
A century has passed
since the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo set in mo-
tion a chain of events that would eventually convulse Europe in war. Possibly
no conºict has been the focus of more scholarly attention. The questions of
how and why European states came to abandon peaceful coexistence for
four years of armed hostilities—ending tens of millions of lives and several im-
perial dynasties—have captivated historians and international relations schol-
ars alike.

Today, Europe appears far removed from the precipice off which it fell a
century ago. If anything, most European states currently seem more concerned
about the damage potentially caused by ªnancial instruments than instruments
of war. On a global scale, the destructive power of contemporary weaponry so
dwarfs armaments of that earlier era that some scholars have argued great
power war to be obsolete.1 Additionally, the international community has estab-
lished international institutions, forums, and consultative mechanisms to chan-
nel conºict away from the battleªeld and into the conference room.

Yet, not only do the great power relations of that era persist in intriguing
scholars; as Steven Miller and Sean Lynn-Jones observe, they also continue to
“haunt,” for “they raise troubling doubts about our ability to conduct affairs
of state safely in an international environment plagued by a continuing risk
of war.”2 In many ways, these doubts have assumed a renewed salience
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as the world enters an era of signiªcant ambiguity. Possibly foremost
among the sources of this ambiguity is the economic and military growth of
the People’s Republic of China (PRC), a development that has introduced
uncertainty into the strategic relations among great powers, particularly the
PRC and the United States, and serves as a reminder that history may be far
from over.

Indeed, there would seem to be striking parallels between the situation fac-
ing the PRC and the United States in this century to that of Imperial Germany
and Great Britain at the beginning of the last. Both situations involve late de-
veloping states confronting entrenched liberal great powers in positions of
global military dominance. In the common narrative of the latter pair, Imperial
Germany—dissatisªed with its lot in the world, seeking to expand its inºu-
ence, generate a global presence, and “take its place in the sun”—set itself on a
path to conºict with an entrenched yet declining Great Britain wary to relin-
quish its position. The result was deteriorating relations, security competition,
and ªnally the tragic outbreak of World War I.

The lesson that emerges from this analogy is thus a worrying one, pointing
to the dangers of war between a rising and an established power. It encourages
observers to be on the lookout for possible signs of dissatisfaction in the PRC,
to question whether it is seeking to dethrone the United States or contest the
existing global order in ways similar to Germany a century ago. Much work
has already been done on this topic; in fact, within the community of interna-
tional relations scholars, it has arguably had a key role in framing debates
about the future of the PRC in the international system.3

We believe, however, the analogy across these two great power dyads to be
of limited use. We reach this conclusion not only because of contextual differ-
ences between the lead-up to World War I and the present that many scholars
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of international relations have already identiªed. It is also because of the more
general way in which analogies can function to limit and distort the compre-
hension of problems. That said, we believe that the experience of World War I
itself remains rife with lessons possibly more relevant now than ever. The out-
break of World War I was a complex, yet contingent, event to which multiple
factors contributed, absent any one of which history might have unfolded
quite differently. Although not necessarily portents of another full-scale world
war, the factors we identify do have the potential to exacerbate the risk of ten-
sions or increase the likelihood of conºict in East Asia.

Stated differently and perhaps counterintuitively, in this case there may be
more value in focusing on the trees instead of seeking to see the forest. World
War I is not just an instance of war between a rising power and an established
one; it is also an example of how great power relations can break down in an
era of dense and dynamic political, strategic, and economic ties. Examining
speciªc sources of strain and fragility in that system can help to identify the
potential hazards that may emerge in coming years. Speciªcally, we highlight
three major complications that contributed to the outbreak of World War I:
security commitments, domestic political pressures, and repeated crises. Our
selection of these factors was not random. They reºect the existing literature
on the outbreak of World War I in the ªelds of history and international rela-
tions. Moreover, they demonstrate key similarities to dynamics at play in con-
temporary East Asia, where interstate friction is arguably most keen. So
although none of the protagonists of World War I ªnd reincarnation in the
present, we nonetheless believe that the outbreak of World War I offers warn-
ings full of relevance.

This article proceeds as follows. In the next section, we examine the allures
and pitfalls of the analogy between German-British relations in the last cen-
tury and PRC-U.S. relations in this one. Not only do we survey the disputes
concerning this analogy and outline already well-recognized differences be-
tween the two cases, but we also explore the drawbacks of analogies more gen-
erally. We argue that focusing on this analogy as a point of debate obscures
other, more relevant lessons from that chapter in European history. We then
proceed to outline three major lessons. Although not necessarily heralding a
replication of the World War I, they do point to signiªcant sources of concern
that may result in the unnecessary and dangerous repetition of follies that led
to its outbreak.

German Apples and Mandarin Oranges?

As both popular and scholarly observers have sought to grapple with the fu-
ture trajectory of PRC-U.S. relations, the analogy of Anglo-German relations
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has loomed large. John Ikenberry captures this basic tendency: “As Germany
uniªed and grew, so, too did its dissatisfactions and demands, and as it grew
more powerful, it increasingly appeared as a threat to other great powers. . . .
Many observers see this dynamic emerging in U.S.-Chinese relations.”4 The
implications are ominous. Explicitly drawing the analogy to contemporary
China, Robert Kagan writes, “Rarely have rising powers risen without spark-
ing a major war that reshaped the international system to reºect new realities
of power. . . . Germany’s rise after 1870, and Europe’s reaction to it, eventually
produced World War I.”5 In this section, we probe more deeply the usefulness
of this analogy and ªnd it wanting—not simply because of obvious differences
between then and now, but also for how it functions to occlude understanding
rather than enhance it.

clear parallels?

The dominant narrative of Anglo-German tensions is one in which “Germany
grew out of its position as a ‘cluster of insigniªcant States under insigniªcant
princelings’” and subsequently went on to challenge the international system
and Great Britain’s dominant position within it.6 More precisely, the narrative
asserts that a potent combination of economic growth and dissatisfaction with
the current distribution of beneªts in the international system drove Imperial
Germany to engage in a Weltpolitik (world policy) that evoked Britain’s con-
cern and antipathy.7 This set the stage for the collision among major powers in
July 1914 that sparked World War I.

The most tangible element of this German Weltpolitik was a program of na-
val expansion aimed at contesting British hegemony over the seas. In 1898
Germany inaugurated its ªrst Naval Law and with it authorized a massive
program of shipbuilding. Its authors desired to ªeld a seaborne force that
would permit Germany not only to escape from under the shadow of potential
British naval coercion, but to turn the tables and potentially subject the British
to the threat of force. The British, however, were unwilling to passively accom-
modate German plans and answered with additional, more advanced ships of
their own, thereby engendering a major arms race. As John Maurer notes, in
the period between 1906 and 1912, “Britain launched 29 capital ships and
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Germany launched 17. Naval expenditures in both countries soared to pay for
this arms buildup: Germany’s naval budget practically doubled, and Britain’s
naval estimates increased by over 40%.”8 The consequence was that Germany
gained a navy without gaining any naval advantage, while needlessly antago-
nizing the British.

The other elements of German Weltpolitik were less tangible, but also
intimated dissatisfaction with the status quo. Weltpolitik comprised a heteroge-
neous mix of vague notions that Germany deserved to be a world power, that
it should have more colonial possessions and market access, and that it should
be given more freedom of action on the global stage.9 Such themes are appar-
ent, for instance, in a speech given in 1897 by Bernhard von Bülow while still
foreign minister, in which he announced: “We deªnitely do not feel the need to
have a ªnger in every pie. But we believe it is inadvisable, from the outset,
to exclude Germany from competition with other nations in lands with a rich
and promising future. The days when Germans granted one neighbor the
earth, the other the sea, and reserved for themselves the sky, where pure doc-
trine reigns—those days are over. . . . In short, we do not want to put anyone
in our shadow, but we also demand our place in the sun.”10

As a late-blooming great power, Imperial Germany—having only uniªed in
1871—did indeed ªnd itself in a world where many of the colonial spoils had
already been divided. At the same time, it found difªculty articulating exactly
what its “place in the sun” constituted. Practically, Germany pushed and prod-
ded diplomatically to obtain comparatively modest colonial possessions, but
it also engaged in relatively fruitless provocations—such as using gunboat
diplomacy to protest French actions in Morocco—that served to further alien-
ate the British. The cumulative result was that German behavior in the last
decade of the nineteenth century and ªrst decade of the twentieth managed to
create in the eyes of British observers the image of “a professional blackmailer,
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whose extortions are wrung from his victims by the threat of some vague and
dreadful consequences in case of a refusal.”11

