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ABSTRACT 

Rising states generally have incentives to pursue moderate, conciliatory foreign 

policies. Why, then, do they sometimes adopt grand strategic orientations that reject and 

challenge the set of rules, norms, and principles that constitute the normative basis of the 

status quo, thereby inviting opposition and the formation of countervailing alliances? In 

this dissertation, I argue that one prominent cause of shifts toward what I call grand 

strategic systemic revisionism is status immobility – the perception that boundaries 

between high and low status category groups are impermeable and that successful status 

competition is impossible. 

I first reconceptualize the concept of revisionism, arguing that extant definitions 

fail to account for important qualitative (as opposed to quantitative) differences between 

grand strategic orientations. I contend that satisfaction with the status quo varies along 

two dimensions. States may be satisfied or dissatisfied with the distribution of resources 

in a system (territory, wealth, or status); and they may be satisfied or dissatisfied with the 

set of rules, norms, and principles that in part constitute and legitimate the distribution of 

resources. Revisionist intentions with respect to the distribution of resources may be 

perfectly consistent with a rising state’s strategic imperatives. Rejecting or seeking to 

revise the constitutive elements of the status quo, though, is not, since it fundamentally 
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threatens the defenders of the status quo and hampers the rising state’s ability to pursue 

policies oriented toward short-term reassurance. 

I then draw upon the reemerging literature on status competition in IR to argue 

that perceptions of status category boundary impermeability produce psychological and 

political effects that facilitate the influence of actors who advocate aggressive foreign 

policies at the expense of those who advocate moderation and conciliation. The 

remainder of the dissertation employs process tracing and a “crucial case” research 

design to show that status immobility theory explains shifts toward grand strategic 

systemic revisionism better than existing alternatives. I conclude by discussing the 

implications of my argument for both IR theory and contemporary US foreign policy, 

with particular attention to the importance of status claims for the trajectory of a rising 

China. 
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CHAPTER 1: REVISIONISM AND THE RISE OF GREAT POWERS 

 

The Puzzling Origins of Revisionism in Rising Great Powers 

 

The debate over the origins of revisionism has not progressed much past its 

Gilpinian roots. Although satisfaction with the status quo has in recent years increasingly 

been recognized as an important determinant of state behavior, scholars still do not 

understand what drives satisfaction and dissatisfaction.1 Aside from general claims that 

rising powers tend toward revisionism, IR theorists cannot say much about what factors 

dispose states to challenge the status quo.  

 Even the popular contention that an increase in capabilities leads to increasing 

revisionism is suspect.2 In 1913, Kurt Riezler (German Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg’s 

secretary and advisor) noted that a rising state like Germany was fortunate in that it could 

“postpone conflicts with calm assurance and tell itself that the position of its people must 

improve according to elementary natural necessity.”3 Riezler identified the logical flaw in 

an explanation for revisionism that centers around increasing capabilities: rising states 

tend to have long time horizons, and can afford to bide their time rather than take large 

risks. Not only do rising states usually need stable, peaceful environments in which to 

                                                
1 Davidson (2002, 2006); see also discussion in Chan (2004); power transition theorists, 
hegemonic stability theorists, and neoclassical realists all incorporate satisfaction within 
their models of state behavior and system stability. See Organski (1968); Organski and 
Kugler (1980); Kugler and Lemke (1996); Schweller (1994, 1998, 1999); Kydd (1997). 
2 Gilpin (1981); Davidson (2002); Mearsheimer (2001). 
3 Ruedorffer [Riezler] (1914). 
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develop economic and military strength, they can also generally reduce the costs of major 

war and increase their chances of winning simply by waiting.4  

Contemporary debates over grand strategy in China confirm this insight. Chinese 

official public rhetoric has, since Deng Xiaoping was paramount leader, been oriented 

toward reassuring the defenders of the status quo of China’s benign intentions.5 Since 

2004, though, China has sought in particular to convince the international community that 

its rise will be peaceful and that it harbors no revisionist intentions toward the status quo. 

In November 2003, CPC official Zheng Bijian famously described China’s future 

trajectory and foreign policy as a “peaceful rise.”6 A few months later, this term 

disappeared from official use, replaced by the term “peaceful development,” apparently 

in response to concerns that the term “rise” evoked the trajectories of early 20th century 

Germany and Japan.7 While other, more assertive themes appear in content analyses of 

speeches by prominent officials, the concept of the peaceful rise has dominated Chinese 

public diplomacy, reflecting an awareness that continued economic development requires 

stability in the international system and the cooperation of other major powers, especially 

the United States.8 

That Riezler’s Germany subsequently launched a bid for European hegemony 

underlines an important puzzle: although rising states seem to have incentives to bide 

their time and focus on reassuring other great powers rather than upsetting the status quo, 

they do sometimes adopt grand strategic orientations that reject and challenge the status 

                                                
4 Copeland (2000); Powell (1999). 
5 Men (2007); Beylerian and Canivet (1997). 
6 Keyser and Lin, (2007). 
7 Ibid. 
8 Keyser and Lin, (2007); Wang (2005); Zheng (2011); Guo (2006). 
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quo at its most basic levels. What explains shifts toward maximal revisionism in the 

grand strategic orientations of rising great powers? This dissertation develops and tests a 

novel explanation for the rise of systemic or maximal revisionist grand strategic 

orientations. I argue that status concerns (and in particular perceptions of status 

immobility or status category boundary impermeability) produce psychological and 

political effects that push states to reject and challenge the status quo and interfere with 

the efforts of moderate leaders to pursue policies oriented toward reassurance. 

The remainder of this chapter discusses the significance, conceptualization and 

operationalization, and existing explanations of maximal or systemic revisionism. The 

next section briefly justifies a focus on explaining the origins of state intentions. Second, 

I critique existing definitions of revisionism and propose my own typology of grand 

strategic orientations, based on combinations of two different forms of 

satisfaction/dissatisfaction with the status quo. In this section, I also propose empirical 

indicators of maximal revisionism. Third, I review extant explanations for maximal 

revisionism in rising great powers and argue that they are logically and empirically 

inadequate. Finally, I lay out the structure of the rest of the dissertation. 

