
The sources of World
War I are numerous and widely studied. Some scholars have argued that they
are underdetermining individually but overdetermining collectively. The pur-
pose of this article is not to fuel the battle among theories claiming complete
explanatory power, but rather to examine some lessons for contemporary in-
ternational relations. Much of the recent commentary on the war’s centenary
evokes similarities between Germany in 1914 and China in 2014, and between
globalization then and now. There are crucial differences on both accounts,
however.

I advance an approach that transcends rigid renditions of primacy where
domestic politics (Innenpolitik) or foreign policy (Aussenpolitik) alone explains
outcomes. Rather, my approach hinges on domestic coalitions that operate as
transmission belts between the two. Coalitions that aggregate state and private
actors deªne the kinds of links to the global economy, and to their strategic
(coalitional) cluster, that best serve their political survival. Internationalizing
coalitions thrive with increased engagement in the global economy, inward-
looking coalitions with decreased engagement. In turn, the global economy
and the relevant strategic context—the balance of external threats and oppor-
tunities that coalitions face—provide different constraints and inducements for
each coalitional type. Resulting (coalitional) balances of power—within and
across states—have implications for whether or not coalitions will be more or
less averse to the risk of war. Strategic clusters dominated by inward-looking
actors will exhibit less aversion to war than internationalizing clusters. The na-
ture of dominant coalitions thus provides a conceptual anchor for understand-
ing the links between internal and external politics in 1914 and 2014. As an
analytical category, coalitions draw greater attention to agency in debates that
all too often emphasize international structure, impersonal forces, and inevita-
bility. Two interrelated core claims rest on this basic analytical building block.
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First, despite apparent similarities in the domestic coalitional models of
putative revisionist challengers—Germany and China—important differences
defy facile analogies. Real-world coalitions can never match ideal types,
which are abstractions by deªnition. Yet Germany’s dominant coalition under
Wilhelm II’s Kaiserreich (1888–1919) was closer to the inward-looking category:
it joined protectionism and militarization under a hypernationalist tent; it
overwhelmed domestic internationalizing adversaries and sought to freeze
reigning agrarian/industrial structures; and it was prone to brinkmanship
while projecting aggressive expansionist aims. Although China today may elicit
some parallels, its internationalizing leaders have anchored their political sur-
vival to the global political economy. While facing intermittent inward-looking
challenges, internationalizers within and beyond the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) have dramatically increased their sway in the post–Deng Xiaoping era.
Their internationalizing strategy has facilitated a historical transformation of so-
cioeconomic structures. China’s leaders rely on nationalism strategically, some-
times unleashing nationalism and at other times restraining it. In addition, they
must reconcile nationalism with continued internationalization, which remains
the basis of their strategy for regime survival.

Second, some observers may contest the extent to which contrasts between
Germany and China overwhelm the similarities between the two. Yet the spe-
ciªc “world-time”—global, regional, political, institutional, economic, and
temporal contexts within which coalitions operate—widens the gap between
1914 and 2014 further. With regional coalitional clusters and the global politi-
cal economy diverging across both periods, so do the links between domestic
and external politics. Germany’s strategic coalitional cluster—particularly
Russia, Austria-Hungary, and Serbia—reºected some of the same inward-
looking features as Germany. Hypernationalism, protectionism, and external
expansion lowered collective aversion to war. In contrast, China’s strategic
coalitional cluster within and beyond the region is far more internationalizing
than Germany’s 1914 counterparts. Furthermore, China’s reliance on foreign
direct investment (FDI) as the dominant source of external capital puts China
ªrmly in regional and global production chains. Along with other features,
globalized production networks—spread over many countries—are the main
drivers of contemporary globalization. Globalized production is much less vul-
nerable than trade was in 1914 and creates unprecedented alternatives to wars
of expansion. Most important, the domestic costs of enhancing or decreasing
economic openness, attracting or spurning FDI, are far more salient for domestic
political survival today than they were in 1914. International institutions favor-
ing internationalizing coalitions have replaced the institutional vacuum reigning
in 1914. These and other circumstances discussed below suggest that ahistorical
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analogies could therefore mislead; invoking them as if history must recur could
inadvertently create new realities unfavorable to peace. Imperfect analogies can
lead the sides to act on the basis of erroneous interpretations.

The next sections develop the conceptual argument, apply it to pre–World
War I Germany, compare Germany in 1914 with China in 2014, and evaluate
the contrasting world-time within which each case was/is embedded. The
conclusions address implications for international relations theory, noting that
notwithstanding major differences between 1914 and 2014, predictions about
war (as war itself) are always risky.

Internationalization, Coalitions, and War

Many of the studies that address globalization’s presumed failure to prevent
World War I rely on quantitative measures of interdependence, primarily trade
ºows. They rarely dwell on political mechanisms connecting those indicators
with domestic politics. The nature of dominant political-economy coalitions,
and their implications for war and peace, is one such mechanism. A theoretical
tradition along these lines focused on great powers historically, whereas newer
variants explain external conºict and cooperation across contemporary states
more broadly.1 The distributional consequences of internationalization provide
a useful analytical point of departure. Expanding international markets and in-
stitutions affect domestic incomes, prices, employment, and politics. Some
groups beneªt from international exchange, others do not. The kinds of ties
linking politicians, sectors, parties, and institutions to the international context
inºuence their conceptions of interests and their choice of strategies. The ef-
fects of internationalization are not restricted to political economy, however;
they are also felt by cultural groups and social movements that perceive
internationalization and crude market forces as threatening their values or
identities. These movements are receptive to appeals for placing communal
“organic” values, such as nationalism, ahead of all others.
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Politicians understand the mobilizing capacity of economic interests, norms,
identity, and historical myths associated with dilemmas of internationaliza-
tion. They thus organize constituencies across the state-society divide into
competing coalitions and craft models of political survival attuned to those
coalitional preferences. Two Weberian “ideal-typical” models—one interna-
tionalizing and the other inward-looking—capture the essence of those prefer-
ences.2 The two models vie for control over wide-ranging policies affecting the
nature and depth of international economic exchange. Politicians who endorse
internationalizing models attract actual or potential beneªciaries of economic
openness, including internationally competitive sectors and consumers. Politi-
cians advancing inward-looking models logroll across constituencies ad-
versely affected by openness, including proponents of state entrepreneurship,
nationalism, “self-sufªciency,” and military-industrial complexes. The two
models, which differ in the extent to which states replace or enhance markets,
also entail different conceptions of grand strategy. Grand strategies deªne ap-
proaches to global and regional economic and political structures, as well as to
the internal extraction and allocation of resources.

