would bring about crushing victory, they reasoned.66
In contrast, followers of the second imperative noted that Soviet retrenchment created a
dangerous power void.67 The Soviets were weak, but they could still push back. Extremists
might be propelled to power in the Kremlin. These radicals could favor a dangerous
militarization of the relationship.68 The West would surely prevail in the standoff, but there
would be costs.69 Conversely, even moderate politicians in Moscow would refuse to soften the
Soviet withdrawal from the Western European power scene, seeking to preserve any remnant
of influence. Moscow could offer Western European states attractive side deals.70 “In a new
Europe that is no longer bound together, in the West, by a clearly perceived Soviet military
threat or perhaps, in the East, by the danger of Soviet military intervention, long-dormant
rivalries and continental conflicts may reemerge,” a key memo stated already in the spring of
1989.71 In Eastern Europe, “there is a big opportunity,” Bush told Canada’s Prime Minister, “if
we can get our act together.” But “there is also the danger, […] of pushing too far […] and
63
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causing the situation to get out of control, at which point the tanks might come in.”72 The next
section will explore what “opportunities” American strategists thought of – and wanted
sheltered from instability.

5.2 The Pursuit & Protection of an Open Economic Order
With Soviet power declining, “the centripetal forces operating on the West were likely just as
strong as the centrifugal ones,” Baker later wrote, making clear that in the absence of a
common threat, the states of the Western alliance were now mostly out for themselves.73
Against this background, Bush Administration officials reassessed their aims. “Other than
maintaining our national security, sustained strong economic growth must be our nation’s
number one priority,” Michael Boskin, the Chairman of the President’s Council of Economic
Advisers (CEA), argued. 74 Above, I showed that American dignitaries believed that
fundamental international threats had faded away. Below, this section exposes how US
statesmen proposed to enhance domestic prosperity abroad through an open market system.
Consistent with my theory, American planners believed that, given sound policy choices, the
US economy would remain the largest and most competitive far into the future. Numerous
archival sources submit that, while US strategists expected protectionist pressures at home,
they thought free trade would generate great benefits. They were willing to pressure Japan into
concessions, but mindful of the overall implications. Therefore, much evidence submits that
US leaders sought to expand the open market system – mainly through the successful
negotiation of regional and multilateral trade agreements. Also, congruent with my theory’s
forecasts, US policymakers were keen to prevent others’ protectionist pushes from limiting
American gains – principally by averting a potential Fortress Europe.
Towards the end of the 1980s, many observers believed the US economy was losing its
competitive edge – it was going to be overtaken by Japan or a united Europe at some point in
the next century.75 For example, the British embassy in Washington reported to London that, if
elected President, the Democrat Michael Dukakis “will have a very different approach to the
US role in the world” as he “is very conscious of the change in relative power relationships as
we move into a multipolar world.” Hence, he “will probably want the [European Community
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(EC)] and Japan to play a more substantial political role in the leadership of the West.”76 More
than a year later, the same embassy reported that there was “a widespread feeling in the United
States that American dominance of the industrialized world is eroding, perhaps irrevocably.”77
The Soviets appeared to embrace this very logic. Gorbachev told Bush during their November
1989 meeting in Malta that “there is a major regrouping in the world now” and “we are moving
from a bipolar to a multipolar world,” suggesting that the United States did not have the
necessary leverage to lead the world anymore, and would need to share in decision-making
with the Soviet Union and other large powers.78
However, Bush Administration dignitaries knew better. “The United States has not lost and is
not losing its position as the world’s leading economic power,” Boskin told the US Chamber of
Commerce.79 “The United States is the world’s largest, richest, and most productive economy,”
a CEA report for the President stated, laying the groundwork for all subsequent arguments.
Admittedly, others were catching up. And yet, their pace was slow. Their resource base was
shallow. With appropriate policies, the US would retain its lead. Hence, “strong productivity
growth is the key to long-run gains in the standard of living of Americans,” the White House
planners advised.80 “Our economy remains the envy of the world,” Secretary of Treasury Baker
had noted on the margin of a memo already in February 1988. “Still twice as big as the next”
and “the US will continue to lead,” he had jotted down. “Best years may still lie ahead.”81 A
State Department official told me: “Nobody I knew within the government thought we were
going to cease to be the main power within the international system. […] With respect to Japan
and Germany, we believed that trade needed to become more balanced, but not for a second
that the Japanese would overcome us.”82
Advertised as the main contender, Japan showed few signs that is was preparing to take over.
“No other country could replace America as the leader in the world,” Japan’s Prime Minister
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told Bush less than two weeks after inauguration. “Japan, as a close friend of America, would
discharge its responsibilities to the maximum extent possible. It would also cooperate with the
United States to the maximum extent possible.”83 In the subsequent bilateral meeting, Bush
told Japan’s leader that “nothing from the budget debate should suggest a pulling back of
America from the world.”84 A decade after the events, Boskin told an interviewer that “there
was a lot of fear of Japan overtaking the US. […] A lot of really ridiculous nonsense. […] I’d
go to Japan and they’d ask me what year Japanese GDP would be higher than American GDP,
and I said I didn’t concern myself with it because if it ever happens it’s going to be a century or
more from now. They’d look at me like I was crazy because they were drawing these lines,
extrapolating current growth rates. I warned them they were going to have a recession and they
thought I was nuts; that I was inhaling something I wasn’t supposed to.”85
Analogous to what my theory would presume, having established that theirs would remain the
world’s leading economy, American officials believed that free markets would greatly benefit
their state. Half a century earlier, “US policymakers [had] embraced the view that trade
liberalization stimulates economic growth and that market-oriented rules are essential for
American free enterprise to flourish.” Therefore, “the United States shared fully in the postWar economic expansion,” a crucial trade policy planning document concluded. “US trade
strategy should aim not merely to open markets, but to do so in ways that maximize support for
the trade-liberalizing trends in the global economy,” this key document advised. The reason:
“Given the size of the US market and our historical leadership role, no country has more at
stake in, or influence over, the outcome of this struggle than the United States.”86 Economists
cautioned that “productivity has grown more rapidly in Japan and Germany than in the US,
enabling them to close a large part of the gap which existed just after World War II.” Yet they
argued for a number of policies to remedy the situation, and believed it was possible to do so.87
“We’ve got work to do, work that won’t wait, great work to ensure that the next century now
83
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on the horizon will be the American century,” Bush told his supporters two months into his
Administration.88
Free markets would also produce the growth necessary to avoid painful domestic trade-offs,
US politicians hoped. The short-term economic fundamentals in the United States were
problematic. Thatcher’s main economic adviser wrote his boss a report on a visit to the US. He
noted that “the problems with the American economy are that it is borrowing more than it is
saving and consuming more than it is producing. Its public sector and trade imbalances are
simply not viable.”89 Talking in front of the Korean National Assembly in Seoul after only six
weeks in office, Bush made a pledge for the “free flow of trade,” as “today, in many countries,
there is a call for greater protectionism. And I’m asking you to join the United States in
rejecting these short-sighted pleas. Protectionism is fool’s gold. Protectionism may seem to be
the easy way out but is really the quickest way down.”90 In March 1992, the President wrote to
his advisers that “to reassure Americans about their standard of living and their own prosperity
we must expand, not shrink, our involvement and leadership in international trade.”91 The
structural attributes of the US economy pushed strongly for free markets, but Bush and his
associates were also very much ideologically bent upon this pathway.
US policymakers were persuaded that the extra economic growth promised by the additional
opening of markets would not only help to solve problems at home, but would also mitigate
international difficulties. For instance, when Bush met Kohl in the Oval Office in May 1991,
the American President told the German Chancellor that “there is really only one answer to
problems of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe; and that is world economic growth. I know
you worry about inflation and we each have our own economic problems.” However, the
President said, “we need markets for the East Europeans. We need to encourage deregulation
and reform, especially in Poland, Hungary and Czechoslovakia. Gorbachev is still a bit behind
on reforms. So it is important that we stay together on the world economic situation, with
growth as our key. I know that it is very important for Eastern Europe. My basic points are that
we should strengthen private markets, cut subsidies […], give the East access to our markets,
and all of this should be supported by economic growth.”92
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The benefits of increased economic liberalization notwithstanding, there would be protectionist
pressures at home, US planners and their foreign counterparts realized. And yet, American
leaders concluded it was worth opposing such imperatives. “Protectionism will never be far
from the surface” in the United States, the UK ambassador wrote home at the beginning of
January 1989.93 Experts within the Administration were well aware that important political
capital was being squandered by not tapping into the protectionist desires. Carla Hills, the Bush
Administration’s trade representative (USTR), later told an interviewer that “we know that
opening markets and open trade raises standards of living. It doesn’t necessarily generate jobs
per se but it generates growth. Jobs usually are the product of growth. As our nation becomes
more technologically advanced, we can’t guarantee that we will create jobs in the same sectors.
There’ll be a displacement of jobs,” she concluded. 94 “In order to control the ‘bubbling
cauldron of protectionism,’ there should be as much US-EC cooperation as possible, keeping in
mind that we both have political problems,” the President told Spain’s foreign minister in
March 1989.95 “Many powerful elements which previously were anti-protectionist are now
willing to go that route,” Bush told China’s Premier. “I will resist [protectionist] pressures […]
but the pressures are great, and the answer is greater access to foreign markets,” Bush said.96
As a final contribution of liberalization, Administration specialists hoped that the expansion of
the global economy would help assuage these protectionist impetuses at home. While “in an
environment in which market forces are free to operate, there inevitably will be winners and
losers,” the key Treasury report cautioned, “history shows that American entrepreneurs
perform best when challenged by market forces.” Thus, “trade policy should be used not to
insulate [US business], but to ensure that their foreign competitors are challenged as well.”97 In
this respect, Bush’s views were long-standing. Already in the summer of 1985, Thatcher met
Vice President Bush in London. The VP told the British Prime Minister “that there was a
growing feeling among industrialists in the United States that the Administration’s trade policy
was on the wrong course, with the net effect that the United States was exporting its
manufacturing base. Pressure for selective import restrictions was growing.” Therefore, Bush
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had argued, “there was an urgent need to obtain a commitment to a date for a new round of
multilateral trade negotiations in order to reduce the pressure.”98
Many years after the events, an Administration appointee sought to explain the trade-offs faced
by US policymakers with respect to open markets. He wrote that “free trade is clearly in the
country’s interest and in [the President’s] personal political interest, but is often very difficult
to sell as a policy. […] Why is it in the President’s interest? It’s wealth-maximizing and
increases economic growth rates, and there seems to be a lot of evidence that the President’s
reelection chances or that of a successor of his political party are very closely tied to the
economic growth rate.” On the other hand, “the difficulty is that, while free trade increases the
wealth of the country as a whole, there are some interest groups that lose out.” And “this is a
problem because, in a democracy, concentrated interest groups have more political leverage
than the diffuse populace, which is largely rationally ignorant of the advantages they’re getting
from trade.”99 Another key official wrote that “as prosperity spread and the Cold War became
history, opposition to dramatic expansions of access to the American market began to build,
adding increasingly heavy political burdens in selling the policy to the American people. The
[small] recession [in the late 1980s] complicated the task, as did the gradually accumulating
overall current accounts deficit.”100
Faced with protectionist burdens, many in the Administration were eager to pressure Japan – a
major source of the trade deficit – into concessions, but others were quick to point to the
negative implications of such steps. Three weeks in office, Bush told Canada’s Prime Minister
that “while he was a free trader, he would not be a patsy,” that “he intended to take a firm
position on trade issues” as “we have been had by the Japanese,” thereby suggesting
Washington would be willing to work on Japan to have Tokyo reduce the trade imbalance at its
own expense.101 Both economic leverage and security dependence could be employed. And
yet, the White House was aware of the broader repercussions. On the one hand, US analysts
knew that Japanese industries were simply more competitive, and that the “unfairness”
accusation were to a large degree unwarranted. “The businessmen both praised the Japanese for
efficient and high-quality production and wanted the Japan bashing to stop,” a summary of a
98
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meeting with President Bush read.102 On the other hand, bullying Japan would have negative
implications, both upon the bilateral relationship and upon the broader economic system.103
“The false perception that trade barriers and unfair trade practices have caused the trade deficit
has weakened support for a policy of free trade and triggered increasing pressure for
protectionist measures,” Hills wrote to Bush.104
As envisaged by my theory, given the negative externalities of such American predation, US
planners believed that the key to success lay not in extracting from others but on two
interrelated pillars: First, on expanding the global economy; and, second, on making US
industries more competitive. Both goals were attainable, Administration experts concluded. To
achieve the first, a successful conclusion of multilateral trade negotiations was indispensable.
Within the Uruguay Round, states sought to develop multilateral rules for the one-third –
roughly one trillion dollars – of world commerce not yet governed by agreed rules at that point
in time. “This trade is composed of those areas on which future US prosperity depends:
services, investment, intellectual property (on which our hi-tech and entertainment industries
are based) and agriculture,” Hills wrote in a key memo. More fundamentally, failure in the
Uruguay Round would diminish support for free trade at home. Advances underway at the time
towards the second goal – the US-Canada and other free trade agreements – placed the United
States in a better position relative to its global competitors. Yet without multilateral rules, the
domestic political and financial costs of both global trade and regional agreements would be
high – potentially too high for progress on both goals.105
Officials in Washington assessed that progress on the second pillar would aid action on the
first. In other words, if American policymakers managed to enhance their country’s
competitiveness through regional trade agreements, they could wield more influence with the
EC and Japan within the global trade negotiations. The North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA) with Canada and Mexico offered the solution. In February 1991, Bush phoned
Canada’s Prime Minister. “My GATT negotiators tell me that this [Free Trade Agreement] is
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having an impact on the EC. The idea of a North American FTA or a hemispheric FTA scares
the hell out of them. […] They see that this would have consequences for the GATT,” the
Canadian said. The US President replied: “Good. They need incentives to keep them
moving.”106 However, domestic protectionism would once again have to be defeated. “We all
knew that NAFTA would be no cakewalk,” Baker later wrote. Such “agreements always
produce losers in some sectors of the economy” but “overall, they always generate greater
economic activity, which produces far more winners than losers.” Thus, while “NAFTA would
be a boon to the American economy, create hundreds of thousands of jobs, and generate tens of
billions in additional output,” opposition “would still be strong” with “important elements of
organized labor and the environmental movement” opposing it.107
As my theory would anticipate, Bush Administration officials were very much concerned with
foreign interests potentially restricting the global opening of markets. One particular item
captured most of their attention. Through further integration to be completed by 1992, the
members of the European Community were attempting to completely liberalize the movement
of goods, services, capital, and people within the precincts of their exclusivist club. Much
spoke in favor of such steps. Further integration fostered European unity – a long-term
American goal.108 Also, it promised “a more open, vibrant EC economy of 320 million people”
providing an expanded market for US goods, added resources for Western defense, and greater
global economic well-being,” US diplomats wrote. Integration could foster economic exchange
in Europe. This could stimulate domestic demand, thereby reducing the reliance of countries
with large external surpluses – especially Germany – on exports to the United States. Such
demand at home would also, hopefully, open the door for more American products – exports
Washington badly needed to counterbalance its growing trade deficit, service its debt, and,
ultimately, grow its economy.109
The positive implications of European integration notwithstanding, risks of protectionism
abounded. Baker remembered in his memoirs: Many “were quite concerned at the time that
EC92 would lead to an inward-looking European political and economic bloc, walled off from
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the rest of the West.” 110 For as long as the Soviet military threat had persisted, both
Washington and its allies had been forced to find solutions to their economic imbalances
without imperiling their security bond. With the demise of Soviet power, a number of options
were now on the table.111 US policymakers started asking themselves “whether any voluntary
alliance can endure in the absence of a popular consensus that there is a common and
dangerous adversary.”112 With respect to EC92, in the most positive prediction, US planners
believed that “the Community will remain committed to the multilateral trading system, but the
reforms are also certain to make it a more cohesive and confident trading bloc that will
aggressively defend its interests.” A middle-of-the-road examination suggested that “while the
currently rosy economic outlook seems to favor a deregulatory model of EC integration, a
serious economic downturn in the early 1990s would intensify the debate about the program
within member states and probably encourage the protectionist tendencies in the Community
that EC critics now portray as a Fortress Europe.”113
A later interview with William Bodde, the Reagan Administration’s Deputy Assistant
Secretary in the State Department’s European Bureau, is revealing with regard to the divergent
interests US officials perceived vis-à-vis European integration. “There were a dedicated group
of Atlanticists in the State Department,” he said. These people “believed that the US should do
everything possible in support of European integration,” arguing that “integration provided
stability in Western Europe and made war between France and Germany impossible.”
However, “my problem with the policy was not with US support of European integration,” but
with “the likelihood that, over time, a united Europe’s economic and trade interests might not
be identical with the interests of the US.” Thus, “during the Cold War it could be argued that
the strategic partnership with Europe was so important that we should not damage it.” In
contrast, during the Bush Administration, specialists concluded that “those days are gone and
[…] we must look out for our own interests. This means letting the Europeans know when they
do something that harms our interests,” the former appointee concluded, revealing the expected
dynamics in the transatlantic relationship at the end of the Cold War.114
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The Europeans understood US concerns and repeatedly – albeit unsuccessfully – attempted to
reassure their transatlantic partners. For instance, in a May 1989 meeting in Brussels, the EC
Commission’s Vice President told Bush that “the creation of economic opportunities in a more
integrated European market would be beneficial for other operators. The EC wanted an open
market.”115 In June 1989, US Secretary of Commerce Robert Mosbacher had a meeting with
the UK Chancellor of the Exchequer. The American official “opened by ventilating his general
concerns about Fortress Europe.” The British responded that “he understood such concerns but
felt that they were largely misplaced. The UK was playing a leading role in ensuring the EC
adopted a liberal attitude to trade policy.” 116 However, European politicians understood
American concerns. For example, in a June 1989 meeting, Kohl tried to point out to Gorbachev
that the strains within the Western capitalist world were playing as large a role within global
American politics as the concerns raised by Soviet military and ideological retrenchment. In
this vein, Kohl said that “the ghost of the united European market, which will be created in
1992, is knocking at the US door.”117
It is worth noting the most pessimistic US assessment, one that many believed likely to come
true.118 Within this scenario, Western Europe would become controlled by political forces that
“see the 1992 program as a return to the original Europeanist program of moving toward unity
along a functional path as a means of warding off Japanese and American economic
competition,” the CIA analysts concluded. Since 1985, the EC members had approved half of
the legislation and achieved numerous breakthroughs. The European business community had
been preparing for “heightened cross border competition” and “many are out in front of
governments in pushing economic integration.”119 We “already confront forces within Europe
pressing for external barriers to confine the gains to Europeans or to accommodate the stress of
internal adjustment,” the NSC reported to the President.120 Such European forces could “drive
us out of the market, in a sense deciding to solve their problems at our expense,” Baker said in
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an early US-Canadian consultation.121 So great was the generally acknowledged concern that in
a bilateral meeting attended by Bush, the US Secretary of Agriculture joked to the EC
President “that EC92 was the best mechanism we had for job creation in Washington.”122