 

The Significance of Intentions 

 

 Some scholars maintain that state intentions, including revisionist intentions, do 

not matter for explaining state behavior and international outcomes because the structure 

of the international system – specifically anarchy – ensures that states all share the same 

basic objectives. This perspective is generally associated with structural realism. 
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Mearsheimer, for instance, argues that all states seek to expand, and that those that are 

powerful enough to seek hegemony should be expected to do so.9 In effect, Mearsheimer 

claims that all states are revisionist in nature, but that revisionist behavior is constrained 

most of the time by limitations on capabilities. Once this constraint is lifted, states expand 

as much as they can. 

 Mearsheimer and other offensive realists claim that this approach is the best way 

to make sense of the record of great power behavior throughout history. According to this 

perspective, states have generally become more aggressive as they have become more 

powerful, and have sought hegemony once they have become powerful enough to do so 

with a reasonable chance of success. However, a closer look at the empirical record 

reveals a great deal of variation in the behavior of rising great powers. A number of 

scholars note that not all rising great powers launch hegemonic wars or even pursue 

aggressive foreign policies.10 The most prominent example of such a “peaceful rise” is 

the United States during the late 19th and early 20th centuries (a case that Mearsheimer 

explains away by appealing to the “stopping power of water”11). However, even within 

cases that seem to strongly support the claim that there is an unproblematic relationship 

between power and expansion, there is variation that calls this relationship into question. 

For example, following the Wars of German Unification, Germany continued to grow 

rapidly, but did not continue to expand until 1914, even though it had grown powerful 

enough to be classified as a potential hegemon by at least 1905. Finally, scholars working 

in the power transition research program have found quantitative evidence that changes in 

                                                
9 Mearsheimer (2001), pp. 32-42. 
10 Schweller (1998); Organski and Kugler (1980). 
11 Mearsheimer (2001), pp. 41, 126. 
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capabilities alone are not enough to explain the occurrence of major war.12 What matters, 

rather, is whether a rising great power is satisfied or dissatisfied with the status quo. 

 The empirical record suggests, then, that revisionism, a domestic level variable 

capturing a state’s degree of dissatisfaction with the status quo, is an important part of 

any explanation for great power behavior and, especially, for major war. Revisionism is 

also a crucial concept for an analysis of the consequences of the rise of China for the 

contemporary international system and for American national security and foreign policy 

more specifically. As Schweller notes, the danger posed by a rising great power is a 

function not only of the speed of its rise or of geography, but also, and more importantly, 

of the degree to which it harbors revisionist intentions.13 Whether or not a rising state is a 

revisionist actor also determines, in part, the optimal policy response for a state interested 

in defending the status quo.14 

 Unfortunately, for such a significant variable, revisionism suffers from important 

problems. Scholars do not agree on how to conceptualize or operationalize revisionism, 

which is a problem not only for scholarship but also for policy. Identifying and treating a 

revisionist state as a defender of the status quo, or vice versa, can have disastrous effects 

in the real world.15 The next section considers two important questions. First, how should 

the concept of revisionism be understood? Second, how can revisionist actors be 

identified and distinguished from states that do not reject and challenge the international 

status quo broadly conceived? 

 

                                                
12 Organski and Kugler (1980). 
13 Schweller (1999). 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
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Conceptualizing and Operationalizing Revisionism 

 

 Early references to a distinction between “revisionist” and “status quo” or 

dissatisfied and satisfied states can be found in the writings of classical realists.16 These 

authors did not agree with each other about what revisionism meant, and were never 

particularly clear about how to measure it.17 Carr and Wolfers seem to have had the most 

straightforward conceptions of the distinction between revisionist and status quo 

interests. Carr distinguished simply between “nations desirous of maintaining the status 

quo and nations desirous of changing it.”18 Wolfers offered a slightly more precise but 

similarly broad distinction between policies oriented toward “self-extension” and policies 

oriented toward “self-preservation.”19 Policies oriented toward self-extension express “a 

                                                
16 Carr (1946); Wolfers (1962); Morgenthau (1948); Kissinger (1957). 
17 Of course, measurement and empirical testing (at least as modern social scientists 
understand these activities) were not the point of classical realist scholarship, so this 
should be understood less as a critique than as an observation. 
18 Carr (1946), pg. 53. It is possible, though, to read into Carr’s distinction an 
understanding that the sort of revisionism or dissatisfaction that he identified as 
characteristics of states like Nazi Germany and Japan was a fundamental opposition to 
the deep normative basis on which the status quo was founded (and that made it appear 
natural). Later, Carr distinguished between “champions of an existing order and 
revolutionaries,” and equated dissatisfied states with revolutionary social movements in 
mid-19th century Europe (pg. 227). His discussion of the role of morality (dominant 
understandings of appropriate conduct – what contemporary scholars would call social 
norms) in international politics – which at times appears to be an early application of 
critical theory to IR (see Jackson [2011], pg. 187) – supports this view. For Carr, 
international morality operated as a means by which powerful states could perpetuate 
their dominance, and revisionism or dissatisfaction seems to have denoted an opposition 
to international morality premised on an understanding of its role in the maintenance of 
the status quo. 
19 Wolfers (1962), pp. 91-93. Like Carr, it is possible to read into Wolfers a more 
nuanced and variegated understanding of state interests. Wolfers distinguished between 
“possession goals,” which are aimed at “the enhancement or the preservation of one or 
more things to which [a state] attaches value,” and “milieu goals,” which “aim instead at 
shaping conditions beyond [its] national boundaries (Wolfers 1962, pp. 73-74).” The 



 7 

demand for values not already enjoyed,” while policies oriented toward self-preservation 

are oriented toward the “maintenance, protection, or defense of the existing distribution 

of values.”20 

 Morgenthau and Kissinger, on the other hand, appear to have had a more nuanced 

(and significantly different) understanding of revisionism. Morgenthau (like Carr and 