The grand strategies of the two models involve synergies across their inter-
national, regional, and domestic pillars.3 Internationalizing grand strategies
emphasize access to global markets, capital, and technology; regional coopera-
tion and stability; and domestic macroeconomic stability that reduces uncer-
tainty, encourages savings, and enhances investment (including foreign
investment). External crises and conºict compromise those synergies, fueling
unproductive and inºationary military expenditures, protectionism, and state
entrepreneurship under a mantle of “national security.” Each of these pillars of
internationalizing strategies dampens incentives for war; collectively they
weaken them further. Conversely, inward-looking models beneªt from grand
strategies that enhance the viability of statist, nationalist, protectionist, and
military-industrial complexes. External insecurity and competition offer ratio-
nales for extracting societal resources, collecting monopoly rents, creating
cartels, rewarding protectionist constituencies, and undermining inter-
nationalizing competitors. The strategy entails extensive statist ownership;
rent seeking via tariffs and multiple exchange rates; and price controls and
overvalued currency to raise wages and proªts in nontraded goods. Forceful
territorial expansion helps to extend the size of protected markets and squeeze
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out competitors.4 Hypernationalism, military prowess, arms races, and myths
of encirclement divert attention from costs (including opportunity costs) borne
largely by consumers and domestic internationalizing rivals. Inward-looking
drivers multiply the probability of crises and war, by design or unintentional
“slither.”5 Competitive outbidding—for example, when inward-looking fac-
tions try to outdo one another in nationalistic credentials—leads to spiraling
nationalism and pushes moderates to more extreme positions than they might
have preferred.6

The relative strength of coalitions vis-à-vis domestic and external competi-
tors determines whether strategies are more pristine or diluted versions of the
ideal type. The relative incidence and strength of respective coalitions within a
given cluster of states deªne the strategic (coalitional) context. Comparable in-
ternationalizing coalitions converge on mutual incentives to avoid war. Their
strategies are thus collectively stable; they create an environment inimical to
inward-looking adversaries, undermining the merits of economic closure,
militarization, and war. Converging strategies in clusters dominated by similar
inward-looking coalitions are also collectively stable, or hardened against mu-
tations toward internationalization. Competing nationalist, protectionist, and
militarized coalitions across states feed off one another. This strategic dynamic
lowers the barriers against escalating conºict and undercuts internationalizing
adversaries throughout the cluster. Such constellations generate greater brink-
manship and structural tendencies toward war even when the latter may not
be anyone’s highest preference. Coalitions and their associated models of po-
litical survival thus ªlter similar external pressures and inducements differ-
ently, adapting them to their grand-strategic requirements.

The argument outlined thus far adds an important component often missing
in standard theories of interdependence and peace that ignore political agency.
Trade openness (imports plus exports/gross national product) can provide im-
portant information—a useful simpliªcation for how global and domestic po-
litical economies interact—but a simpliªcation nonetheless. Yet coalitions rise
and fall on account of a much more multifaceted political calculus; they must
respond to wide-ranging domestic-international interactions, including those
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stemming from security considerations. Thus, although the relative strength of
internationalizers may sometimes dovetail with trade openness levels, it can-
not be easily inferred from them. South Korea’s trade openness was merely
20 percent in 1963—not too different from inward-looking North Korea’s—
when President Park Chung-hee adopted an internationalizing model and mil-
itary restraint vis-à-vis North Korea. Internationalizers from Singapore to
Turkey advanced such models under initially incipient rates of trade to gross
domestic product (GDP). Rising ratios can expand the beneªciaries of growing
trade openness—and sometimes their political power—but they can also but-
tress inward-looking countermovements.7 The latter can also thrive under
declining trade openness. China’s internationalizers faced inward-looking
challenges under very low openness in the 1980s but also under much higher
levels in the 2010s. The relationship between trade openness and coalitional
models is thus not linear. Rather it is affected by domestic contestation, po-
litical dynamics, institutional variation, global world-time, and noneconomic
forces mobilized under nationalist/internationalist banners.

In sum, coalitions can have independent effects on, and be differently af-
fected by, interdependence. The latter does not exist in a political vacuum;
whether or not interdependence dampens incentives for war is contingent on
political agents exerting dominance over crucial decisions in particular histori-
cal contexts. The character of the global and regional political economy at par-
ticular world-times affects the viability of respective models. Whether markets
and geography are expanding or contracting; whether international institu-
tions underwrite mutual commitments to free trade and investment or to pro-
tectionism; and other dynamics of international exchange weigh heavily on
coalitions’ wherewithal, as do domestic institutions. Coalitional ideal types, let
alone their empirical referents, thus vary over time and space. While adding
analytical richness and empirical validity, coalitions are also complex, de-
manding, dynamic, and contingent categories.8 More explicit speciªcation of
causal mechanisms and political microfoundations may help to resolve appar-
ent inconsistencies regarding the association between global economic ex-
change and incentives to avoid war.

Three important clariªcations are in order before introducing the empirical
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applications of this general argument. The ªrst reiterates that Weberian ideal
types are not historical or “true” realities but conceptual constructs or limiting
concepts against which real situations are compared. As ideal types, they need
not ªt any particular case completely; they provide instead a heuristic, a short-
cut for reducing a far more complex reality down to some fundamentals.9 Sec-
ond, to minimize post hoc ergo propter hoc reasoning, I focus here on processes
leading up to the outbreak of World War I rather than its aftermath. The war it-
self might have provided an easier case for the general argument insofar as
war often radicalizes inward-looking coalitions further and weakens their in-
ternationalizing adversaries, at least initially. Third, I concentrate on Germany
and China because they stand at the center of contemporary comparisons
as putative rising challengers. Despite revisionist work on the sources of
World War I, and the recognition that there was no single culprit for its erup-
tion, Wilhelm II’s Kaiserreich remains a crucial part of the war puzzle.10 Yet
this is quite different from arguing that Germany bore exclusive responsibility
for launching a calculated world war, or that it did so to escape domestic cri-
sis. Nonetheless, the signals emanating from the Kaiserreich’s inward-looking
ruling coalition reduced internal and external ambiguity about its inten-
tions. Coalitions act as signaling mechanisms vis-à-vis domestic and foreign
audiences. In the absence of complete information (i.e., in the real world), stra-
tegic interlocutors make coalitional composition and behavior a crucial basis
for inferring each other’s intentions. Germany’s dominant coalition and its
inward-looking counterparts among allies and adversaries thus reinforced the
odds of war.