Thus the naval challenge, attempts to change the international allocation of
beneªts, and the desire to expand its inºuence set Imperial Germany on a col-
lision course with Great Britain. What is more, the economic ties between the
two countries could not prevent the conºict. As Paul Papayouanou argues,
economic interdependence served to mitigate British containment of Germany,
while Germany was unaffected because “its pseudo-democratic political sys-
tem gave prominence to aggressive socioeconomic, political and military inter-
ests.”12 Paul Kennedy, in concluding his extensive study of the origins of
Anglo-German rivalry, writes, “An assassination in the Balkans may have pro-
vided the ‘spark’ for war. . . . Yet, so far as the British and German govern-
ments were concerned, the 1914–1918 conºict was essentially entered into
because the former power wished to preserve the existing status quo whereas
the latter . . . was taking steps to alter it.”13 Underpinning all of this was the
growth of German power—the fruit of uniªcation and industrialization—
that in a short time made it capable of mounting an assault on British hegem-
ony.14 In this manner, one can draw a direct line from the economic and mili-
tary rise of a united Germany to the outbreak of World War I.

Given this narrative, it is not difªcult to see how drawing the analogy to
PRC-U.S. relations becomes tempting. Like Imperial Germany, the PRC is a
rapidly growing, illiberal power that ªnds itself in a system not of its making.
The PRC has also embarked on a major program of military modernization—
not just naval capabilities but also air, missile, and cyber—with the potential to
pose signiªcant obstacles to U.S. power projection in the Asia-Paciªc.15

The United States, for its part, appears committed to maintaining naval su-
premacy; thus an arms race is a distinct possibility. In addition, and highly
reminiscent of British perceptions of a boorish German diplomacy, a narrative
of “Chinese assertiveness” has recently been making the rounds among
policymakers and pundits in the United States.16 Moreover, the strong eco-
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nomic ties between the United States and China are not a source of reassur-
ance, but simply one more point of similarity. The elements that fueled the
Anglo-German rivalry would indeed appear to be present. Disconcertingly,
following this analogy to its logical conclusion predicts a good chance of war.

problems with the analogy

Such a leap of reasoning introduces a multitude of problems, however. Other
scholars have already sought to ask if China harbors revisionist intentions,17 or
even if China is actually approaching the power of the United States in eco-
nomic or military terms.18 We do not seek to answer those questions here.
Even if we were to answer both questions in the afªrmative, the commonali-
ties identiªed by those who invoke the analogy are not necessarily sufªcient
for the replication of outcomes. The reason is that the above narrative obscures
key differences between the geostrategic, technological, and sociohistorical en-
vironments of then and today.

The ªrst blind spot in the analogy is a matter of geography. As Jack Levy has
noted, observers need to be alert to the existence of multiple, simultaneously
existing power systems within international relations.19 Globally, on the basis
of naval dominance, prewar Great Britain may be considered the predominant
power of its era. From its position sandwiched between the Dual Alliance of
France and Russia, however, Germany confronted far greater threats to its secu-
rity from other powers at the time. The Dual Alliance meant that in the event of
hostilities Germany would have to contend with a war on two fronts. The suc-
cess of the German war plan, the so-called Schlieffen Plan—to knock France out
of the war before Russia had the chance to fully mobilize its forces—depended
on there being a window of time between the outbreak of war and Russia being
able to bring its military strength to bear on the eastern front.

Although conceivably feasible when formulated, the German war plan in
the period prior to the July 1914 crisis was rapidly losing its perceived viability
in the face of Russian military modernization. In particular, improvements
under way in the Russian railway system—funded by loans from France—
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carried the potential of drastically reducing the amount of time needed for
Russian forces to mobilize. On top of this, the size of Russian military forces
was also growing. At 1.5 million in 1914, Russia’s troop strength was already
twice that of Germany; within a few years, it was expected to increase by
another third.20 The German leadership thus saw itself in an eroding position
vis-à-vis the Dual Alliance, and more speciªcally Russia.21 As a consequence,
the British threat to Germany was at best secondary, and there were strong
incentives for Germany to launch a preventive war before its strategic win-
dow closed.22

While Germany’s greatest threat may have come from the east as opposed to
the British Isles, the German naval challenge struck at the heart of British secu-
rity and welfare. Not only was Britain’s status in the world dependent on its
naval power, but its access to foodstuffs, commerce, and its colonies all relied
on unfettered sea transit. As argued in one contemporary British memoran-
dum, the defeat of British naval forces would mean “the destruction of our
merchant marine, the stoppage of our manufactures, scarcity of food, invasion,
disruption of Empire.”23 The British foreign secretary, Sir Edward Grey, put it
even more succinctly: “The Navy is our one and only means of defence and
our life depends on it and it alone.”24 What for Germany may have been a
means to expand its inºuence and prestige as a great power,25 for Britain was
a menace to its survival placed right off its coast. Thus it perceived the stakes
of the competition as existential.

The current geostrategic context of PRC-U.S. relations could not be more dif-
ferent. The PRC does not have any neighbors on its borders capable of offering
the same threat of invasion that tsarist Russia did to Imperial Germany. And
although the PRC may increasingly be able to complicate U.S. power projec-
tion in the region, this remains a far cry from having the ability to blockade
or invade the U.S. mainland, if that were even possible. Fears for national
survival played a key motivating role in the outbreak of World War I. For
Germany, the July crisis presented the chance to escape from under the
shadow of a looming Russian menace; for Britain, a German victory and thus
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hegemony on the continent spelled a renewed and greater naval threat. Nei-
ther the PRC nor the United States faces such dire straits. Quite simply, much
less hangs in the balance for either country.26

A second blind spot is the issue of technological change. The geostrategic
factors above played a role in a world where security depended on soldiers
stopping soldiers and ships sinking ships; nuclear weapons were not a factor.
Numerous international relations scholars have pointed out that nuclear
weapons signiªcantly change the equation, rendering many of the concerns
faced by powers in the lead-up to World War I moot.27 As Avery Goldstein
writes, “Because nuclear powers cannot conªdently eliminate the risk of unac-
ceptable retaliation by their adversaries, they cannot engage one another in
military battles that have a real potential to escalate to unrestrained warfare.”28

According to this view, while nuclear weapons do not prevent the possibility
of “limited warfare and crises,” their presence does render existential security
threats posed by conventional military forces among great powers a thing of
the past.29 Even if one does not harbor the faith that nuclear weapons technol-
ogy alone brings peace,30 the argument is difªcult to make that these weapons
have not changed the fundamental dynamics of the situation by making at-
tempts by great powers to conquer one another equivalent to suicide.31

Still, looking either at the particulars of geostrategic position or broader is-
sues of the impact of military technology makes no sense without also taking
into account a third factor: the mutual fear permeating the sociohistoric con-
text. Without this third factor, concerns about the military balance lose their
urgency and signiªcance—this reality is evidenced by the lack of security com-
petition among Britain, France, and Germany today. Germany and Britain
worried for their survival not simply as a function of their geographic and mil-
itary circumstances, but also because of the perception that they inhabited a
Hobbesian environment. As Stephen Van Evera writes, “Europeans in general,
and Germans in particular, imagined a world of states so belligerent that the
coming of war was merely a matter of time.”32
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Although the PRC and U.S. security establishments may now eye each other
warily, it is highly unlikely that either side harbors the same fears concerning
invasion and loss of sovereignty as the European great powers prior to World
War I. This lack of mutual existential fear is not just a matter of nuclear deter-
rence, for the degree of nuclear competition and concerns about deterrence
failure have also declined when compared with the height of the Cold War.
This absence of deep-seated fears may conceivably be a product of the declin-
ing beneªts of conquest resulting from globalization,33 the obsolescence of
great power war as a viable idea,34 or even the broad shift to a more Lockean—
if not Kantian—world in response to internalized norms and practices.35 Re-
gardless of the reason, the simple fact is that the perceived intensity and stakes
of security competition between great powers have fundamentally changed.