Wolfers) distinguished between policies intended to defend the status quo and policies 

intended to alter it, but defined the revisionist pole (which he called “imperialism”) as “a 

policy that aims at the overthrow of the status quo, at a reversal of the power relations 

between two nations.”21 Accordingly, Morgenthau emphasized the point that some 

policies intended to change the distribution of resources (what Wolfers would call “self-

extension”) may be perfectly consistent with a broader orientation toward defending the 

status quo.22 Kissinger similarly acknowledged a difference between “self-extension” and 

a policy more specifically oriented toward a broad challenge to or rejection of the status 

quo. While (according to the index) the term “revisionism” does not appear in the work, 

in A World Restored, Kissinger distinguished between states that accept the legitimacy of 

the international order and “revolutionary” states that consider “the international order or 

the manner of legitimizing it oppressive.”23 States that accept the legitimacy of the status 

quo can still pursue “adjustments” – even by fighting wars – within the constraints of the 

system, but for a revolutionary state, “it is not the adjustment of differences within a 

                                                                                                                                            
distinction between dissatisfaction with the distribution of resources in a system and 
dissatisfaction with the way the system is constituted (developed below) echoes this 
discussion, to some extent. 
20 Wolfers (1962), pp. 92-93. 
21 Morgenthau (1948), pg. 57. 
22 Ibid., ch. 4, pg. 57. 
23 Kissinger (1957), pg. 2. 
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given system which will be at issue, but the system itself.”24 Kissinger noted that the 

result of this wholesale rejection of the status quo is that normal diplomatic interaction 

becomes impossible or at least very difficult.25 For both Kissinger and Morgenthau, then, 

revisionism meant something much broader and more fundamental than a mere 

commitment to changing the distribution of resources in a system. 

 Contemporary conceptions of revisionism (mostly associated with neoclassical 

realists) have eschewed Kissinger and Morgenthau’s nuance and built upon Wolfers’ 

“self-extension.” Revisionist states are simply those that are committed to changing some 

facet of the current distribution of resources. Schweller, for instance, envisions 

revisionism as one end of a continuum along which “some states value what they covet 

more than what they have; others are entirely satisfied with their possessions; still others 

value what they have only slightly more than what they covet, and vice versa; and some 

states consider their possessions to be meager but are not envious of others.”26 More 

specifically, Schweller distinguishes between limited and unlimited revisionists on the 

basis of the degree to which each is willing (or able) to pay to revise the status quo rather 

than to maintain it – limited revisionists are willing to pay slightly more to alter the status 

quo than to maintain, while unlimited revisionists are willing to pay much more to alter 

the status quo and are unwilling to expend resources to maintain it. Status quo states, on 

the other hand, are willing to pay more to maintain the status quo than to change it.27 

Kydd adopts a similar conception of satisfaction/dissatisfaction: aggressive states are 

those that seek more than a simple maintenance of what they already have, while 

                                                
24 Ibid., pg. 2. 
25 Ibid., pg. 2. 
26 Schweller (1998), pg. 22; see also Schweller (1994). 
27 Schweller (1998), pp. 23-24. 
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security-maximizers are generally satisfied with the status quo and simply seek to 

maximize their “probability of continued existence.”28 Most recently, Davidson defines 

revisionists as “those states that seek to change the distribution of goods (territory, status, 

markets, expansion of ideology, and the creation or change of international law and 

institutions).”29 

 The simplicity of the distinction between seeking to change the status quo and 

seeking to maintain it is attractive (especially for reasons of measurement). However, it is 

problematic for two reasons. First, attempting to identify a revisionist state by observing 

how much it is willing to pay and how many risks it is wiling to run to alter the status quo 

is close to tautology, because revisionism is supposed to be what causes the costly, risky 

behavior (such as major war-initiation) that is simultaneously taken to be evidence of 

revisionism. Second, and more troubling, this approach to revisionism implicitly assumes 

that dissatisfaction varies only quantitatively, and not, as some classical realists 

maintained, qualitatively. While Kissinger, for instance, understood that there was a 

qualitative distinction between a state that sought “adjustments” to the status quo and a 

state that sought “revolutionary” change (the distinction, as noted above, relates to 

perceptions of legitimacy and has enormous behavioral implications), for Schweller, that 

distinction reduces to some measure of the costs each type of state is willing to pay to 

change the distribution of resources. 

 This reduction of a qualitative (fundamentally different types of revisionists) to a 

quantitative (simply different degrees of revisionism) difference is problematic because it 

misses a great deal of potentially consequential variation in state interests. For example, 

                                                
28 Kydd (1997). 
29 Davidson (2006), pg. 14. 
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consider a state that places an extremely high value on a particular piece of territory (for 

instance, Israel toward Jerusalem, Pakistan toward Kashmir, or China toward Taiwan). 

Such a state may be willing to bear extremely high costs to alter the distribution of 

territory. However, this state should not necessarily be expected to adopt broader 

revisionist objectives, such as broad changes to the status quo in other (or more 

fundamental) areas. The neoclassical realist conception of revisionism, though, runs the 

risk of identifying such a state as an extremely revisionist actor, thereby prescribing an 

inappropriately aggressive response. The neoclassical realist approach also broadens the 

concept of revisionism to such an extent that it becomes possible to classify virtually any 

great power as a revisionist actor – after all, what great power is entirely satisfied with its 

share of the distribution of resources in the international system? 

 The solution to this problem is to develop a typology of state interests (or 

orientations toward the status quo) that preserves the classical realist distinction between 

“adjustments” within the status quo and “revolutionary” rejection of the status quo, 

without reducing the distinction to a quantitative difference. The remainder of this section 

develops such a concept by arguing that satisfaction with the status quo varies along two 

dimensions, producing three ideal-typical grand strategic orientations. 