Germany’s Ruling Coalition before World War I

Over the several decades preceding World War I, an inward-looking, statist-
protectionist, militarized ruling coalition progressively entrenched itself in
German politics. The pillars of the coalition were mostly Prussian landowners
(Junkers), Ruhr-based heavy industrialists, and the military. In 1879, the year
Germany allied itself with Austria-Hungary, this “iron and rye” coalition insti-
tuted high tariffs. New agrarian tariffs passed in 1887 were perceived by
Russia as an economic declaration of war. The Kaiserreich promoted aggressive
hypernationalism and a military buildup as the glue that would sustain
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Germany’s ruling coalition. This political construct—pivoted on hyper-
nationalism and a military buildup—was expected to curtail demands from a
rising middle class; to undermine centrifugal forces including Länder (constit-
uent states), ethnic, class, and other forms of particularism; and defeat social-
ists, free traders, and other opponents.11 By the 1890s, Wilhelm’s Weltpolitik
(“world policy” associated with colonial expansion in Europe, the Near
East, and Africa) and the battle ºeet buildup had exacerbated Anglo-German
rivalry. These policies also deepened the military’s inºuence, fostered by
Wilhelm, who appointed Adm. Alfred von Tirpitz as state secretary for the
navy. Sammlungspolitik (the politics of rallying together), developed in 1897,
was designed to reafªrm the protectionist social compact and undermine
Social Democrats. The latter—rising from 20 to 30 percent of voters (1890s to
early 1900s)—opposed agricultural tariffs, Weltpolitik, and Prussian militarism.
Sammlungspolitik, Weltpolitik, protectionism, hypernationalism, militarization,
and expansionism became tightly connected and synergistic. Nationalist
pressure groups funded by state and private cartels and the military—
Flottenverein, Wehrverein, Kolonialverein, Alldeutscher Verband—agitated on
behalf of this agrarian-industrial-military complex (AIMC) to secure raw mate-
rials largely via imperial expansion.12 A strong conservative bureaucracy pre-
sided over execution of the AIMC’s grand strategy.

Forceful demands for protection from once free-trading Junkers—who now
feared global competition and declining prices—increased tensions within the
AIMC in the 1890s. Expanding trade, capital, and labor mobility offered some
industries incentives to oppose protection. Chancellor Leo von Caprivi signed
trade agreements lowering grain tariffs to gain market access for industrial ex-
ports and advance a German-led Mitteleuropa customs union. Junkers formed
the Agrarian League (Bund der Landwirte) in 1893 to resist Caprivi and freer
trade, fueling the ranks of the “Conservatives” Party. The chambers of com-
merce and Industrialists League (Bund der Industriellen), created in 1895 by
light manufacturing exporters, endorsed Caprivi’s project, but a Junkers’ on-
slaught led to his replacement. Finance Minister Johann von Miquel launched
Sammlungspolitik to restore iron-rye cooperation. The coalition thus became a
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veto group within the Interior Ministry’s Economic Committee, enforcing pro-
tection and sponsoring industrial and banking cartels that could resist external
and internal competition.

As Germany was becoming more integrated in the global economy by the
early 1900s, uncompetitive—particularly agrarian—sectors denounced grow-
ing dependence on imported food, raw materials, and industrial unªnished
and ªnished products. Russian and U.S. protectionism, the collapse of the
French treaty system that had kept European protectionism relatively low (on
which Germany free rode), and statism (the state was the single largest owner
of property) nurtured the inward-looking model and a more aggressive
Mitteleuropa concept. Kaiser Wilhelm described it as a German-led counter to
the United States; Caprivi considered it targeted against Russia. Many others
saw it as countering Britain, the United States, and Russia.13 Navy expansion
provided heavy industry with a convenient escape from global competition as
well as insurance against economic contraction, cementing AIMC synergies
with militarization. Heavy industrialists and shipbuilders besieged the
Reichstag and Naval Ofªce to demand an expanded navy. Junkers and
industrial and banking cartels populated the Reichstag, enjoying high political
access to military, foreign ministry, and other bureaucracies. Chancellor
Bernhard von Bülow increased minimal grain tariffs in 1902, further under-
mining workers and exporters. The tariffs inºicted “a brutal intervention into
Russia’s economy,” but were also made irreversible by treaties.14 Dissatisªed
agrarians threatened to endorse lower industrial tariffs unless industrialists
approved higher agrarian ones, which were eventually enacted in 1905.

As Peter Gourevitch argues, it is more accurate to describe opponents of
protectionism as supporting freer—rather than free—trade or lower taxes.15

This opposition was handicapped by lack of government support; great heter-
ogeneity of interests (consumers, producers, manufacturers, and urban and ru-
ral constituencies); and deep divisions over property rights, taxes, and much
more. Caprivi recognized that further German insertion in the global economy
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would have served proponents of lower tariffs better. Yet that was exactly
the path not taken, thus weakening incipient internationalizing forces that
were progressively overwhelmed by protectionist majorities even in chambers
of commerce. The National Liberal Party’s right wing, funded by heavy in-
dustry, represented belligerent Weltpolitik and virulent opposition to social
democracy. A center wing, led by Ernst Bassermann and Gustav Stresemann,
and initially backed by some banks and exporters, was more moderate but
weaker. Once associated with the Industrialists League, this center group
merged with the League’s erstwhile rival—the heavy industrialists’ strong-
hold, the Central Association of German Manufacturers—in 1906. The center
wing eventually yielded to electoral considerations and right-wing pressures
on foreign policy, especially after 1912, when Social Democrats became the larg-
est single party in the Reichstag. The Liberals’ left wing (“Young Liberals”),
friendlier to freer trade and accommodation with Social Democrats, held little
inºuence and compromised with their party’s majority. The Hansa League for
Commerce, Trade, and Industry, a grouping of internationally oriented traders,
industrialists, bankers, and middle-class craftsmen formed in 1909, also op-
posed extreme protectionism and intolerance of social democracy.16 Yet under
heavy attack from Wilhelm, the chancellor, and iron-rye forces, the Hansa
League split and declined politically.