That contemporary perceptions are different is nowhere more obvious than
in the fall from favor of social Darwinism as a guiding worldview. Shared
across participants in the events leading to World War I was a belief that na-
tions were akin to organisms engaged in an inevitable struggle for survival.
This process, in turn, drove the evolution of mankind—“[T]he path of progress
is strewn with the wrecks of nations,” as one contemporary tract phrased
it.36 War played a special role in this process, acting as a welcome test of the ªt-
test.37 It is against the background of this worldview, for instance, that German
Chancellor von Bülow remarked, “In the struggle between nationalities, one
nation is the hammer and the other the anvil; one is the victor and the other
the vanquished. . . . It is the law of life and development in history that
where two national civilizations meet they must ªght for ascendancy.”38

This is not an isolated example. As Hannsjoachim Koch observes, “[A]ny
careful scrutiny of the newspapers and periodicals of the period, especially
between 1890 and 1914 . . . offer[s] more than ample examples of Social
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Darwinian currents of thought in Germany, Britain and the Empire, the United
States and France.”39 Nor was it only journalists, for “statesmen . . . did so in
the same measure.”40 In contrast, although in the current context of PRC-U.S.
relations one ªnds talk of rising and declining powers, and within PRC politi-
cal discourse even appeals to “the revival of the nation” and claims that the
weak will be bullied, one has to probe far to the fringes to ªnd those who an-
ticipate a coming racial war that will determine the survival of the ªttest.

Also signiªcant is the collapse of the imperialist imperative as an article
of faith among great powers. As touched upon above, part of Imperial
Germany’s dissatisfaction derived from entering late into the scramble for col-
onies, arriving at a time when much of the world had already been parti-
tioned. In both the ofªcial and popular mind at the time, colonial possessions
were viewed as a source of prestige, the price of admission for membership in
the club of “world powers,” and a necessary accessory in the struggle for na-
tional prosperity, even survival.41 Although European powers often reached
bargains as to who received what—such as during the Conference of Berlin in
1884–85—such cooperation could not obscure the reality: the push for colonies
was, at base, zero sum. What one country gained was lost to the others. Corre-
spondingly, the desire to acquire new territory or even defend existing posses-
sions introduced additional sources of militarized competition, discontent,
and insecurity into an already unstable international environment, as borne
witness by the Fashoda crisis, the two Moroccan crises, the Russo-Japanese
War, and the enduring tensions of the Anglo-Russian Great Game in Central
Asia around the turn of the last century.

Presently, economic competition and its attendant national concerns still ex-
ist, but they play out in a much different environment. For one, colonies—with
few exceptions—are a thing of the past. Moreover, in place of the Great Game
of colonial acquisition, a post–World War II structure of international institu-
tions now exists that, as Ikenberry argues, is “built around rules and norms of
nondiscrimination and market openness, creating conditions for rising states
to advance their expanding economic and political goals within it.”42 Negoti-
ating teams have replaced gunboats as the primary means of securing eco-
nomic access, and regardless of occasional trade frictions, great powers are
nowhere near the state of hypervigilance and jockeying for colonial advan-
tage that characterized the beginning of the last century. In fact, China is a ma-
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jor beneªciary of the prevailing world order. And as Ikenberry observes, in
the course of the past three decades, “[China has] discovered the massive
returns that are possible by operating within this open-market system.”43

Such beneªts remove an important source of instability and dissatisfaction—
overlooked in the common analogy—that plagued relations among the great
powers prior to World War I.

There is also one further omission in a narrative that asserts a relatively lin-
ear course from Anglo-German naval competition and antagonism to the out-
break of World War I. Namely, in the period immediately before the July crisis
Germany had resigned itself to British naval supremacy, and relations were, if
anything, on the mend.44 When war did come, Germany was not seeking a
chance to challenge Britain; quite the opposite, it preferred for Britain to stay
on the sidelines. During the July crisis, the German leadership greeted the
news—misreported—that Britain would remain neutral with cheers and
champagne.45 These developments raise the interesting counterfactual of how
the future might have turned out differently if the trend of détente between the
two powers had proceeded uninterrupted by the events of 1914.

Moreover, Christopher Clark observes that in 1914 “the Anglo-Russian alli-
ance was under serious strain—it looked unlikely to survive the scheduled
date for renewal in 1915. . . . [T]here were even signs of a change of heart
among the British policy-makers, who had recently been sampling the fruits of
détente with Germany.”46 The above discussion suggests far more contingency
than the common narrative of Anglo-German tensions tends to assume. Had
relations between Russia and Britain had time to further deteriorate and if
Russia had been able to threaten hegemony over the continent, it is conceiv-
able we would now be warning of the Anglo-Russian analogy.47

In sum, warnings for PRC-U.S. relations based on parallels drawn to the
Anglo-German experience may be less useful than they ªrst appear. As out-
lined above, such an analogy overlooks key differences in the geostrategic,
technological, and sociohistorical context that factored into the outbreak of
World War I. These differences make it much less likely that history will replay
itself in the same manner. Furthermore, the linear narrative upon which such
admonitions are based is in itself not as robust as is popularly asserted. The ac-
tual historical record suggests much greater contingency.
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an analogy to avoid

The above narrative serves as an additional example of the need for caution
when approaching analogies.48 In the case above, the isolated similarities
shared by Imperial Germany and the PRC can appear striking—both are late,
but rapidly developing, nondemocratic states with aspirations of naval power;
so, too, with those between the United States and Great Britain as liberal naval
hegemons. These similarities, however, can blind observers to the major differ-
ences in context outlined above that set the stage for the outbreak of war
in 1914. Analogies invite the temptation to shoehorn new actors into old
roles while providing distractions from the fact that the stage they occupy
has changed.

Crucially, analogical thinking can encourage top-down processing that
prompts a search for conªrming evidence while ignoring divergences. Alter-
nately, it can lead observers to interpret ambiguous evidence in line with
analogically derived expectations.49 The Anglo-German analogy frames prin-
cipled disagreements or conºict between the United States and the PRC as
manifestations of a new, confrontational Weltpolitik on the part of the latter and
stepping-stones toward war. This may in part help to explain the pervasive-
ness of what Iain Johnston terms the “new Chinese assertiveness” meme that
has recently gained prominence despite important areas of cooperation and
large continuities in PRC behavior.50

What is more, by centering the debate on whether or not the PRC is a dis-
satisªed challenger in the tradition of Imperial Germany, this analogy diverts
attention from the alternative mechanisms that can potentially lead to ten-
sions, even conºict, in contemporary East Asia. By conceptualizing the history
of World War I not as the climatic conclusion of a ºawed linear narrative but
instead the contingent product of multiple contributing factors, the authors see
in it a rich source of lessons pertaining to possible hazards and sources of in-
stability within the international system, many of them relevant to East Asia
today. It is to three of the most prominent of these lessons that we now turn.

Lesson #1: Beware of Complex Security Commitments

Europe on the eve of World War I was a tangled mess of bilateral security
agreements and understandings. Unlike the multilateral alliance blocs that
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would face off in the Cold War, alliance relations in 1914 were, at base, com-
posed of interlocking bilateral understandings of varying commitment. Even
the nominally multilateral Triple Alliance was, in practice, better characterized
as a set of bilateral pairings differing widely in terms of durability and ªdelity.
Further complicating this landscape were additional bilateral commitments to
actors outside these groupings, such as Russia to Serbia or Britain to Belgium;
far from being deterrents, these commitments helped to ensure that the com-
mitting parties and their allies would be drawn into conºicts not of their mak-
ing. International relations scholars have long noted the instability of the pre–
World War I alliance system.51

three properties of a dangerous mix

Three troubling properties of this system urge caution rather than conªdence
when surveying the bilateral networks of East Asia today. First, bilateral
relations created dependencies, and insecure actors that worried about the
loss of a bilateral partner tended to take on greater commitments—chaining
themselves to their partners.52 This increased the likelihood that they would
be drawn into a conºict neither of choice nor of pressing interest. The
most prominent example is the Franco-Russian relationship. France, without
Russia, faced a German threat it could hardly counter on its own. As Eugenia
Kiesling writes, “Nothing was certain in 1914, except that France could not
survive a war without Russia’s active engagement against Germany.”53

Whereas in the lead-up to the war France struggled to pass laws extend-
ing military service to offset the size of the German military, Russia, as noted
above, was already surpassing its western neighbor in increasing its number
of men in uniform.