 

Reconceptualizing Revisionism 

 

 If revisionism is fundamentally about a state’s orientation toward the status quo, 

then the logical place to begin an effort to reconceptualize revisionism is by specifying 

what constitutes the status quo in an international system. The preceding discussion 
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suggests that most analyses of revisionism conceive of the status quo to consist simply of 

a distribution of resources (usually power, territory, and wealth). Even Davidson, who is 

relatively careful about enumerating the aspects of the status quo with which a state may 

be satisfied or dissatisfied, understands the status quo as a “distribution of goods” and 

lists those goods as territory, status, markets, ideology, and the character of international 

law or institutions.30 However, other scholars have taken a more expansive view of what 

constitutes the status quo. According to Gilpin, international systems can be described as 

having three levels. There is a particular distribution of resources (usually this means 

power or material capabilities); a hierarchy of prestige, or status; and a set of principles, 

institutions, and rules (which can be both formal and informal) according to which the 

system is governed.31 From this perspective, a picture emerges in which the status quo in 

a particular system is characterized by a distribution of goods (power, wealth and 

prestige), and a set of norms and rules that institutionalize and naturalize that 

distribution.32 

A wide variety of scholars seem to endorse this understanding, maintaining that 

international systems are characterized not only by a distribution of power and prestige, 

but also by a normative structure that defines who counts as a legitimate actor, how such 

actors are to be recognized, and what sorts of actions legitimate actors are entitled or 

                                                
30 Davidson (2006), pg. 14. 
31 Gilpin (1981). 
32 This second dimension might be understood in terms of Barnett and Duvall’s (2005, 
pg. 46) “constitutive” power, which “works through social relations that analytically 
precede the social or subject positions of actors and that constitute them as social beings 
with their respective capacities and interests.” 
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obligated to take.33 Ruggie, for instance, distinguishes between changes to the 

international system at the level of the character of the units within the system (whether 

the system is anarchic or hierarchic, for instance); and changes that affect the size and 

power of pre-constituted units.34 Bukovansky argues that international systems vary on 

the basis of the principles that influence conceptions of legitimate statehood – what she 

calls international political culture.35 More broadly, English School theorists argue that 

the international system is composed of a distribution of resources, as well as a set of 

common understandings that influence the identity and behavior of states.36  

What all of these scholars have in common is the idea that the distribution of 

goods within the international system is in an important sense constituted and naturalized 

by a set of intersubjective ideas about who counts as a legitimate actor, how such actors 

are to be recognized, and what sorts of actions legitimate actors are entitled and obligated 

to take. For example, Bukovansky argues that while sovereignty has been a central 

constitutive feature of international politics for centuries, the principles according to 

which sovereign states are recognized and the norms and rules regulating how they may 

behave legitimately have varied significantly throughout that period. During the 17th and 

18th centuries, legitimacy was derived from dynastic ties and a claim to some relation to 

                                                
33 Ruggie (1993); Bukovansky (2002); Reus-Smit (1999); Bull (1977); Bull and Watson 
(1984); Wight (1977; 1995); Watson (1992); Bellamy (2005); Linklater and Suganami 
(2006); Clark (2011). 
34 Ruggie (1993), pp. 162-163. Ruggie distinguishes between “constitutive wars,” in 
which what was at stake was the de jure sovereignty and territorial exclusivity of the 
“state” as the primary political unit in the international system, and “configurative” and 
“positional” wars, “in which the nature of the units was accepted” but the distribution of 
territory and resources was at stake. 
35 Bukovansky (2002); see also Reus-Smit (1997, 1999). 
36 Bull (1977); Wight (1977, 1995); Gong (1984); Watson (1992); Bellamy (2005); 
Linklater and Suganami (2006); Clark (2011). 
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or representation of a divinity. Subsequently, and especially after the French Revolution, 

the recognition of sovereignty and legitimacy became contingent upon a claim to 

represent the will of the people residing within the territory of the state.37 

The norms, rules, and principles that constitute the international system do not 

only define the terms of legitimate statehood, but also act as a mechanism by which 

different types of states are recognized. Since the emergence of the sovereign state 

system both historians and contemporary observers have acknowledged the existence of a 

multitude of different kinds of states, including but not limited to great powers, regional 

powers, superpowers, and rogue states.38 These categories are not neutral, but are rather 

shot through with implications for the distribution of prestige, power, and wealth – many 

states aspire to be recognized as great powers, while no state quietly accepts being 

designated a rogue actor. A system’s international political culture, the terms by which 

claims to legitimacy are negotiated, constitutes a set of attributes according to which 

states measure themselves and each other and arbitrate claims to great power or 

superpower or regional power or rogue status. The categories, in turn, have implications 

for behavior – who may behave in what ways (say, intervening in the affairs of weaker 

neighbors) and who may compete over and possess what resources (say, nuclear 

weapons) legitimately. 

A few examples may illuminate the point that international political culture 

defines the terms according to which states negotiate and recognize the legitimacy of the 

distribution of goods in a system. During the late 19th century, the newly unified 

Germany sought to be recognized as a “world power.” During the early part of the reign 

                                                
37 Bukovansky (2002). 
38 Wight (1977, 1992, 1995) and Watson (1992). 
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of Kaiser Wilhelm II (after Bismarck left office), Germany sought to acquire the 

attributes of world power-hood. These included, among other characteristics, a blue water 

navy (which motivated, in part, the Tirpitz Plan), a colonial empire (which motivated 

German expansion in China, the South Pacific and Africa), and an internationally 

acknowledged role as an actor with legitimate global interests (which, in part, motivated 

German intervention in Morocco in 1905 and 1911). Each of these attributes was 

associated with “world power” in part because the prime example of a “world power” – 

the British Empire - possessed all three.39 During the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, a rising Japan sought to expand and be recognized as a great power (to increase 

its power and prestige). However, the terms by which legitimacy was granted or 

recognized by other great powers were linked to conceptions of a racial hierarchy, which 

hampered Japan’s ability to achieve great power status. In the contemporary system, the 

term “rogue state” denotes an actor possessing a number of attributes, including the 

acquisition of weapons of mass destruction, the sponsorship of terrorist organizations, 

and the abuse of civilians and especially vulnerable minorities. Note that the connection 

between these attributes and a low status social category is neither materially determined 

nor historically universal – the treatment of vulnerable minorities, for instance, had 

nothing whatsoever to do with perceptions of legitimacy, status, and prestige during the 

17th and 18th centuries. Further, the acquisition of nuclear weapons was, at least until the 

ratification of the Nonproliferation Treaty, decidedly positively related to international 

status and prestige, and its meaning is still contested. What all of these examples show is 

that international political culture – a constitutive and socially constructed feature of an 

                                                
39 See Fischer (1961, 1965, 1969) and Murray (2008) on Weltpolitik. 
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international system – plays an important role in setting the terms by which states 

compete, thereby legitimating and naturalizing (and in part constituting) the distribution 

of goods (prestige, power, and wealth) in the system. 