Resistance by Länder and localities, which collected income and property
taxes but exempted feudal landowners, offered the Kaiserreich few alternatives
for relief from growing ªnancial constraints.17 It had thus depended heavily on
agrarian tariffs for about 47 percent of its revenue since the 1890s. Bülow re-
garded such chronic ªnancial constraints as Germany’s Achilles’ heel (and
main rationale for avoiding war at that time), but Conservatives defeated his
1909 proposed inheritance tax. Under Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann
Hollweg, some ªnancial and commercial interests urged more equal taxation
and opposed iron-rye demands for higher tariffs upon the expiration of
Bülow’s treaties. Yet new 1909 taxes on sales and ªnancial transactions spared
large landowners, funded the ºeet, and undermined popular support for
Sammlungspolitik. Social Democrats became the largest single party—one-third
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of the Reichstag in 1912—allowing Bethmann to pass a direct imperial prop-
erty tax (including inheritance) only in 1913.

The links between the AIMC’s domestic and international pillars were
thick. The tariff bill and Second Naval Law, passed in 1900, buttressed the iron-
rye’s logroll, its basic political quid pro quo. Thus industry got the ºeet and
Weltpolitik while Junkers got tariffs, increased income, and continued political
dominance.18 Agrarian tariffs paid for shipbuilding and obviated direct taxa-
tion of wealth, further burdening a growing working class. Coal and steel, as
well as some shipping and arms industries, became core beneªciaries of naval
expansion and imperial designs. Leading weapons manufacturer Alfred
Krupp peddled patriotic virtues and economic reasons for war, in line with a
ferociously nationalistic media. Coal magnate Emil Kirdorf agitated against
yielding Morocco’s ore resources in 1911, calling continued access to those re-
sources “a question of life and death,” even as some German bankers sought a
compromise.19 Iron-ore industrialists proclaimed the 1871 borders with France
unfavorable to Germany. Others urged annexation of a captive, autarchic,
Mitteleuropa (France included) to free Germany from food dependence, capital
scarcity, and saturated domestic markets.20 Reichstag Junkers claimed that
Caprivi’s treaty with Russia would cost German agriculture more “than a mis-
erable war.”21 Grain protectionism was a crucial component of Wehrwirtschaft
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(war preparedness); Junkers, nationalists, and the military pressed the need
for “food security” to avoid shortages during a looming war. The AIMC
thus turned protectionism into “high politics”: it radicalized rallying themes
(Sammslungpolitik, Weltpolitik, Machtstaat); called for military preparedness and
protected markets overseas; fueled enmity toward Russia, France, and Britain;
and tightened together domestic and external rationales for militarism. Even
advocate of Machtpolitik (reliance on power politics and physical force) “Young
Liberal” Friedrich Naumann warned against the AIMC’s strategy of feigning
fear to further its interests.22

Documented evidence abounds regarding the expected “integrating” bene-
ªts of aggressive Weltpolitik for strengthening the inward-looking model. The
policy was expected to enhance synergies between protectionism and military
buildup and between war and the dismantlement of “democracy.” Explicit
efforts to make Russia appear the aggressor would arguably not only keep
Britain out of war but would also bond Social Democrats to the war consen-
sus.23 Tirpitz connected an offensive ºeet with economic gains and subduing
Social Democrats. At a 1912 war council meeting, Wilhelm, along with most
German military advisers, strongly endorsed Gen. Helmuth von Moltke’s as-
sessment that “war is inevitable, and the sooner the better.”24 Although hardly
deciding for war, that meeting is part of a list of extensive records revealing
support for war by key actors who, eventually, won over Bethmann and a
Reichstag majority.25 Tirpitz may have wanted a navy as an end in itself,but his
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and others’ warnings of “encirclement” (Einkreisung) and external “threats” ac-
quired a life of their own, fostering greater acceptance of military aggression.26

Bethmann offered his resignation (cast in terms bound to be rejected), argu-
ing against war in 1912 to salvage negotiations with Britain. He also acknowl-
edged Germany’s gamble, including potential unintended costs of war
domestically, leading him to seek Social Democratic complicity. Despite occa-
sional cold feet, however, Bethmann accelerated the army’s expansion;
claimed that public opinion expected a new naval law and a third squadron
and that the army must have those; shared the prevailing expansionist band-
wagon (Germany is “condemned to spread outward”); agreed that “the people
need a war”; encouraged British neutrality to enable Germany’s continental
conquest; conceded that war with Russia was necessary for Kaiserreich “in-
dependence”; circumvented restraining inºuences in July 1914; endorsed
Wilhelm’s “blank check” to Austro-Hungary encouraging immediate war on
Serbia; overruled Wilhelm’s belated “Halt-in-Belgrade” effort to delay it; re-
jected British offers of four-power mediation; and subsequently admitted this
was “in a sense” preventive war.27

Although war was not inevitable, the signals emanating from Germany’s
ruling coalition reduced internal and external ambiguity about its intentions.
Internationalizers weakened by statist protectionism and cartelization, Social
Democrats, Progressives, the Hansa League, and “Young Liberals” were all
sapped. Many succumbed to hypernationalism along with signiªcant seg-
ments of the middle class. Extremists had devoured “moderate” allies, in-
cluding Bülow, Bassermann, Stresemann, and many others, even in the
Industrialists League.28 “Moderates” differed in emphasis on submarine, battle
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ºeet, or army expenditures but hardly opposed them despite Germany’s
chronic ªnancial scarcity, high debt, and poor credit. Bethmann’s “policy of the
diagonal,” seeking to cement AIMC dominance, effectively anchored the pol-
icy in the “cult of the offensive.”29 The AIMC, forcefully resisting democracy,
had the upper hand, overwhelming internationalizing and democratic alterna-
tives unable to stem the tide of war.