5.3 Incentives & Constraints in a Changing Architecture
“We are in a period of major change in every dimension of our postwar European policy,” an
NSC memo noted in April 1989.123 “Isn’t a united Europe a threat to the United States? What
should we do in reaction to that?” were the key questions asked in Washington.124 As argued
above, the Bush Administration saw few fundamental threats, but sought to further the open
order earlier US statesmen had created over the previous half-century. To this end, Washington
had to manage Soviet retrenchment, chaperon German ambition, and beat back protectionism
within the global economic system. As my theory would have it, American policymakers did
not expect US designs to be universally welcomed in Europe. This section shows that key
European actors perceived strong structural imperatives to diverge from US plans. The smaller
states were “already dwarfed by their larger European partners,” West Germany, the Soviet
Union, France, and Britain mattered a lot.125 Numerous factors played a role in these actors’
particular equations, but my mechanism accounts for crucial aspects. Productive and
competitive economies fared well within the US system. Democratic capitalists welcomed
American designs. In contrast, the powerful did not appreciate having their influence curtailed.
Overwhelming archival evidence makes clear that nobody welcomed their neighbors becoming
more powerful. Communists feared extinction; socialists resented capitalism’s buttressing.
Overall, most found the American order less than ideal, but all appreciated its attending
stability.
West Germany was the most important actor in Europe, and its efforts to seek reunification
were likely to significantly alter the continental and transatlantic architecture. “Managing our
relations with Germany is likely to be the most serious geopolitical challenge our country faces
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over the next decade,” started a key NSC memo.126 “West Germany enters this decade wielding
economic power unrivaled on the Continent and with the potential to dominate the monetary
and macroeconomic policies of a more united EC,” Scowcroft wrote to Bush.127 Pathways and
details differed dramatically, yet all Bonn politicians were bent to take advantage of Soviet
weakness to seek a form of political organization that allowed the German people, in one way
or another, to live together.128 Overall, “the Germans can use that economic clout to renew
their historic political influence on a fragmented Eastern Europe,” the CIA concluded, and, in
their relations across the Atlantic, the Germans would use their leverage to get the best deal for
themselves.129 The Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) “is Europe,” Baker had determined
already in 1987.130 Germans were also fully aware of the power they wielded. “Without any
overestimation, the FRG was the real engine of the EC,” Kohl told Bush in a crucial meeting at
the end of May 1989. “The Federal Republic paid in the most money and drew the most
benefits.”131
Not only was German power crucial to American interests, but the government in Bonn also
represented the key to Washington’s European position. Already in fall 1988, the UK envoy to
NATO had written that “the Germans […] have embarked […] on a wide-ranging analysis of
the requirements of deterrence.”132 A few months later, the British embassy in Bonn spelled
out what all others believed: “The lure of détente or a prospect of reunification” could weaken
Germany’s “alignment with the West.”133 The White House wanted Germany anchored in the
West “to assuage the fears of its neighbors,” but also “because it was crucial to NATO,”
Scowcroft later wrote. “A Germany outside NATO would gut the alliance [and] without
Germany and our bases there, our military presence in NATO, and in Europe, would be
126
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difficult if not impossible to maintain,” the advisor for national security remembered.134 In
November 1989, Bush, Baker, Scowcroft, and Henry Kissinger had dinner at the White House.
“Kissinger expressed what we all felt,” Baker later wrote in his memoirs. “German unification
was inevitable and the United States would pay a price if the Germans felt that the United
States was obstructing their aspirations.”135
Nevertheless, Germany’s roots within the West ran deep, and whoever governed in Bonn
would be to a certain degree constrained by these structural realities. Highly innovative,
extremely productive, and export driven, the FRG economy fared extremely well within the
US-led open economic order. Bonn “would stress keeping the EC open because the FRG could
not live with a closed market,” German President Richard von Weizsaecker reassured Bush,
fitting my theory’s anticipations. The country “depended too much on exports,” he told the
American President.136 There is “no way that the Federal Republic can afford a foreign policy
that would jeopardize its economic integration in the Western system, and no voice in the
Federal Republic is arguing that there is,” the UK envoy wrote to London. “Freedom and
prosperity ought to provide reason enough for not tampering with the Western connection that
has brought such successes,” he added. In economic terms, German “prosperity depends on
exports.” Almost ninety percent of German exports went to the Western world, more than half
to the EC, and less than four percent to the Eastern alliance, the ambassador concluded.137 At
Foggy Bottom or at Langley, US analysts concurred: “Bonn will continue to support free trade
and will resist efforts by France and the southern tier [of European states] to erect formal trade
barriers against non-EC imports,” they wrote for the President.138
134
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And yet, who governed in Bonn could still make much difference, and the spectrum was quite
large. The political elites around Kohl were strongly committed to reunification. And yet, as
conservatives and capitalists, they were most amenable to American military and economic
designs. Overall, they were wary of the consequences of too bold a German resurgence and of
its impact upon the European project and the global architecture.139 Kohl “is a bulwark of
Atlanticism at a time when the heady events in the GDR [German Democratic Republic] cause
some in the FRG to slip their Western moorings,” Scowcroft wrote to Bush.140 Others agreed
with the Americans. “Washington and Rome must help those conservative Germans, including
Chancellor Kohl, who want to remain within Europe, within the Alliance” as “others in
Germany have different ideas,” Italy’s Prime Minister told Bush. The Italian “was worried
about those forces in Germany who would like the FRG to be equidistant between the USSR
and the West.”141 Even Thatcher, who could not stand the German Chancellor, was advised by
Charles Powell, her closest foreign policy advisor, that “we also have an interest in preserving
Kohl: always keep a hold of nurse for fear of finding something worse (and the alternative is
much worse).”142
To Thatcher’s advisor, “much worse” were the liberals around foreign minister Hans-Dietrich
Genscher, who believed in a more daring German approach. Genscher’s “goal is of course
German reunification, but on different terms than Kohl, or the US, would like to see,” White
House officials assessed. “His vision is of a Europe for the Europeans: He seeks a diminished
role for NATO and the US within the context of a comprehensive arms reductions regime,
which in turn will free the FRG to take the lead in promoting a new European order.”143 In a
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June 1989 luncheon at the White House, Jacques Delors, the President of the European
Commission, told Bush that “a more liberal German government might want to work toward an
Atlantic to Urals European Community.”144 The British thought Genscher was “not aiming at a
German position separate from NATO’s” but wanted to push “NATO’s positions forward
towards East-West cooperation.”145 The Americans were even more skeptical. “The immediate
challenge for US leadership in Europe is not Gorbachev’s common European home but the
growing attraction of Genscherism, a vision strong on disarmament and détente, but devoid of
a security dimension,” Scowcroft cautioned Bush. To the US foreign policy doyen, the
“security dimension” meant the American presence in and influence over Europe.146
The German social-democrats in the SPD were even less desirable to American key interests
and policy designs. They were leaning towards a more social European order – one to favor
protectionism, to include the Soviet Union, and to move farther away from the United States.
The SPD “is clearly tempted by the possibilities of a German neutrality inside the EC but
outside NATO,” Scowcroft warned the President. 147 Hence, “an SPD-led government,
particularly one in coalition with the Greens, would pose even sharper challenges to Alliance
cohesion, particularly over nuclear disarmament,” another memo stated.148 “Even those in the
SPD who support a united Germany in NATO want the Alliance transformed into a more
political organization and eventually replaced by a new European Security System,” the NSC
staff concluded.149 The British agreed. The SPD “still hankered after the neutralist option
which the party as a whole had seen in the 1950s as the best way to achieve German
reunification and ease East/West tension. Anti-Americanism was a powerful element in their
make-up,” a 1985 report had concluded. 150 The social-democrats were “attracted by
Gorbachev’s slogan about a common European house” as they tended “to view the Soviet
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Union as a fellow European state which could and should be successfully meshed into a joint
European Peace Order,” London’s diplomats wrote in 1989.151
Where Germany’s commercial clout was increasing, the Soviet economy was crumbling, US
officials concluded, with wide-ranging consequences for global affairs. “To be sure, he does
not have a lot of choice,” the White House staff noted in the summer of 1989 in relation to
Gorbachev. “He has enormous problems at home and no resources to give his allies.”152 The
Soviets feared that “their already uncompetitive industrial exports will be reduced by [EC92
and that] East and West Europe could get together, leaving them once again on the Asiatic
periphery,” the British embassy in Moscow assessed. “The fundamental problem remains: The
Russians need our machinery and know-how, but their backward industry cannot generate
enough hard currency exports to pay for it.” 153 Gorbachev sought integration within the
capitalist institutions of the global economy as a political goal.154 However, as my theory
would foresee, US planners understood that his country would for a long time not be able to
draw large gains from openness. “The Soviet economy is very likely to get worse, perhaps
much worse, before it gets better,” Bush’s principal economic adviser reported after a visit.155
Its small and isolated economy meant that “in purely economic terms the Soviet Union was not
much of a concern,” Greenspan later wrote.156 Overall, “the Soviet Union is looking at years of
economic and political struggle,” the NSC spelled out in 1991 a long-held belief within the
Administration.157
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The Soviet leader was trying to reform the country’s economic system, but also wanted to
maintain its most-central political institutions, power-structures, and ideological foundations,
US analysts concluded – aims that were unlikely to lead to international stability.158 His
strategy: A “peace offensive,” appealing to Western European populations’ war-weariness.159
His hope: Such détente would allow for a continental architecture – his Common European
House vision – that would open the Soviet Union to Western European investment and
technology, reducing military costs, and aiding his ailing economy. Eastern Europe, while
gradually migrating economically westwards, would remain governed by “a grouping of likeminded reformist ruling Communist Parties which [would] feel a natural affinity for Moscow”
and would remain anchored in the Warsaw Pact. The NSC concluded that Gorbachev could
“tolerate considerable diversity so long as the basics – Warsaw Pact unity and friendship for
the USSR – are respected.” Yet his “dream of a truly voluntary basis for bloc unity (if that’s his
real calculation) is, of course, unattainable,” the NSC assessed. “If the lid is really removed, the
result will probably not be friendly reformist ruling Communist Parties but nationalism,
repudiation of the Communist Parties, and westward drift.” Hence, NSC analysts argued that
the “current situation is stable” because of “historical memory” and “the residual factor of fear”
– “the shadow of Soviet power.”160
“There was a lot of wishful thinking about Gorbachev, such as calling him a democrat at
heart,” William Bodde, the Reagan appointee already quoted above, later told an interviewer,
revealing the dominant assessment in Washington towards Soviets attempts at limited reform.
“In reality he was desperately trying to save the communist system,” Bodde said. 161
“Gorbachev’s mind cannot really conceive of a true democratic system or a free enterprise
system. […] The intellectual lynch-pin is missing in his mind. He is a Marxist Leninist who is
trying to reform himself,” Canada’s Prime Minister told Bush. “You are right, he has no
concept,” the President replied.162 “It is difficult for us to find a way to be of assistance unless
the country is moving toward a market system,” the US ambassador in Moscow told
Gorbachev in 1991, mirroring an attitude held within the Bush Administration from the very
beginning. The Soviet retorted: “Do you want us to hand you the tiller?” The American:
“Heaven forbid! We don’t claim to have a recipe for your success. But we also know what we
158

Taubman, Gorbachev.
“Gorbachev played up the symbolism so beloved by people in the West to do away with the ‘Soviet threat.’
Truly, it is unlikely that anybody believes it anymore, except for the most unenlightened…,” Gorbachev’s closest
foreign policy adviser jotted in his diary. Anatoly C. Chernyaev, “Diary,” January 2, 1990, in The Last
Superpower Summits, document 87, 568-569.
160
Rodman, “Memo for Scowcroft: Eastern Europe: Why Is Gorbachev Permitting This?,” July 28, 1989.
161
Kennedy, “Interview with William Bodde.”
162
Gompert, “Bush Meeting with Brian Mulroney, Prime Minister of Canada.”
159

196

Liviu Horovitz • ETH • Guns, Butter, and Votes: A Theory of American Military Primacy • October 2018 • CH5

cannot do, and that is to make your command administrative system work. If you hang onto it,
that’s your business, but we will be irrelevant.” Visibly angered, Gorbachev explained that he
could not change the Soviet economy too fast.163
White House planners recognized that, given Gorbachev’s economic and political goals, the
Kremlin’s “worst nightmare” was “a reunified Germany allied with NATO.” A dominant
Germany within a US-guaranteed architecture negated any residual leverage and potential as a
European power that Moscow still possessed.164 At the same time, “the Warsaw Pact, having
lost its East German anchor, would quickly disintegrate and the Soviet line of defense would
begin at the Ukrainian border. A companion fear [was] that this reunified Germany would be
able to dominate East-Central Europe economically, including a weak Soviet Union.”165 In
December 1989, Gorbachev received Genscher in Moscow. Kohl “probably already thinks that
his music is playing – a march – and that he is already marching with it,” the Soviet leader
lashed out against the German Chancellor’s assertive behavior after the fall of the Berlin Wall.
Kohl’s remarks with respect to East Germany were “crude interference in the internal affairs of
a sovereign state.” Foreign minister Eduard Shevardnadze noted that “even Hitler did not allow
himself anything like that.” Gorbachev added: “This is simply blatant revanchism.” Hence,
“you have prepared a funeral for the European process [and] keep in mind that if some in your
country do not come to their senses, then tomorrow we will make another statement.”166
Bellicose statements notwithstanding, the Kremlin had little leverage vis-à-vis Germany, US
analysts determined, and would favor some form of US engagement. White House planners
assessed that “Gorbachev appears to be playing for time in the hope that, by some miracle,
perestroika will succeed in creating a stable and prosperous Soviet Union.”167 By the spring of
1990, he was “less a man in control and more an embattled leader,” the US ambassador
reported from Moscow.168 Hence, the Soviets would ultimately not have sufficient power to
oppose German reunification, especially if Bonn were to recompense them. The Kremlin “will
want to get something in return,” Kohl told the American President in February 1990. Bush
163
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replied: “You’ve got deep pockets.”169 Having to face this unwanted scenario, the Soviets
would rather that the Americans remained engaged in the continent, as a balance to
Germany.170 The “Soviet Union, fearing that a strong, united Germany could one day threaten
its interests, would want American forces to remain in Germany and that this and other motives
would cause the Russian to want to keep some forces of their own in Germany,” the UK
ambassador in Bonn wrote to London in December 1989.171
The White House was also circumspect in relation to France’s President, François Mitterrand,
to his socialist party, and to the French bureaucracy in general. On the one hand, France fared
well within the global economy – albeit not as good as Germany, retaining less economic
leverage to soften the rough edges of multilateral commercial agreements. “The French
economy is doing considerably better than ours,” Thatcher’s foreign policy advisor wrote his
boss in August 1989. “The Americans have been making quite a set at the French and
Mitterrand is basking in the sunshine of President Bush’s goodwill.”172 On the other hand,
consistent with my mechanism, both Mitterrand’s socialist government and broader French
elites were tempted by a European order that would be more autarkic and less dependent upon
the US version of capitalism.173 French elites asserted first an “independent French identity and
then, under assumed French leadership, a European identity,” a Reagan Administration official
remembered.174 “While the UK instinct is to try to accommodate the US point of view, the
French instinct is not to do so or not to appear to do so,” London’s ambassador to Paris had
written home already in 1982. 175 “There were, and are, significant forces in France that
[wanted] us to leave and would [have liked] to see NATO disbanded,” the head to the US
mission to Brussels later recalled.176
While lukewarm French attitudes towards Washington were long-term, the German Question
was pressing – and Paris had few aces to deal with it. French leaders were insecure about “a
politically triumphant economic powerhouse of nearly 80 million people just across the
169
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Rhine,” Scowcroft informed Bush. “Gone is the comfortable vision of a Europe co-managed by
equals in Paris and Bonn, with German moderate economic advantage offset by France’s
nuclear capability and its essential strategic role in the face of a strong Warsaw Pact.”177 Yet
the French had few options, and leaders in Paris and Washington knew it. “It would be stupid
to say no to reunification,” Mitterrand told Thatcher in January 1990, after he had tried to stir
her into opposition the previous autumn. “In reality there was no force in Europe which could
stop it happening. None of us were going to declare war on Germany.”178 The NSC offered a
blunt assessment of the Franco-German bond: “More rhetorical than real, the French have
infused this relationship with special importance, principally to influence German politicalsecurity policies toward the East and economic policies toward the West.”179 Chernyaev wrote
in his diary: “They all say in unison – nobody wants a unified Germany,” but they all “want to
prevent this with our hands,” and not bear the cost of doing it themselves.180
Unable to stop German unification, France wanted stronger European structures and a limited
American security presence. Paris favored the “continued deepening of EC integration as the
primary means of reinforcing Germany’s anchor to the West and of solidifying France’s
leadership role in the new Europe,” Scowcroft noted for Bush.181 In other words, if only
Germany could be tied to rules and institutions, the costs of wielding its newly-gained power
would be too high to matter much. No doubt, further integration would imply political and
economic benefits, but also significant costs. And yet, most important, Paris could employ its
veto over the very rules and institutions of a more enmeshed continent to influence German
choices.182 In addition, while the French hoped the Americans would ultimately leave Europe,
if they were going to stay anyhow, Mitterrand was interested in a “continuing US role,”
American officials concluded, as “Franco-German ties may be insufficient for the job.”183
Thus, “the question before us now,” the NSC wrote to the President, “is whether Mitterrand is
sufficiently worried about the future of Germany that he will support enhanced US-EC

177

Brent Scowcroft, “Memo for Bush: Reviving the Spirit of Kennebunkport,” April 5, 1990, BPL, Scowcroft
Collection, 91116 German Unification (March-April 1990).
178
Charles D. Powell, “Letter for Wall: Prime Minister’s Meeting with President Mitterrand,” January 20, 1990,
DBPO 2010, document 103, 215-219.
179
Lowenkron and Melby, “Memo for Scowcroft: Your Dinner With Jacques Attali.”
180
Anatoly C. Chernyaev and Svetlana Savranskaya, “The Diary of Anatoly S. Chernyaev: 1985-1991,” trans.
Anna Melyakova (2006), The National Security Archive - available online.
181
Brent Scowcroft, “Memo for Bush: Scope Paper - Your Meeting with President Mitterrand,” December 15,
1989, BPL, Scowcroft Collection, 91116 German Unification (December 1989).
182
Frédéric Bozo, Mitterrand, the End of the Cold War, and German Unification (New York: Berghahn Books,
2010).
183
Hutchings and Dobbins, “Handling the German Question at Malta and Beyond.”

199

Liviu Horovitz • ETH • Guns, Butter, and Votes: A Theory of American Military Primacy • October 2018 • CH5

cooperation, both as a counterweight to Bonn and as a further means to try to ensure continued
US involvement in Europe.”184
Across the English Channel, the UK government came “closest to sharing [US] economic
goals,” Washington concluded, and all other transatlantic bonds ran deep.185 Libertarian,
capitalist, and conservative, Thatcher and her political allies – as my theory would predict –
warmly welcomed the American economic order. The US “should support UK’s push for
openness, simplicity, efficiency in EC business and labor rules, tax agreements, monetary
policies, standards, foreign trade, etc.,” the Reagan Administration’s State Department had
advised the White House.186 A few months later, Britain’s envoy to Washington wrote home
that “it suits us well that Bush won. This has ensured a broad measure of continuity. His
economic philosophy coincides with ours.” Also, “we are closer to the Americans than other
Europeans on agricultural and other international trade problems, and share some US concerns
over the potential difficulties arising from 1992,” the ambassador noted. 187 “We share
[Thatcher’s] distaste for central control by bureaucrats in Brussels,” the NSC explained the US
government’s position in a briefing paper.188
Their appreciation for the American order notwithstanding, German reunification was
worrisome and options were few, British politicians realized. Even for the optimists within
Whitehall “the thought of a powerful German state […] in the center of Europe, exercising
great influence both to east and west, [was] highly unattractive.”189 The pessimists – first and
foremost Prime Minister Thatcher – were doing their best to hinder it.190 In June 1989, Bush
asked Thatcher whether she “feared German reunification as a threat to the stability of Western
Europe.” She “said that she did indeed, although she could not say so openly.”191 Overall, the
British concluded that “an expanded FRG with greater productive capacity would dominate the
West’s trade with Eastern Europe more than ever, and increase the FRG’s existing dominance
of the EC.” Consequently, “future leaders of a united Germany could, conceivably, argue for a
political role for Germany commensurate with its overwhelming economic strength” – to the
184
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detriment of British influence.192 And yet, if Washington threw its lot with the Germans, “there
is no way of stopping [unification], short of military action.” London had enough leverage to
“influence the pace and nature of events” but this did not “amount to a veto,” Douglas Hurd,
Thatcher’s Foreign Secretary cautioned his boss.193
Thatcher understood that a US footprint in Europe would not be enough to contain Germany,
but – for structural and ideological reasons – she deeply resented the proposed solution, further
European integration. Ultimately, the choice was “between establishing alliances to counterbalance Germany and tying the Germans into a framework in which they are compelled to
behave,” a French politician had told the British PM.194 She loathed the latter so much that she
was ready to go for the former. “I hate Europe,” she blurted out to the British ambassador in
Bonn.195 “It was Germany’s role in Western Europe rather than Central Europe which should
be the more pressing concern,” she told her emissary. “Increasing economic dominance of
Western Europe” would allow Germany “to get its own way on Community issues.” Social
reforms would change the face of British society.196 “We had not fought off Socialism in
Britain to see it re-enter through a back door in Europe,” she had chastised Kohl a few months
earlier.197 However, everybody wanted the solution Thatcher hated. “The French sympathize
with our worries but [have] no answer to these except one we can’t accept, namely more EC
institutional integration.”198 The NSC advised: “The President may wish to urge the Prime
Minister, in the nicest possible way, to improve her relations with the rest of Western
Europe.”199

5.4 Critical Junctures & Power to Define the Security Architecture
The Bush Administration understood early on that shifts in the global power distribution and
uncertainty in relation to core states’ current and future interests rendered inaction and
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complacency dangerous. 200 White House planners realized that continuing Reagan’s arms
reductions frenzy would diminish Soviet power, but could also flush US forces out of Europe,
unravel the transatlantic alliance, diminish American influence over the continent, and
complicate the management of global economic and political relations.201 As expected by my
theory, American dignitaries recognized the critical junctures in world politics. This section
shows how they incorporated military and economic power resources into a broader political
strategy. The assessment of available sources makes clear that US policymakers employed
their bargaining leverage to retain, adapt, and entrench agreements and institutions. These
adjustments of the European order closed the door on undesirable pathways, established
structures favorable to American designs, increased others’ costs of future contestation, and
created a predictable setting. To this end, US statesmen dodged a confrontation over the EC’s
further integration and avoided West Germany becoming a disenfranchised giant in the center
of the continent. In contrast, to assuage fears of German ambition, the Bush Administration
forfeited the benefits of retrenchment and retained the US role as Europe’s security guarantor.
As the indispensable security lynchpin of the refashioned architecture, Americans hoped to
wield sufficient influence to attain their broad goals.
American strategists recognized they had arrived at a point of inflection in world history. “The
world as we had come to see it for a half-century changed profoundly and irrevocably on my
watch at State,” Baker late wrote. “Those years were truly historic.”202 Therefore, officials
grasped the opportunity to shape the future. “You are traveling to Europe at one of those rare
moments of historic transition from one era to another,” an NSC memo to the President noted
in May 1989.203 “Your two trips to Europe are among the most important that an American
President has taken in the postwar era,” the NSC noted to Bush in July.204 “Historians are
likely to view 1989 as a year, like 1848, which transformed the continent. The past is
irretrievably gone, but the future remains cloudy,” Scowcroft wrote to Bush at the end of the
year.205 British analysts agreed. “It is clear that the post-war order, which seemed immutable, is
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now cracking up,” a key voice within the Foreign Office opined in the fall.206 British experts
also derided those who did not recognize the signs of the time. “I’m afraid I find it rather
disappointing,” Thatcher’s foreign policy advisor noted after reading a famous academic’s
analysis stating that little was likely to change. “Homo Oxoniensis at his most judicious and
less convincing,” the Prime Minister’s aide concluded.207
Policymakers in Washington determined that disengagement from Europe would have negative
consequences. Two outcomes were conceivable, but – rather unfortunate for US budgetary
constraints – both seemed detrimental to short- and long-term American interests. The first
possible outcome: Soviet decline and German resurgence could bring back instability. “If the
Soviet Union stagnates in a frustrating, seemingly endless, struggle to reform its society from
above while preserving central control, and Eastern European states revert to a historical
pattern of fractious and unstable internal politics, persistent economic weakness, and bitter
national rivalries, the outlook begins to darken,” Scowcroft wrote to Bush in November 1989.
“Add a renascent Germany reclaiming its national identity and influence in the East, and a
Western alliance that could be ever more hollow [sic] as its members declare victory and shed
their share of the common burdens, and we can see the potential for instability on a scale not
seen since the aftermath of World War II.”208 Uncertainty and conflict on the continent would
hamper global economic growth and, potentially, question the emerging consensus around
free-trading capitalist democracy. Matching my mechanism’s predictions, the United States –
as the prime benefiter of this consensus – had a major interest in preventing volatility.
Confronted with this first potential scenario, White House analysts concluded that sustained
US engagement was necessary if the Administration was to achieve its goals. “Our future as a
European power will depend in large measure on how well we grasp these new opportunities,”
an NSC memo to the President read already in January 1990. “The collapse of Communist rule
has left an enormous vacuum of power and influence in [Eastern Europe], which the FRG is
quickly filling. Other things being equal, we could soon be facing a situation in which the only
outside powers with real influence in the region are Germany and the Soviet Union,” US
officials concluded. “This is not the architecture of a stable European security order. It invites a
206
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return to the cyclical pattern of Russo-German conflict and condominium that bedeviled
Europe from 1870 to 1945.” Thus, “the United States needs to stand between Germany and
Russia in central Europe.” Overall, US “ability to maintain a strong political consensus in the
Alliance and to develop a partnership with the EC will depend importantly on our playing a
major role in Eastern Europe,” the NSC staff concluded.209
The second possible outcome considered by White House analysts a potential consequence of a
US disentanglement from Europe was even less appealing. After overcoming some initial
squabbles, the Europeans might establish a powerful union. Such a political construct would
have short- and long-term implications. In the short-term, even conservative Germans keen to
maintain strong links to Washington would likely have to assuage various internal pressures
within the Community at the expense of outsiders. White House planners assessed that “the
horse-trading which may occur as the unified market takes final shape may result in the
extension of some national restrictions to an EC-wide basis. The FRG may concur in such a
result because of its desire to continue protecting key [economic] sectors” and because it would
need to gain the consent of actors less inclined – for economic and political reasons – towards
accepting Washington’s economic designs.210 “Without the glue provided by the Soviet threat,
and in the absence of an active American involvement in Europe, European leaders would be
more inclined to give precedence to their narrow economic interests,” the CIA argued.
“Economic regionalism” and protectionism would become “a more serious problem.”211
In contrast to the above discussed short-term negative repercussions of a powerful European
political construct, the long-term implications seemed much more dreadful. Were Germany,
France, and Britain again to be run by social-democrats, Europeans could create a new social
order, one embracing different values than the ones prevalent in the United States. In the worstcase – and very unlikely – scenario, Europe could hypothetically, at some point in the future,
also build an ideologically divergent power pole.212 As I discussed above, US policymakers did
not doubt that the core European states fared well within the American order, and that
conservative politicians had a healthy chance of remaining in power. And yet, having left the
continent, Americans would have only very limited leverage to frustrate rather unlikely but
highly detrimental European designs. With German clout on the rise, such powerlessness
209
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seemed a rather unappealing prospect to US officials. Without the Soviet threat, Bonn will
“become an even more self-confident member of a stronger, more integrated European
community,” the CIA wrote already in March 1989. “As the largest EC economy in a less
militarily divided Europe, the West Germans will perceive themselves as much less dependent
on and beholden to the United States than in the past. They will be less trustful and solicitous
toward US leadership.”213
Arrived at this critical juncture and bent to elude such negative future outcomes, the Bush
Administration – consistent with my mechanism – decided to integrate economic and security
policies within a political framework. “We have to recognize that we can no longer deal with
any one of the major policy areas in isolation from the others,” a key staffer wrote to Scowcroft
ten days after inauguration. “At this point, US appreciation of European integration is driven
largely by the trade aspects. To sustain US leadership, we will have to think carefully on how
all the parts fit together and retain the initiative with clear and real goals in all areas of
international policy concern.” To this end, the US government concluded that it needed to
“establish and maintain tight interagency coordination so that our policies toward Europe do
not work at cross-purposes.”214 Washington had to “better integrate our economic, political,
and security interests,” as European affairs and the integration process “go well beyond trade
and investment issues; they are eminently a matter of national security,” the NSC staff
wrote.215 “We need to focus greater high-level attention and better coordinate our economic,
political, and security interests as European integration proceeds,” Scowcroft noted to the
President.216
Washington placed security considerations at the center of its European leverage. As a result of
the internal review aimed at better integrating European policy, the Administration made
public in May 1989 that it welcomed the EC92 process. The “integration of Europe meant a
stronger Alliance and more prosperous trading partners,” Bush later told EC dignitaries. “There
had been lingering doubts about this prospect in the US, but there was more understanding
now. The big thing was how the single market would be implemented, the details,” the
President said.217 The White House could have allowed US “economic agencies [to] declare
war on the EC at this point in history,” Administration policymakers realized. America would
213
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have used its economic preeminence to restrict the EC’s future leeway and protectionist
tendencies.218 Instead, it decided to shift the weight towards US security leverage in order to
model the continent’s political future. “The President should forcefully reiterate the American
view that European integration is profoundly healthy for the West, even if some competition is
inevitable,” an influential NSC staffer advised already in February 1989. “Our political
partnership is too vital for us to let it be wrecked by economic disputes; it is that partnership,
after all, which is the best solvent for resolving the economic disputes.”219
In Europe, those who favored integration as either a prosperity-enhancing instrument or as a
tool to bind the Germans welcomed Washington’s steps. Politicians and bureaucrats on the
continent, all understood that the US government would now abstain from frontally opposing
their pursuit of prosperity and stability through further integration. This choice also opened the
way for potential institutional cooperation between Washington and Brussels. Revealing is a
subsequent interview with a State Department specialist. He remembered that when he showed
Delors a draft of Baker’s December 1989 Berlin speech – especially the section outlining how
the US would be prepared to cooperate with the EC in the security area – Delors “was
absolutely ecstatic about it. I rarely saw him so enthusiastic about anything.”220 In addition to
this economic aspect, statesmen all over Europe – and especially in Paris – realized that, given
Washington’s concurrence, the path towards anchoring and constraining a resurgent Germany
within a tighter Union had just become less daunting.221 This policy integration and its impact
on Europe are illustrated nicely in an interview quote: “American success in the Cold War was
not only that Communism was discredited, but also that the zone of democracy and free trade
won. This is what America stood for. Alliances would help expand that zone,” a Pentagon
official told me. “At the Pentagon, we were concerned with the security aspect,” but that was
just one aspect of a much bigger picture.222
The Bush Administration’s decision to back German unification ambitions solved a number of
short- and long-term problems, but raised other concerns that asked for their own solutions.
Already in the spring of 1989, the White House made clear that it was supportive of eventual
German reunification.223 This commitment accommodated the principal rising and revisionist
218
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state on the European continent. On the short-term, instead of using its power to oppose US
designs, Bonn could now be coopted to achieve them. Close transatlantic cooperation would
help Kohl stay in office, thus keeping Germans in power that shared most of Washington’s
politico-economic frameworks. 224 Later on, the Americans also recognized that a united
Germany would need to spend plenty on modernizing the East. Such consumption could
reduce the trade imbalance in Europe and, hopefully, also across the Atlantic, US economic
planners argued. On the long-term, and more important, increasing its size and its influence in
Eastern Europe, Germany would become even more dependent upon the open market system –
and more amenable to US influence, American policymakers hoped.225 And yet, the creation of
such a large state was bound to worry even the most visionary leaders in Europe. As for the
cynics – they were outraged.
To assuage the concerns of Germany’s neighbors, the US government pledged to uphold
NATO and retain armed forces in Europe for years to come. Abroad, many had doubted
Washington was still willing to bear these costs. Already in 1984, the British envoy to Vienna
and a former foreign policy advisor to the Prime Minister had written to his former boss in
London that “the presence of 300,000 American soldiers in Western Europe is legitimate but
unnatural.” Hence, he had concluded that “at some point in the future, it will come to an
end.”226 Half a decade later, the British ambassador in Bonn wrote home in the spring of 1989
that there “is a perception [in West Germany] that America’s interest is shifting away from the
Atlantic and towards the Pacific” and Chancellor Kohl “is a strong believer in this view.” Thus,
“most people expect some withdrawals of American forces from the Federal Republic within a
matter of years,” the envoy concluded.227 Days apart, the NSC reported that “if European
leaders perceive that the US is looking for an opportunity to withdraw from Europe, they may
begin a fundamental reorientation of their foreign and security policies, with unforeseeable and
potentially dangerous consequences.”228
At home, as already mentioned, many were pushing for a “peace dividend” and the White
House understood that its decision to remain engaged in Europe came with domestic political
costs, but the President believed these costs were worth shouldering. He “would go up ten
points [in public approval ratings] if he were to announce that he was pulling US troops out of
224