I propose that dissatisfaction with the status quo varies along these two 

dimensions – the distribution of resources in a system; and the norms, rules, and 

principles that constitute the terms of competition over resources and naturalize the 

distribution of goods. States may be satisfied or dissatisfied with the distribution of 

resources; and they may be satisfied or dissatisfied with the norms, rules and principles 

that comprise the system’s international political culture.40 Variation along these two 

dimensions yields three ideal-typical grand strategic orientations (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1. 
 
 Normative Dimension 
Distributive 
Dimension 

 Satisfied Dissatisfied 
Satisfied Status Quo 

 
 

Empty 

Dissatisfied Distributive 
Revisionist + 
Reassurance 

Systemic 
Revisionist 

 
 

Before discussing these ideal types, a few words on what I mean by “grand 

strategic orientation” are in order. Many scholars define grand strategy in terms of 

military planning or ideas about maximizing national security. Posen refers to grand 

strategy as a “politico-military means-end chain, a state’s theory about how it can best 
                                                
40 This is broadly consistent with Kissinger’s (1957) understanding of the difference 
between seeking adjustment within the status quo and rejecting the “legitimacy” of the 
status quo. 
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‘cause’ security for itself,” and Art writes that grand strategy “concentrates primarily on 

how the military instrument should be employed.”41 Grand strategic orientation, as used 

here, does not mean anything so narrow. Rather, I conceive of grand strategic orientation 

in much the same way that Legro does: as “national ideas about the desirability of joining 

and sustaining the extant international order.”42 Questions about grand strategic 

orientation are questions about “national attitudes toward international society.”43 Do 

these attitudes suggest acceptance or rejection of the distribution of resources and/or the 

deeper set of norms and principles that legitimate it? And how do particular orientations 

toward the status quo come to dominate policymaking? It is important to emphasize here 

that grand strategic orientations do not dictate specific policies. They may push in 

particular directions, and close off certain options, but they do not specify how, exactly, a 

state should pursue its objectives. For instance, as I discuss at more length below, a grand 

strategic orientation that rejects and challenges the set of norms and principles that 

legitimates the distribution of resources in a system may eventually result in major war, 

but should not be understood, in itself, as a commitment to launching a major war. 

 

Status Quo Orientations 

 

 A status quo grand strategic orientation is one that is characterized by satisfaction 

with both the distribution of resources in a system and the set of norms, rules, and 

principles that set the terms by which states negotiate and legitimate the distribution of 

                                                
41 Posen (1984), pg. 13; Art (2003), pg. 2. See also Kennedy (1987, 1991) and Stein and 
Rosecrance (1993) for similar conceptions. 
42 Legro (2005), pg. 8. 
43 Ibid., pg. 8. 
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goods. Status quo states do not seek to change but rather defend and strengthen the 

existing order. Such an orientation is similar to but not synonymous with what Legro 

calls “integrationism:” “an acceptance of and cooperative participation in the prevailing 

international society.”44 The primary difference between an integrationist and a status quo 

grand strategic orientation is that integrationism describes only one dimension along 

which satisfaction varies (the constitutive or normative dimension), while the orientation 

described here denotes satisfaction along both dimensions. This is an important point 

because without preserving the distinction between the two dimensions along which 

satisfaction varies45, it is impossible to see the critical difference between the two forms 

of revisionism described below.  

 What kinds of states tend to adopt status quo grand strategic orientations? While, 

as noted above, states are rarely perfectly satisfied46, some do at times seem generally 

satisfied along both dimensions. In particular, some small states and dominant states may 

be expected to adopt generally status quo orientations. For small states, this may be the 

case because they have no need, desire, or ability to change the distribution of resources 

in a system (a state like Switzerland comes to mind here), and they also may calculate 

that the existing set of norms, rules, and principles that constitutes the status quo serves 

them better than any plausible alternative.47 Dominant states (like the British Empire 

                                                
44 Ibid., pg. 9 
45 As neither Legro nor any of the previous conceptualizations of revisionism reviewed 
above (with the exception of Kissinger’s brief and underdeveloped discussion) does. 
46 The grand strategic orientations described here, are, after all, ideal types, which means 
we should not expect to find any cases that perfectly conform to their analytical 
definitions. 
47 This is not only because the sort of broad conflict that challenges to the status quo 
make likely may threaten small states to a greater extent than large states, but also 
because, as in the contemporary international system, status quo norms may sometimes 
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before the First World War), on the other hand, may calculate that they have reached the 

limits of their capability – or need – to change the distribution of capabilities, making 

defense of the current distribution more important; more significantly, they may have 

played an important role in constructing the rules, norms, and principles that constitute 

the status quo48, and the status quo’s normative foundation, as argued above, plays an 

important role in legitimizing and making appear natural the dominant state’s advantaged 

position.49 

 

Distributive Revisionist + Reassurance Orientations 

 

 The second grand strategic orientation – and the first form of revisionism – 

combines dissatisfaction with the distribution of resources in a system and satisfaction 

with the system’s norms, rules, and principles. I use the unwieldy label distributive 

revisionist + reassurance orientation to emphasize the two characteristics of this grand 

strategic orientation. The first is a commitment to gaining more of some resource – 

whether that good is wealth, status, power, territory, access to markets, or something else. 