Scholars will continue to debate whether Germany implemented a deliber-
ate war plan or exploited opportunities unleashed by the assassination of
Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria in Sarajevo in June 1914; whether
Germany could wage a cheap, short, triumphal war; whether Bethmann failed
to predict British reactions; whether personalities, associations, or Wilhelm
acted on principled or other grounds; whether militarism was elite based
or populist; whether military or civilian wings of the AIMC were in charge or
bore greater responsibility for war; whether this was a conquering domestic
coalition or one strong enough to impose its narrow interests on others; and
other important questions. Yet overall the aggregation of a hypernationalist,
protectionist, and militarist ruling coalition emphasizing armed buildup, eco-
nomic self-reliance, and territorial expansion made war more possible than it
would have been under a different coalition facing identical international
conªgurations.30 For the AIMC, Germany’s “place in the sun” included, at a
minimum, a captive Mitteleuropa. Protectionism limited its resources and
tightened ªnancial bottlenecks, the latter providing another subterfuge for war
advocates to pronounce the utility of war sooner than later. The costs of re-
straint were far more prohibitive for that particular German coalition than they
might have been for others. Revealing how domestic alliances constrain and
entrap no less than external ones, extremists pushed moderates—not always
kicking and screaming—beyond the latter’s comfort zone with war gambles.
Foreign failures and responses by France, Russia, and Britain designed to re-
strain or foil aggressive German actions and ambitions became fodder for co-
alescing ever-stronger support for the war bandwagon. As noted below, an
inward-looking cluster mutually reinforced the odds of war.

In sum, coalitional proªles alone may be insufªcient for explaining World
War I (claims of sufªciency are rare in social sciences), but one can hardly
escape the conclusion that they were necessary in boosting the probability
of war, by providing crucial background for understanding why war ob-
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tained and complementing historical-diplomacy typically tracing how cata-
lytic events unleashed the Great War.

China’s Ruling Coalition: Similarities and Contrasts with Germany’s
Kaiserreich

The political models underlying the Kaiserreich and today’s China contain
some commonalities. The disjointedness between rapid socioeconomic change,
on the one hand, and stagnant political institutions, on the other, remains a
core parallel. At the broadest level, the Kaiserreich was a multiparty democracy
largely in form but rigged and autocratic in practice. China is an autocratic
single-party state where competing factions vie for control and political rights
are suppressed. Yet important contrasts are no less signiªcant.

First, the Kaiserreich relied on different sources of revenue extraction than
has China post-Deng Xiaoping. These differences bore implications for politi-
cal accountability; for the availability of compensatory resources; for reliance
on strategies to freeze versus transform sociopolitical structures; for instru-
mental uses of nationalism; and for relative costs of war. AIMC pressure and
Länder monopoly over income tax locked the Kaiserreich into protectionism
and dependence on customs for 47 percent of its revenues. This dependence
reinforced the Kaiserreich’s commitment to freeze existing agrarian/industrial
structures. Financial constraints were the price for preserving the AIMC, mak-
ing direct taxation, lower military expenditures, or further borrowing (in a
tight domestic capital market) more difªcult. Consumers thus largely under-
wrote military expenditures; demands for increasing those arguably but-
tressed calls for war sooner lest one could not be ªnanced later. Such demands
reinforced the cult of the offensive.31 As ªnancial constraints mounted, sym-
bolic content—Sammlungspolitik, hypernationalism, the ºeet, Mitteleuropa,
myths of empire as the primary currency of regime survival—tilted the bal-
ance further from panem (bread) toward circenses (circuses).

By contrast, trade is a leading source of employment creation in China;
in 2011 tariffs contributed about 3 percent of central government revenue,
down from 5.5 percent in 2007.32 China’s internationalizing strategy has also
enabled greater compensatory resources, unleashed a historical transformation
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of socioeconomic structures, lifted 600 million people out of poverty, and gen-
erated a large middle class. Symbolic content—“reform and opening” (gaige
kaifang), “peaceful rise” (heping jueqi), “peaceful development” (heping fazhan),
and a “well-off” society (xiaokang shehui)—could not but be internationaliza-
tion friendly. Reminiscent of the Kaiserreich in some ways, nationalism remains
an intrinsic ingredient of regime survival in China. Nationalism is deployed
(and withheld) strategically to soften the rough edges of rapid modernization;
to complement social transformation; and to compensate for growing inequal-
ity, suppressed household consumption, and democratic deªcits.33 Yet the
currency of regime survival remains both panem et circenses: nationalism
must contend with internationalization as pivotal for delivering prosperity
and national power alike. Even sacred cows such as food security and self-
sufªciency in grains, erstwhile used by nationalists to protect farmers (as in
the Kaiserreich), are giving way to global comparative advantage.34

Second, whereas Germany’s strong inward-looking forces overwhelmed
internationalizers, the latter’s sway within and beyond the CCP has increased
dramatically. On the ashes of Mao Zedong’s autarchic model, Deng Xiaoping
and his successors have forged an internationalizing strategy that requires dra-
matically different allies and “brandings” than the Kaiserreich’s. Regional and
global instability were anathema to luring FDI, technology, imports of natural
resources, and broad international acceptability—all key ingredients for do-
mestic stability, economic growth, and continued political control. A “charm
offensive”—synergistic with the internationalizing model—allowed deeper
cooperative relations within and beyond the region and greater openness to
multilateral and regional institutions. An internationalizing strategy and re-
gional stability paved the road to (and paid the bills for) a well-off society
and a rapidly growing middle class, particularly in the coastal regions.
The strategy had increased trade openness to 68 percent by 2008, more than
twice Germany’s 33 percent pre–World War I average.35 China’s economy is
far more integrated with the world today, and in different ways (explored be-
low), than the Kaiserreich was in 1914. Moreover, Germany’s trajectory evolved
from freer trade in the nineteenth century to protectionism; China’s from
Maoist autarchy to post-Deng openness and massive trade surpluses and for-
eign reserves (nearly $4 trillion by 2013).
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Inward-looking factions intermittently defy China’s internationalization,
feeding on unresolved rural reform, urbanization, local-central tensions, un-
employment, an aging population, corruption, environmental threats, high
FDI dependence for growth, absence of political freedoms, and other chal-
lenges. The state sector employs about half of the urban workforce in schools,
hospitals, and state-owned enterprises in banking, oil, petrochemicals, tele-
communications, steel, electricity, and other sectors. Some agricultural and in-
land sectors, as well as segments of the People’s Liberation Army, propaganda,
and security services, also resist internationalization. Inward-looking con-
stituencies, many Maoist holdovers, remain overrepresented in the Central
Committee and other party organs, bureaucracies, and large state-owned enter-
prises.36 Bo Xilai’s effort to logroll those constituencies behind the “Chongqing
model” and “sing red songs” movement (despite his earlier promotion of
foreign investment as Chongqing Party secretary) contributed—along with his
corrupt practices—to his political demise.37