Scowcroft, “Memo Bush: Dealing with the Germans.”
Eric Melby, “Memo for Scowcroft: Thematic Paper for Houston Economic Summit,” May 11, 1990, BPL,
Scowcroft Collection, 91149 Other (May 1990).
226
Michael Alexander, “The East-West Confrontation in Europe: The Case for an Initiative,” March 14, 1984,
TNA UK, PREM 19/1494.
227
Mallaby, “Letter for Howe: The Federal Republic of Germany: How Reliable an Ally.”
228
Hutchings, “Memo for Scowcroft: National Security Council Meeting on Western Europe and Eastern
Europe.”
225

207

Liviu Horovitz • ETH • Guns, Butter, and Votes: A Theory of American Military Primacy • October 2018 • CH5

Europe,” Bush told the Norwegian Prime Minister.229 “The President would be misleading the
[German] Chancellor if he did not say that some in the US wanted someone else to take on the
NATO burden,” the protocol of a bilateral meeting in May 1989 read.230 However, the US
President also told Italy’s Prime Minister that his intention was “to remain fully involved with
Europe, not to turn isolationist.” He underlined that “most Americans, though not all, felt the
same way.” 231 One of Bush’s diary entries is revealing for his hard-nosed approach to
American interests relative to allies. “We’ve got to stand, and sometimes we’ll be together with
[our allies]; but sometimes we’ll say we differ, and we’ve got to lead, so we should not be just
kind of watered down, picking up the bill, and acquiescing in a lot of decisions that might hurt
us,” Bush later noted in his diary. “I’ve got to look after the US interest in all of this without
reverting to a kind of isolationistic or stupid peace-nik view on where we stand in the world,”
Bush noted at the time.232
Domestic pressures notwithstanding, a continued American military presence solved many
concerns. It reassured Europeans – and, to a certain degree, even the Russians – that Germany
would not be able to employ its new-found power against them. It limited the leverage the
Soviets still retained over the future of the developing European architecture. And it allowed
Bonn to focus on domestic affairs and European integration, without having to construct its
own security architecture. “A strong reaffirmation that the US military presence is in Europe
for the long term can let our allies know that we are not looking for Soviet force cuts as a way
to release us from an unwelcome commitment,” an NSC memo stated. The President had a
“strong commitment to a significant level of US forces in Europe over the long term, which is
fundamental for stability and our influence on developments,” the White House staff
emphasized.233 The US presence would allow the Europeans to develop security capabilities to
deal with regional contingencies, if “for whatever reason [Washington] decided not to
participate in a given military operation,” but would have to do so “within the context of
NATO and using NATO assets in the command, control, communication and intelligence
areas,” as a US diplomat later poignantly summarized the influence the United States was
retaining by keeping its soldiers on the continent.234
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Security in Europe would be organized within an institutional framework that gave the United
States many levers, American planners concluded. By remaining “fully in NATO,
subordinating its forces to the integrated NATO military command, willing to host American
forces, and to maintain US nuclear weapons on its soil,” Bonn would bind itself to the overall
bargain, reassuring friend and foe that it was not going to defect, and providing Washington
leverage over its future decisions. “Germany is NATO’s fulcrum and if […] it opts for a
weaker form of NATO association, perhaps withdrawing from the integrated military
command as the French did under De Gaulle, NATO will be finished as a viable security
institution,” a key NSC memo read. “In such a circumstance the smaller Allies would run from
NATO and head for the hills.” 235 Such an arrangement would be pointless. The US
commitment would not be credible. The Alliance would be hollow. Europe’s powerful states
would not be bound by their security link across the Atlantic. Washington would provide a
formal security blanket and pay the costs of deploying forces to Europe, but would not get any
benefits.
American leverage would in no way involve total control, US officials realized, but would
provide Washington with key aces at critical moments in order to manage transatlantic
relations. US analysts did not dispute that economic competition across the Atlantic would
continue, as the prominent US position within the Alliance could not be cheaply and frequently
translated into universal leverage.236 Yet Europeans would know they had no latitude to move
against fundamental American interests. A 1992 CIA report gets to the heart of the matter:
“Where the US still counts most” is where “Washington continues to have strong cards to
play,” and they “are higher on the political/military front than in the political/economic arena,”
the intelligence analysts noted. This was because “European institutions are inadequate to deal
with a major crisis absent US military assistance.” Overall, “Europeans still see Washington as
essential to integrating the new Germany into a stable order [and] the decline of traditional
Cold War influence allows the United States to claim the role of a disinterested power on the
Continent. Even France appears to see some advantages in keeping the United States engaged
in Europe.” Hence, “clearly, the Germans and others in Europe will be increasingly receptive
to arguments that a more direct and persistent US engagement in Europe’s new security
problems should entail corresponding European agreement for more timely consultations on
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EC economic security decisions of vital interest to Washington,” the CIA summarized
poignantly.237
Over the course of 1989, the contours of the future order emerged. By the time the Berlin Wall
fell, the fundamental choices had mostly been made. However, the subsequent eleven months
were packed with effervescent political and social developments, diplomatic negotiations
conducted at breakneck velocity, and plenty of mistrust, intrigue, and uncertainty. “The
German Question is being resolved with extraordinary speed, thanks to the virtual collapse of
the GDR; Soviet incapacity to stop unification; and the acquiescence – steeped in resignation –
of the other European allies,” a key NSC memo assessed.238 Officials in Washington spent
hundreds of hours worrying about keeping their European allies in line, the Soviets at bay, and
all details settled. The crux of the matter, a high-ranking US diplomat later recalled, was that
“there was great fear that the Russians would offer the Germans some sort of a deal in return
for withdrawal from NATO or de facto neutrality that they would find too tempting to
resist.”239 It did not help the matter that all involved actors wanted to extract some advantage
for themselves. Ultimately, under close American supervision, the Germans traded
Deutschmark against the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Germany and all Europeans
accepted the bargain struck between Washington and Bonn.240

5.5 Enhance Credibility: Forces in Being & Technological
Superiority
After the fall of the Berlin Wall, the Pentagon engaged in “one of the most thorough
reexaminations of defense strategy – including budget and force structure implications of
alternative strategies – since the creation of the Defense Department in 1947,” Paul Wolfowitz,
the appointee leading this process later wrote. “This intense effort produced a dramatic revision
of the US defense posture.”241 Above, I showed how US leaders forged a new transatlantic
order. In this section, I trace how American strategists sought to convince others that they were
willing to protect this order. The available sources suggest my mechanism’s key blocs were
driving the outcome of the Bush Administration’s defense reexamination. Through its bargain
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with Bonn, the US had made itself indispensable as the guarantor of the European order. And
yet, Administration officials had sought the paybacks but underestimated the costs. Significant
archival evidence submits that, at the beginning of the 1990s, the last superpower standing had
only limited political credibility to persuade either allies or opponents of its commitment to
police and protect its own system. America’s stakes in sustaining various components of the
international economic order were unclear. Washington’s readiness to incur costs was
incessantly challenged at home. Therefore, a close reading of the record submits that strategists
in the Pentagon concluded that overwhelming preeminence of force offered a remedy:
Regional forces in being would be able to win at various levels of escalation. Global
advantages in military power and an established technological gap would dissuade any
potential competitor. Credibility would keep the order reasonably stable. Military primacy was
thus the old new goal.
Throughout 1989 and 1999, the Bush Administration redefined the transatlantic bargain. After
having met Gorbachev at Malta in November 1989, Bush traveled to Brussels. “The United
States will remain a European power,” he noted at NATO headquarters. “That means the
United States will stay engaged in the future of Europe and in our common defense.”
Democracy, free trade, and “lasting peace” would be “reinforced everywhere,” the President
said.242 A key staffer had written to Bush already in March, advising that the Administration
should work to “lay out a vision of American power as a global stabilizing force in its own
right.” Overall, “whatever the state of US-Soviet relations, America will continue to have
interests abroad to defend.”243 Over the course of 1989 and 1990, US foreign policy doyens
labored to render that vision a reality. Washington eased the Soviets out of Europe and helped
communism “go quietly into the night.”244 At the same time, by maintaining and adapting the
transatlantic alliance, the US evaded the instability inherent in the creation of a new continental
balance of power. Also, it avoided a potential European consolidation under German
leadership.
Under the new, post-Cold War arrangement, Americans would provide security and Europeans
would focus on getting rich within the Washington-sponsored order – thereby both furthering
US prosperity and giving the United States a say with respect to the continent’s core politicoeconomic orientation. In the assessment of the CIA, “the economic changes underway in
242
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Europe will offer the United States the advantage of a richer trade partner and the challenge of
a more hard-nosed competitor. The dominant economic philosophy in Europe is more
favorable than at any time this century to the US goals of open markets and a reduction in state
interventionism. The travails of East European reformers and EC intransigence in the GATT
show, however, that good intentions do not always produce commensurate actions.
Nonetheless, we judge that Europe will continue moving – with occasional setbacks and
detours – toward a generally open and integrated economic system,” the CIA assessed in
1992.245 Fresh out of government service, the senior director for European affairs on the NSC
wrote already in 1990 in an academic publication that “it is illusory to believe that the United
States can successfully protect its commercial interest vis-à-vis Europe if America withdraws,
thereby disengaging itself from the political and security future of Europe.”246
To retain such influence over Europe, the United States had positioned itself as the
indispensable trump within a European house of cards. Without an American presence,
European integration was all that constrained the new Germany – and few believed such
economic bonds were enough to tie down Gulliver.247 For instance, “the East European and
smaller EC states want continued US influence in Europe” and “Europeans recognize the
United States has a unique entrée with successor states to the Soviet Empire,” the CIA wrote.
Thus, the Eastern Europeans “are among the strongest proponents of Washington’s continued
involvement in Europe, viewing the US as a counterweight to the older members and a more
powerful Germany.” Generally, “the US position as the only global power still gives it
leverage with the Europeans.” Therefore, “for all of its progress on the economic and political
fronts, a glaring gap remains in Europe’s post-Cold War structure on the political/military
dimension of security – where most Europeans still see the United States with a stronger
hand.” Overall, this political/military gap “provides the United States with a number of
opportunities,” the intelligence analysts concluded.248
Being the continent’s security lynchpin, Washington could have its way by implicitly or
explicitly threatening to pack up and go home, decision-makers on both sides of the Atlantic
knew full well.249 The security blanket would be gone, economic relations would become more
competitive. Both sides would suffer. To illustrate, when confronted with European security
245
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integration efforts, a high Administration official told a British diplomat at the beginning of
1991 that “when it came to settling arrangements, the Americans would be at the table too and
if the twelve [members of the EC] came up with a solution that did not wash, there would be
real trouble.” The French might want to “promote a notion of tiered security, with national,
European and Atlantic layers, the last involved only a distant guarantor against a Soviet threat,
but otherwise consigning the Americans to the fringe.” Yet “it would not be possible to sustain
a US commitment to Europe in such circumstances.”250 In the summer of 1992, Secretary
Baker was advised to say to Klaus Kinkel, the new German foreign minister, that, if the
Europeans did not conform to US wishes, “I expect our troops will come home, and we’ll
focus more on our economic interests. We may well put greater emphasis on our bilateral ties
with Russia and some in Central and Eastern Europe, picking our points of interest selectively.
We had a national security interest in the survival of Western Europe. But that’s no longer at
risk.”251
Confronted with such renewed American influence over their futures, European dignitaries
were torn in two concurrent directions. The first: An incentive to make sure Washington did
not gain too much leverage over them. “The US must not force our hands,” a transatlantically
inclined French official told his British counterpart only a few months after German
reunification.252 For example, the French and other Europeans did not want to automatically
share in the burden of policing the US system. “I won’t go along with the automatic use of
NATO out-of-area,” Mitterrand told Bush.253 In contrast to the French, the Germans retained
their commitment to the transatlantic bargain. Nonetheless, to further European relations, Bonn
also wanted to accommodate Paris.254 “We want a US apartment in the European house,” Kohl
told Bush in 1991. “For us the US link is existentially important,” the Chancellor added.255
Baker told German President von Weizsaecker: “Every time we try to strengthen NATO,
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which is our ticket to Europe, [the French] obstruct.” The Germans tried to soothe both sides:
“We can meet [the French] concerns, but not at the price of relations with the US,” Genscher
told Baker. Overall, “the French won’t spoil our plans” as “France remains difficult but
lovable,” Weizsaecker reassured his concerned transatlantic counterparts, rendering transparent
the limited sway Paris had over a Bonn-Washington agreement.256
The second coexisting European incentive created by the US engagement was to have the
United States pick up the bill: As the guarantor of its preferred order, Washington should
credibly provide for the continent’s security, European policymakers desired. Already in
November 1989, when Bush had tried to explain to Thatcher his budgetary difficulties, the
British PM had told the US President that “the problem here was that the United States had a
world to police.” She added that “the starting point [for US military spending] should be what
was necessary to keep America safe and maintain its world-wide interests. […] There would
always be a minimum defense effort which the United States would have to maintain and it
would be a high minimum.”257 The CIA concluded that “Germans and other Europeans, for
example, will look for what they see as a reliable and predictable US commitment to assist in
dealing with regional tensions in the eastern half of the continent.” Hence, Europeans “would
welcome a more direct, predictable, and sustained US military commitment to dealing with
problems of stability in Europe and would see US influence in these matters as a natural
evolution of its Cold War role.”258
With Europeans both trying to limit US influence and expecting American engagement,
political pressure and popular mood in the United States pushed against these new old
obligations. “As tensions in Europe diminish […], we hope to see a dramatically improved
security environment – and obviously we want to take advantage of those changes to help with
our budget deficit,” Bush told a Cabinet meeting at the end of 1989. However, “we must do
nothing which would undermine the postwar framework of peace in which change is now
taking place,” he added.259 An inherent contradiction marked these preferences, giving US
officials plenty of reason to worry. As many at home mostly took the international system’s
stability for granted or saw few direct benefits for themselves or their constituents in the open
economic order, they pushed the Administration to claim victory against the Soviet Union and
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communism, and drastically reduce global commitments. There was no reason for “our
prosperous allies” to get “a free ride,” powerful voices in Washington claimed, ignoring the
fact that there was little “free” about the US security guarantee.260 Europeans might well have
chosen a different pathway in the absence of the transatlantic arrangement the Bush
Administration had concocted – a conduit that would have been less suitable to America’s
designs for enhancing stability and prosperity.
Such isolationist pressures at home were problematic. If foreigners did not believe Washington
was willing to enforce its promises or threats, they would have few reasons to abide by its
rules, US strategists concluded – in conformity to my theory’s prophecies. Economic
concessions from the Europeans would not occur. European actors – and others around the
globe – would take their security into their own hands. Stability and predictability would
suffer. All work in 1989 and 1990 would have been in vain. Scowcroft wrote to Bush that the
French were so convinced that Washington will “rapidly withdraw its forces from Europe”
that, at times, they acted “as if we were already gone.” They believed NATO could play “a
useful role in the transitional phase to a new security order in Europe,” but they were then
“quick to turn to talk of the rapid emergence of a new Europe in which the US military role
will be sharply diminished and NATO will become marginal or disappear.”261 Mitterrand’s
foreign policy advisor wrote to his boss in private already in March 1990 that “Europe must
equip itself with a common defense and security policy,” which would be “the logical
complement of the Community’s drive toward political Europe.”262
Domestic pressures towards avoiding deeper entanglements made the US position towards
Europe increasingly tenuous. Washington had a credibility problem. By January 1992, the CIA
assessed that Europeans “generally see Washington as essential to preserving world stability
and, more parochially, to integrating the new Germany into a stable order. But Washington’s
goals in Europe, perceived as caught in a deepening US domestic debate, are seen as unclear,”
the CIA concluded. Overall, the Europeans are “concerned that under present arrangements,
the US will assist only on its own terms and only when it judges its own interests to be directly
affected.” Even worse, “the major powers, particularly Germany and France, appear to believe
that Washington still wants a say in European affairs but is no longer willing to invest the
corresponding financial and security resources.” In other words, if the US just “wants NATO
260
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to play a role that the EC is able to do effectively” and “has no desire [and] no obligation to
become engaged in the Yugoslav-type security crises that seem most likely to confront
Europe,” there was no reason to give the Americans “a major say in European affairs.”263
With the United States’ significant reliance upon its military power for its influence, credibility
concerns mainly emerged in the security realm. They came in two forms: Rogues and
challengers. The first credibility concern: Absent the menacing confrontation with the Soviet
Union and communism, small powers would ask themselves whether Washington’s stakes
warranted the price of policing. “Regional animosities, long suppressed by Cold War tensions,
would be rekindled,” a Pentagon planner told the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs.264 Would the
US retain the necessary forces to deter such transgressions? Would Washington fight – for the
indirect gains of the global system, and not for direct benefits from the conflict? The second
credibility concern: Great powers would wonder how committed Washington was to its
preferred architecture. Would Americans be willing to bear costs even without an ideological
hazard to their way of life? Was it worth investing in alliances with the United States, or would
the Americans reap the benefits for as long as no challenger arose, and run for the hills
afterwards? I discuss these two concerns and the Bush Administration’s steps to mitigate them
one by one.
With respect to the first concern, the confirmation came swiftly and, as my theory would
expect, Washington resolved to protect its order. Iraq invaded Kuwait on the first day of
August 1990. “Yours is a society which cannot accept [ten thousand] dead in one battle,” Iraq’s
dictator told the US envoy in Baghdad before his daring move, implying that Americans had
no stomach for long wars in far-away places and would ultimately accept his land grabbing.265
“I was frankly appalled at the undertone of the discussion, which suggested resignation,”
Scowcroft later wrote about the first NSC meeting to respond to Iraq’s conquest. “The remarks
tended to skip over the enormous stake the United States had in the situation, or the
ramification of the aggression on the emerging post-Cold War world.”266 The Secretary of
Defense later told an interviewer that people had argued “Kuwait, who cares about Kuwait?”
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and “most of their citizens live in the south of France anyway.”267 However, Thatcher told
Bush the day after the invasion that “if Iraq wins, no small state is safe” and “we must do
everything possible.”268 A few days later, a high-ranking US dignitary concluded in a crucial
NSC meeting: “This is the first test of the post war system.”269
The US government could – and ultimately did – defeat Saddam Hussein’s armies, with broad
reverberations throughout the international system, but also revealing the domestic difficulties
Washington faced in its new role.270 The intervention strengthened others’ confidence in the
United States’ willingness to fight. “If before the war we were convinced of the need for a US
presence, after the effectiveness and efficiency shown by the US, we are all the more
convinced now,” the Italian Prime Minister told Bush in March 1991.271 However, garnering
political support at home had been difficult. Casualties had been loathed. Costs had been
dreaded. Failure had been feared. For instance, the military forces had been aware that high
losses would once again damage their reputation and, hence, their position within the American
society. “Powell’s number one priority was to rearrange the relation with the American
people,” a former JCS official told me. Scarred by Vietnam, military commanders wanted the
armed forces to have the support of the population. “He succeeded,” the former executive
concluded, by pushing the Administration into an expensive but overpowering deployment that
delivered a crushing victory.272 However, the entire process had been an uphill battle, and
policymakers at home and abroad were not sure such American engagements could be repeated
at will.
When the crisis in Yugoslavia erupted in 1991, the US could not repeat the feat. “A huge row
broke out,” a British diplomat later remembered. The Americans were to blame for it, “because
they wanted to lecture us on how we should behave without putting any of their own money on
the table. They would tell us what we should do with our troops but they were absolutely
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unwilling to put any of their own troops there.”273 An NSC staffer later noted that “there was
not much confusion in the government about whether we had a vital interest to defend in the
Balkans. There was a consensus at the top of the government that we did not.” But there was
no consensus on the impact of US inaction upon the transatlantic relationship, or on the direct
cost of action at home. Another official said that “we needed to articulate our vital interests in
Europe in a way that the military knew how to go through its standard force planning
procedures,” but this was not done. “What are the truly vital interests in the new Europe, ones
for which we are going to fight.” 274 Without that articulation, the US did not again go to war.
Credibility concerns over US willingness to bear costs notwithstanding, policymakers in
Washington did not want to fight wars. Corresponding to my theory’s expectations, they
wanted foes to understand that using force was pointless. They wanted allies to believe
Washington would enforce the system’s rules.275 On both accounts, they believed they could
persuade. Political will was hard to fathom, but military power could be made transparent.
Thus, to increase American credibility, US armed forces needed to be able to win swiftly and
relatively cheaply thousands of miles away from home. White House military planners wanted
US forces to have “a degree of agility, readiness, and sustainability appropriate to the likely
regional contingencies.”276 They recognized that at the regional level, the “distance between a
superpower and an aspiring regional hegemon had been greatly foreshortened,” and thus that
US superiority in high-tech conventional weaponry was the key competitive advantage in the
decades ahead.277 Such a “decisive force” was necessary because “half-measures and confused
objectives extract a severe price in the form of a protracted conflict which can cause needless
[…] a divided nation at home [and] defeat.” The strongest nation on the planet would “lose”
273
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because its people would not want to fight anymore. Hence, the Pentagon needed the “ability to
rapidly assemble the forces needed to win,” which was defined as “the concept of applying
decisive force to overwhelm our adversaries and thereby terminate conflict swiftly with a
minimum loss of life.”278
As noted above, besides dealing with disgruntled secondary actors, Washington also faced a
second credibility concern: Reliably responding to potentially rising great powers. To lessen
such concerns, Pentagon planners concluded that the “first objective” of the United States was
“to prevent the reemergence of a new rival,” either in Russia or elsewhere. Hence, Washington
should “prevent any hostile power from dominating” Western Europe, East Asia, Russia, and
Southwest Asia. “Under consolidated control,” these regions’ resources would be “sufficient to
generate global power,” they wrote, which would be inacceptable for US goals.279 Defense
intellectuals later argued that because “the history of the Twentieth Century is replete with
instances of major, unanticipated strategic shifts” and since changes in the US strategic posture
could not be made quickly, “a proper appreciation of uncertainty” had to be “a critical part of
any realistic defense strategy,” thereby making it clear that the Pentagon was gearing up to
confront any challenger beyond the horizon.280 “We must preserve a credible capability to
forestall any potential adversary from competing militarily with the United States,” concluded
the 1992 military strategy.281
In turn, to prevent a rival’s emergence, the United States had to pursue a number of critical
steps, Pentagon officials concluded. First and foremost, Washington had to “show the
leadership necessary to establish and protect a new order” that “convinced potential
competitors that they need not aspire to a greater role or pursue a more aggressive posture to
protect their legitimate interests.”282 Paul Wolfowitz, one the main thinkers behind the Bush
Administration’s military strategy, later wrote that “US leadership was essential for preserving
this strategic depth since the unparalleled security we now enjoyed came not only from our
own military superiority but from the fact that most of the other strong countries of the world
were our allies.” The Secretary of Defense and various military strategists within the
government “believed that we still needed allies and friends.” Yet they also believed that the
Gulf War coalition “would not have come together without the demonstration of US ability and
278
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willingness to act alone if necessary.”283 An order in which the powerful could prosper was a
necessary precondition, but it was the US that had to sustain it, the foreign policy notables of
the Bush Administration concluded.
The second step envisioned by the Pentagon to avert a rival: The US had to “maintain the
mechanisms for deterring potential competitors from even aspiring to a larger regional or
global role.” In turn, this required establishing a wide technological gap, so that “a potential
rival could not hope to quickly or easily gain a predominant military position in the world.”284
Secretary Cheney’s testimony in Congress revealed these interrelations. “The central tenet of
America’s global strategy is and should remain [to] deter aggression against our global
interests by maintaining – with our allies – a credible array of military responses, aimed at
making the cost of such aggression exceed any possible gains,” Cheney said. To this end, the
US needed to maintain “high quality” forces, even “if that means major reductions in our
manpower and active force structure.” Cheney noted that “high quality derives mostly from our
military people, but it also requires that our weapons and systems be technologically superior.”
Consequently, “to ensure such superiority, we must […] emphasize military research and
development, and terminate some older programs to fund more advanced systems,” the
Secretary of Defense concluded.285
Ultimately, American strategists envisioned a military posture that would sustain a preeminent
politico-economic position for the United States far into the future. Absent additional
investments, given its existent weaponry and technology, the United States could remain the
most powerful nation for a decade or two. Yet US strategists did not want to block the potential
rivals they envisioned at the end of the Cold War. They wanted their country to become so
overwhelmingly strong that no other state would even consider becoming its rival.286 “My
preferred way of fighting wars is to never let anybody think that they could win one against us.
I want to be the bully on the block,” Powell told Congress in February 1992. “That’s what
deterrence is all about, putting it in the mind of an opponent that there is no future in trying to
challenge the Armed Forces of the United States. We have to make sure that that could be seen
by any potential challenger. Every time in our history we have failed to understand this simple
283
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point we have lived to regret it,” the JCS Chairman concluded.287 “We debated, like [Paul]
Nitze [at the end of the 1940s and beginning of the 1950s], that primacy had to be so clear that
it would dissuade people from even getting into the game,” a Pentagon official told me.288 The
United States would be the world’s lone superpower not just in the 1990s, but for a long time –
the necessary foundation for its broad politico-economic ambitions.