French leaders could see what was happening: as time progressed, France
would need Russia more than Russia would need France. Anxious about aban-
donment, France sought to tighten its bonds, including acceptance of going to
war over a Balkan conºict. As Clarke notes, “The French were willing to accept
this risk, because their primary concern was not that Russia would act precip-
itately, but rather that she . . . would grow so preponderant as to lose interest in

International Security 39:1 20

51. Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1979), pp. 166–167;
Stephen Van Evera, Causes of War: Power and the Roots of Conºict (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University
Press, 1999), pp. 227–230; and Robert S. Ross, “The Domestic Sources of China’s ‘Assertive Diplo-
macy,’ 2009–2010,” in Rosemary Foot, ed., China across the Divide: The Domestic and Global in Politics
and Society (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 72–96.
52. Thomas J. Christensen and Jack Snyder, “Chain Gangs and Passed Bucks: Predicting Alliance
Patterns in Multipolarity,” International Organization, Vol. 44, No. 2 (Spring 1990), pp. 137–168.
53. Eugenia C. Kiesling,”France,” in Richard F. Hamilton and Holger H. Herwig, eds., The Origins
of World War I (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 245.



the security value of the alliance.”54 France was not alone. Despite clearly be-
ing the stronger partner, Germany feared the loss of Austria-Hungary. As
James Joll observes, “The realization by the Germans that Austria-Hungary
was her only reliable ally and that she must be supported at all costs . . . was
an important motive for the German decisions of 1914.”55

Not all actors prior to World War I sought to tighten their bonds of alliance,
however; some opted for ambiguity. This is a second feature of the pre–World
War I bilateral alliance structure: the unclear commitments of key actors, fore-
most Great Britain. Specifically, even though British political and military re-
lations with France had grown considerably closer in the decade before the
war, the British continued to insist that, as Sir Eyre Crowe wrote in 1911,
“the entente is not an alliance.”56 The reasoning behind this policy was under-
standable. Not only would an outright military alliance with France make
Germany more “defensive,” but it would also embolden both French and
Russian aggressiveness.57 This policy, however, led the German side to believe
that Britain might still be kept out of the war. As Van Evera writes, “The British
government indeed failed to convey a clear threat to the Germans until after
the crisis was out of control, and the Germans apparently were misled by
this.”58 There is much historical debate as to whether or not a more forceful
stance by Great Britain would have averted war, but at the very least it might
have strengthened voices in Germany advocating attempts to contain the
conºict. States fearful of enabling their partners in reckless behavior—and
thus being dragged into an unwanted conºagration—purposefully sent am-
biguous signals that then increased the likelihood of miscalculation.

This complex mix of tight and loose commitments combined to generate a
third and ªnal property—namely, that while many security agreements and
commitments were bilateral in form, they were multilateral in their conse-
quences. The bilateral commitments that formed the alliance system—formal
and informal—prior to World War I created a web of linkages that entwined
multiple actors, thereby increasing the chances that a conºict involving one
would metastasize into a conºict involving all. A political cartoon titled
“Chain of Friendship,” attributed to the Brooklyn Eagle in July 1914, captures
this dynamic well. It depicts a small, deªant character labeled “Serbia” stand-
ing ready to receive a ªsticuff from the larger “Austria-Hungary,” who in turn
is menaced with a blow from a character labeled “Russia,” himself threatened
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with a beating from the character “Germany,” while “France” and a portly
character in a waistcoat (Great Britain) rush to join the fray.59

Britain was bound by no commitment to the Serbian regime. Neither was
France. France was, however, bound to Russia, and Russia saw itself as need-
ing to defend Serbia. Thus British commitments to France (and also Belgium,
which stood in the path of the German army) meant Britain and France would
be drawn into what, absent such ties, might simply have been the “third
Balkan war.” Local conºicts of minor signiªcance could and ªnally did re-
verberate through the connections of commitment in the system to trigger a
massive war.

a worrisome mix now?

Similar dynamics may also now be taking root in contemporary East Asia. On
the one hand, fear may push some regional actors to bind themselves more
tightly to their partners. Japan, for instance, facing perceived growth in PRC
strength and challenges, appears at the time of this writing set to accept greater
commitments to militarily support the United States, even when this might
pull it into peripheral conºicts. Already the stipulations in the Guidelines for
Japan-U.S. Mutual Defense cooperation for “[c]ooperation in situations in areas
surrounding Japan that will have an important inºuence on Japan’s peace
and security” hint that Japan may be drawn into a Taiwan Strait or Korean
Peninsula contingency in which the United States is a primary protagonist.60

Furthermore, Japan now seems to be moving to reinterpret Article 9 of
its constitution to allow collective defense, thus further expanding both the
range of conºicts in which it may become involved and the types of military
actions it can legally undertake.61 A recent review requested by Japanese Prime
Minister Abe Shinzo not only concluded that the constitution should be
reinterpreted to permit collective defense even when Japan was not directly
attacked, but also argued that collective defense was justiªed when “not tak-
ing action could signiªcantly undermine trust in the Japan-U.S. alliance.”62

Japan is now extending ties to other regional actors as well, supporting
Southeast Asian maritime security enhancement efforts, notably for Vietnam,
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the Philippines, and Indonesia as it loosens long-standing, self-imposed re-
strictions on exports of defense equipment.63

Other states in the region have also voiced concerns about a drawdown of
the U.S. presence in the Asia-Paciªc and U.S. withdrawal from underwriting
public goods such as the freedom of navigation, maritime security, and an
open regional economic architecture.64 The 2013 Australian Defence White
Paper, for example, repeatedly points out that the “United States underpins
strategic stability through its network of alliances and security partnerships,
its signiªcant force posture, and its political, diplomatic and other contribu-
tions to regional cooperation.”65 Australia, unsurprisingly, has thus welcomed
a greater U.S. military presence on its territory. The Philippines, too, has now
moved to allow an “enhanced rotational” stationing of U.S. military assets.66

Although such a presence may be viewed as further tethering the United
States to the security needs of both actors, the street can run both ways, and
either or both may also ªnd themselves dragged into regional conºicts outside
their range of interests.

On the other hand, concerns about entrapment encourage ambiguous
commitments in today’s Asia-Paciªc, especially by the United States. The
U.S. government insists that it “does not take a position” on territorial dis-
putes in the East and South China Seas so long as there is no resort to
violence.67 It emphasizes the nonuse of force, freedom of navigation and
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safe passage, and opposition to unilateral changes to the status quo—even
though U.S. allies such as Japan and the Philippines as well as newer
American friends such as Vietnam are disputants. The United States likewise
takes Taiwan’s status as undetermined, although it “opposes unilateral at-
tempts by either side [of the Taiwan Strait] to change the status quo.”68 Nota-
bly, current U.S. policy toward Taiwan grew out of a long-standing approach
of “strategic ambiguity.”69

The United States has thus tried to walk a ªne line—to both reassure and re-
strain partners while deterring challengers. Such efforts were on display most
recently during U.S. President Barack Obama’s visit to Japan. While on the one
hand emphasizing that the U.S. “treaty commitment to Japan’s security is ab-
solute . . . including the Senkaku Islands,” Obama went on to state, “There’s no
red line that’s been drawn.”70

The intricacies of U.S. policy can confuse other actors, however. U.S. part-
ners may believe they have U.S. support—or at the least leeway—to press their
claims more robustly. Efforts by Taiwan’s Chen Shui-bian administration to
frame cross-strait ties as “one country on each side [of the Taiwan Strait]” and
the Benigno Aquino administration’s emphasis on the Philippines’ South
China Sea claims are arguably examples of such behavior. Alternately, the PRC
may understand the United States’ position as allowing an assertion of claims
using measures just short of force. PRC perceptions of a limited U.S. commit-
ment to Japan, particularly over disputed maritime claims and possibly even
Taiwan, can encourage probing by paramilitary and even military forces that
may prove escalatory. In short, such balancing acts are difªcult to maintain
and can invite dangerous misconceptions, by friends and rivals alike.