The second is a concern with and at least an attempt to pursue a broader policy of 

reassuring other powerful actors that the state’s revisionist claims are limited. The first of 

these elements is straightforward, but the second requires further exposition. 

                                                                                                                                            
help to guarantee the continued existence and actorhood of small states. See Wendt 
(1995), and Zacher (2001) and Hensel et al (2006) on contemporary norms against 
territorial expansion. 
48 Gilpin (1981). 
49 Clark (2011). Subsequent chapters show how the normative aspects of the status quo 
functioned to constitute and maintain the material and prestige advantages of dominant 
actors, from early modern East Asia to the interwar period. 
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 Reassurance refers to a set of strategies that an actor uses to convince other actors 

that its intentions are benign or limited, thereby “reducing the likelihood of a threat or use 

of force.”50 There are two broad ways of conceptualizing reassurance in the IR literature. 

The first, based on psychological conceptions of trust, mistrust, perception, and 

misperception, suggests that reassurance works by changing the image or understanding 

that one state’s leaders have of another, thereby overcoming the fear and bias that often 

result in conflict.51 Stein suggests that states can employ four concrete behaviors in order 

to reassure: first, they can “attempt through restraint not to exacerbate the pressures and 

constraints that operate on their adversary to use force;” second, “they can try informally 

to develop norms of competition to regulate their conflict and reduce the likelihood of 

miscalculated war;” third, they can “try to break out of habitual threat or use of force 

through less conventional methods of irrevocable commitments;” fourth, they can “put in 

place informal or formal regimes designed specifically to build confidence, reduce 

uncertainty, and establish acceptable limits of competition.”52 The second way of 

conceptualizing reassurance is based on rational choice theory, and suggests that 

reassurance is intended to reveal private information about a state’s intentions, thereby 

limiting the risk of unintended war.53 From this perspective, reassurance is about 

signaling. States with benign intentions can separate themselves from states with 

aggressive intentions by sending certain types of information to other states (by, for 

instance, building one type of weapon over another, or making concessions on important 

issues). Rational choice theorists generally insist that these signals must be costly in order 

                                                
50 Stein (1991); See also Kydd (2000); Hoffman (2006); Osgood (1962). 
51 Osgood (1962); Etzioni (1962); Stein (1991). 
52 Ibid. 
53 Kydd (2000). 
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to reassure, but recent experimental research suggests that non-costly signals may also be 

important sources of information about intentions (perhaps echoing the more 

psychological conception of reassurance).54 

 There are two important points to note about reassurance in relation to distributive 

revisionism. The first is that states interested in changing the distribution of goods in a 

system – and especially rising states – should be expected to at least attempt to reassure 

other powerful actors that their revisionist claims are limited and their intentions are 

generally benign. As Stein notes, reassurance may be useful “to a would-be challenger in 

a deterrent relationship who, while actively considering the option of a resort to force, 

nevertheless attempts to persuade a defender of the limits of its objectives, the benefits of 

negotiation, and the importance of acceptable limits of competition.”55 Successful 

reassurance may convince other actors to accede to the revisionist’s claims; and it may 

prevent suspicion and the formation of countervailing alliances. Both are important 

objectives for states that would prefer to achieve a redistribution of resources in the 

international system as cheaply as possible, and especially for rising states, whose long 

time horizons push them to avoid risk. 

 Second, the ability to pursue reassurance is dependent upon at least tacit 

acceptance of the norms, rules, and principles that constitute the status quo and regulate 

state behavior. In other words, the ability to pursue reassurance is contingent upon 

satisfaction along the normative dimension of status quo evaluation. Informal and formal 

“norms of competition” and “regimes designed specifically to build confidence, reduce 

                                                
54 On costly signaling see Fearon (1994, 1997) and Kydd (2000) specifically on costly 
signaling and reassurance. On non-costly signaling, see Tingley and Walter (2009, 2011). 
55 Stein (1991). 
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uncertainty, and establish acceptable limits of competition” are important parts of a 

system’s set of norms, rules, and principles. To the extent that reassurance requires 

participation within and (thereby) perpetuation of these institutions, it is facilitated by a 

state’s ability and willingness to publicly express its satisfaction with and acceptance of 

the normative dimension of the status quo. Similarly, the ability to send costly (and non-

costly) signals of restraint (and to avoid sending costly signals of unlimited aggressive 

intentions) is made easier by the ability and willingness to express satisfaction with a 

system’s norms, rules, and principles. For example, during the second half of the 19th 

century, Otto von Bismarck’s Prussia pursued a policy of significant territorial expansion. 

However, Bismarck did not challenge the bases of the 19th century European system – 

British hegemony and the sanctity of international law and interstate treaties. In fact, in 

order to prevent balancing, Bismarck explicitly recognized the authority of treaties and 

law in international society by invoking the Treaty of London as a pretext for invading 

Denmark to begin the Second Schleswig-Holstein War.56 Similarly, from the Meiji 

Restoration until the early 1930s, Japan pursued distributive revisionism (seeking 

increases in wealth, territory, and prestige) and simultaneously sought to reassure 

Western powers that its intentions were ultimately benign by conforming to Western 

behavioral norms and integrating within the post-World War I institutional order.57 

 The grand strategic orientation described above is very common, and the 

theoretical literature on the origins of this form of revisionism is extensive. This literature 

includes realist arguments revolving around the security dilemma or security 

maximization, rationalist arguments concerned with calculations of costs and benefits, 

                                                
56 Goddard (2009). 
57 See Chapter 4. 
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constructivist arguments about ethnic irredentism and the social construction of 

indivisible territory, domestic political arguments about interest groups and logrolling, 

and status arguments about prestige and the need to maintain a positive social identity.58 

The crucial point is that for any state that is dissatisfied with the distribution of resources 

but generally willing to “play by the rules,” a distributive revisionist + reassurance grand 

strategic orientation makes a great deal of sense. It should also be clear, though, that as 

empirically common as distributive revisionism appears to be, this grand strategic 

orientation does not capture the cases to which scholars first referred when they began 

writing about revisionist grand strategies: Nazi Germany, Wilhelmine Germany, and 

1930s Japan, among others. These cases fit, rather, into the category of systemic 

revisionism. 