5.6 Conclusion
Outside the US government, many argued at the end of the Cold War that preeminent force had
become superfluous. Alliances should be abandoned, security guarantees should be rescinded,
and military spending should be reduced, both former officials and renowned scholars
proposed. “As a country, we must move on,” former Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger
told Congress at the end of January 1990. “To proceed as if transformation had not occurred
would ultimately be self-defeating,” he argued, pointing out that the Soviet Union had lost the
confrontation, that the United States had become the last superpower standing, and that the
utility of US military deployments to Europe was debatable. Therefore, “the new and
substantially reduced role for [US] forces [in Europe] is to provide negotiating leverage to help
assure the substantial drawdown of Soviet forces in Eastern Europe,” Schlesinger concluded,
arguing that overarching responsibility for the security of the continent should be transferred
into European – mainly German and French – hands. “We should plan, now, radically to scale
back our forces in Europe,” Schlesinger advised.289 With the core threat defeated, the game of
international military primacy was not worth its candle anymore, one of the most prominent IR
professors in the United States concluded in an influential article three years after Schlesinger’s
testimony, reflecting an emerging near-consensus within academic circles.290
In this chapter, I explored why the Bush Administration not only ignored this advice, but
moved decisively in the opposite direction. Transatlantic arrangements were refurbished and
refashioned, security assurances were restated and expanded, and military primacy remained a
key goal of the US government. The available archival evidence strongly suggests that
287
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(Spring 1993): 52–67.
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government officials did at no point conclude that preeminent force had outlived its usefulness
with the demise of the Soviet Union. On the contrary, they thought primacy a necessary
condition for achieving their broad politico-economic aims. With a majority of the White
House documents on security policy now declassified, it is safe to conclude that this consensus
was held among the President’s key advisors. Furthermore, much submits that it was also held
by numerous individuals involved in long-term governmental strategic assessment at planning.
Support for primacy was shared across several levels of the US government, across various
departments and agencies, and across party lines. I could not find a single government report in
which this verdict is fundamentally challenged. At the risk of oversimplifying, three
fundamentals define this consensus. First, the structure of the US economy continued to push
American leaders to uphold an open international economic order. Second, Washington faced a
credibility problem, as it had to persuade others that it would protect this order. Finally, to
enhance credibility, US leaders resolved that an asymmetry in military power would
counterbalance an inherent asymmetry of stakes.
More specifically, I find strong evidence that the cogs and wheels of my mechanism have been
at work. The available record submits that the Bush Administration perceived overall economic
growth at home as the best answer to both winning elections and solidifying democracy and
capitalism. Within a competitive international arena, US statesmen saw few threats, but
envisioned many opportunities. Significant evidence suggests that leaders in Washington
determined that the largest and most competitive industrial economy on the planet would
continue to benefit greatly from unencumbered global markets. Thus, US decision-makers
sought to expand and protect the international open economic order. In internal deliberations,
American strategists frequently worried that their designs would not remain universally
welcomed. Therefore, they sought the leverage necessary to either entice or pressure others
into acquiescence – for many decades ahead. An extensive review of the existing archival
sources reveals that, as they recognized the critical juncture in world politics, key officials
within the Bush Administration positioned the United States as the indispensable security
lynchpin within a transformed European architecture. As a consequence, defense planners were
incentivized to retain large forces and a significant military gap in order to increase
Washington’s credibility that it was willing to sustain the order it had just refashioned. This
chapter found my mechanism to have played an important role in a second case study. The next
chapter seeks to persuade that rival explanations cannot fully account for US behavior during
either the Truman or the Bush Administrations.
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6 Rival Theories, Supporting Data &
Case Study Evidence
The purpose of this this project’s last core chapter is to explore available alternative
explanations for US military primacy; to discuss these explanations’ logical soundness; to
assess the evidence that has been marshaled in their support; and to test their empirical
predictions against the decision-making processes of the Truman and Bush Administrations.
And yet, from the very beginning, identifying the critical sources of alternative explanations is
no easy feat. Below, I start by reviewing three obstacles: First, potentially relevant literatures
are not immediately obvious. Second, most work is not explanatory in nature. Finally, much
scholarship cannot be concatenated into overarching explanatory theories. Consequently, I
distill eight alternative explanations from the available literature. Where some stress “security,”
others place “ideas” or “habit” at the center of their argument. In contrast, “hegemon”
explanations are opposed by arguments putting the spotlight on “elites.” Finally, explanations
laying emphasis on “bureaucratic influence,” on “pork politics,” and on the “industrial
complex” merit attention. The overarching argument I propose in this chapter is that many of
these eight accounts illuminate particular cogs and wheels that ultimately press for preeminent
force, but none can provide a fully satisfying account of the phenomenon.
Three barriers hinder the identification of key alternative explanations. First, it is unclear how
wide the net should be cast. If one keeps a narrow focus, the relevant contributions are few.1
Only a handful of scholarly works in IR sought to explain the foundations of the US pursuit of
preeminent force over longer time-spans after World War II. If one takes a broader approach,
thereby including work in political science and history that attempts to account for American
grand strategy and for Washington’s involvement in global affairs during the past seven
decades, the pool widens massively.2 Finally, if one chooses a far-reaching strategy, thus
incorporating literatures from various disciplines trying to illuminate, for example, the
rationale behind the US alliance system, the meaning of force within international relations, or
1

As all are cited below, listing them here appeared superfluous.
A few examples are G. John Ikenberry, Liberal Leviathan: The Origins, Crisis, and Transformation of the
American World Order (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012); Hal Brands, Making the Unipolar Moment:
U.S. Foreign Policy and the Rise of the Post-Cold War Order, (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2016); or Bruce
Cumings, Dominion from Sea to Sea: Pacific Ascendancy and American Power (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 2009).
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past great-power expansions, the quantity of available material becomes overtaxing.3 Pursuant
to this discussion, I resolved to select those contributions that allow for better-specified
empirical predictions. Ultimately, this chapter includes all entries from the above mentioned
first category; most from the second; and only a select few from the third.
A second difficulty in selecting key alternative explanations is the fact that the bulk of the
available literature in not explanatory in nature, and theoretical propositions must first be
distilled from varied contributions. For instance, most work is either prescriptive or predictive:
It seeks to either counsel policymakers or to glimpse into the future. Explanatory theory is
often the bedrock foundation of these literatures. However, it is rarely made explicit and almost
never tested. To illustrate, entire stacks of books have been written about the broad idea of US
global domination, its origins, its implications, and its future – but dealing only marginally
with force preeminence.4 In addition, writers assuming that military primacy was beneficial to
the United States sought to assess and estimate the sustainability (or transience) of US world
dominance.5 Conversely, a vivid debate has also taken place on the actual desirability of
military predominance – an effort chiefly aimed at providing policy prescriptions to US
decision makers.6 Furthermore, the broader implications to and expected reactions of other
3

Potentially relevant contributions range from Stephen M. Walt, Origins of Alliances (Cornell University Press,
1990); David A. Baldwin, Power and International Relations: A Conceptual Approach (Princeton University
Press, 2016); John Darwin, Unfinished Empire: The Global Expansion of Britain (New York: Bloomsbury Press,
2013); and to Brendan Simms, Europe: The Struggle for Supremacy (New York: Basic Books, 2013).
4
A few prominent examples are Moises Naim, The End of Power: From Boardrooms to Battlefields and
Churches to States, Why Being In Charge Isn’t What It Used to Be (New York: Basic Books, 2013); Charles A.
Kupchan, No One’s World: The West, the Rising Rest, and the Coming Global Turn (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2013); Fareed Zakaria, Post-American World and the Rise of the Rest (Penguin Books, 2009); or AnneMarie Slaughter, A New World Order (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005). Also, Bret Stephens, America
in Retreat: The New Isolationism and the Coming Global Disorder (New York: Sentinel, 2014); Stephen
Sestanovich, Maximalist: America in the World from Truman to Obama (New York: Vintage, 2014); or James
Steinberg and Michael E. O`Hanlon, Strategic Reassurance and Resolve: U.S.-China Relations in the TwentyFirst Century (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014).
5
A few recent examples are Joseph S. Nye Jr, Is the American Century Over (Malden: Polity, 2015); Jonathan
Kirshner, American Power after the Financial Crisis, 1 edition (Ithaca ; London: Cornell University Press, 2014);
Amitav Acharya, The End of American World Order (Malden: Polity, 2014); Simon Reich and Richard Ned
Lebow, Good-Bye Hegemony!: Power and Influence in the Global System (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2014); Randall L. Schweller, Maxwell’s Demon and the Golden Apple (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 2014); also, Stephen G. Brooks and William C. Wohlforth, World Out of Balance: International Relations
and the Challenge of American Primacy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008).
6
Most relevant seem Richard W. Maass, Carla Norrlof, and Daniel W. Drezner, “The Profitability of Primacy,”
International Security 38, no. 4 (Spring 2014): 188–205; Daniel W. Drezner, “Military Primacy Doesn’t Pay
(Nearly As Much As You Think),” International Security 38, no. 1 (Summer 2013): 52–79; Campbell Craig et al.,
“Debating American Engagement: The Future of U.S. Grand Strategy,” International Security 38, no. 2 (Fall
2013): 181–99; Stephen G. Brooks, G. John Ikenberry, and William C. Wohlforth, “Don’t Come Home, America:
The Case against Retrenchment,” International Security 37, no. 3 (December 2012): 7–51; Charles L Glaser,
“Why Unipolarity Doesn’t Matter (Much),” Cambridge Review of International Affairs 24, no. 2 (June 2011):
135–47; or Martha Finnemore, “Legitimacy, Hypocrisy, and the Social Structure of Unipolarity: Why Being a
Unipole Isn’t All It’s Cracked Up to Be,” World Politics 61, no. 1 (2009): 58–85. For examples from the previous
round of this debate, Eugene Gholz, Daryl G. Press, and Harvey M. Sapolsky, “Come Home, America: The
Strategy of Restraint in the Face of Temptation,” International Security 21, no. 4 (Spring 1997): 5–48; Robert
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countries to US military preeminence have also received some consideration – mostly as a
theory-building endeavor. 7 Last but not least, scholars proposed bottom-up models of
preference aggregation within democratic societies, frameworks that explain foreign policy as a
function of domestic coalitional interests. As useful as these frameworks are as instruments of
ex-post empirical analysis, they do not directly yield causal explanations for the military
primacy decision.8
A third difficulty: Much scholarship deals with particular benefits of US military primacy, but
– as interesting as these debates are – these purported benefits cannot add up to form a coherent
explanation of the phenomenon. Hence, these literatures do not yield persuasive explanatory
theories of the US government’s decision to seek a preeminence of force. To illustrate, some
argued military spending stimulated the economy by creating jobs, boosting aggregate demand,
and spurring significant technological innovation.9 Yet others retorted that defense expenditure
did not significantly boost the economy, and any positive effect was inefficient in comparison
to comparable levels of civilian spending or tax reductions.10 Cold War officials would have
placed themselves in this second camp. US policymakers believed that, over the long-term,
investments in more productive sectors of the economy would provide greater benefits to the
broader American society.11 “Large and growing military expenditures not only would divert
resources from the civilian purposes to which they should be put but also would have more
subtle effects on our economic system,” White House analysts wrote. “Higher taxes, if
necessary, would have a proportionally dampening effect on incentives and on the dynamic

Jervis, “International Primacy: Is the Game Worth the Candle?,” International Security 17, no. 4 (Spring 1993):
52–67; or Samuel P. Huntington, “Why International Primacy Matters,” International Security 17, no. 4 (April 1,
1993): 68–83.
7
For instance Nuno P. Monteiro, Theory of Unipolar Politics (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014);
Birthe Hansen, Unipolarity and World Politics: A Theory and Its Implications (London: Routledge, 2012); or
Thomas S. Mowle and David H. Sacko, The Unipolar World: An Unbalanced Future (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2007).
8
For instance, Kevin Narizny, The Political Economy of Grand Strategy (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2007);
but also Peter Trubowitz, Defining the National Interest: Conflict and Change in American Foreign Policy
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998); and Etel Solingen, Regional Orders at Century’s Dawn (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1998).
9
Aynur Alptekin and Paul Levine, “Military Expenditure and Economic Growth: A Meta-Analysis,” European
Journal of Political Economy 28, no. 4 (December 2012): 636–50; Sonmez H. Atesoglu, “Defense Spending and
Aggregate Output in the United States,” Defence and Peace Economics 20, no. 1 (2009): 21–26; Jesús Crespo
Cuaresma and Gerhard Reitschuler, “A Non‐linear Defence‐growth Nexus? Evidence from the US Economy,”
Defence and Peace Economics 15, no. 1 (2004): 71–82; Todd Sandler and Keith Hartley, The Economics of
Defense (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995).
10
Uk Heo, “The Relationship between Defense Spending and Economic Growth in the United States,” Political
Research Quarterly 63, no. 4 (December 2010): 760–70; Alptekin and Levine, “Military Expenditure and
Economic Growth”; David C. Mowery, “Defense-Related R&D as a Model for ‘Grand Challenges’ Technology
Policies,” Research Policy 41, no. 10 (2012): 1703–15.
11
Willard L. Thorp, “Memo for Acheson: NSC-68,” April 5, 1950, Foreign Relations of the United States (FRUS)
1950 (1): 218-220.
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nature of the economy, without any offsetting production impact from the expenditures.”12 And
yet, this conclusion tells us little about why the US government sought preeminent force.
A number of other academic discussions addressing purported particular benefits of primacy
are also worth mentioning. For instance, scholars claimed military preeminence persuaded
other nations to buy American weapons; pay for the Pentagon’s deployments; subsidize
Washington’s war waging; or provide preferential treatment to US investors and merchants.13
Nevertheless, the US government appears to often sacrifice economic advantage for political
interests.14 Some allies do subsidize the basing of US forces on their territory, but it is far more
common for the United States to pay nations for this privilege.15 When it comes to war waging
or preferential investments and trade deals, allies seem to directly aid Washington only when it
suits their interests. The link to American military preeminence is never as direct as its
proponents claim.16 Central to the debate has also been the argument that upholding the dollar
as the global reserve currency yielded tremendous benefits and military primacy was a
prerequisite for such a feat.17 And yet, the costs and benefits of a reserve currency have been
vividly debated and the role of military primacy as a necessary condition has remained
contested.18 As these considerations make clear, these factors might all play a role towards the
ultimate form primacy takes, but they cannot add up to a persuasive rationale for the pursuit of
primacy. Below, I review the eight alternative explanations I identified.

12

William F. Schaub, “Memo for Lay: Comments of the Bureau of the Budget on NSC-68,” May 8, 1950, FRUS
1950 (1): 298-306.
13
For a review of these arguments, Drezner, “Military Primacy Doesn’t Pay (Nearly As Much As You Think).”
14
Jonathan Caverley and Ethan B. Kapstein, “Arms Away: How Washington Squandered Its Monopoly on
Weapons Sales,” Foreign Affairs 91, no. 5 (2012): 125–33; also Michael Mastanduno, “Economics and Security
in Statecraft and Scholarship,” International Organization 52, no. 4 (Autumn 1998): 825–54.
15
Drezner, “Military Primacy Doesn’t Pay (Nearly As Much As You Think),” 63, 66.
16
A review of the literature in Christopher J. Fettweis, “Free Riding or Restraint? Examining European Grand
Strategy,” Comparative Strategy 30, no. 4 (2011): 316–32; the classic remains Andrew Bennett, Joseph Lepgold,
and Danny Unger, “Burden-Sharing in the Persian Gulf War,” International Organization 48, no. 1 (Winter
1994): 39–75.
17
For instance, Barry Eichengreen, Exorbitant Privilege: The Rise and Fall of the Dollar and the Future of the
International Monetary System (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011).
18
For the latest on the first argument, Alan Wheatley, ed., The Power of Currencies and Currencies of Power
(New York: Routledge, 2014); also Eric Helleiner and Jonathan Kirshner, The Future of the Dollar (Cambridge:
Cornell University Press, 2012); for the second argument, Barry Eichengreen and Marc Flandreau, “The Federal
Reserve, the Bank of England, and the Rise of the Dollar as an International Currency, 1914–1939,” Open
Economies Review 23, no. 1 (2012): 57–87.
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6.1 Paramount Security
The “security” explanation proposes an elegant and parsimonious mechanism. Within the
debate around American primacy, this church has the most adherents – scholars predominantly
housed within the neorealist IR paradigm. Overall, contemporary realists of various
persuasions – this author included – accept that selfish states interact in an anarchic self-help
system, with power at the center of political life.19 However, proponents of the “security”
argument all follow Kenneth Waltz’s neorealist logic when it comes to defining states’ aims. In
anarchy, because some might use force, all must prepare to do so or else “live at the mercy” of
the powerful, Waltz argued.20 Consequently, the foundation of this school’s further theorizing
is the premise that the perpetual pursuit of survival is the main driver of state action. Any other
goals rank so far behind survival that the “security” explanation can safely ignore them.21
Within this logic, the instinctive concern with others’ potential use of force pushes states to
worry about their power and/or security position relative to others.22 When a threat to survival
arises, the “security” theory predicts that states either find someone to protect them or spend
lavishly on military capabilities. When the threat disappears, the reason to pay for guns
dwindles with it.23
To be useful, the “security” explanation has to be treated in the restricted and “survivalfocused” fashion proposed above. On the one hand, neorealists meet such confines with
ambivalence. “Security is about so much more than survival,” a prominent neorealist told me at
a recent conference.24 On the other hand, to derive useable empirical implications, neorealists
have themselves employed their theory in exactly such limiting manner. Had they expanded the
meaning of “security” to imply “the long-term success of the state,” all actions of the US
government could have been ex post accounted for, but no worthwhile predictions could have
been uttered. If “success” is what matters, when is one to focus on guns and when on butter?
19

Jeffrey W. Legro and Andrew Moravcsik, “Is Anybody Still a Realist?,” International Security 24, no. 2 (Fall
1999): 5–55; or Gideon Rose, “Neoclassical Realism and Theories of Foreign Policy,” World Politics 51, no. 1
(October 1998): 144–72.
20
Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading: Addison-Wesley, 1979), 91–92 and 102.
21
For the intellectual origins of the survival assumption, Kenneth N. Waltz, Man, the State, and War: A
Theoretical Analysis (New York: Columbia University Press, 2001), 173 and 203; “Bond the survival motive, the
aims of states may be endlessly varied,” Waltz later wrote. “They may range from the ambition to conquer the
world to the desire merely to be left alone. Survival is the prerequisite to achieving any goals that states may have,
other than the goal of promoting their own disappearance as political entities. The survival motive is taken as the
ground of action in a world where the security of states is not assured.” Waltz, Theory of International Politics,
91.
22
For a debate about the difference, John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (W. W. Norton &
Company, 2003); and Charles L. Glaser, Rational Theory of International Politics: The Logic of Competition and
Cooperation (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010).
23
For a classic, Walt, Origins of Alliances.
24
Private discussion with an American scholar, APSA Annual Meeting, San Francisco, 2 September 2017.
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The “security” explanation is indeterminate in this respect. In this section, I first describe how,
after the end of the Cold War, neorealists took a narrow approach to their own theory in order
to predict the future. As their forecasts never came true, adherents of this paradigm adopted the
“ideas” explanation in order to save their theoretical construct. Nevertheless, until now,
neorealists have provided only very little empirical evidence in support of their claim that the
“security” mechanism is sufficient to account for the US pursuit of primacy during the Cold
War. Even when taking a generous approach to this theory’s scope conditions, I can still show
that “security” has been at work, but it certainly has not been a sufficient condition even during
the Truman Administration, arguably the timeframe when it should have held most explanatory
power.
When the Cold War ended, neorealists engaged in forecasting. They concluded that survival
had become less problematic and overwhelming military advantage superfluous.