Other actors in Asia also demonstrate a tendency toward ambiguity. Mem-
bers of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) generally indi-
cate that they do not want to choose between the United States and China.71
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These include Singapore, which hosts U.S. forces on rotational deployment,
trains its own troops in the United States, and has a strategic partnership with
Washington, as well as Vietnam, which is exploring ways to enhance security
ties with America.72 Articulating similar hopes are Thailand, a long-standing
U.S. ally, as well as Malaysia and Indonesia, which are also trying to improve
defense cooperation with the United States.73

Ambivalence over security commitments among regional actors in Asia
reºects simultaneous desires to beneªt from increasing economic integration
with China as well as to address apprehensions about China’s long-term tra-
jectory as a major power. Such “hedging” may inadvertently encourage the
PRC and the United States to question the long-term reliability of partnerships
with Southeast Asia, and can feed the impression that the region is a battle-
ground for inºuence. Tokyo’s apparent inability to follow through with claims
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for a more robust regional policy similarly raises doubts about Japan’s regional
role, especially in light of prolonged slow economic growth and the long-term
environmental challenges posed by the Fukushima nuclear disaster.74 Alterna-
tively, although China has fewer commitments, it does have an increasingly
uncertain security relationship with North Korea capable of provoking confu-
sion. Ambiguity about how China might respond to hostilities on the Korean
Peninsula adds to the likelihood of miscalculation.75

This complex, disparate mix of bilateral security relationships in East Asia
can undermine regional stability even if it does not presage systemic war. As
the complexity of security entanglements increases, so too do the possibilities
of miscalculation and the chances that minor clashes will envelop multiple
actors. Crises that result are likely to affect and involve a signiªcant number
of regional actors not just because of their ties to a larger web of security
arrangements, but also because any resulting instability can disrupt regional
communications and trade. The complex mesh of interlocking commitments
and partnerships that is the U.S.-centered hub-and-spokes system creates
interconnectedness without full coordination.

The greater the number of commitments the United States assumes, the
higher the number of conceivable ºash points capable of drawing both it and
its partners into a larger confrontation. Moreover, the multiplication of com-
mitments also raises the stakes: the United States may see itself as having to
take a ªrm stance in a conºict scenario on a matter of peripheral interest out of
concern for its reputation among allies, friends, and adversaries. In short, the
complicated jumble of security entanglements in the Asia-Paciªc at present
increases the likelihood that multiple actors will be pulled into a conºict not of
their making. Although war is not predetermined, these dynamics do not au-
gur well for stability.

Lesson #2: Beware of Nationalism

A second cautionary lesson derives from the domestic political dynamics of
certain states involved in World War I, most prominently Imperial Germany. In
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such states, nationalist constituencies offered a bulwark against demands for
greater political and social reform. The support of such constituents, however,
came at the price of precious ºexibility on the international stage.

a double-edged sword

Imperial Germany faced strong domestic political pressures linked to the
dislocations and tensions generated by industrialization and the increasing di-
vergence of socioeconomic interests among political groups. Such pressures
manifested in the discontent of government, military, and other conservative
elites with the growing presence of Social Democratic representatives in the
Reichstag.76 As a consequence, the former sought support against the erosion
of their power by courting and even cultivating nationalist forces within the
domain of public opinion.

The nationalist forces, generally speaking, sought a strong state and were
anti-democratic and militaristic. They were thus the natural—or in some cases
manufactured—allies for oligarchic regimes seeking to limit democratic and
socialist advances. To be clear, the nationalist groups active in pre–World War I
Germany were not uniform. Some emerged spontaneously to advocate for par-
ticular policies, such as the expansion of empire; others emerged with the help
of elite or military actors. Regardless, they formed a highly vocal constituency
within the German public that supplied a reservoir of ready support for costly
armaments programs and strengthened the hand of the government and other
elite interests against social forces demanding radical reforms.77 The German
Navy League, for example, was both ofªcial and populist in its origins, and
was not only a source of advocacy for increased naval spending; it was also
monarchist and antisocialist.78

These same nationalists also sought a muscular foreign policy, were harshly
critical of compromise, and were quick to advocate the use of force. Corre-
spondingly, their strident advocacy for the might and prestige of the nation
was not always in tune with the policies of the regime, and the German gov-
ernment faced outrage from their nationalist constituents when perceived as
acting weak or capitulating on the international stage. As Kennedy writes of
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the nationalists at the time, “[T]he impulse to their activities derived from a
ªrm belief in the idea of the strong, ordered nation-state, and considerations
about . . . preserving the ‘face’ of the establishment came in a poor second.”79

Precisely because conservative, nationalist elements in the public consti-
tuted an important source of support, government actors were sensitive to
their criticisms and dissatisfactions. As Clark notes of the states involved in
World War I, “In more authoritarian regimes, public support was an indis-
pensable ersatz for democratic legitimacy.”80 Compounding this situation, na-
tionalist attacks were a form of internal critique—far from challenging the
professed values of the regime, they took leaders to task for not living up to
national ideals.

The strong cries of nationalist actors could thus serve as a limiting force on
the ability of their governments to pursue pragmatic foreign policies, restrict-
ing the space for concessions and providing incentives for prestige politics.
One can observe this dynamic in Chancellor Theobald Bethmann Hollweg’s
explanation of the German position at the time of the July crisis: “The ear-
lier errors: simultaneously Turkish policy against Russia, Morocco against
France, the navy against England—challenge everybody, put yourself in ev-
erybody’s path, and actually weaken no one in this fashion. Reason: aimless-
ness, need for little prestige successes, and solicitude for every current of
public opinion.”81 It would be wrong, however, to think of nationalist public
opinion as something existing independent of the German government, or as
Clark notes, “like a fog pressing on the window panes of ministerial ofªces.”82

The government itself was in part responsible for the cultivation of such na-
tionalist constituencies not only through patronage of nationalist groups and
supportive press interventions, but also through the more basic means of pop-
ular education and even youth leagues.83 Kennedy writes, “[T]he radical na-
tionalists were no longer voices in the wilderness and their ideas were
common currency among most of the anti-socialist forces. . . . [I]t made the exe-
cution of any moderate diplomacy very difªcult; and the excessive hopes and
demands of the chauvinists threatened, when disappointed by diplomatic fail-
ures, to rebound at the very sorcerer’s apprentices which helped instigate
these feeling in the ªrst place.”84
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Imperial Germany was not alone in being subject to the inºuences of domes-
tic nationalism. Tsarist Russia arguably was in a much more precarious posi-
tion in the period prior to World War I, having in 1905 survived open revolt.
While elite conservative supporters of the regime actually counseled caution
against the possible strains of foreign conºict, high tsarist ofªcials feared the
outrage of nationalist constituents, particularly pan-Slavic nationalists.85 At
the time of the July crisis, the tsar faced warnings from his ministers that
“Russia would never forgive the sovereign” should he back down, and “unless
he yielded to popular demands and unsheathed the sword on Serbia’s behalf,
[he] would run the risk of revolution and perhaps loss of his throne.”86

The point here is not to argue for Primat der Innenpolitik (the primacy of do-
mestic politics), as if domestic, nationalist forces alone propelled the German
or Russian government off the precipice.87 To do so would be to ignore both
the structural pressures existing at the time and the ways in which the elites
were themselves involved in generating the nationalist dynamics they con-
fronted. Nationalist actors were neither fully puppet masters nor puppets.
Rather, a more fruitful way of looking at the role of nationalist public opinion
is as part of a two-level game. Nationalist constituents served to limit the set of
possible solutions available to leaders on the international stage, thus restrict-
ing their ability to pursue the more ºexible policies and compromises that
could have helped to avert conºict.88

Additionally, the presence of nationalist pressure groups increased the
stakes and payoffs of prestige politics and even—as a result of the bellicose
rhetorical salvos launched by their mouthpieces in the press—helped to
worsen popular relations between states. The aggressive nationalist constitu-
encies in Imperial Germany and tsarist Russia did not by themselves cause
World War I. They did, however, contribute to the tensions that preceded the
Great War by tilting the scales of domestic political incentives in the direction
of confrontation.
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What emerges, therefore, is a lesson concerning the relationship of insecure
regimes to their nationalist constituencies. Nationalist forces offer a ready
means to countermand progressive social actors, and therefore present a natu-
ral constituency for ofªcials and elites seeking to fortify their position against
radical reforms, especially when reformers can be framed as placing the indi-
vidual above the nation. As Heinrich Class, chairman of the Pan-German
League, stated, “We wanted nothing to do with tolerance if it sheltered the en-
emies of the Volk and the state. Humanity in the sense of that liberal idea we
spurned, for our Volk was bound to come off worse.”89 The alliance between a
regime and its nationalist citizens is not a seamless one, for a functioning for-
eign policy requires concessions that from a nationalist perspective can verge
on traitorous. The more a regime cultivates or leans on its nationalist constitu-
ency to shield it against domestic compromise, the less room it has for foreign
compromise for fear of outraging the same.

nationalism renewed?