 

Systemic Revisionist Orientations 

 

 The third grand strategic orientation refers to dissatisfaction with the normative 

dimension of the status quo combined with dissatisfaction59 with the distribution of 

                                                
58 See Mearsheimer (2001) for the most prominent realist explanation of expansive 
behavior; see Powell (1999) on rationalist explanations for expansion; Miller (2007, 
2009) for a constructivist argument about socially constructed ethnic irredentism; Snyder 
(1991) on domestic politics and expansion; and Galtung (1964), Wallace (1973), 
Midlarsky (1975), Markey (1999, 2000), and Wohlforth (2009) on status inconsistency 
and expansion. 
59 There is, in theory, a fourth combination (normative dissatisfaction and distributive 
satisfaction). However, I contend that this combination effectively collapses into the 
category immediately below it in the two-by-two typology. First, the theory that I 
develop in the next chapter proposes that distributional dissatisfaction may be a quasi-
necessary (but not sufficient) condition for the adoption of a systemic revisionist grand 
strategic orientation. That, is I suggest that while systemic revisionism often seems to 
require dissatisfaction with the distribution of resources (and particularly with the 
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resources. Systemic revisionist grand strategic orientations reject and challenge not just 

the distribution of resources in a system, but also – and more importantly – the social 

relationships, norms, rules, and principles that (in part) constitute, legitimate, and 

naturalize that distribution.60 As I discuss below, the most significant concrete difference 

between a systemic revisionist orientation and a distributive revisionist orientation is that 

systemic revisionism renders even an attempt at simultaneously pursuing reassurance 

impossible or at least very difficult.  

Systemic revisionist grand strategic orientations may include not only a rejection 

of the norms and institutions that set the terms of legitimate sovereignty, constitute 

different types of actors, and regulate their behavior, but also a challenge to a system’s 

hegemonic leadership. While a leadership challenge – a rejection of the legitimate 

                                                                                                                                            
distribution of prestige), distributional dissatisfaction does not always result in systemic 
revisionism. Second, dissatisfaction with the norms, rules, and principles that legitimate 
the distribution of resources may lead to distributional dissatisfaction, since a rejection of 
the status quo’s normative basis may denaturalize and cause leaders to view as 
illegitimate the extant distribution of resources. Third, as I discuss below, the effect of 
systemic revisionism (in terms of state behavior and systemic instability) may be the 
same regardless of preexisting distributive revisionist claims. Fourth, although one might 
argue that the United States under Woodrow Wilson constitutes an example of a state 
dissatisfied with the normative foundation but not the distribution of resources in a 
system, this is a somewhat difficult case to make. As I discuss in Chapter 6, the United 
States was not particularly committed to rejecting and challenging the British-led 
international status quo, entered the First World War on the side of the defenders of the 
status quo, and only tried to innovate in terms of the norms, principles, and rules that 
would govern the post-war status quo after the pre-war status quo had collapsed. Outside 
of the United States under Wilson, it is difficult to identify cases of states that might fall 
into this category, meaning that even if it is logically possible, it may effectively be 
empirically empty. 
60 This definition is broadly consistent with the way Kissinger (1957) conceived of 
“revolutionary” challenges to the status quo, and the way Legro (2005) and Chan (2004) 
understand revisionism. 
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authority of a system’s hegemon61 and/or an attempt to overthrow or replace the hegemon 

– may seem to be a distributive revisionist objective, I conceive of it as a form of 

systemic revisionism for two reasons. First, as Gilpin notes, the norms, rules, and 

principles that govern a system are in part constructed and maintained by the system’s 

dominant state or states.62 Dominant states may not only intentionally construct 

regulatory institutions and rules to “lock in” distributive advantages63; they also 

contribute to the constitution of the terms by which states negotiate and legitimate 

changes to the distribution of resources (especially prestige) simply by virtue of being 

high-status actors whose characteristics and behavior are emulated and who confer or 

withhold recognition of prestige and legitimacy for other, lower status states. Thus a 

challenge to a system’s leadership may often be understood (especially by the defenders 

of the status quo) as implying a rejection of the terms of competition over resources in the 

system. Second, and related, leadership challenges (unlike orientations toward adjusting 

the distribution of resources within the broad bounds of the status quo) interfere with 

efforts to pursue simultaneous reassurance of other powerful states. 

Why does the rejection of a system’s norms, rules, and principles (and challenges 

to its leadership) prevent a simultaneous orientation toward reassurance? First, if it is true 

that a system’s norms, rules, principles, and institutions naturalize and legitimate the 

distribution of resources (especially prestige but also power and wealth), then a challenge 

to the system’s normative foundation (or a direct challenge to the system’s dominant 

states) undermines and threatens the advantaged position of the most powerful states in 

                                                
61 One example is Tokugawa Japan’s orientation toward China after the Imjin War. See 
Chapter 6. 
62 Gilpin (1981). 
63 Ikenberry (2001). 
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the system (the hegemonic leadership and its allies). For instance, understandings of 

racial hierarchy were an important part of the late 19th and early 20th century international 

political culture and facilitated the legitimation of Western dominance. Partly as a result, 

Western states opposed Japanese and other efforts to undermine the role of race as a part 

of the normative foundation of the status quo.64 This is not to say that states whose grand 

strategies are oriented toward systemic revisionism are doomed to isolation, only that 

their allies are likely to be other states that reject the norms, rules, and principles (and/or 

leadership) at the basis of the status quo, and thus not the system’s dominant actors.65  