25

Furthermore, they proposed that unchecked and unhindered American power would now
menace other states’ mere existence, forcing these second-tier powers to develop their own
capabilities or band together.26 To avoid unnecessary confrontation, so prominent neorealists
predicted, the US government would significantly reduce military spending, dissolve the global
alliance system it had established, and retrench to its own hemisphere.27 When none of these
forecasts occurred, most neorealist efforts went into explaining away the absence of the
predicted behavior. Some claimed the military gap between the United States and any potential
rival was so large as to dissuade any attempts at catching up.28 Others posited US power was
momentarily not perceived as threatening and advocated American restraint in order to soothe
others’ fears.29 Again others suggested opponents were not openly defying Washington, but

25
For instance, Robert Jervis, “The Future of World Politics: Will It Resemble the Past?,” International Security
16, no. 3 (Winter 1991): 39–73.
26
Kenneth N. Waltz, “The Emerging Structure of International Politics,” International Security 18, no. 2 (Fall
1993): 44–79; also, John J. Mearsheimer, “Back to the Future: Instability in Europe after the Cold War,”
International Security 15, no. 1 (Summer 1990): 5–56; Christopher Layne, “The Unipolar Illusion: Why New
Great Powers Will Rise,” International Security 17, no. 4 (Spring 1993): 5–51; and Michael Mastanduno,
“Preserving the Unipolar Moment: Realist Theories and U.S. Grand Strategy after the Cold War,” International
Security 21, no. 4 (Spring 1997): 49–88.
27
Robert J. Art, “A Defensible Defense: America’s Grand Strategy after the Cold War,” International Security 15,
no. 4 (Spring 1991): 5–53; Barry R. Posen and Andrew L. Ross, “Competing Visions for U.S. Grand Strategy,”
International Security 21, no. 3 (Winter 1996): 5–53; and Kenneth N. Waltz, “Evaluating Theories,” The
American Political Science Review 91, no. 4 (December 1997): 913–17.
28
For example, William C. Wohlforth, “The Stability of a Unipolar World,” International Security 24, no. 1
(Summer 1999): 5–41.
29
Stephen M. Walt, Taming American Power: The Global Response to U.S. Primacy, Reprint (W. W. Norton &
Company, 2006); Keir A. Lieber and Gerard Alexander, “Waiting for Balancing: Why the World Is Not Pushing
Back,” International Security 30, no. 1 (Summer 2005): 109–39; or Kai He, “Undermining Adversaries:
Unipolarity, Threat Perception, and Negative Balancing Strategies after the Cold War,” Security Studies 21, no. 2
(2012): 154–91.
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were building asymmetric capabilities and forging informal alliances behind closed doors.30
None sought to test these claims against either US or foreign intentions. Arguably, limited
access to government documents detailing the reasoning behind decision-making after the Cold
War prevented until recently a more thorough empirical inquiry.
As this chapter will later detail, some neorealists embraced the “ideas” explanation in order to
account for discrepancy between their theories’ forecasts and the US government’s observed
behavior. Again others concluded “habit” or “bureaucracies” did all the explanatory work.
Hence, prominent neorealists returned to another argument Waltz had made earlier in his
career: Unchecked and unchallenged power allowed American decision makers to act contrary
to systemic incentives and constraints.

31

These scholars postulated the motives of

unconstrained American leaders to be momentarily exogenous to structure – and thus outside
the scope of their explanatory theory. Yet these authors assessed the leader’s deeds as
continually dependent on structure – and within the boundaries of neorealism. For instance,
neorealists thus converged with constructivists and idealists – as discussed below – upon the
conclusion that the foundations of military primacy were to be found in the power of ideas.
Neorealists argued, for example, that continued US military expansion was the result of
misguided beliefs of strategic elites – individuals bent on enhancing US prestige, advancing an
international liberal order built on American values, and “slaying dragons abroad.”32 As they
assessed imprudence to account for the outcome, neorealists deemed their theory to be
temporarily in a hiatus: Unable to explain unipolar behavior, but awaiting the revenge of the
system – balancing by others and the decline of American power – to put neorealism back in its
rightful position.33
While their theory could therefore not say much about the last three decades, neorealist
scholars claimed they could explain American strategic behavior during the previous forty
30

Robert A. Pape, “Soft Balancing against the United States,” International Security 30, no. 1 (Summer 2005): 7–
45; T.V. Paul, “Soft Balancing in the Age of U.S. Primacy,” International Security 30, no. 1 (Summer 2005): 46–
71; for a response, Stephen G. Brooks and William C. Wohlforth, “Hard Times for Soft Balancing,” International
Security 30, no. 1 (Summer 2005): 72–108.
31
Kenneth N. Waltz, “Structural Realism after the Cold War,” International Security 25, no. 1 (Summer 2000): 5–
41; for the potential intellectual origins of this idea, see Waltz, Man, the State, and War: A Theoretical Analysis,
40; Waltz, Theory of International Politics, 74–78 and 118; also, for a broader argument, Randall L. Schweller,
“Unanswered Threats: A Neoclassical Realist Theory of Underbalancing,” International Security 29, no. 2 (Fall
2004): 159–201.
32
The metaphor is adapted from John Quincy Adams. A few examples are John J. Mearsheimer, “America
Unhinged,” The National Interest, no. 129 (January 2014): 9–30; Barry R. Posen, “Pull Back,” Foreign Affairs 92,
no. 1 (February 2013): 116–28; Richard K. Betts, “From Cold War to Hot Peace: The Habit of American Force,”
Political Science Quarterly 127, no. 3 (2012): 353–368.
33
For a neorealist attempt to theorize such “foolishness,” Stephen Van Evera, “Why States Believe Foolish Ideas:
Non-Self-Evaluation by States and Societies” (Massachusetts Institute of Technology Political Science
Department and Security Studies Program, January 2002).
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years – but took few steps to test their propositions. To prove their case, neorealists would have
had to show that their proposed “security” mechanism was at work during a number of key
decision-making processes. To the very least, they would have had to thoroughly investigate
one crucial case. They would demonstrate that they reviewed a majority of the materials from
critical internal deliberations within a certain Administration. They would make transparent
how American decision makers worried about the adversary’s potential use of force. They
would show that, whether proximate or distant, the threat of such adversarial violence did not
arise in retaliation to some US behavior stemming from tertiary aims. In contrast, they would
illuminate how the adversary was thought to pose a mortal threat to the United States on the
basis of his own interest – expansion over Eurasia and, ultimately, the world. At the very least,
they would show threats to the American way of life as sufficient for explaining Washington’s
behavior. And yet, neorealists do not perform such testing. To provide just one illustration, an
essay by Barry Posen and Stephen Van Evera seeking to compare the strategy of the Ronald
Reagan Administration to that of Harry Truman argued that all that Washington wanted in the
late 1940s was “to prevent the industrial power of Eurasia from falling under the control of any
single state.” One historian’s analysis and one participant’s memoir were cited as evidence.34
This dissertation’s chapter on the Truman Administration has shown that concerns over
physical security were far from sufficient an explanation for the decision to pursue military
primacy. With tensions between Washington and Moscow at their zenith, the end of the 1940s
and the beginning of the 1950s should be the easiest case for the “security” theory. And yet, the
leaders of the most powerful state in the world did not fear a Soviet invasion of the American
heartlands. In contrast, they dreaded the domestic consequences of their own opposition to a
Soviet Union who had expanded throughout Eurasia. However, as Kennan and others argued
within the US government, latest by 1950, solutions to contain Soviet and communist
expansion had become available. They would have, nonetheless, been possible only at the
expense of creating an international economic system that could further enhance the prosperity
of the United States. Without boosted wealth, at the very least, maintaining high spending to
contain a faraway power and ideology would have been problematic in the long term,

34

Barry R. Posen and Stephen Van Evera, “Defense Policy and the Reagan Administration: Departure from
Containment,” International Security 8, no. 1 (Summer 1983): 3–45; they mainly cite John Lewis Gaddis,
Strategies of Containment: A Critical Appraisal of American National Security Policy during the Cold War (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1982); and George F. Kennan, Memoirs: 1925-1950 (New York: Little Brown &
Company, 1967). “After World War II […] the United States took the lead in organizing a balancing coalition and
deployed substantial forces in both [Europe and Asia] to deny the USSR any possibility of a quick a decisive
victory [and] spent the next 40+ years containing the expansion of Soviet power” Stephen Walt recently wrote,
with this conventional wisdom so entrenched that no source was deemed necessary. “US Grand Strategy after the
Cold War: Can Realism Explain It? Should Realism Guide It?,” International Relations 32, no. 1 (2018): 3–22.
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American policymakers recognized. Overall, it is not that the “security” mechanism was not at
play. It is just that, even at the height of the conflict with Moscow, Washington’s key
policymakers saw “security” far from sufficient for producing the outcome. Thus, “security”
provides analysts with too narrow a lens to understand and predict American behavior. Two
archival sources should illustrate these conclusions.
“The issues that face us are momentous, involving the fulfillment or destruction not only of
this Republic but of civilization itself,” NSC-68 started. And yet, as I have already shown in
this dissertation’s fourth chapter, few if any within the Administration designed policy upon
such simplifications. Even NSC-68 quickly moved away from this straightforward scenario.
“The fundamental purpose [of the United States] is to assure the integrity and vitality of our
free society, which is founded upon the dignity and worth of the individual,” the document
stated in the next paragraph, a goal that went much further than just ensuring the “survival” of
the entity. Out of this broader purpose, NSC-68 derived the “reality” of an American
“determination to maintain the essential elements of individual freedom,” to “create conditions
under which our free and democratic system can live and prosper,” and “to fight if necessary to
defend our way of life.” And yet, while one would expect endless resources to protect
“survival,” the document acknowledged that “the ability of the American economy to support a
build-up of economic and military strength at home and to assist a build-up abroad is limited
not, as in the case of the Soviet Union, so much by the ability to produce as by the decision on
the proper allocation of resources to this and other purposes.”35 Officials knew rearmament
would be difficult exactly because they were not defending the “survival” or the citizenry, but
shielding a combination of broader – and less self-evident – strategic, political, and economic
goals.
A final example is revealing. In February 1950, Dean Rusk, a high-level Truman appointee
within the State Department, wrote to Paul Nitze at the Policy Planning Staff. In a previous
memorandum, Nitze’s staff had noted that “the United States will stand or fall as a democracy
and that we do not anticipate United States survival as something other than a democracy.” Yet
Rusk did not agree with such radicalism. “I have no doubt but that our policy should be stated
that way and that present action should be based upon that policy,” he wrote. In other words,
the government should tell the people that survival was not worth without democracy. Also,
the government should invest all resources it could make available towards securing
democracy. “I see no particular point in our debating now what alternative forms might
35
Paul Nitze, “Report to the President Pursuant to the President’s Directive: NSC-68,” April 7, 1950, FRUS 1950
(1): 235-292.
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develop in the event of a fatal shock to our free democratic system,” Rusk noted. And yet, he
was fully aware that “we can be reasonably certain that 150 million people will not perish and
that, before doing so, they will bring about basic changes in both ideology and political
structure.” Elites were willing to sacrifice much to preserve their preferred way of political and
economic life. But the life of the people was out of the question. They would rather change
their ideology than die.36

6.2 Unbridled Ideas
Three schools of thought rely upon the power of “ideas” to explain the US desire for military
primacy over the last three decades. All three groups of scholars accept the neorealist claim
that, ever since the end of the Cold War, structural constraints upon US behavior have been
lacking or limited at best. Consequently, constructivists – the first group – argue Washington
seeks preeminence of force to enhance its status and reputation within the international system.
Second, idealists take an expansive view of US aims and propose that overwhelming military
power is necessary to spread democracy and human rights around the globe. Third, as they see
their own theory as temporarily non-applicable, neorealists fuse constructivist and idealist
explanations to account for US behavior. None of the three categories of researchers has been
engaged in any serious attempt to empirically test such propositions. In this section, I discuss
these claims; sketch their expected empirical implications; and outline the pertinent data
emerging from my two case studies. I focus on the most influential argument of “ideas”
explanations, and argue that status played an important role in the decision-making processes
of the US government, but not in the way “ideas” proponents would have expected them to do.
American officials were very much concerned with their “reputation for power,” but did not
believe mere “symbols” would be in any way helpful.
Constructivists argued that the United States acquired expensive toys to boost its standing in
the world. The US government “should be driven primarily by an objective assessment of its
strategic position and the threats it faces to its physical security and economic well-being,”
John Glaser stated in the latest constructivist contribution.37 However, “the position of the
United States in the post-Cold War era has been one of fundamental security,” Glaser
concluded. Thus, to account for the pursuit of military primacy, he and others proposed that the
leaders of the (still) dominant state worried about status. By acquiring military preeminence,
36

Dean Rusk, “Memo for Nitze,” February 23, 1950, FRUS 1950 (1): 167-168.
John Glaser, “Status, Prestige, Activism and the Illusion of American Decline,” Washington Quarterly 41, no. 1
(Spring 2018): 173–97.
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they acted preemptively to avoid demotion and upkeep their perception of high rank.38 Within
this logic, armed forces were seen as major symbols of status in the hierarchy of nations. Thus,
such symbols provided influence and authority over others. Conversely, when missing such
symbols, states were excluded from major clubs, the argument went. Therefore, to gain status
states “engage in ostentatious display of conspicuous waste by purchasing expensive weapons
systems that do not tangibly improve security,” Glaser wrote. In a nutshell, where individuals
buy a high-end watch, a luxury car, or a coveted handbag to display their position in society
through the ability to spend discretionary income, states acquire useless weapons.
Glaser and his fellow constructivists proposed an intriguing argument, but provided little
evidence in its support. To illustrate his mechanism, Glaser cited President John F. Kennedy.
In the aftermath of the humiliating failure of the 1961 Bay of Pigs invasion, with his advisors
recommending “a greater military commitment as the only way to save American prestige,”
Kennedy asked “what is prestige.” He inquired whether it was “the shadow of power or the
substance of power.” He resolved that the United States was going to “work on the substance
of power.” Consequently, Glaser concluded that “too much of post-Cold War US foreign
policy has been driven by status and prestige concerns, or as Kennedy put it, the shadow, not
the substance, of power.” Glaser settled that such “prestige-driven foreign policy” was
“expensive, expansive, and risky.”39 Nevertheless, to test these claims, neither Glaser nor other
constructivists engaged in anything more than a summary congruence analysis on the basis of
publicly available sources. These authors primarily traced the behavior of the present-day
Administration, thereby ignoring the fact that this approach was likely to elicit the least amount
of data. From this limited base, they could show that US leaders worried about their state’s
status, but could provide no evidence that they were seeking merely “shadow” instead of
“substance.”40
In the same vein discussed above, both idealists and neorealists embraced related arguments,
yet also provided no proof for their claims. Idealists contended that America was a shining city
38

See also Tudor A. Onea, “Between Dominance and Decline: Status Anxiety and Great Power Rivalry,” Review
of International Studies 40, no. 1 (2014): 125–152; and US Foreign Policy in the Post-Cold War Era: Restraint
versus Assertiveness from George H.W. Bush to Barack Obama (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013); or
Reinhard Wolf, “Respect and Disrespect in International Politics: The Significance of Status Recognition,”
International Theory 3, no. 1 (February 2011): 105–142; and “Donald Trump’s Status-Driven Foreign Policy,”
Survival 59, no. 5 (October 2017): 99–116; for the “status” argument in relation to rising powers and the
intellectual origins of this mechanism, Deborah Welch Larson and Alexei Shevchenko, “Status Seekers: Chinese
and Russian Responses to U.S. Primacy,” International Security 34, no. 4 (Spring 2010): 63–95.
39
Glaser, “Status, Prestige, Activism and the Illusion of American Decline,” 185–86 and 174.
40
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Baker. Not one previously classified document is cited. US Foreign Policy in the Post-Cold War Era: Restraint
versus Assertiveness from George H.W. Bush to Barack Obama, 39–49.
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upon a hill that was preordained to lead the world towards a brighter future. Hence, a big stick
was essential (and worth the costs) to tend to the needs of humanity against the opposition of
undemocratic despots. 41 No evidence was offered for the US government ever acting
principally upon such noble ideals. 42 Also, idealists never explained why global military
preeminence was needed to constrain or defeat relatively weak recalcitrant dictators. Finally,
no attempt was made to account for the variation in US behavior: If Washington got the big
stick to stop the evil, how come it used its power only against some, all while it befriended
others? In turn, neorealists fused constructivist and idealist arguments. For instance, Stephen
Walt, one of the most prominent neorealists, wrote in the latest contribution to this debate that
“US foreign policy since the end of the Cold War [has been] a more idealistic effort to spread
democracy and other liberal values.” Also, American leaders “expected other countries to
converge toward the US model of democratic government, competitive markets, rule of law,
and other liberal principles, with a helping hand from Uncle Sam” – a helping hand that
required global engagement.43 And yet, Walt made no effort to investigate whether at least one
post-Cold War Administration made decisions on the basis of these purported rationales.
As advanced by its proponents, the most powerful among these “ideas” arguments – the
constructivist reputation and status mechanism – suffers from one theoretical shortcoming: It is
unclear why leaders would deem “symbols” sufficient for enhancing their position in the
world. As proposed by Glaser and other constructivists, military primacy fulfills a strategic role
– to enhance Washington’s rank relative to others. Much speaks in favor of this function. Most
seem to conclude that a “reputation for power” is useful in foreign affairs.44 Reputation and
status appear to provide useful heuristics for actors to understand their relations with others.

41
For instance Robert R. Tomes, “American Exceptionalism in the Twenty-First Century,” Survival 56, no. 1
(February 2014): 27–50; or Robert Kagan, “Superpowers Don’t Get to Retire: What Our Tired Country Still Owes
the World,” New Republic, May 26, 2014.
42
Research suggests that neither altruistic reasons nor pure normative concerns seem strong enough to drive states
towards costly action. Overall, states appear to almost never pursue costly international moral goals that require
significant financial, human, or security costs. Chaim D. Kaufmann and Robert A. Pape, “Explaining Costly
International Moral Action: Britain’s Sixty-Year Campaign against the Atlantic Slave Trade,” International
Organization 53, no. 4 (Autumn 1999): 631–68. Such aims are more likely to be pursued when they have strong
national supporters; develop as an integral part of domestically-driven policy reforms; and further the objectives
of different constituencies within the national arena. Andrew P. Cortell and James W. Davis, “How Do
International Institutions Matter? The Domestic Impact of International Rules and Norms,” International Studies
Quarterly 40, no. 4 (December 1996): 451–78; Joshua William Busby, “Bono Made Jesse Helms Cry: Jubilee
2000, Debt Relief, and Moral Action in International Politics,” International Studies Quarterly 51, no. 2 (June
2007): 247–275.
43
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44
For the latest debate Alex Weisiger and Keren Yarhi-Milo, “Revisiting Reputation: How Past Actions Matter in
International Politics,” International Organization 69, no. 2 (Spring 2015): 473–95; and Jonathan Mercer, “The
Illusion of International Prestige,” International Security 41, no. 4 (Spring 2017): 133–68; the quote is from
Robert Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 31.
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Thereby, they help the more endowed states to win contests of expectations.45 Thus, many have
argued that leaders prefer a favorable status comparison vis-à-vis relevant others.46 However,
who would be fooled by useless military investments? Washington could acquire a reputation
for wastefulness, but not one for commitment or resolve. As the world’s preeminent military
power, does additional “symbolic” defense spending increase status? If status enhancement
were the goal, would the money not better be spent on education and infrastructure? Be it as it
may, if Glaser were right, we should expect leaders to worry about reputation and status; to
seek symbols of power that would impress others; and to dismiss these symbols’ military
usefulness.
And yet, my empirical work suggests that American leaders believed “symbols” useless
towards augmenting Washington’s position within international affairs. In contrast, they sought
easy to recognize capabilities to cheaply and swiftly neutralize an adversary’s fighting power.
At both the beginning and at the end of the Cold War, decision makers saw their state’s
reputation in a strategic fashion. They wanted others to acquiesce without the United States
always having to bribe or bully them. Officials in the Truman Administration wanted Moscow
to recognize both their power and their commitment and stand down. Policymakers in the Bush
Administration wanted a seat at Europe’s political and economic table on the basis of
America’s position as the guarantor of world order. And yet, they did not believe that their
state’s status could be enhanced by glittery toys.47 To the contrary, given America’s disparity
of stakes relative to potential adversaries, US leaders were constantly worried that their
signaling was not sufficiently costly to be credible. They fought expensive wars to reassure
allies of their commitment. They deployed and, later, retained large military contingents. They
invested in military innovation. They accepted – albeit often slowly and always reluctantly –
the political costs of dismantling militarily obsolete systems, platforms, and bases. In
conclusion, US officials surely worried about reputation and status – not because of empty
symbols, but because they questioned the sufficiency of their usable power.
45