Shifting focus to East Asia, the lesson above appears to have important impli-
cations for the PRC in particular. To be clear, there are numerous differences
between Imperial Germany and the PRC. For one, the former had a meaning-
fully competitive elected body—the Reichstag—whose support was needed,
for instance, for taxation and budgetary issues. It also permitted the growth of
vibrant, vocal, diverse political associations and a less strictly censored press
and sphere of public debate. The PRC, in contrast, is arguably much less tolerant
of organized political activity, provides fewer opportunities for oppositional po-
litical participation, and exercises much tighter control over the press and public
expression in general. That said, the point here is not to draw analogies, claim-
ing that the PRC is reprising the role of Imperial Germany, but rather to draw
lessons for similar dynamics that may also be at work in the present.

The PRC government has sought to cement domestic support by leaning on
nationalism, and this indeed presents the risks of a kindred dynamic taking
hold. In the aftermath of the domestic political upheaval in 1989, culminating
most famously in the violent clearing of Tiananmen Square in June of that year,
the PRC government instituted a patriotic education campaign to shore up
loyalty.90 This campaign emphasized past humiliations at the hands of foreign
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powers and aimed to focus attention on foreign threats as opposed to domestic
troubles. As explained by one ofªcial source, it aspired to “end the turmoil and
counterrevolutionary tendencies among primary and secondary students.”91

Patriotic education was combined with large celebrations in the 1990s of patri-
otic anniversaries, including the end of World War II. The PRC government
cultivated a heightened nationalist consciousness, in no small part based on a
narrative of humiliation and suffering at the hands of foreign actors, with the
expectation this would translate into allegiance to the regime and a rejection of
“Western” political reforms. Although nationalist sentiment in the PRC had
deep historic roots prior to this, in the 1990s it—together with taking credit for
domestic stability and economic growth—came to assume an even more im-
portant role in Chinese Communist Party’s narrative of regime legitimacy.92

Now, two decades onward, these efforts have borne fruit and there exists a
vocal nationalist constituency within the PRC. Expression of nationalist senti-
ments has also proliferated beyond ofªcial education and propaganda. For
one, the commercialization of the press, bringing with it the proªt incentive,
has encouraged newspapers to engage in sensationalist nationalist reporting
and presses to crank out national tracts, particularly concerning Japan, quite
simply because nationalism is a safe topic that sells.93 At the same, the spread
of the internet has provided a new forum for spontaneous and aggressive na-
tionalist discourse. This new “cyber-nationalism,” as Shih-Ding Liu argues,
“cannot simply be dismissed as top-down government manipulation or party
propaganda. . . . Rather, the Chinese cyber-nationalists are keen to ªnd their
way to engage in nationalist politics and claim for the nation a vision that is
not necessarily in line with the ofªcial discourse.”94 While PRC authorities
exercise censorship of both the traditional press and online media, the latter
presents a forum that much more easily escapes total control.95

Signiªcantly, PRC authorities also turn to both the traditional press and on-
line media as indicators of public opinion.96 These indicators are heavily bi-
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ased, however. Not only do they reºect ofªcial opinion control, but the latter
also tends to be weighted toward extreme actors willing to risk the conse-
quences of expressing their opinions.97 The public opinion that emerges is thus
one generated by the predominance of audible voices, not necessarily the quan-
tiªed spread of opinion. As James Reilly has noted, public opinion in China is
not measured by opinion polling. Rather it “often operates as a set of collective
notions that enter the public arena through such venues as popular media and
the internet.”98 The result is the image of a highly nationalist public that has
assumed an authoritative dominance, especially on issues concerning Japan.

One could posit that the PRC government, given its tools for managing dis-
course in the public sphere and freedom from institutionalized mechanisms of
domestic accountability, should still remain relatively free to pursue a prag-
matic foreign policy as necessary. Nationalist public opinion, regardless of
how it is perceived, should therefore be of peripheral importance. Historically,
this would appear to be the case, as evidenced, for example, by China’s be-
havior in its territorial disputes with Japan in the 1990s.99 Some scholars, how-
ever, have raised questions as to whether this presumption still holds. Thomas
Christensen, for instance, writes, “[D]omestic voices calling for a more muscu-
lar Chinese foreign policy have created a heated political environment. . . .
[G]one are the days when Chinese elites could ignore these voices.”100 The rea-
son, Christensen argues, is that “the regime seems more nervous about main-
taining long-term legitimacy and social stability than at any time since the
period just after the 1989 Tiananmen massacre.”101

In fact, Sino-Japanese efforts in 2008 to implement cooperative agreements
concerning territorial issues faltered because of concerns about national-
ist pressure.102 Robert Ross argues that the inºuence of domestic nationalist
voices further grew in 2009 and 2010 as a consequence of increased regime in-
security owing to economic stresses and the expansion of internet-based com-
munication beyond government control.103 He claims that this resulting
sensitivity to nationalist opinion was manifest in the strident PRC responses to
U.S. military exercises with South Korea following North Korea’s sinking of a
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South Korean navy vessel, and Japan’s arrest of a Chinese ªsherman who used
his trawler to ram Japanese Coast Guard ships in a disputed area of the East
China Sea. Ominously, Ross sees these effects as representing not an aberra-
tion, but a solidifying trend.

If correct, these more recent analyses would suggest that the PRC regime
may be subject to a dynamic familiar from the prehistory of World War I.104 In
seeking to offset regime insecurity and calls for political reform, it risks becom-
ing even more beholden to its nationalist constituency, a constituency that the
regime itself helped to cultivate. The lesson of that earlier era is that looking to
nationalist forces to fortify a regime imposes a Faustian bargain with perni-
cious foreign policy consequences. Flexibility, pragmatism, and compromise
are the bane of nationalist discourse. Yet, these are the elements necessary
for any state not wishing to set itself at odds—even invite open conºict—with
its international interlocutors. That nationalism in China can fuel parallel
sentiments elsewhere in the region, such as in Japan, the Philippines, and
Vietnam, which can in turn further fan China’s nationalist impulses, further
compounds matters.

Lesson #3: Beware of Repeated Crises

While the outbreak of World War I caught many within Europe by surprise,
it was not entirely a bolt from the blue. World War I came in the wake of a se-
ries of crises that had set the stage for its appearance: the ªrst and second
Moroccan crises of 1905–06 and 1911, the Bosnian crisis of 1908–09, the Balkan
wars in 1912 and 1913, as well as the domestic turmoil in Russia following
Russia’s defeat in the 1904–05 Russo-Japanese War.105 The outbreak of World
War I cannot be traced back to any one crisis in the years prior to 1914; rather it
is the cumulative and reinforcing consequences of multiple crises to which
scholars should look. These repeated crises had three important and interre-
lated types of effects on both the states involved and the European system
more broadly, effects that with each iteration made war more likely.

repeated crises, growing dangers

The ªrst effect was the emergence of an array of increasing and overlapping
antagonisms, as each crisis further aggrieved actors without resolving under-
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lying tensions. The second Moroccan crisis—as Germany yet again sought to
assert its inºuence in North African affairs—came even closer to war than the
ªrst, as Kiesling writes, not “because Morocco had become more valuable or
French leaders more warlike . . . [but] because the repetition of the German as-
sault on French dignity constituted an additional insult in itself.”106 Similarly,
the repeated Balkan crises left Russia, Austria-Hungary, and Serbia seething
at perceived offenses. The Dual Monarchy’s annexation of Bosnia-Hungary
in 1907 outraged Russia and Serbia, while Serbian gains in the Balkan wars
created, according to the German ambassador in Vienna at the time, “a feeling
of shame, of smothered rage, the feeling of having been led by the nose by
Russia and her friends.”107 In this environment, increasing antipathy fueled
mistrust and hypersensitivity, and minor events—such as the appointment of
a German to reform the Ottoman army (the Liman affair)108 or the treatment
of German deserters of French Foreign Legion (the Casablanca incident)109—
led to belligerent threats. As grievances accumulated, the system grew
more volatile.