China’s leaders survive politically by straddling coalitional camps to con-
trol them both. Inward-looking challengers, however, hardly approximate
Germany’s AIMC stranglehold thus far. Indeed, rampant protectionism is re-
garded as less viable or desirable than trade openness despite regulations fa-
voring domestic enterprises (e.g., technology transfer). President Xi Jinping,
with extensive experience working with the private sector in coastal areas, has
secured both a CCP mandate to assign the market a “decisive” economic role
and personal control over the military, domestic security, propaganda, and
anticorruption machines. Commitments to fair, open, and transparent market
rules remain a signiªcant challenge. Yet the third plenum of the 18th Party
Congress and the 2014 National People’s Congress signaled continued alle-
giance to market reforms, ªnancial liberalization, trade, FDI, and GDP growth.
The private sector already generates most GDP, and more of the post-1980 gen-
eration works in private and foreign ªrms than older generations.38 Liberaliza-
tion of ªnance and key industries remains a major bottleneck. The emphasis
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on “rebalancing” and domestic consumption is associated with demographic
transition, a sluggish global economy, competition from low-wage countries,
and other factors. Rebalancing signals efforts to reach a new equilibrium and
create less dependence on exports, not necessarily retrenchment from the
global economy. Although some of the latter cannot be altogether discounted
given the political pressures described above, few see signs of a return to au-
tarkic designs in the foreseeable future.39

Third, Germany promoted aggressive nationalism to stem Länder, minority,
religious, and class particularism, another pattern eerily close to CCP’s on/off
reliance on nationalism to deºect internal centrifugal and external challenges.
Yet, as argued, China’s model has required blending nationalism with peaceful
internationalization, the latter a crucial ingredient for enhancing both pros-
perity and state power. Aggressive militarized imperialism was central to
Germany’s nationalist brew. China’s hostility in the South China Sea in recent
years is worrisome but has not yet extended to systematic militarized means
for securing overseas resources worldwide. Inward-looking forces encourag-
ing virulent nationalism do creep into maritime disputes and air defense
identiªcation zones. Such incursions raise a crucial dilemma for international-
izers: how to modulate nationalism—and control the military—while prevent-
ing self-entrapment; or how to prevent shifts from tamer (internationalization
friendly) to a more rabid nationalism that could derail or disrupt interna-
tionalization.40 Sometimes provocations reach risky levels, as in the Diaoyu/
Senkaku, Spratlys, and Paracel Islands disputes and in economic coercion
vis-à-vis Japan (rare earths) and the Philippines. Social media is a major outlet
for nationalist agitation, reminiscent of 1914. Yet ofªcial calls for imperial ex-
pansion like those that animated the Kaiserreich remain marginalized, and
China’s rallying slogans (cited above) could not be more different. Amid vio-
lence leading to the killing of Chinese nationals in May 2014 in Vietnam, Xi
Jinping urged restraint. In a message directed as much toward domestic as ex-
ternal audiences, he declared that there is no gene for invasion in Chinese peo-
ple’s blood.41 War could only puncture “China’s dream” enabled by peaceful
internationalization. As World War I suggests, however, nationalism is not al-
ways controllable; it can breed unintended consequences and subvert domes-
tic civil-military balances with ominous implications.
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Contrasting World-Time: Internationalization circa 1914 and 2014

Whether or not these and other contrasts between Germany’s Kaiserreich and
China overwhelm similarities—a topic bound to elicit sharp disagreements—
does the constellation of international and domestic factors in 1914 versus 2014
introduce additional considerations that weaken the analogy?42 As argued,
coalitional ideal types, let alone their empirical referents, vary over time and
space. The changing nature of the global economy, domestic politics, and insti-
tutions carries different implications for the viability of distinctive models and
their international effects.

First, the contemporary context within which coalitions operate differs sub-
stantially from that preceding World War I. Whereas some consider external
economic considerations to have been peripheral for decisionmakers in 1914,
particularly in Germany, today’s global context features far more centrally for
decisionmakers and publics alike. The costs of enhancing or decreasing eco-
nomic openness, attracting or spurning FDI, are far more salient for political
survival in a world of many more democracies, and even in autocratic con-
texts. Domestic institutions—central banks, bureaucracies, legislatures, parties,
unions, social movements, and the media—absorb or refract the effects of the
global economy more than ever before. They also demand stability, employ-
ment, rising incomes, lower taxes, welfare beneªts, and equitable burdens. The
political power of internationalizing constituencies is unprecedented (though
not irreversible), strengthened by intra-industry trade and integrated produc-
tion chains.43

Whereas China’s regime survival hinges foremost on economic prosperity
tightly connected to internationalization, Kaiserreich military expenditures
undermined prosperity amid dire ªnancial constraints imposed by the
Kaiserreich’s inward-looking model. China’s military modernization has not
yet overtaken compensatory resources needed to offset autocratic rule, but
could do so if unchecked, increasing risks to regime survival. The military ab-
sorbed 6–16 percent of China’s central expenditures (2007–13), but claimed
more than 80 percent of Kaiserreich appropriations (1890–1913), accounting
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for more than 65 percent of its total debt.44 Cabinet directives dismantled civil-
ian control of the military while AIMC dominance engineered Reichstag ap-
proval of military budgets. Whether or not China’s army has become more
powerful politically or outspoken is highly contested. Internationalization
yielded resources to satisfy demands for modernization, but military budgets
remain subordinated to CCP control. An unraveling of civilian dominance
would not bode well and might narrow the gap with pre–World War I
Germany. At present, however, China does not approach the Kaiserreich’s mili-
tary autonomy or militarization of state and society. The consolidation of dis-
parate agencies into a uniªed coast guard seem designed to further tighten Xi
Jinping’s control.