Allan Dafoe, Jonathan Renshon, and Paul Huth, “Reputation and Status as Motives for War,” Annual Review of
Political Science 17 (May 2014): 371–93.
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6.3 Power of Habit
Most recently, Patrick Porter proposed that “habit” could alone account for the US
government’s decision to retain global commitments after the end of the Cold War.48 In a
nutshell, Porter argues that a “heterogeneous class of coastal internationalists” controls the US
policymaking process. These individuals do not make cost-benefit calculations. Instead, they
are habituated into a consensus around primacy. For Porter, who also embraces the neorealist
rationale, the material reason for global engagement – the Soviet threat – is gone, but these
policymakers’ choices remain “axiomatic.” Mental shortcuts, socialization, and the dominance
of domestic and international networks perpetuate this “unreflective” and “non-deliberative”
approach. When some question the assumptions, gatekeepers “discipline discussion.” Primacy
emerges “organically rather than through instrumental planning.”49 Porter’s is a parsimonious
proposition that, if valid, would disconfirm much of what we thought we knew about
democratic societies. And yet, this very knowledge on democracies, on the US political system,
and on “habit” in general questions the explanatory power of Porter’s framework, I argue in
this section. Significant empirical evidence would be required to persuade the skeptics.
However, there is a great discrepancy between Porter’s empirical assertions and the evidence
he marshals in their support. With respect to the Bush Administration, I find that “habit”
played a role, but is definitely not sufficient to explain the choice to keep seeking military
primacy.
Porter’s proposed mechanism is very likely to contribute to a certain extent to the observed
outcome, but seems improbable as a sufficient explanation. For better or for worse, all large
organizations rely upon habituation to oil the wheels of internal processes. The positive:
Because dissent and constant reevaluation are costly, sub-structures are selected, educated, and
monitored to reliably build upon the conclusions of others in order to effectively pursue
overarching goals. The negative: Shocks are not immediately accounted for, innovations are
often initially dismissed, and adaptation can take time and resources.50 Overall, however,
48
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“habit” seems more likely to be either an enabler or a hindrance, not the primary long-term
driver of essential behavior.51 Therefore, it seems implausible that Porter’s mechanism alone
can do all the work. For instance, for at least seven decades, the US democratic and capitalist
system successfully steered the polity toward relative domestic political stability and
tremendous economic growth. Numerous nations around the globe bought into the USorganized order. The American political, economic, and bureaucratic elites are large,
heterogeneous, and highly educated. Did five Administrations over almost three decades led
the world’s preeminent power into global engagement by acting upon nothing else than
“unexamined assumptions?” If Porter were able to prove his case, he would revolutionize our
understanding of both international relations and democratic politics.52
And yet, Porter’s evidence is thin. Empirically, he does not just argue that he could not identify
a “self-conscious” review within the accessible evidence he evaluated. To the contrary, he
purports to show the truth of its inexistence, to “demonstrate” that “a rigorous self-conscious
process is mostly absent.”53 Methodologists might quibble that such absolute negative findings
are impossible in qualitative research: We will never know what was purposefully hidden, what
was not recorded, or what evidence simply did not survive.54 Nevertheless, Porter might
persuade the less orthodox, if only he were able to (i) show that he reviewed a significant
percentage of an Administration’s internal deliberations; and that he found abundant evidence
of (ii) “unreflective” processes dismissing reassessment, and of (iii) gatekeepers habitually
dismissing dissent. Porter does not jump through these three hoops. He refers to only around a
dozen previously classified documents – the majority of which do not directly address his core
predictions. He quotes merely one interview with a mid-level Clinton Administration official.
He draws mostly on secondary literature with almost no access to archival evidence and heavy
reliance on interviews; on memoirs; and on contemporary media reporting. What is more,
Porter only shows that the Clinton Administration publicly professed to sustain global
engagement and, subsequently, invested the required resources. In contrast, even from his thin
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evidentiary base, he can provide no solid proof for individuals opposing a review, for
“unreflective” behavior, or for “habitual” gatekeeping.
Two examples should illustrate my assessment. “There is no evidence of a more fundamental
revision process beyond consideration of how best to implement primacy,” Porter submits.55
To substantiate this assertion, he cites two speeches by statesmen in the Clinton Administration
– one by Secretary of State Warren Christopher and one by National Security Advisor Anthony
Lake. Both documents outline the foreign policy fundamentals of the Clinton Administration.
None gives any guidance regarding internal reviews. None touches upon any forgone
conclusions based on “habituation.”56 Also, Porter cites interview-based accounts discussing
the timing and goals of the Clinton reviews – they reveal little about the nature of these
reassessments.57 A second example: “Strong habitual assumptions also informed the inquiry of
the National Defense Panel,” Porter claims.58 His only evidence: The panel concluded US
primacy should be maintained and its members were all “defense insiders.” Yet these
observations are congruent with numerous other explanations. Maybe the panelists were all
motivated by bureaucratic interests, by military-industrial enticements, or by particular
domestic political interest groups backing large armed forces. Or maybe they carefully
deliberated the costs and benefits of “global stability” to broad US interests, reflected upon the
ability of their government to achieve its goals within a certain posture, and concluded primacy
was still the optimal strategy.
At the end of the Cold War, “habit” surely played a role, but not in the simplistic way Porter’s
mechanism would have expected it to do. On the one hand, throughout the Administration,
large segments of the US government were involved in various strategic reviews. Policy was
built upon assessments from the intelligence agencies, upon reports from State or Defense, and
upon input from Treasury and the USTR. Cost-benefit analyses were omnipresent. In contrast
to what Porter’s theory would predict, policy debates were frequent and fierce. As the second
case study of this project shows, “instrumental planning” was the name of the game within the
55
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Bush Administration. On the other hand, the key policymakers who came into office in January
1989 did not start their assessments of international affairs, of US objectives, and of the role of
military primacy from a blank slate. Instead, they were concerned that the Reagan
Administration had neglected certain long-held priorities, were bent to achieve various US
goals at one fell swoop, and were seeking the instruments necessary to achieve these ends.
Thus, this group of people built upon shared notions, aims, and assessments to establish a
somewhat less tedious policymaking process. To ensure that the President’s priorities would
come on top, they did in fact “discipline discussion,” but there was little “unreflective” about
their approach.

6.4 Indispensable Hegemon
The “hegemon-focused” explanations seek to account for the establishment of international
order. They are not directly concerned with military primacy, but assume this posture to be an
inherent consequence of certain order-building endeavors. They advance intriguing causal
mechanisms, and this project has built extensively upon their insights. These explanations can
be divided into two core debates – those associated with Hegemonic Stability Theory (HST)
and those emerging from “liberal” disputes. Neither HST nor liberal explanations can provide a
satisfactory account for the rationales and policies of US leaders. HST explanations have too
narrow a focus to say much about American military primacy. In turn, liberal explanations take
too broad a perspective to generate precise predictions about US behavior. In this section, I
start by outlining the core HST explanation, its limitations, and its implications. Second, I
discuss the most influential liberal explanation, its predictions, and the evidence marshalled in
its support. Finally, I briefly test both explanations against evidence derived from my two case
studies. I find that both explanations illuminate important aspects, but need further theoretical
development in order to be useful for the question under investigation here.
HST explanations posit that an open order needs a protector to function, but have little to say
about the system’s other components.59 Scholars of international political economy noticed
59

Charles Kindleberger, Stephen Krasner, Robert Gilpin and Robert Keohane are seen as HST’s main proponents.
See Charles P. Kindleberger, “Dominance and Leadership in the International Economy: Exploitation, Public
Goods, and Free Rides,” International Studies Quarterly 25, no. 2 (June 1981): 242–54; and The World in
Depression, 1929-1939 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986); Stephen D. Krasner, “State Power and
the Structure of International Trade,” World Politics 28, no. 3 (April 1976): 317–47; Robert Gilpin, U.S. Power
and the Multinational Corporation: The Political Economy of Foreign Direct Investment (New York: Basic
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that, although capitalist industrial economies draw undeniable benefits from the widening of
international commercial spaces, for relative economic openness to exist, international
economic infrastructure needs to be created, managed, and enforced. These “running”
processes involve significant costs. Thus, the overwhelming dominance of the system by one
state is most conducive to the existence of an open and stable world economy, these scholars
argued. The hegemon’s decline brings about economic closure, they concluded. 60 In an
anarchic world, cooperation towards sharing the system’s costs is problematic, they suggested.
As everybody gains from an open order and the hegemon alone bears the costs, the enforcer
benefits proportionally less than the free-riders, some scholars proposed. The enforcer is
willing to sustain the system only for as long as he gains enough in absolute terms to warrant
his expenses. Also, the system’s secondary beneficiaries contribute side-payments to the
order’s leader, other scholars contended.61 Force is not an efficient means of changing states’
economic policies, most agreed. Yet they believed that the hegemon needs sufficient military
power to deter non-capitalist intrusion into the order. However, they did not see a preeminence
of power as a necessary condition for economic hegemony.62
And yet, HST’s narrow focus raises a number of questions. First, while the principle of
comparative advantage holds that all benefit from free trade, the benefits are not spread
equally. HST scholars noted that relative gains produced security externalities. Yet they
assumed there was no significant domestic opposition to an open order within capitalist
societies. Second, while cooperation is often problematic, it seems far from impossible.
Scholars persuasively argued that if two or more states reaped sufficient benefits, cooperative
leadership was possible to the end of creating and maintaining an open international
economy.63 Third, while side-payments exist, researchers pointed out that, historically, the
dominant power has not been receiving too many direct contributions from the other members
of the international order, and has ultimately been shouldering most of the system’s costs.64
Pursuant to these findings, two questions arise. On the one hand, within HST logic, it is unclear
why the dominant power would not prefer a cooperative approach to providing global order –
60
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one engaging at least some of the other competitive economies within the system to defray the
costs. On the other hand, this theory cannot explain why the dominant power would
fundamentally resent a transfer of leadership to another state willing to take on the costs of the
system, if all that was needed was a well-functioning international order.65
Arising a few decades after HST debates, the liberal explanation posits an “implicit grand
bargain” between the international order’s leader and its supporters.66 John Ikenberry is its
most forceful proponent.67 When wars end, winners can decide to “transform” the order to their
advantage; “abandon” ordering ambitions; or “dominate” the losers, Ikenberry posits. He starts
from a restricted assumption regarding the goals of the winning state. Thus, all the winner
wants is to preserve his preeminent position within the system.68 Ideally, all winners would
want to transform the order. And yet, transformation unavoidably raises fears of domination
among the losers. Enforcement is expensive and heightened power is transient.69 Hence, to
achieve transformation, the winner needs both a large power disparity and credible assurances
to abstain from domination. The winner seeks institutions to constrain his own power, thereby
overcoming the others’ fear. These institutions give the weaker actors leverage, establish
shared agreements about rules, and entrench these mutual commitments. Because democracies
are transparent and accessible, they are trustworthy builders of institutions.70 “The political
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Theory and the Consequences of Unipolarity, ed. G. John Ikenberry, Michael Mastanduno, and William C.
Wohlforth (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 216–51; and Daniel Deudney and G. John Ikenberry,
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The logic behind such broad fundamental assumption: Ikenberry’s desired theoretical scope is very broad. He
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order that results increasingly takes on ‘constitutional’ characteristics,” Ikenberry argues.
Democracies, employing “interlocking institutions,” create “an order that mutes the importance
of power asymmetries within international relations.”71
Stark assumptions render “liberal” explanations too indeterminate to account for US strategic
behavior. In his key work, Ikenberry traces his argument through four case studies. He
addresses both the beginning and the end of the Cold War.72 Regarding the 1940s, he persuades
that his mechanism’s most important elements were at work. He discusses the major historical
findings, thereby illuminating plenty of evidence beyond his theory’s expectations. Overall, the
parsimony allowing Ikenberry to generalize over four centuries limits his mechanism’s
explanatory power relative to American decisions over the last seven decades.73 Two aspects
are particularly relevant. First, if preservation of prominent position is all the winner desires,
why is “transformation” always the preferred approach? Particularly after devastating victory,
the winner could grab immediate gains. This would fundamentally alter the system, thereby
potentially arresting the pace of decline.74 Hence, without a more specific mechanism detailing
the rationales behind “transformation,” Ikenberry’s Washington could – theoretically – decide
either way. Second, if the weak need to be reassured of the winner’s benign intentions, is
democracy as a shared system enough, and are the US-created institutions adequate?
Democracy enhances transparency and institutions entrench agreements. And yet, Ikenberry’s
purportedly “global” order appears most valid among industrial capitalist states. 75 Thus,

Ikenberry’s words. Ikenberry, 61. The winner is “willing to give up some ‘returns’ on its power in the short run in
favor of a greater long-term return on its power if such a possibility exists,” Ikenberry writes. Thus, it “gives up
some freedom on the use its power in exchange for agreed-upon principles and institutional processes that ensure
a durable and predictable postwar order.” Ikenberry, 53. For a later argument in this direction, David A. Lake,
“Dominance and Subordination in World Politics: Authority, Liberalism, and Stability in the Modern International
Order,” in Power, Order, and Change in World Politics, ed. G. John Ikenberry (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2014), 61–82.
71
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narrative is expanded as needed. And yet, in terms of prediction and prescription, this lacuna is fatal – limited
forecasts tell us too little about the probability of the outcome; vague rationales of key actors do not allow for
providing guidance for behavior.
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an international order that offers few items the winner cherishes, such a power would find little to lose from
packing up and going home.
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without additional specifications, the “liberals” cannot tell us why these effects are so much
more visible here than anywhere else.
Evidence from the two case studies investigated here questions the predictions of HST
explanations. Most importantly, we should expect US officials to believe that the order was
mutually beneficial to all democratic capitalist states; that others would free-ride and gain more
than the United States; and that coordination was the main impediment to sharing the burdens
of the order. However, in the 1940s, few capitalist democracies welcomed open markets. For
instance, Britain wanted to retain its imperial privileges. In turn, France wanted to become an
industrial power at the expense of Germany. Officials in Washington understood that their
country was the big winner of such an open order. Coordination was not the problem –
opposition was. In the 1990s, with the international economic order solidified, key actors like
Japan, Germany, or even France benefited greatly from relatively free economic exchanges.
However, US officials still worried that these states might have their reasons to seek
alternatives outside the American order, raising economic walls in order to insulate their
political projects from Washington’s brand of capitalism. Coordination was both necessary and
implemented – but leverage was needed if the outcome was to conform to America’s
preferences.
My empirical work suggests liberal assumptions are too stark. If Ikenberry were right, we
should observe US officials favoring “transformation” as a tool to preserve America’s
dominant role; and foreign leaders judging democracy and institutions as the key assurance
instruments against US domination. With respect to the first prediction, both at the beginning
and the end of the Cold War, US officials sought preeminence as a means to other ends. They
did recognize that, within their own society, both elites and citizens were isolationist. However,
they thought leverage was necessary to both shield the polity from negative foreign influences
and to have other states accept Washington’s preferred international strategies for enhancing
the nation’s wealth. With respect to the second prediction, foreign leaders welcomed the
(relatively) transparent nature of American politics. They applauded the (somewhat)
constraining function of international institutions. And yet, another mechanism played a more
fundamental role. Foreigners recognized that, for the largest and the most productive economy,
free trade was the best bet. Thus, leading government economists – for instance, in London –
advised their political masters that Washington had few structural incentives to engage in
predation against the advanced Western industrial economies – their productive capacity would
enlarge the global economic pie and, with it, American prosperity, these experts concluded.

243

Liviu Horovitz • ETH • Guns, Butter, and Votes: A Theory of American Military Primacy • October 2018 • CH6

6.5 Rapacious Elites
The “rapacious elites” explanations assert that the authority of the government of the United
States has been “hijacked” by a particular social class – the economic elite. These privileged
few knowingly act to their own benefit and to the detriment of both the broader American
citizenry and of populations around the world, these scholars in the Marxist tradition contend.
In this vein, economic elites covet privileged access to markets and resources to extract surplus
gains. However, they prefer informal ties between states in order to avoid the costs of actually
administering a subject territory. Thus, to pursue their aims, they undermine the political
autonomy of the nation state. Through the obtained access, the capitalists maximize the
extractable rents and divide the spoils predominantly among themselves. This literature does
not explore the role of force, but often assumes American military primacy to be necessary for
exploitation. This section starts by detailing the “rapacious elites” argument and outlining its
empirical implications. Then, I offer both a theoretical critique and a test against the gathered
case study data. Finally, I discuss how a less rigid approach towards this body of thought does
in fact generate various insights, and illustrate this argument with an example.
At their core, these theories posit social classes to consciously and purposefully capture state
institutions. On the one hand, a minority within this tradition claimed that there was a
convergence of interests among a transnationally oriented capitalist class. This class resolved
to exploit the global proletariat. To achieve these ends, it organized at the global level. Overall,
it needed force to secure the obedience of the lower classes. Having penetrated the American
government, this class misused its resources to its own ends.76 On the other hand, most authors
within this tradition argued that it was particularly the capitalistic elites of the United States
who misused their state to amass material wealth for themselves. Within this process, they hurt
the interests of “average” Americans.77 For these writers, military predominance was needed to
coerce foreign elites into accepting the project of American capitalists.78 If these explanations
could account for military primacy, US political leaders should be painfully aware of the
weight this cabal plays within the American state. Consequently, they should assign prodigious
weight to the wealth-enhancement aims of these elites, thereby discounting the consequences
76
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upon the broader population. American decision-makers should also worry about concealing
these privileges within the democratic process.
When conveyed in such parsimonious formulas, these “elites” mechanisms suffer from severe
plausibility and empirics concerns. For instance, a coherent aggregation of class interests and
political authority at the global level is not observable. Nor have its supporters been able to
marshal even preliminary evidence to underpin such a claim. The dynamics of large groups
suggests that it is unlikely that a planetary cabal could be created behind closed doors. Yet
even the “American capitalists” argument is problematic. Its proponents rely heavily upon the
historical literature describing the US government’s efforts to establish amenable markets for
American exports of goods and capital.79 Nevertheless, no effort is made to show how the
average citizen is prejudiced by these “open door” policies. Analysts duly emphasize the
negative repercussions of military expansion upon the American society, but they do not weigh
these costs against any potential general gains. The implicit assumption: People pay and elites
benefit.80 In addition, much work was invested in mapping out how US elites repeatedly pass
through the revolving door between government and corporations.81 Yet little has been done to
show when and why such “revolving” policymakers act in favor of elites and to the detriment
of the public.
Nothing suggests that, in the simplistic form described above, “rapacious elites” mechanisms
were at work at the beginning of the 1990s. I could find no evidence of officials being
concerned with the interests of a certain social class. In contrast, policymakers were much
invested in the faith of key sectors of the American economy and, in some cases, in the future
of large economic actors. However, their concern was chiefly grounded in the link between
these entities’ success and either their impact upon the overall growth of the economy or their
role as a large-scale employer. In addition, while officials were apprehensive with respect to
the political power of various groups within the American polity, their main unease originated
with the impact of such groups upon electoral outcomes. Especially with respect to foreign
policies, US leaders did not believe domestic affairs and class interests played an overriding
role. Instead of concealing the existence of a class-based cabal, US leaders were generally keen
79
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to publicly expose special interests in order to elicit broader political support for constraining
their influence. Some individuals were in fact closely related to corporate circles and later
returned to lucrative positions in the private sector. And yet, all dignitaries seemed to
genuinely believe that they were acting in what they thought to be the best interest of the
broader American citizenry.
In contrast to such simplistic mechanisms, subtler appraisals of capitalist economic systems
can illuminate certain cogs and wheels that are ultimately involved in producing military
primacy – an approach I sought to incorporate within this project’s theory-building endeavor. It
seems worth recalling that within a capitalist state, individuals associate to enhance their
wealth. The democratic society mandates the state to ensure that capitalist wealth accretion
efforts do not imperil social stability. And yet, the smaller the state’s role within society, the
less adroit such restraining efforts can be. The less encumbered the successful are, the more
they can have their voices heard. Influence can be exercised indirectly: Democratic politicians
are dependent upon those who own significant resources. Capital owners take the investment
decisions that are – in free capitalist societies – the main origin of employment and economic
advancement. In turn, jobs and growth are the fundamentals of winning elections. Influence
can also occur in a more direct fashion: Wealthy individuals can funnel more money into the
democratic contest, thereby making sure that their wishes are heeded. Overall, individual
pursuits can generate collective action failures, and a weak state is less able to act as a
corrective. While less restrained forms of capitalism can better maximize output, they seem to
also further inequality. Such imbalance can generate instability and endanger democracy. State
policies can cease to orient themselves towards broader segments of the population. Foreign
policies can become less predictable, and the role of (overwhelming) force harder to discern.
The observations German Chancellor Helmut Kohl shared with British Prime Minister John
Major are revealing. In fall 1991, at the end of a bilateral summit, the two leaders engaged in
an hour-long private conversation. “We had to have good relations with the United States,”
Kohl told Major. Yet the German was “very concerned about [US] domestic developments,” as
such “issues would soon come to dominate everything.” President Bush “was paying the price
of [Ronald] Regan’s policies.” These domestic policies “basically had been Friedmanite, and
[Milton] Friedman had nothing to do with human beings,” the German Chancellor concluded.
Kohl explained his stance: He “had nothing against big business.” He “would like to prick the
social conscience of big business and encourage them to take smaller profits.” However, he
was fully aware that such an approach “was not realistic.” Thus, “he advocated the social
market economy instead,” and thought Europe’s future was better served this way. Later in
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their discussion, Major “rehearsed the arguments why we should not do anything to feed those
in the United States who were always thirsting to bring the boys home.” Major concluded that
he and his government “wanted the Americans to stay in Europe.” The British notetaker could
not but notice that Kohl’s “me too” retort was uttered “at reduced levels,” revealing that even
the staunchest German Atlanticist had his doubts with regard to Washington’s preferred
version of capitalism.82