A second, related, effect was an increasing hardening of positions. The crises
generated winners and losers, and regardless into which camp a state fell, the
lesson was the same: the need for greater ªrmness. The Bosnian crisis, which
emerged when Austria-Hungary annexed the formerly Ottoman provinces of
Bosnia-Herzegovina, epitomizes this dynamic. Austria-Hungary was immedi-
ately opposed by Russia and Serbia, and there were intimations of war as all
sides mobilized their troops. Germany, in turn, threw its weight behind its
southern ally, threatening to come to its aid, and Russia and Serbia backed
down. Austria-Hungary and Germany took the lesson that the threat of force
could cow Russia into retreat. As the Austrian foreign minister, Alois
Aehrenthal, noted, “[A] text-book (Schulbeispiel) example of how success is
only certain if the strength (Kraft) is there to get one’s way.”110 For Russia, on
the other hand, “it was a humiliation, the like of which Russia must never
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again be made to endure.”111 Russia consequently sought to strengthen its mil-
itary to ensure that would be the case.

Other crises had similar results. The two Moroccan crises were widely
viewed as German defeats, and when faced with the July crisis of 1914 the kai-
ser reportedly emphasized, “This time I shall not given in.”112 France, for its
part, had responded to the crises in Morocco by augmenting its military capa-
bilities and increasing those of its ally, Russia. Indeed, such crises often played
a crucial role in overcoming domestic opposition to bills mandating military
increases in countries such as Germany and France.113 In short, repeated crises
reinforced a belief in the need to stand strong next time around, fueling the
drive to build military strength and greatly limiting the room for compromise
without loss of face.

Concurrently, a seemingly contradictory third effect emerged, namely, a de-
gree of complacency and conªdence in the ability of the European powers to
avoid an all-out war.114 Like the fable of the boy who cried wolf, the repeated
threats of war in the years prior to its actual outbreak helped numb European
actors to the risks they faced. As the French politician Jean Jaurès stated,
“Europe has been afºicted by so many crises for so many years, it has been put
dangerously to the test so many times without war breaking out that it has al-
most ceased to believe in the threat.”115 Previous crises had been contained in
spite of rattling sabers, and many saw no reason why the troubles between
Austria-Hungary and Serbia should not also follow such a pattern.

Indeed, the initial British response to the Dual Monarchy’s ultimatum was to
invite Italy, Germany, and France to arrange a joint meeting “in order to en-
deavor to ªnd an issue to prevent complications.”116 That British policymakers
such as Sir Edward Grey, the foreign secretary, should believe such a solution
possible is quite comprehensible: such cooperation had limited the second
Balkan war to the Balkans. As Lynn-Jones observes, “Grey’s hopes for a diplo-
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matic solution . . . reºected his understanding of Anglo-German cooperation in
previous Balkan crises.”117 Faith that the conºict could once again be localized,
if not prevented, meant that key actors, such as Britain, did not realize the ur-
gency of the situation until it was too late.

and the new normal?

Unresolved disputes and repeated friction in today’s Asia-Paciªc echo dynam-
ics in pre–Great War Europe. There is growing regional attention to the PRC’s
willingness to use more expansive legal and administrative instruments as
well as its increasingly robust capabilities to press disputed maritime claims.
PRC ships and aircraft appear to be challenging effective Japanese admin-
istration of the Diaoyutai/Senkakus, and PRC forces have moved to occupy
features in the South China Sea also claimed by the Philippines.118 Since 2009,
there has been greater frequency of high-proªle activities by PRC ofªcial and
military ships as well as aircraft that at times has resulted in stand-offs
with vessels from Japan, the Philippines, the United States, and Vietnam.119

May 2014 even saw a series of stand-offs and intentional collisions among
Vietnamese and PRC law enforcement vessels following the Chinese position-
ing of an oil rig near the Paracel Islands off Vietnam’s coast, which the PRC
controls and Vietnam claims.120

In November 2013, the PRC also established an air defense identiªcation
zone (ADIZ) covering the Diaoyutai/Senkakus, and apparently went beyond
common practice by requiring advance notiªcation from all “aircraft ºying in”
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the ADIZ.121 (Existing regulations generally ask for identiªcation only from
aircraft heading toward sovereign airspace through an ADIZ.)122 In response,
the United States, Japan, and South Korea challenged these declarations
through ofªcial statements and military ºights in the ADIZ.123 Furthermore, in
early December 2013 Hainan Province announced a ªsheries regulation that
demanded non-Chinese ªshing vessels obtain approval to operate in PRC-
claimed areas of the South China Sea.124 These actions come on top of the
recurring frictions over North Korean nuclear and weapons programs and
periodic tensions over relations across the Taiwan Strait.

As these contentious issues and stress points in the Asia-Paciªc come to over-
lap and interconnect, they increasingly draw the interest and attention of more
actors in the region, including those originally less involved. Concerns about
PRC assertiveness over the Diaoyutai/Senkakus are fueling antagonisms and
driving Japan and the United States to augment the seaborne capabilities of the
Philippines and Vietnam, both of which have competing maritime claims with
the PRC.125 U.S. Assistant Secretary of State Daniel Russel testiªed to Congress
that the United States objects to the PRC’s “unilateral attempts to change the
status quo” in both the East and South China Seas, including Beijing’s ADIZ
declaration and nine-dashed line claim.126 U.S. Chief of Naval Operations
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Adm. Jonathan Greenert further stated that the United States “would help” the
Philippines if China occupied a Filipino-claimed Spratly island.127

Meanwhile, Australia is articulating a policy position on regional maritime
disputes that is as wary of PRC actions as its U.S. ally, and welcomes greater
U.S. involvement in Asia.128 ASEAN members, including nonclaimants,
largely favor a multilateral South China Sea code of conduct that keeps force
off the table in handling disputes, which contrasts with the PRC’s preference
for bilateral approaches and blunts a key PRC advantage.129 For its part, the
PRC has shielded North Korea despite provocative behavior including
the sinking of a South Korean corvette and the shelling of a South Korean–held
island. The PRC strongly opposed joint U.S.-South Korean exercises in the
Yellow Sea and condemnations of North Korean actions.130 These linkages
among actors over previously disparate issues give particular disputes the po-
tential to precipitate broader crises.

Accompanying all of these events in East Asia is a hardening of public
attitudes toward rivals over mutual antagonisms. Japanese attitudes to-
ward China have declined precipitously, with 93 percent of respondents to
a 2013 Pew Global Attitudes poll taking a negative view of the PRC.131 Feel-
ings would appear to be mutual, with Chinese attitudes toward Japan
also highly negative.132 Perceptions of China have additionally declined in the
Philippines,133 and President Aquino has made allusions between China and
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Nazi Germany.134 Vietnam, too, is witnessing a growing trend of anti-China pro-
tests following rising Hanoi-Beijing tensions over competing South China Sea
claims.135 Most recently, anti-China demonstrations in Vietnam turned violent
following skirmishes between PRC and Vietnamese law enforcement ships that
accompanied Chinese efforts to position an oil rig in waters off the disputed
Paracels.136 Even in the United States, a plurality of the public—about a ªfth of
Americans—now sees China as the greatest threat to the country according to a
recent Gallup poll, above North Korea, Iran, and Iraq.137

Unfavorable perceptions and antagonisms can have malevolent effects. For
one, a negative image can shape how future behavior is perceived, in a manner
psychologists call “top-down processing.” Ambiguous behavior may be inter-
preted in a negative fashion, leading to cycles of recrimination. Negative pub-
lic attitudes create incentives to be uncompromising and may encourage
provocative behavior—if not by political leaders themselves, then political en-
trepreneurs seeking to make a name. Such attitudes thus raise the potential for
confrontation and crisis escalation as they become more common.

Simultaneously, recurring tensions in the Asia-Paciªc seem to be feeding a
belief that rivals will cave given sufªcient demonstrations of force and resolve
even if fundamental differences continue to fester. The PRC’s efforts to assert
maritime claims since 2009 has seen Chinese vessels involved in near collisions
with ships from the U.S. Navy and Japan’s Maritime Self-Defense Force and
Coast Guard as well as actual collisions with Japanese and Vietnamese
ships.138 These come on top of PRC authorities arresting Vietnamese ªsher-
men in disputed waters, and a PRC warship aiming its ªre control radar on a
Japanese destroyer.139 In reaction, Japan and South Korea increased maritime
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patrols in disputed waters as well as challenges to the PRC’s ADIZ in the ex-
pectation that Beijing would back down and not actively pursue its demands.
Seoul even expanded its own existing ADIZ to further overlap with the
PRC’s.140 More frequent resort to the threat and even the low-level use of
force among regional actors suggests conªdence about the effectiveness
of such instruments that actually create permissive conditions for miscalcula-
tion and escalation.