Second, variations in the nature and comparability of regional clusters create
different dynamics of strategic interaction. The Kaiserreich faced a far more in-
ward-looking coalitional cluster beyond its borders than China does today.
Germany’s own nationalist, protectionist, and militarist model was pervasive
and contagious; it reinforced other inward-looking models that strengthened it
in turn. Germany pioneered alliances and raised tariffs ahead of others; led in
dependence on customs relative to total revenue (two to four times higher
than most great powers at the time); unleashed an arms race; and projected ex-
treme hypernationalism. Russia reciprocated with tariffs, nationalism, threats,
and militarization. Nationalists everywhere nurtured one another; the military
enjoyed signiªcant power and autonomy throughout European states; and
early twentieth-century statist protectionism suppressed internationalizing
private capital politically not only in Germany.45 Early twenty-ªrst-century
East Asia, and the global context within which it is embedded, looks substan-
tially different. Not only have internationalizers (including a record large con-
sumer class) expanded both intra- and extra-regional trade and investment to
unprecedented levels—much higher than the 1914 strategic cluster—but they
are also better endowed politically to defend their interests.46
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Free-trading Britain was exceptional in 1914, more reliant on direct and
graduated taxes (primarily income and inheritance, which paid for military ex-
penditures). The state owned half as much of the economy as in Germany and
Austria-Hungary. Britain also featured a large and politically strong commer-
cial and industrial middle class fostered by internationalization, and a trade
openness ratio averaging 47 percent. There were few peasants or militaristic
aristocrats logrolling rabid nationalism and Britain’s army and arms indus-
try were weaker than Germany’s. Its nimbler political institutions were better
able to absorb demands for expanding rights than those of Germany,
Russia, or Austria-Hungary. British internationalizers enjoyed a unique posi-
tion, conªning German-style inward-looking forces to the fringes. Along with
the City of London and other economic/commercial constituencies, British
shipbuilders—focused on merchant ships—and exporters were averse to war.
Challenging expectations that hegemons drag challengers into war to prevent
their own decline, Britain delayed ªrm alliance commitments and hesitated to
declare war until Germany’s assault on neutral Belgium overcame internal (in-
cluding cabinet) opposition to war.47

Germany’s AIMC weaved its visceral antipathy to democracy, the bourgeoi-
sie, socialism, and republicanism into allegations of encirclement by Britain
and France, emblems of advancing democratic industrialism.48 The exter-
nal and internal wars were, in some respects, one and the same; from an AIMC
vantage point, the British defeat of the Boers was a strike against agrarian
feudalism within Europe itself. In contrast, Chinese leaders promoting indus-
trialization via internationalization denounce putative pro-democracy pincer
movements by domestic and international adversaries, at least partly for their
alleged potential to derail internationalization. Furthermore, international-
izers in China’s strategic cluster—stronger than their 1914 counterparts—share
converging incentives to tame interactive nationalism, even as Japan’s and
China’s inward-looking factions test the boundaries.49

Third, pre–World War I internationalizers faced a radically different global
economic, political, and institutional context. Lower transportation costs and
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other innovations, not free-trade policies, drove trade expansion under rising
tariffs.50 Germany’s 1879 tariffs encouraged generalized tariffs elsewhere, as
the world-time favored dominant preferences for protection, neomercantilism,
statist entrepreneurship, private cartels, and nationalism. No golden age for
free traders, a global institutional vacuum bolstered protectionism, which en-
joyed a much better reputation than it does today. In contrast, widespread eco-
nomic liberalization has underpinned extraordinary trade expansion over
nearly seven decades now. International institutions (the General Agreement
on Tariffs and Trade/World Trade Organization, the International Monetary
Fund, the World Bank, the European Union, and bilateral, multilateral, and re-
gional preferential trade agreements) have facilitated collective action in trade
liberalization, softening the rough edges of globalization even in the Great
Recession’s aftermath. Arvind Subramanian and Martin Kessler summarize
additional exceptional features of twenty-ªrst-century trade integration:
China plays a mega-trader role comparable to pre–World War I Britain (not
Germany); historically unprecedented trade in goods and services grew from
11 percent of world GDP (early 1970s) to 33 percent (2012); and trade ex-
pansion is faster than ever (hyperglobalization). Additionally, today’s trade
integration is dematerialized (growing emphasis on services); democratic (em-
braced widely); crisscrossing (similar goods and investments from South to
North and vice versa); nested in preferential trade agreements and net-
works; and on the cusp of mega-regionalism linking the largest traders with
each other.51

Finally, FDI among strategic interlocutors was negligible in 1914. Richard
Rosecrance notes that trade underpinned Germany’s growth before World
War I, as it does in China; yet the latter has relied on FDI as the dominant
source of external capital, acquiescing to high dependence on dynamic re-
gional and global Western and Japanese production and supply chains and
value-added content.52 The centrality of networked technology and geograph-
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ical dispersion of production raise the costs of domestic substitution. Multi-
national corporations’ geographically diversiªed portfolios are deemed an
effective and unprecedented substitute for conquest, enabling access to foreign
markets, raw materials, and supplies without resorting to war.53 Globalized
production acts as both a more crucial and less vulnerable driver of contempo-
rary globalization than trade in 1914. Opportunity costs of closure to FDI are
politically prohibitive and compel stronger legal and institutional infrastruc-
tures for attracting and protecting it. Easier substitutes for unstable production
links further lower FDI’s vulnerability. Extensive ªnancial globalization raises
additional opportunity costs. Actors willing to disrupt those ties to the global
economy through militarized conºict face higher political obstacles today than
in 1914.

Conclusion

Debates over the sources of World War I will likely endure until the end of his-
tory. There is even little agreement on whether any of the powers were itching
for war or whether all of them were. Coalitional accounts contribute to that de-
bate by dwelling on deeper, crucial sources of war and peace. Such accounts
infuse agency and provide vital information on why some states ªnd them-
selves self-isolated, vulnerable, encircled, “slithering” into powder kegs such
as Sarajevo or, in some cases, choosing war deliberately. Coalitions are signal-
ing mechanisms vis-à-vis domestic and foreign audiences. Strategic interlocu-
tors make coalitional makeup and behavior an essential source for inferring
each other’s intentions in the absence of complete information. Such signals
can sometimes discourage foreign interlocutors from deepening economic ex-
change with aggressive inward-looking models. The latter may not “cause”
wars, but signal maximalist intentions at home and abroad, making war more
foreseeable. Inward-looking coalitions may have no monopoly over “acci-
dents,” “faits accomplis,” or “blunders,” but their protocols infuse the strategic
context with a higher potential for war. Internationalizers, particularly when
equipped with compensatory resources to minimize domestic adjustment
costs, are less likely than their inward-looking competitors to “leap into the
dark” Bethmann style.54 These expectations, of course, suggest signiªcant ten-
dencies rather than inevitability.
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The coalitional argument also clariªes contradictory ªndings regarding in-
terdependence and war by providing a mechanism capable of explaining why,
when, and how economic exchange with the world may or may not inhibit
war. Correlational data cannot afªrm causal effects, least of all for an N � 1
(World War I), and they entail risks of incorrect inferences. Coalitions cannot
be simply derived from interdependence ratios. They are fundamentally politi-
cal agents enabled and constrained by institutions, acting as transmission belts
between external inducements and domestic political power. Coalitions trans-
late incentives vis-à-vis the global economy into inputs on war and peace; they
are thus crucial categories at the very vortex articulating Innenpolitik and
Aussenpolitik. The line between the two Primats (primacies) is ºuid, making co-
alitions the stuff of high politics. Growing interdependence may broaden the
scope of beneªciaries of internationalization, but such dependency can also
strengthen inward-looking resolve to reverse it. Extant interdependence ratios
certainly provide important information. Yet they may fail to capture future
expectations; risks and opportunities capable of mobilizing political constitu-
encies; and institutional processes and mechanisms that amplify or thwart
their power.