6.6 Bureaucratic Influence
The “bureaucratic influence” explanations claim that powerful individuals and institutions vie
for standing and clout within the government apparatus, and misuse policy debates to settle
such internecine contests.83 Already decades ago, theorists proposed that governmental actors’
policy choices were determined largely, albeit not exclusively, by their position within the state
apparatus. “Where you stand depends upon where you sit,” they argued.84 Within the logic of
these theories, bureaucratic battles generate systematically unwarranted levels of defense
spending, thereby unintentionally sustaining military primacy. Two separate theoretical
mechanisms can be isolated from these arguments. The first, more recently fallen out of favor,
can be termed the “military services coalition.” The second, currently in vogue, is known as the
“foreign policy blob.” This section starts by detailing both mechanisms and outlining their
predictions. Then, it assesses how the empirical expectations measure against the gathered case
study evidence. I conclude that the “military services coalition” mechanism was at work, but
that it played only a limited role. In contrast, I find no evidence for the “foreign policy blob”
theory.
The “military services coalition” focuses on the incentives and constraints placed upon the
leaders of the armed forces, and the leverage they possess within the American state. Military
82
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leaders do not want to see their influence diminished, this theory proposes. On the one hand,
they want to retain and expand their current and future sway with their political masters. On the
other hand, they want to avoid facing the wrath of a demoted and diminished underlying
personnel structure. The two aims are manifestly interlinked. Without an important societal
role for the military, there cannot be any political influence. Without influence, commanders
can do little to attenuate political decisions regarding the structure of the armed forces.
Consequently, they collude to employ their informational advantage to prevent change. These
individuals know more about enemies, battles, and wars than both all other segments of the
government and the broader public. Conversely, they tend to enjoy the confidence of both
constituencies, but especially that of the American citizenry. Thus, commanders are
incentivized to exaggerate threats and overstate defense needs. They inflate the number of
soldiers and the quantity of weapons that are required. The status quo – in this case, military
primacy – is preserved. 85
The “foreign policy blob” emphasizes a foreign policy elite that misuses government debates
on international affairs to retain its position of power. Over the last years, it has enjoyed wide
circulation within the media and on the sidelines of academic conferences.86 And yet, it
received limited scholarly attention, remains poorly specified, and no empirical evidence has
ever been marshalled in its support. 87 During the Cold War, the US system of political
appointments and the technical requirements of increasingly complex portfolios generated –
within both parties – a broad foreign policy elite. When the conflict ended, these individuals
feared for their power and influence within the nation’s political system. Thus, while they
recognized the futility of their endeavor vis-à-vis the national interest, they resolved to create a
bipartisan consensus towards pursuing a “liberal world order.” The pursuit of exactly this order
has been “a full-employment policy for America’s foreign policy elite,” Stephen Walt recently
wrote. “Almost all the think tanks, lobbies, interest groups (and one might add, faculty at
prominent schools of public policy) were in favor of it,” he argued. “The foreign policy
apparatus that was created to wage the Cold War was not going out of business without a
fight,” Walt concluded.88
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At the end of the Cold War, political appointees recognized that the uniformed military did not
welcome force reductions. However, Bush Administration officials thought other than
bureaucratic battles were the principal drivers of such opposition. With respect to predictions,
if “military services coalition” was at work, political leaders should debate the implications of
such bureaucratic wrangling. The available evidence disconfirms such forecasts. In contrast,
the White House assessed that military leaders “worried about maintaining our current military
strategy in an era of declining resources.” In other words, commanders were afraid that
enthusiasm for a “peace dividend” would force them to fulfill the same missions as ever, just
with significantly less money. Hence, “while they may assert that commitments should be
scaled back, they don’t expect this to happen and thus see no way out of their dilemma,” the
NSC wrote to Bush. Recognizing that the US government had overarching political reasons for
retaining a global preeminence of force, military leaders “will want the President and the
Administration to articulate a rationale for maintaining our current military strength,” the
White House staff cautioned Bush, making clear that the professional military could not be
expected to make the political case for primacy.89
In fact, military leaders did engage in bureaucratic infighting, but principally within the
boundaries set by political decisions. If the “military services” mechanism was dominant,
policymakers should privilege military reforms with a limited impact upon force structure. Yet
nothing suggests officials took such approach. “Bureaucratic politics played a role.
Obviously,” a former JCS official told me in a conversation. “But real arguments played a role
too.” In the military, “they all got that everybody else was keen to gang up on them,” the
official concluded. “If we don’t bring [the defense budget] down, the civilians will do it. So we
have to do it. This was the idea all understood.” And yet, while the Army was supportive, the
Marines argued “in the new world you’ll have to send us everywhere.” Also, the Navy and the
Air Force did “not want to buy it – fully,” as they claimed that the “we are the remaining
superpower, you’ll need us.” Finally, “the Guard, well, they just did not want to do it – and
they had some political supporters.” However, the official concluded, “it needed to be done”
and JSC Chairman “Colin Powell got it done.”90 Ultimately, various analysts agree that the
political leadership forced reform upon the services.91
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Finally, I could find no evidence that foreign policy elites feared for their privileged position
and sought military primacy as a “full-employment strategy.” Vis-à-vis empirical forecasts,
“blob” members should manifest awareness that the government apparatus would be
diminished. They should fear for their prospects within future Administrations. They should
seek arrangements that secure their role. They should resolve to continue to advocate for
expansive US policies. Admittedly, if this mechanism was at work, one should not expect cardcarrying members of the “blob” to be all too transparent about their intentions. While the
absence of evidence cannot but generate inconclusive results, no classified communication
among members of the Administration and no observable behavior suggest this causal
mechanism played an important role. On the one hand, mid- and high-level officials did select
each other on the basis of their skills, knowledge, and beliefs. On the other hand, most of them
were highly successful individuals. Many were career civil servants. Some were tenured
academics. Again others subsequently pursued impressive careers outside the government.
Thus, it seems worth asking who would want to engage in such machinations at the expense of
the broader public, all just to shield the long-hours, low-pay, and in-and-out-of-government
“sinecures” posited by the “blob” theory.

6.7 Pork Politics
The “pork politics” explanation proposes that parochial political incentives drive up US
defense budgets, and thereby contribute to military primacy through overspending. Rebecca
Thorpe is its most recent and persuasive supporter.92 Thorpe does not claim a sufficient
condition. Instead, she argues that an American preeminence of force emerged not only “as a
response to national security concerns,” but also because “the economic importance of the
military industry for core geographic constituencies encourages members of Congress to press
for ongoing defense spending regardless of their national security goals.”93 In contrast to
Thorpe’s limited causal claims, numerous political scientist appear to believe this mechanism
can alone account for the outcome. At more than ten presentations on both sides of the
Atlantic, members of the audience each and every time inquired about evidence in support of
this explanation. In this section, I first summarize Thorpe’s argument. Then, I describe her
92
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evidence and outline the empirical expectations of her mechanism. Subsequently, I test these
forecasts against the evidence I have gathered to analyze the decisions of the Bush
Administration. Overall, I conclude that Thorpe’s mechanism was at work, but had only a
fraction of the causal power many assign to it.
Thorpe’s argument is a quintessential critique of the democratic system’s shortcomings. Within
the American democracy, politicians are primarily interested in winning elections, she argues.
Citizens mainly care about jobs and paychecks. “The weapons industry generates hundreds of
billions of dollars in revenue annually and employs millions of Americans,” Thorpe writes.
Because politicians need the support of key segments of the electorate to win at the ballot box,
they seek to attract and retain government spending – independent of any other societal
functions these outlays are supposed to accomplish. Hence, politicians pursue military
expansion even in the absence of any fighting rationale and shield existent military facilities
long after they have exhausted their strategic purposes. “Defense contracts and subcontracts
not only flow to every state and a preponderance of congressional districts, but also have
systematically spread into more rural and semirural areas where defense jobs account for
disproportionate levels of local jobs and revenue,” Thorpe notes.94 As “various institutional
actors” seek their “own independent goals” within the American democratic system, an overall
negative outcome is being produced: A shared interest across party lines and government
branches in political pork spending becomes entrenched.
Empirically, Thorpe persuades that her mechanism exists, but has little to say about the relative
causal weight behind it. She documents the extension of World War II military production and
shows that, subsequently, many American regions became economically dependent on defense
infrastructure. She maps out how military spending spread out into less developed economic
areas, rendering them even more reliant on such government resources. Finally, she specifies a
link between defense outlays and politicians’ activism in favor of military spending.
Conversely, Thorpe does not clarify how powerful a role her mechanism plays within any
decision making process. She does not assess the mechanism’s causal force over time. She
does not trace it within any Administration or, at least, within a sample of defense investment
decisions. Because the mechanism exists, it must play an important role in generating the
outcome, she infers. Hence, in terms of empirical expectations, if “pork politics” was decisive,
US government officials should be mindful of its causal weight. Further, they should often be
responsive to such pressures. They should allocate resources in response to political pressures
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at the expense of military calculations. Finally, they should maintain facilities with little
military value, all while closing down bases favored by Pentagon planners.
At the end of the Cold War, Bush Administration officials were mainly concerned with the
opposite phenomenon: Legislators were not predominantly colluding to retain and inflate
military spending; instead, they were organizing to drastically cut the defense budget. “The
new international environment will – starting next year – lead to an even more intense
congressional effort to cut,” national security advisor Brent Scowcroft wrote to former US
presidents in winter 1989. 95 Military professionals had recognized already in 1988 that
“budgetary retrenchment would lead to a major restructuring of the armed forces,” and had
started to work out possible cost-saving strategies.96 Defense Secretary Dick Cheney “had
sensed the mounting political pressure to cut back on defense spending and declare a peace
dividend,” Colin Powell, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), later wrote.97 By the
end of 1989, “steep cuts in the defense budget were being considered, with major implications
for US military force structure,” a career officer later wrote.98 The Administration recognized
that it had to integrate some of these political pressures. “Given our defense budget realities,
we will have to start reshaping our forces immediately,” two White House staffers wrote to
Scowcroft in winter 1989.99
Equally, US leaders acknowledged that “pork politics” was an inherent aspect of the domestic
landscape, thought its overall impact to be limited, and sought to constrain it even further. For
instance, by making such pressures public, the White House attempted to generate broader
opposition to specific “pork” interests. In fall 1989, President Bush told the press that Secretary
Cheney “has fought with diminishing resources for a sound Pentagon budget.” And yet, “it
troubles me to have Congress insensitive,” trading around, and putting certain spending back
into the budget, Bush stated. “I know it’s tough to cut systems. But you got to cut them, and
Cheney makes some very tough decisions, backed by the President,” he pointed out, clarifying
that the spending cuts had his blessing. The government had to be “staying with what we find
is the priority for this defense program and trying to stay with it,” Bush excoriated legislators.
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“But I’ve got to live with the system also,” he nonetheless concluded.100 Overall, the available
evidence suggests that policymakers throughout the government thought such domestic
political pressures bore limited influence upon the binary choice of spending. In contrast, both
appointees and bureaucrats knew that such pressures held significant leeway over the where,
the when, and how efficient government money was being spent.101
Officials at various levels within the government recognized they had to work with and around
such political “pork” pressures. However, while these constraints created inefficiencies, I could
not find any evidence suggesting they were driving the process. “We all knew defense jobs
would go away,” a JCS official told me in an interview. But “defense jobs are not good jobs,”
he added. It made more sense to “move them into education or anywhere else in the productive
sectors,” he said. “Defense jobs pay salaries, but they do not take you much further, they do not
travel much, they are not good economic multipliers.” However, there were political
impediments to cutting bases, he noted, and especially when they were located somewhere in
the United States. He gave an example: Once, when a high-ranking military officer proposed to
slash a base in a certain state, Colin Powell “smiled and asked him whether he had a political
bone.” The military planner seemed puzzled. Powell explained that there was no option at that
point in time to terminate that particular base – it had the support of a powerful congressman.
The military had to “marry strategic priorities with political expediency.” Thus, the base had to
wait. It went away a few years later, the official concluded.102

6.8 Industrial Complex
The “industrial complex” explanation claims that powerful lobbies coax political leaders into
needless defense spending – military primacy is sustained through government failure. Eugene
Gholz and Harvey Sapolsky are two of its more recent advocates.103 Widely shared to account
for Cold War excesses, this explanation has more recently fallen out of favor with scholars.
And yet, similar to “pork politics” explanations, various audiences suggested an ominous
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military-industrial complex as a plausible rival theory. The foundation of such widely shared
beliefs might be the statements of prominent officials, a lineage famously started by President
Dwight Eisenhower’s 1961 farewell address. As another example, former Secretary of Defense
Robert McNamara testified in Congress in December 1989 and stated that military spending
was “a result of pressures from various parts of our society.” He proposed that the United
States needed to “lay a foundation for future defense budgets that will be representative of
military requirements and not of high pressure lobbies.”104 In this section, I first review the
claims of the “industrial complex” argument. Subsequently, I detail its empirical predictions.
Finally, I discuss the evidence derived from the Bush case study. I determine that the data is
inconclusive, but does not suggest this mechanism can play a prodigious role.
Gholz and Sapolsky contended that the demise of the Soviet threat permitted industrial actors
to capture the decision-making process, but offered very limited evidence for their claims.
Defense contractors are interested in maximizing profits and lobby to obtain contracts. When
international threats recede, government demand for military assets ebbs, and industrial
overcapacity is the consequence. As conversion to non-military outputs is expensive, large
industrial entities seek commercial survival. To this end, they rely upon lobbying skills,
accumulated surpluses, and colluding “political pork” interests. “During the Cold War, the high
level of perceived threat placed a premium on military expertise, which checked the
contractor’s political influence,” Gholz and Sapolsky wrote. 105 Without such danger,
“contractors have too much influence over defense procurement decisions.”106 Consequently,
“unnecessary production contracts in inefficient, oversized facilities waste US resources,” they
concluded. 107 Washington stumbles into primacy because lobbyists are unconstrained by
threat-driven military bureaucracies and systems are acquired even if there is no strategic
necessity for them. Empirically, Gholz and Sapolsky showed that military acquisition before
and after the Cold War was not incongruent with their theory. However, they did not
investigate the decision making process of any Administration and could not say anything
about the causal weight of their mechanism.
104
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The evidence I have gathered on the choices of the Bush Administration at the end of the Cold
War only allows for a tentative assessment. However, this data does not support the conclusion
that the “industrial complex” played a significant causal role. When it comes to empirical
implications, if the “industrial complex” was the main cause of US military primacy, American
policymakers should be fully aware of its role. They should respond to its incentives and
constraints. They should spend money to sustain industrial actors even if this is detrimental to
military effectiveness. Finally, they should order only the systems that can be accommodated
without industrial restructuring. And yet, Bush Administration officials did not behave as
expected by these predictions. First, the “complex” seems to have been much less on their
minds than one would expect if this mechanism had been overbearing. “Industrial-complex
battles come under Clinton, they don’t play such a role under Bush,” a former JCS official told
me. 108 Second, while various planners discussed acquisition problems in several memos,
nowhere does a concern with the unchecked influence of industrial actors surface.109 Finally,
when Administration policymakers deliberated the future of defense industrial base, they were
concerned rather with its weakness, not with its strength.
This last point deserves more attention: Instead of worrying about powerful lobbyists, officials
were concerned with the long-term strategic consequences of the military drawdown. With less
money available, a number of military contractors would become redundant. To avoid
insolvency, these market actors would merge into larger entities. A small number of
competitors would generate quasi monopolies in different areas of the defense marketplace.
Ultimately, these actors would deliver expensive goods of low quality, officials worried.
Overall, “we wanted to downsize the military industrial base without getting too many and too
powerful monopolies in the various sectors, so that the costs of military acquisition would not
escalate over the subsequent years,” a former military planner told me in an interview.110 A
memo circulated within the NSC in February 1992 is revealing. “Essentially, [the Department
of] Defense has taken the position that the defense industrial base will shake out as desired
with little interference from the Administration,” the NSC wrote. Overall, the White House
analysts concluded, “we must ensure that critical component suppliers in the defense industrial
base are not eliminated, a situation which will inhibit our ability to modernize or to reconstitute
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military force in the future.”111 Officials worried by the power of the “complex” would be
expected to utter different views.

6.9 Conclusion
This chapter scrutinized the explanatory power of rival theories, and offered a number of
insights emerging from the empirical research conducted for the two case studies. I argued that
anxieties over physical security were insufficient an explanation for the pursuit of primacy.
Concerns over reputation were omnipresent, yet symbols were seen as insufficient and easilyidentifiable instruments of power were pursued. Officials were socialized into certain beliefs,
but there was little unreflective about their choices. Many foreign leaders found the American
order acceptable, but few welcomed it outright. Democracy and institutions constrained
Washington’s power, yet all recognized that America’s intentions were mostly dictated by its
structural position within the global economic pecking order. I could find no evidence that
American leaders were purposefully hijacked by a certain social class. In contrast, much
suggests that, both at home and abroad, policy planners very much aware of capitalism’s
implications for political and economic orders. Military bureaucracies opposed reductions in
force and spending, but were only marginally successful. Nothing suggests foreign policy elites
colluded to retain their privileges. Parochial political drivers were seen as inherent to
democracy – creating inefficiencies but far from determining the process. Finally, the military
industrial complex drove costs up, but was not driving the President’s choices. Having shown
here that none of the eight identified alternative explanations can provide a fully satisfying
rationale for the pursuit of primacy under Truman or Bush, this dissertation’s conclusion
discusses this project’s overall contributions.
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7 Conclusion
“The cost of such a race” would be “enormous,” Joseph Davies, a US ambassador to the Soviet
Union in the interwar years, noted in his diary in July 1949 with respect to US rearmament
plans. To “the free enterprise and individualistic world, it will mean more and more taxes,”
and, therefore, “more debt, inflation, and possible bankruptcy before ultimate war disaster.”
However, Davies saw the bigger drama in the Soviet sphere. “Russian production will be
devoted to destructive use, and impoverishment of both the nation’s economy and the standard
of living of its people will result. To the communist world, it will mean still greater sacrifice.
Production of consumers’ goods will grow less and less. The promised land of their dreams
will never materialize.”1 Davies had a cautious nature, but was less fearful of communism’s
potential expansion than many of his contemporaries in Truman’s Administration. He was also
an astute political observer, recognizing the structural constraints of his time. Like Davies,
Truman’s strategists acknowledged both the direct material costs and the risks inherent to the
pursuit of military primacy. Money would be spent, standing armies would become
commonplace, and war could potentially erupt. In contrast to Davies, however, the architects of
what would later be known as the American order were bold men who thought their nation had
to grasp opportunities and nip threats in the bud. These policymakers understood that the
United States’ overwhelming industrial resources would force Soviets and communists to their
knees and bind the Western world’s economies together. Democracy and capitalism in
America would be both defended and fostered. They thought their nation ought to accept the
risks involved in organizing the world to its advantage. They gambled and, luckily, they won.
This dissertation explored the structural factors necessary for pushing both Truman’s
policymakers and all subsequent US Administrations towards the decision for military
primacy. While most analysts asked whether US global dominance could be maintained far
into the 21st century or whether it was a good idea in the first place, I chose to investigate the
mechanism underpinning the decision of the US government. Given the influence Washington
currently wields in global affairs, a better understanding of the rationale behind American
policymakers’ decision for preeminent force appears salient. I offered a theory that links the
international and the domestic levels of analysis – a mechanism that connects the economic and
1
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the military realms into a political understanding of international interactions and the utility of
military primacy. Further, I discussed and further developed process-tracing research methods
and offered an application of the most recent methodological advances with respect to the
transparency of sources. I then tested my mechanism within two crucial decision-making
processes – at the beginning and at the end of the Cold War. The first case study proposed a
targeted inquiry into long-declassified sources. My theory-driven approach enabled me to
present a novel interpretation of the evidence, one that incorporates the main arguments of the
ongoing historical debate on the aims of the Harry S. Truman Administration. The second case
study offered a comprehensive examination of recently declassified materials from various
archives in a number of countries. I demonstrated the applicability of my mechanism and
offered a revisionist interpretation of the policies of the George H. W. Bush Administration.
This conclusion has three aims. First, I outline the main contributions and key limitations of
this project. In terms of theory, I offer a framework that trades away some parsimony in
exchange for enhanced explanatory power. This tradeoff notwithstanding, conceptual and
practical reasons do not allow for building and testing a sufficient condition. In terms of
methods, I make transparent the data that I use to trace my proposed mechanism. However, I
do not employ the latest – albeit untested – toolkits towards reinforcing my empirical claims.
In terms of empirics, I show that my mechanism is at work. Nevertheless, I am only able to
trace it within broader transatlantic relations, and not against all relevant geographic regions.
Second, I discuss how this work’s lessons can speak to debates among both methodologists and
historians. Regarding methodological disputes, I evaluate the empirical challenges that larger
empirical demands impose upon scholars. Regarding historical scholarship, I argue that both
my theoretical and my empirical work offer fresh perspectives on the logics behind American
policies at both the beginning and the end of the Cold War. Finally, I derive a set of predictions
– to both inform policy debates and allow future scholars to assess my theory’s predicaments.
Overall, I forecast that alterations in the democratic and capitalist nature of the American
political system, the relative size and productivity of the US economy, the anarchic nature of
international affairs, and the availability of nuclear weapons and particular military
technologies will drive US leaders’ choices vis-à-vis military primacy.

7.1 Main Contributions & Key Limitations
In this section, I review the theoretical, methodological, and empirical contributions and
limitations of this dissertation. To start, my main theoretical contribution is that I offer a
mechanism that straddles Kenneth Waltz’s third and second images to account for the primary
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drivers underpinning US military primacy. In order to produce broad generalizations across
time and space, simple theories are both unavoidable and exceptionally useful. In contrast,
theories built to such expansive ends are of limited use when one wants to shed more light
upon complex outcomes. Therefore, explanatory power does not always need to be traded
away for the sake of parsimony. This dissertation has shown that it can be useful to restrict a
theory’s scope in order to account for particularly important outcomes. To this end, I built upon
ideas and findings of various schools of thought and research fields. Most important, my work
suggests that the realist tradition has much to contribute to a better understanding of American
foreign policy. This project has not only been firmly grounded in realist fundamentals; it has
also provided empirical evidence suggesting that leaders do in fact behave in the ways
predicted by basic realist assumptions. Nevertheless, realism need not be constrained by the
limiting assumptions of its structural offspring. To increase explanatory power, a leaner realist
third image framework can be complemented by elements derived from the second image level
of analysis. However, it is not that domestic pathologies prevent the state from responding to
structural incentives. Third image constraints are simply not strong enough to produce most of
the outcome in the absence of second image imperatives.
This theory’s principal limitation is its restricted explanatory claim – a contributing and
necessary mechanism underpinning the decision to pursue military primacy, but not a sufficient
condition. For both conceptual and practical reasons, this project could not offer more
explanatory weight – others will hopefully be able to build upon its findings nonetheless. My
empirical research suggests that, in each of the thirteen cases under investigation here, a
sufficient mechanism to account for the primacy decision would need to be more complex than
the one I offered. A sufficient condition would require additional specifications. To achieve
such an end, this project would have had to leave the parsimony imperative even farther
behind. From a conceptual perspective, the benefits of additional explanatory weight had to be
juxtaposed with increased complexity. First, the more details one theorizes, the more likely it
becomes that empirical analysis will falsify the mechanism. Second, the more intricate the
mechanism, the more difficult it is to trace it throughout a decision-making process. Finally,
the more sophisticated a new theory, the harder it is to explain it and persuade others of its
validity. In addition, from a practical perspective, this project’s timeline did not allow for the
empirical work required by such added complexity. In conclusion, to better understand a
certain Administration’s choices or to advance a more complex general mechanism, scholars
could add additional (first or second image) causal elements to this framework and further test
it against these or other empirical cases.
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Moving to methodological questions, my key contribution is that I make transparent the
architecture of the employed data. In this dissertation, I first outlined what sources are currently
accessible from the overall universe of surviving records. Second, I explained why I privilege
particular repositories out of the data that is currently available. Finally, I detailed the locations
at which I assess that the most relevant information is to be found. Arguably, such transparency
steps are less relevant for the case study on the Truman Administration: The record has been
long open; numerous historians have pursued much more ambitious empirical projects; and
many of the sources I employ in my narrative have already been used in other publications.
And yet, even for this well-explored case study, these transparency details should help
generalists assess the strength of my process tracing. In contrast, these transparency steps are
particularly important for the key test of my theory – the Bush Administration case study. On
the one hand, these steps should facilitate replication studies. Scholars should be able to easily
identify the main repositories I reviewed; assess the collections I sought as to relative
importance; and evaluate the documents upon which I build the core process tracing narrative.
Also, researchers should be able to ascertain whether I ignored evidence that would have
overthrown my claims or supported rivaling theories. On the other hand, as new data becomes
available through declassification, analysts should be able to weigh which evidence seems to
be more relevant or dependable, and test both my theory and its current and future competitors
against these new sources.
This project’s cardinal methodological limitation is that it relies only upon detailed chapters to
present process tracing evidence. In contrast, under the name “active citation” (AC), Andrew
Moravcsik has been the leading proponent of a new standard for enhancing qualitative
transparency. To this end, AC is defined as a “digitally-enhanced mode of citing empirical
material.”2 AC’s core argument is that, when a particular empirical claim presented in the
narrative could potentially appear contestable to readers, authors should strengthen their case
by providing additional information. This new standard appears to have two distinct
advantages. First, it allows scholars to make transparent the context of a particular quote or
citation used in the narrative by providing a longer excerpt from the relevant document and a
link to the complete source material. Second, it lets researchers substantiate their argument that
the evidence employed in the narrative is not an anomaly, but the most pertinent example from
a larger sample, by offering a number of additional examples that would not have fitted within
the original text. While this new standard holds great promise for the future, it must be noted
2
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that only very few projects have until recently implemented it. Among those who took up this
task, all focused on the first aspect discussed above – a larger excerpt and a link to the full-text.
As a side-project to this dissertation, I drafted a working paper that implements both aspects of
this standard within the Bush Administration case study. It will remain to be seen whether both
reviewers and researchers will welcome and adopt this new methodology.
Empirically, my most important contribution is that I am able to show that my mechanism was
at work within both case studies and that it played an important role towards the decision for
military primacy. For the Truman Administration, the existence of the various components of
my mechanism has already been documented by crucial historical studies. For this project, I
replicate historians’ findings and highlight less visible pieces of evidence. Nevertheless, I add
to these scholarly contributions, primarily by providing an integrated theoretical framework.
As I discuss in detail below, my theory allows seemingly opposed empirical narratives to be
woven together into a coherent explanatory structure. For the Bush Administration, however,
this dissertation breaks new empirical ground. Primarily, I integrate recently declassified
sources from both the United States and from Britain with materials that have already been
available for a few years. Overall, I give sources addressing international commercial and
financial issues the hearing appropriate to the key role economic affairs occupied within the
relevant leaders’ concerns. Also, I assess rich collections of oral history interviews that have
often received less attention. These research strategies allow me to trace the linkages between
economic, political, and military elements within decision-making processes on both sides of
the Atlantic. First and foremost, they enable me to highlight the main imperatives pushing the
Bush Administration towards choosing to sustain military primacy. While government secrecy
restricts my tracing of some of my mechanism’s components, I can offer strong evidence of
most other cogs, wheels, and transmission belts being at play.
Finally, this project’s main empirical weakness is that, for pragmatic reasons, I only traced my
mechanism

within

the

broader

transatlantic

relationship.