The United States, for its part, is continuing surveillance of PRC military ac-
tivity in the East and South China Seas while setting the rotational deployment
of military forces through Singapore, the Philippines, and Australia. The
United States additionally uses diplomatic and economic pressure, sometimes
coupled with implicit military threats, to force North Korea to retreat on is-
sues such as its nuclear weapons programs, sometimes in conjunction with
the PRC.141

Behind the more frequent appearance of coercive behavior in East Asia seem
to be widely held beliefs that the use of force can be effective and that states
can control crisis escalation nimbly enough to avoid conºict. Referring to
China’s deployment of paramilitary vessels to waters disputed with Japan,
a senior Chinese foreign ministry adviser, Qu Xing, recounted that “strong
countermeasures broke Japanese actual control over Diaoyu Island without al-
lowing the entire situation to go out of control.”142 Qu further stated that
China’s deployment of Maritime Surveillance vessels to Scarborough Shoal
“rescued Chinese ªshermen [from the Philippine navy] and effectively con-
trolled Huangyan Island . . . without creating military conºict in the area.”143

Even if such deployment of coercive force encouraged others to de-escalate
at particular moments, over time such behavior can exacerbate antagonisms
and further raise the risks of miscalculation and clashes. Indeed, in the after-
math of the various crises, stand-offs, and confrontations in East Asia have
come further efforts to upgrade military and operational capacities across the
Asia-Paciªc. Consequently, a nascent arms race appears to be taking root in
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East Asia.144 The Stockholm International Peace Research Institute’s (SIPRI’s)
Yearbook 2013 lists East Asia as having the highest overall military spending
outside North America and Western and Central Europe, a trend that has
largely held constant since the early 2000s.145 Five of SIPRI’s top ªfteen defense
spenders by country are governments active in East Asia.146

Yet conªdence, if not complacency, about the effectiveness of coercion and
the ability to avoid larger conºagration in East Asia is evident in the relative
inattention to the development of crisis and dispute management mecha-
nisms. The most sustained efforts in this direction are ASEAN’s glacial at-
tempts to develop a code of conduct for behavior in the South China Sea with
the PRC, the recent Filipino attempt to seek arbitration from the International
Tribunal on the Law of the Sea Convention notwithstanding.147 Otherwise, the
PRC seemed to believe that vague communications three years before served
as sufªcient advance notice to other regional actors of its ADIZ declaration.148

The government of Prime Minister Yoshihiko Noda similarly proceeded as
if Chinese leaders would accept nationalization of Diaoyutai/Senkakus as an
alternative to the purchase of the islands by right-wing Tokyo Governor
Ishihara Shintaro from a private owner.149 Right-leaning Japanese politicians
also behave as if visits to the Yasukuni Shrine, especially by the prime minister,
will have no lasting effect on regional ties. That there is no proverbial “reset
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button” in regional politics means that mutual provocations and the reliance
on coercive instruments at the expense diplomacy may be setting East Asia up
for confrontation, particularly when politicians cannot talk themselves out of
a quandary.

Conclusion

The period leading up to the outbreak of World War I continues to offer rele-
vant lessons for scholars and policymakers today. Yet, these are not the lessons
derived from general analogies involving competition between rising and de-
clining powers or even the propensity for conºict during power transitions.
Grand narratives that attempt to equate the situation of contemporary actors
with that of key players prior to World War I are anachronistic and fatalistic at
best, if not outright misleading and confusing. Moreover, such analogical rea-
soning can be highly pernicious, leading actors to exaggerate the magnitude of
stakes involved in otherwise minor conºicts.

It is more useful to look to the prehistory of the Great War as a source of in-
sight into the speciªc types of dynamics that can increase the potential for fric-
tion among states and erode regional stability. We argue that three dynamics
warrant the most caution. They are the heightened chances for misjudgment
and the expansion of conºict resulting from a complex, uneven web of security
commitments; the reduced room for compromise and ºexibility given in-
creased nationalist pressure; and the sharpened animosities, hardening of po-
sitions, and paradoxically increased comfort parties have with threatening
force that come from recurring crises. These dynamics were not unique to in-
terstate relations in the lead-up to World War I, but there is a substantial
amount of rich empirical data surrounding this set of events that has been ac-
cumulated from decades of research. A better grasp of the mechanisms that
precipitate tension, crisis, and escalation can in turn assist policymakers in
ªnding better ways to manage differences, avoid tensions spinning out of con-
trol, and avert conºict.

We appreciate that identifying dangers does not equal having access to easy
solutions. Nevertheless, we believe these lessons suggest that efforts not sim-
ply to diffuse crises but to create durable arrangements are the best hope. Re-
gional actors need to avoid turning differences into issues of national honor
and regime legitimacy by seeking solutions that sidestep intractable argu-
ments over sovereignty or deºate political tensions through legal avenues. The
ªshing agreement signed in 2013 between Japan and Taiwan that shelved
sovereignty issues, efforts by the Philippines to pursue legal arbitration of its
territorial disputes with China, and the 2014 Indonesia-Philippine maritime
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boundary demarcation agreement are laudable in this regard.150 Strong, united
diplomatic pressure is needed, however, to push conºicts onto these tracks; the
current disunity of ASEAN and the willingness of regional actors to be content
simply with the abatement of crises are thus major causes for concern. Action
needs to be taken before a future crisis becomes tangled in the growing web of
security commitments and drags the region into conºict.

The Lessons of 1914 for East Asia Today 43

150. “Agreement between the Government of the Republic of the Philippines and the Govern-
ment of the Republic of Indonesia Concerning the Delimitation of the Exclusive Economic Zone
Boundary,” Ofªcial Gazette, May 23, 2014, http://www.gov.ph/2014/05/23/agreement-between-
the-government-of-the-republic-of-the-philippines-and-the-government-of-the-republic-indone-
sia-concerning-the-delimitation-of-the-exclusive-economic-zone-boundary/; “Q&A on the Philip-
pine and Indonesian Agreement on the Exclusive Economic Zone Boundary,” Ofªcial
Gazette, May 23, 2014, http://www.gov.ph/2014/05/23/faqs-on-the-philippines-and-indonesia-
agreement-on-the-delimitation-of-eez-boundary/; Interchange Association, Japan, “Regarding
‘Agreement between the Association for East Asian Relations and the Interchange Association,
Japan on Fisheries,’” April 10, 2013, http://www.koryu.or.jp/taipei-tw/ez3_contents.nsf/Top/
5366FA73425D35D449257B490029CC93?OpenDocument; Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Taiwan, “Re-
public of China (Taiwan) Signs Fisheries Agreement with Japan,” April 16, 2013, http://
www.mofa.gov.tw/EnOfªcial/ArticleDetail/DetailDefault/f017f4b3-5d0d-4408-ad7b-abe4044d7551
?arªd�7b3b4d7a-8ee7-43a9-97f8-7f3d313ad781&opno�84ba3639-be42-4966-b873-78a267de8cf1;
and Department of Foreign Affairs, Republic of the Philippines, “West Philippine Sea Arbitration
Update,” April 2014, https://www.dfa.gov.ph/images/PDF/WPS_Update_II_-_April_2014_From
_CDS_11_April_2014.pdf. For details on the demarcation of and operations under the Taiwan-
Japan ªsheries agreement, see Fisheries Agency, Executive Yuan Council of Agriculture, Taiwan,
“Gonggao ‘Dongya Guanxi Xiehui yu Gongyi Caituanfaren Jiaoliu Xiehui Yuye Xieyi Shiyong
Haiyu Yuchuan Zuoye Guize’” [Public announcement “Regulations for Fishing Vessel Operations
in Maritime Area Covered by the Fisheries Agreement between the Association for East Asian
Relations and the Interchange Association”], March 5, 2014, http://faweb.fa.gov.tw/cht/
LawsAnnounceFisheries/content.aspx?id�25&chk�0EEAE2EC-001B-4B84-9B8B-573BDE2B772C
&param�.