While taking the political corollaries of preferences regarding international-
ization seriously, this argument differs from reductionist views that the
Kaiserreich declared war only to escape domestic crisis. Or that it necessarily fa-
vored a world or a continental—rather than a “localized”—war. Or that it bore
exclusive responsibility for it.55 The Kaiserreich’s strategic coalitional context—
imbued with nationalism, militarism, protectionism, and imperialism of its
own—did not precisely exude moderation. It thus strengthened German refer-
ents vis-à-vis their domestic adversaries. Strategic contexts dominated by in-
ward-looking models marginalize internationalizers internally, raising their
costs for opposing war. A strongly internationalizing cluster might have
lowered those costs. This argument turns Leninist theory on its head: inter-
nationalizers can have incentives to avoid, not promote, war; it is their weak-
ness that contributed to the breakdown of restraints in 1914. Lumping “the
bourgeoisie” into a single category thus obscures important—and evolving—
domestic distributional consequences from global economic engagement
and war.
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The 1914 strategic cluster arguably provides a most-likely case for con-
ªrming inward-looking tendencies to discount the risk of war or “slither” into
one. A scenario of inward-looking models growing dominant in East Asia and
unleashing major war would also align with those theoretical expectations.56

The trends discussed earlier suggest that the prospects for this may be small in
2014, though nontrivial. Internationalizers have turned China into the world’s
largest mega-trader. Yet the volatility in China’s charm index (and Japan’s) can
be traced, to a signiªcant extent, to protracted domestic coalitional competi-
tion. Two other hypothetical scenarios could challenge expectations from the
general theoretical framework discussed here. The ªrst would be a major war
among strong internationalizing actors. The second assumes an entrenched in-
ward-looking cluster that retreats from the global economy but also retains a
strong commitment to preserve Asia’s decades-old absence of war. Domestic
coalitional balances of power are dynamic and sensitive to both domestic and
external trends. This implies an open-ended dynamic, separating this argu-
ment from teleological ones that consider internationalization to be linear and
unproblematic and interstate wars obsolete.

Predictions about war (as war itself) are always risky. Understanding the
conditions that may increase or decrease its odds remains a tall order. A key
quandary is whether East Asia’s archetypical model is robust enough to sus-
tain the peace. The favorable global and regional circumstances that lubricated
the model cannot be taken for granted. Although it survived major crises in
1997 and 2008, the model could be buffeted by external shocks that deepen
internal rifts and reverse coalitional balances. Unlike 1914, however, con-
temporary coalitions do not thrive or decay in a global institutional vacuum.
International institutions weigh in on coalitional competition, typically but-
tressing internationalizers. East Asian nationalism remains an important threat
but must also compete with strong countervailing internationalizing forces.
Civilian control of the military remains robust. Furthermore, despite serious
disputes, explicitly militaristic will-to-war is more politically constrained than
in pre–World War I annals. These trends may be more auspicious than the 1914
world-time, but also leave ample room for improvement.

The cult of the offensive played a major role in 1914, as did rigid alliances, a
dangerous shortcut to decisionmaking in Sarajevo’s aftermath that warns
against “blank checks.” Calculations favoring war sooner than later were ram-
pant then, revealing the precarious ground on which balance of power calcula-
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tions sometimes stand.57 Systemic power structures cannot be ignored, but
coalitional balances of power can help to override them. The radicalization of
Germany’s coalition fueled parallel trends elsewhere, congealing ever more
inºexible alliances that hardened Germany’s coalition in turn.58 Democracy is
a crucial glue of contemporary U.S. alliances, and the realm of converging in-
ternationalizing democracies has proven robust to sustaining the peace among
them. Converging internationalizing models, though perhaps less robust for
curtailing war in the absence of reciprocal democratic checks, remain signiª-
cant constraints. China’s internationalizers share incentives with the West—
and much of the rest—to bolster a stable global economy.

The relationship between rising powers and war is thus not overdetermined
but conditioned more on coalitional arrangements in rising and declining
powers than on abstract, contested measures of relative international power.
Rising hypernationalist, military-controlled, protectionist, and aggression-
prone coalitions may be met with greater external resistance than internation-
alizing ones. The rise of post-1945 Germany has not led to war; only extremist
fringes fueled by the Euro crisis equate it with earlier historical incarnations
that—under imputations of encirclement—twice led Germany down the path
of destruction. Naval expenditures and propaganda harmed its social fabric,
pauperized workers, and invigorated self-consuming nationalism. Wars un-
leashed even more virulent social unrest, crisis, and humiliation. The contrast
with present-day Germany could not be starker: a democratic, international-
ized, uniªed economic powerhouse eschewing unilateralism, militarism, and
nuclear weapons. It is hard to imagine that China’s leaders, who are facing
considerable domestic challenges, are not sensitive to this history.

Contemporary world politics is not an independent occurrence, and espe-
cially not independent of World War I, World War II, and the Cold War. Surely
the tragedy of the twentieth century, and the unintended effects of playing up
hypernationalist cards, informs today’s powers. Whether that legacy leads to
profound transformations in the institution of war hinges on distilling appro-
priate lessons from the path to the Great War. Arguing that China in 2014 is
Germany in 1914 is neither precise nor constructive. Ahistorical analogies be-
tween then and now may not only be imperfect, but they can infuse actors
with misguided and perilous protocols for international behavior. The choice
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between presumed atavistic tendencies toward war and peaceful accommoda-
tion exists; and coalitions are crucial to that choice. Mark Twain putatively de-
clared, “History never repeats itself but it rhymes.” There is plenty that may
rhyme with World War I today but even more that does not. All sides must
make sure that gap never narrows.
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