My

restricted

analysis

notwithstanding, the US government based its decision for military primacy upon a broader
analysis of four key geographic regions: Europe and Russia, Asia-Pacific, the broader Middle
East, and the Western Hemisphere. Consequently, my work cannot exclude that conditions
emerging from these geographic spaces could have played a powerful role towards generating
the outcome. However, for pragmatic reasons, I resolved to abstain from a broader analysis.
Regarding Truman, the empirical base would have been accessible, but an expansive
investigation would have involved stark tradeoffs. In terms of research, with less than a year
for the case study, it would have meant a more shallow approach to sources. In terms of
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presentation, it would have meant either a longer case study or stronger causal claims without
much supporting evidence in the text. Regarding Bush, most sources from the White House
dealing with anything but Europe and the Soviet Union are still classified, thereby producing
unavoidable imbalances in the analysis. Overall, given the centrality of this geographic region,
I assessed that a restricted process tracing of US policy towards this key region was sufficient
to persuade readers that the mechanism exists and plays an important role. In conclusion, other
scholars might be interested in building upon this work, not only to create theories with
increased explanatory weight, but also to test such frameworks against US behavior towards
other regions of the world.

7.2 Scholarly Rigor & Empirical Burdens
In addition to its foremost contributions and inherent limitations, this project’s lessons also
speak to the dilemma between the increased empirical demands generated by advances in
qualitative methods and the burdens these methods impose upon scholars. Recent contributions
towards developing qualitative research methodologies at the intersection between IR and
diplomatic history can allow researchers to enhance the rigor of their work. Systematic process
tracing, theory-driven case selection, primary source investigation, strategic data selection, and
transparency of research, data, and findings – these steps can help scholars increase their
readers’ confidence in their claims. At the same time, a thorough implementation of these
methodologies has the potential to considerably expand one’s research effort. To illustrate, I
spent eighteen months studying the end of the Cold War. Surveying the relevant secondary
literature required one month. Assessing primary documents available online took no more
than two months. In contrast, I spent the rest of time to travel to US and UK archives; to
survey, collect, and catalogue all relevant materials within the available record; and to evaluate
these sources. Below, I start by discussing the demands under which students of diplomatic
history conduct their work. Further, I contrast these demands with the requirements imposed
upon political scientists by the emerging qualitative methods scholarship. Subsequently, I
argue that it is counterproductive to raise the methodological threshold without considering the
burdens involved in these steps or the rewards that should accompany such efforts. Finally, I
offer one possible solution to solving the conundrum between rigor and burden, suggesting our
discipline could learn from natural sciences.
In international history, the production of important scholarship is widely recognized to be a
challenging task. Diplomatic historians are advised to take a comprehensive approach to the
surviving record. They should peruse the contemporary media outlets, review the government’s
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public papers, conduct interviews with former officials, assess every single document
collection, and visit all accessible archives. Preferably, historians should approach their topic
from a multi-national perspective, carrying out the above steps in two or more countries.
Ideally, the researcher should also contribute to declassification efforts by obtaining the release
of additional archival material. On the basis of the collected data, historians are expected to
both distill a narrative of what happened and inductively develop an explanatory theory on why
it happened the way it did. As far as I can ascertain, the disciplinary self-assessment appears to
be that excelling at the first task is more common than succeeding in the second. As a
consequence, budding diplomatic historians are often counseled to select for their first major
work a narrow functional topic, a limited time-frame, or a repository of yet unexplored
empirical sources. These research strategies should facilitate success: Constricted boundaries
should both limit the amount of relevant material and facilitate the development of an
explanation; novel archival sources should raise the readership’s interest. It is worth to note
that, under these conditions, many graduate students of international history find it difficult to
produce publishable work.
In political science, contemporary qualitative methods spare researchers from some of the
demands laid upon historians, but also saddle them with other – higher – burdens. Political
scientists are not expected to craft detailed narratives. Then again, they are advised to study
puzzling outcomes, inductively develop explanations that reveal the underlying mechanisms of
these outcomes, and trace their theories’ – and their competitors’ – empirical predictions
through a number of relevant case studies. Yet few of the outcomes IR scholars consider
puzzling are likely to be illuminated by extremely simple mechanisms. As discussed in this
dissertation’s methods chapter, few mechanisms will be traceable within case studies that are
either functionally narrow or temporally severely restricted. Rarely will a solid case selection
yield easily and swiftly researchable instances. Hardly any project will make do with less than
two case studies. Persuasive endeavors are likely to require three or more. Within this context,
the currently developing literature on qualitative methods suggests political scientists should
not rely upon the work of historians. Instead, they should conduct their own empirical
investigation. Researchers should select a sample of the available data for extensive study.
However, if they want to claim more than just illustration, this sample should include most of
the available record – if possible, also from a multi-national and multi-archival perspective.
Finally, scholars should make transparent both the architecture of their sources and the
foundations of their empirical claims.
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This rising methodological threshold has the potential to generate high-quality results. As an
unintended consequence, it could also discourage scholars from choosing this line of inquiry in
the first place. Two outcomes are worth discussing. On the one hand, some scholars intent on
conducting qualitative research could discount these methodological guidelines. They could
cite older textbooks and overlook this literature completely. Alternatively, they could pay lip
service to these commitments but change little the way in which they craft case studies. Within
this context, researchers would continue to draw exclusively upon the work of historians whose
arguments happen to fit their theoretical expectations. Or they would take an unsystematic
approach to document collections, and end their investigation as soon as they identified a
sufficient number of suitable sources. Absent an effort to make transparent how the data was
selected, it would remain extremely difficult for third parties to evaluate the stated claims. On
the other hand, a second outcome appears even more likely. Scholars under intense publication
pressure could choose methodological avenues that are more promising for their careers.
Especially if qualitative studies conducted in the manner described above are published in
high-ranking outlets, few researchers would see the professional benefits of jumping through
these additional hurdles. As promising as these new tools appear towards helping scholars
produce much better products, they would not ultimately be able to live to their full potential.
To solve this conundrum between scholarly rigor and professional success, qualitative political
scientists could adopt the laboratory-centered research strategies of natural scientists. On the
one hand, one alternative solution to this challenge would be to reduce the explanatory
ambition of proposed mechanisms. Scholars could offer case studies as mere illustrations of
their theories, and not as tests of their mechanisms’ causal weight. Another alternative would
be to simply publish less. However, these approaches are likely to further reduce the
attractiveness of qualitative methods. Many will question whether even a moderate effort is
worth to obtain very modest results, or wonder how to advance their careers if completing a
qualitative article takes a few years. On the other hand, qualitative researchers could adopt a
collaborative working-group approach to theory testing. Principal investigators would develop
theoretical frameworks and outline theory testing strategies. A larger team would work on
refining the theory’s empirical predictions and on selecting a number of relevant case studies.
Individual researchers would identify relevant repositories, collect pertinent materials, organize
and catalogue the data, and write both preliminary and related analyses. Definitive results
would be the collective output of the entire group. However, such research strategies would
require major disciplinary changes. Principal investigators would be recognized for their
conceptual and managerial contributions. Mid-level scholars would bear most responsibility for
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theoretical, methodological, and empirical innovations. Junior scholars would be rewarded for
their contribution to the group’s accomplishments, and would use first research projects as
preparation for their subsequent academic career. Overall, more thinking is needed to ascertain
whether the costs of such reforms are warranted by the prospective benefits.

7.3 Primacy Theory & Historical Scholarship
This project’s theory and the process tracing work can serve as a lens through which to
reevaluate some of the historical conclusions pertaining to the rationales underpinning US
policies – both at the beginning and at the end of the Cold War. The theory proposed here to
account for the US decision to pursue military primacy offers a novel framework that could
help towards re-conceptualizing the interrelation between structural factors from the
international and domestic levels of analysis. The case study on the Truman Administration
employs data that has already been reviewed by other scholars, but my theory-driven
assessment could provide a useful new perspective. Conversely, the case study on the Bush
Administration takes a comprehensive approach to investigating the available sources in both
the United States and the United Kingdom, and could play a direct role in historical research.
Below, I discuss how my work speaks to four separate debates. First, my theory can account
for both defensive and expansive imperatives at the beginning of the Cold War. Second, my
research contributes to the discussion about the Cold War’s “instigator” by making transparent
how both sides valued the absence of conflict relative to their other aims. Third, this project’s
reading of the available sources proposes a revisionist explanation of the rationales influencing
US priorities and choices at the end of the Cold War. Finally, my research highlights the
structural factors that stood in the way of the Bush Administration taking a more inclusive
approach towards the Soviet Union and Russia at the beginning of the 1990s.
My theory proposes a framework that can accommodate a number of arguments made on both
sides of the main historical debate on the origins of the Cold War. At the risk of
oversimplifying, one side of the debate maintains that the Truman Administration had no
choice but to defend the United States against Soviet and communist encroachment, and
contests any economic imperatives. The other side of the debate upholds that US elites were
acting expansively in their pursuit of opening foreign markets and expanding capitalism, and
rejects significant security concerns. A number of contributions by diplomatic historians offer
narratives that meld both lines of argumentation. However, my work brings these defensive
and expansive arguments together within one explanatory mechanism. On the one hand,
strategic and political incentives pushed for containing Moscow’s leeway. With the Red Army
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preeminent on the European continent, American policymakers wanted to avoid a
consolidation of the Eurasian industrial centers. With democracy and capitalism imperiled, US
officials had strong reasons to contain communist expansion. On the other hand,
macroeconomic factors pushed towards an open economic order as the best instrument towards
enhancing America’s overall wealth. With European economies under great distress, US
planners felt that absent Washington’s intervention, an open order would never materialize.
With Soviet interests towards Germany at odds with US plans for European reconstruction,
American leaders felt that conflict with the Kremlin had become unavoidable. Overall, my
work proposes that both defensive and offensive elements of US policymaking were necessary
for the ultimate outcome – the beginning of the Cold War.
My work also offers a way to overcome the perpetual quest for identifying the “culprit” for
“starting” the Cold War. Many scholars fault Truman and his associates for either
misunderstanding Soviet intentions or for being too nationalistic and parochial. In contrast,
other analysts accuse the leaders in the Kremlin of overplaying their hand towards expanding
their rule throughout Eurasia and of disregarding crucial US interest. My work does not deny
the existence of these causal factors, but suggests that structural imperatives played a much
larger role towards generating the outcome. The fundamental characteristics of the competitive
international system; of the democratic and capitalist mode of politico-economic organization
in the United States; of the large and productive American economy; and of the available tools
of war constrained the decision-making processes in Washington. Conversely, the communist
leadership in Moscow perceived numerous strategic, political, and economic disadvantages in
accommodating US preferences in Europe. The Kremlin had several good reasons to question
America’s willingness to incur significant costs to have its way. Overall, both sides valued the
absence of militarized competition less than attaining their other goals. American officials
hoped the Soviets would recognize Washington’s stakes and willingness to incur costs. Soviet
leaders hoped the American society would ultimately prove unwilling to shoulder these
burdens. When the Truman Administration resolved to pursue military primacy, thereby
revealing its stakes in Europe’s future, the Soviet Union backed down. Ultimately, the
militarized competition known as the “Cold War” represented one solution to the US
credibility gap – the only solution Truman’s policymakers felt possible under the international
and domestic constraints they had to operate under.
Regarding the end of the Cold War, my main empirical contribution is the finding that
concerns over international economics were driving US foreign policies at the beginning of the
1990s. With both geopolitical and ideological challengers vanquished, the main goal US
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policymakers pursued within the international arena was to facilitate their country’s economic
growth. Washington planners assessed that, given the US economy’s size and productivity, an
open international economic system remained the best instrument towards enhancing domestic
economic prosperity. Thus, American officials were primarily interested in European stability
and continuous transatlantic ties because the continent’s future directly impacted the present
and future of US economic growth. Leaders in Washington saw their country’s policies
towards Germany and its unification and towards the European Community and its deeper
integration primarily through the lens of expected repercussions upon free markets. Strategists
in the White House did not think Germany’s earlier expansionist tendencies played much of a
role. However, they worried that the lure of unification would push Bonn to accept politicoeconomic designs unfavorable to the United States. American planners recognized the stability
and wealth-enhancing attributes of further European integration. Nevertheless, they feared that
a stronger and more independent European Community would seek to ameliorate some of its
internal politico-economic problems at the expense of US access to European markets.
Ultimately, US officials were willing to subordinate numerous other policy priorities – for
instance, reducing global entanglements – to the overarching aim of sustaining and furthering
an open international economic system.
My research also speaks to the debate over the Bush Administration’s capacity and inclination
to fundamentally reform the international system at the end of the Cold War. Scholars fault the
Bush Administration for lacking imagination and ambition. Many argue that Washington
should have devised a Marshall Plan and quickly integrated the Russian Federation within the
global order. Such steps would have prevented Russia from becoming a disenfranchised and
revisionist geopolitical giant, they argue. In contrast, my work suggests that powerful structural
constraints limited both the latitude and the inducements US leaders had towards such choices.
A pragmatic assessment of the Marshall Plan is revealing. At the end of the 1940s, the Western
European states were rich countries that had been capitalist market economies for decades
before the war had vandalized their societies. Policymakers on both sides of the Atlantic
understood that the Marshall Plan’s essential task was to overcome transient – but deeply
distressing – socio-economic difficulties. Timing was essential. Liberal democracy and freemarket capitalism had to be sheltered before socialism or – much worse – communism and
Soviet influence jumped into the breach. At stake was the European countries’ stance towards
America’s struggles: First, against the Soviet Union’s geopolitical ambitions and against
communism’s expansion; and second, towards establishing an open international economic
system. What was not at stake was these European countries’ ability to organize effective
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governments and implement a more or less statist version of market economy. To a certain
degree, the Marshall Plan was an enlightened attempt at creating world order. However,
American democratic leaders were able to muster the political capital to devise, finance, and
implement such a program primarily because it promised to both ameliorate threats and bolster
opportunities to the American way of life.
Conversely, none of these structural conditions that were at work in the 1940s were given at
the end of the Cold War. In terms of defensive imperatives, US leaders perceived no major
concerns. Moscow had lost the conventional arms race with Washington and was confronting
numerous domestic challenges. Thus, the Kremlin had ceased to be a geopolitical challenger
and appeared to remain in such a position for many years to come. Communism was moribund
at home and deeply unattractive abroad. Ideological apprehensions had therefore been muted.
Overall, security problems would still exist, but their intensity would be greatly reduced. In
terms of expansive opportunities, American policymakers saw bleak prospects. In the Soviet
Union, neither leaders nor bureaucrats understood the workings of domestic markets, of
international economics, or of global finance, US economists repeatedly reported after
meetings in Moscow. Also, the Kremlin had no good plans on how to reform its bloated state
industries. Finally, the Soviets knew nothing about managing competitive politics within a
multiethnic state. To officials within the Bush Administration, economic and political crisis
was preordained and Russia would for many years remain on the sidelines of a globalizing
knowledge economy. The imperatives of safeguarding and furthering democracy and
capitalism at home – the mandate US leaders believed they had received from their citizens –
dictated that America was best advised to stay away from Russia’s troubles and pursue its own
narrow interests. Within an ideal world, a more cooperative approach would have been
benefited all of humanity. In contrast, within a competitive international system, the leaders of
democratic societies rarely have the leeway to take costly measures for uncertain, distant, and
general benefits.

7.4 Forecasting & Theory Testing
The best way to test a theory’s explanatory power is to offer predictions about the future.
Nobody can question whether the proposed theory was fitted to a reality that did not yet occur.
Also, prospective scholars will have an easier task when seeking to identify the gaps and
limitations of the proposed theory. In this project, I do not advance a sufficient condition for
the observed outcome – Washington’s decades-long pursuit of military primacy. Hence, my
theory can say little about what is going to happen. In contrast, my mechanism should be able
268

Liviu Horovitz • ETH • Guns, Butter, and Votes: A Theory of American Military Primacy • October 2018 • CH7

to yield forecasts with respect to which pressures and constraints should occur vis-à-vis the US
drive towards preeminent forces. One caveat seems indispensable: For all predictions offered
below, I simply assume that a change in one structural factor will not be accompanied by
simultaneous alterations in another factor. Clearly, this is an extremely stark assumption. And
yet, it appears to be the only approach that allows for clear predictions. Analysts observing
concomitant changes in a number of factors will have to take this into account. Overall, I
advance six predictions and group them in three pairs. First, I discuss the consequences of the
US economy’s position within the international system and examine the imperatives American
leaders will face when the current situation will be altered. Second, I assess the potential
implications of debilitated democracy and capitalism in America, and analyze the possible
responses to domestic and international threats to these values. Finally, I evaluate the future of
nuclear disarmament and of changes in military technology.
My first prediction: For as long as the United States remains the largest and a very productive
economy, American leaders face strong inducements to seek military primacy. With their state
facing no significant geopolitical or ideological threats, US leaders are primarily incentivized
to enhance national wealth. Macroeconomic structures push American policymakers towards
favoring a relatively open international economic system. As other states exhibit mixed
reactions to US politico-economic designs, Washington is pressed to either entice or coerce
them into acquiescence. Inherently unequal stakes render America’s credibility limited when it
comes to its willingness to sustain its preferred international order. Thus, overwhelming force
amends this credibility gap towards both protégés and rivals. Second: When the United States
stops drawing overwhelming benefits from an open international economic system, American
leaders face two divergent imperatives. On the one hand, Washington can seek to restructure
various international frameworks in order to extract higher overall gains. With reasonably free
trade not delivering satisfactory benefits, US officials are lured to seeking preferential access
for American producers and limiting competitive actors’ entrance into US markets. With others
resenting such predation, US planners are tempted to retain military primacy in order to
strengthen their country’s leverage. As Washington imposes higher costs upon various actors,
these entities face strong imperatives to shield themselves against US pressures. On the other
hand, Washington can seek to shed the burdens of sustaining the international system. A true
multipolar international system is the consequence and military primacy is abandoned.
My third prediction is that, for as long as a consolidated democracy and an unfettered version
of capitalism dominate the American political system, the drive towards enhancing overall
national wealth through the most promising instruments at the US government’s disposal
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remains unyielding. In contrast, should democracy be weakened, political leaders can select
wealth enhancement mechanisms that disproportionately advantage certain segments of
society. Also, with democratic institutions debilitated, politicians can succumb to societal
pressure to divide the spoils of economic growth highly unequally throughout the citizenry.
Should capitalism be bounded, the government can choose options that are less dynamic but
more accommodating towards domestic socio-political concerns. Besides, with capitalism
more restricted, economic policy can become more accommodating towards international
pressures. As a consequence of both developments, international economic arrangements that
require a credible enforcer can be abandoned and military primacy can become obsolete.
Fourth: When domestic or international threats to democracy or capitalism become apparent,
societal forces coalesce towards confronting such hazards. Over the last four or five decades,
democracy and capitalism have ruled unchallenged. Especially after the end of the Cold War,
analysts anticipated that nothing would ever again endanger these core values. Thus, US
political elites focused on enhancing economic prosperity. More recently, political
mismanagement has led to democracy being challenged at home and abroad. Capitalism’s
inherent shortages have once again raised questions relative to its validity. Should defensive
societal energies conjoin to once again safeguard both democracy and capitalism, they could
assign economic wealth enhancement a somewhat lower priority. It seems impossible to
fathom whether an international economic system requiring a preeminent military power to
sustain it would continue to the selected option.
The fifth prediction: For as long as nuclear weapons exist, US military planners are tempted to
seek large conventional forces in being. As the world’s dominant conventional power and
preponderant industrial economy, the United States would greatly benefit from nuclear
abolition, if only nuclear disarmament were verifiable and enforceable. On the one hand, no
conflict could swiftly escalate to involving overwhelming costs for American assets and
citizens. Weaker adversaries would know that they could not shield their most prized
possessions behind a nuclear deterrent. On the other hand, no opponent could rapidly neutralize
America’s massive mobilizing capabilities. Conversion from peaceful to military purposes
could await the beginning of hostilities. Nevertheless, these considerations make clear that,
given a competitive international environment and the current distribution of power, most
nuclear powers face strong disincentives relative to nuclear disarmament. Consequently, an
inherently less resolved but highly ambitious actor perceives powerful imperatives to boost
credibility by buttressing conventional forces. Finally: For as long as military technology
allows for retaining a gap in military capabilities, the US government is spurred to pursue
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military primacy. Maintaining a significant gap in military capabilities relative to all other
states within the international system is an expensive endeavor. It requires continuous and
significant investments in researching and developing the newest technologies. Currently, such
constant augmenting renders any run to parity extremely difficult and onerous, if not outright
impossible. In contrast, should new technologies allow actors to catch up through a massive
but brief sprint, sustaining a continuous edge would become meaningless. Washington would
lose interest in preeminent forces.

7.5 Final Thoughts
At a meeting at the State Department in March 1950 to discuss the costs and benefits of
rearmament, James Conant, the president of Harvard University and one of America’s
preeminent scientists, noted that “by 1980 [the Soviet Union’s] absurdities and static system
would cause them to grind to a stop.” Therefore, if the United States “can hold what we have”
and “avoid war,” then “the competition between our dynamic free society and their static slave
society should be all in our favor.” Conant concluded that if that was not the case, “we deserve
to lose.” Yet he thought that “by that time, Russia may Balkanize or Byzantinize itself.”3 This
dissertation has argued that US leaders recognized the structural incentives and constraint
generated by the competitive international system, by the democratic and capitalist American
politico-economic order, by the US economy’s size and productivity, and by the military
technologies of the time. Thus, these policymakers sought military primacy to close the
inherent credibility gap the United States faced towards having others accept its preferred
international politico-economic designs, an order meant to safeguard and further democracy
and capitalism in America. My theoretical claim is that US leaders are likely to face similar
pressures both now and in the future. Whether they will choose to act upon them and whether
they will be successful in their endeavors remains to be seen. To paraphrase Conant, however,
within a competitive international arena, if they do not, they will deserve to lose.

3
Unknown Author, “Record of the Meeting of the State-Defense Policy Review Groups,” March 2, 1950, FRUS
1950 (1): 176-182.
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