This contrasts with challenges to the distributive status quo. Territorial adjustment 

has been extremely frequent throughout history, and has not, in the vast majority of cases, 

been part of a fundamental challenge to the hegemonic leadership or the institutional 

foundation of the international system.66 The same can be said of competition over access 

to resources and markets. Attempts to alter the distribution of resources do not, in 

general, fundamentally threaten the dominance of the most powerful defenders of the 

status quo for two reasons. First, such challenges do not provide a clear signal of more 

deeply revisionist intentions. Revisionism over resources may be motivated by a broad 

range of factors, not necessarily by a desire to fundamentally challenge the defenders of 

the status quo. Second, unlike a challenge to the normative dimension of the status quo, a 

change in the distribution of resources often has differential and ambiguous effects on 

defenders of the status quo. For example, Prussian territorial gains between 1864 and 

1870 did not provoke a balancing coalition in part because leaders in Russia, Great 

                                                
64 See Shimazu (1998) and Chapter 4. 
65 Schweller (1994, 1998) makes a similar point about revisionism and bandwagoning. 
66 Little (2007). 
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Britain, and France disagreed about what these changes to the distribution of resources 

meant and how they would influence great power politics in the future.67 More recently, 

Chinese economic expansion into European markets has fairly obvious differential 

consequences for the United States and Europe. 

The second reason that systemic revisionism prevents simultaneous reassurance is 

because, as discussed at length above, many of the concrete actions at the heart of efforts 

to reassure (including sending signals of restraint and participating in formal and informal 

institutions that limit conflict and communicate bounded ambitions)68 are incompatible 

with an orientation that rejects and challenges the norms, rules, and principles that 

constitute and regulate the status quo. Chan, who notes that “a satisfied state is one that 

accepts the existing ordering principles of the international system, whereas a dissatisfied 

state seeks to change them,” echoes this point in arguing for membership in 

intergovernmental institutions as an indicator for revisionism.69 He suggests that “the 

number of IGO memberships held by a state should be indicative of its general 

satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the international status quo because participation in 

IGOs implies a minimum willingness to subscribe to the relevant institutions’ agendas 

and procedures and a decision to sacrifice some national autonomy and discretion in 

favor of collective action.”70 If this is true, then systemic revisionists will find the menu 

of options available to them for communicating restraint – including not just participation 

in formal and informal conflict-limiting institutions but also compromise and cooperation 

with the defenders of the status quo – drastically reduced. 

                                                
67 Goddard (2009). 
68 Kydd (2000) and Stein (1991). 
69 Chan (2004). 
70 Ibid. 



 27 

This discussion illuminates both the puzzling and significant nature of systemic 

revisionist grand strategic orientations (especially when adopted by rising great powers). 

Systemic revisionism is puzzling because it invites broad opposition and raises the costs 

and risks of pursuing distributive challenges. As noted above, there is nothing 

inconsistent about attempting to change the distribution of resources in a system and 

simultaneously pursuing reassurance. This means that systemic revisionist grand 

strategies are generally suboptimally provocative, especially for rising great powers, 

which should be particularly concerned with avoiding policies that may cause suspicion 

or the formation of countervailing alliances. This is true even if a state actually harbors 

distributive revisionist ambitions that would eventually cause strong opposition – 

obscuring such ambitions for as long as possible by at least attempting reassurance would 

hold out the possibility of achieving some gains cheaply and peacefully.71 

Systemic revisionism is significant and worth studying for two reasons. First, 

while systemic revisionist grand strategic orientations should not be understood as direct 

causes of major wars, they can be very destabilizing, as subsequent chapters show. 

Rejecting and challenging the normative foundation of the status quo can increase the 

degree to which a state is perceived as a threat by other states, and can also make it 

difficult for the revisionist to resolve crises peacefully by making cooperation, 

compromise, and participation in conflict-limiting institutions difficult. Understanding 

the sources of systemic revisionism may yield important insights for policymakers 

seeking to avoid destabilizing or violent processes during power transitions. Second, as I 

                                                
71 Legro (2005, pg. 175) echoes this point: “Attention to power is hardly the sign of a 
revisionist country. Indeed, one might argue that the neglect of power realities is the 
hallmark of revisionist states.” 
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discuss at more length below, there is very little convincing scholarship on this sort of 

revisionist orientation.72 As a result, the remainder of this dissertation focuses on 

explaining why states adopt systemic revisionist grand strategic orientations. 

Before turning to a discussion of existing explanations, I first very briefly 

articulate some empirical indicators of systemic revisionism. This is inherently 

challenging (although no more so than identifying a commitment to more limited 

revisionism) but possible by understanding the key observable distinction between 

distributive and systemic revisionism as an inability or unwillingness to take steps 

intended to reassure other great powers, especially when leaders understand that such 

steps do not carry high costs. 73 Similarly, leaders in states whose grand strategies are 

characterized by systemic revisionist orientations are unable (or unwilling) to avoid steps 

that they know will be highly provocative, even when they understand that such steps do 

not promise significant benefits. In other words, unlike distributive revisionists, systemic 

revisionists are fundamentally unable or unwilling to take steps intended to signal 

restraint and commitment to the status quo, even when such steps are largely symbolic 

and do not involve bearing costs or foregoing gain.74 Note that identifying systemic 

revisionism is not about identifying failed reassurance. Reassurance may be unsuccessful 

                                                
72 This is not simply because the concept of systemic revisionism is entirely new. In fact, 
as noted above, this conceptualization is compatible with one prominent strand of 
classical realist thought on revisionism (Kissinger and Morgenthau), and is also 
consistent with at least some contemporary understandings of dissatisfaction (Chan and 
Legro). 
73 See Legro (2005, pg. 9) on commitment to strengthening vs. weakening the status quo 
as an indicator of revisionism. Low cost signaling may seem like an oxymoron, but recall 
that many scholars conceive of the process of signaling reassurance in broader terms than 
rational choice theorists do. 
74 See Fearon (1994, 1997) and Kydd (2000) on costly signals; see also discussion in 
Chan (2004) about willingness to invest (at least minimally) in status quo institutions as 
an indicator of satisfaction. 
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for many reasons, including the character of military technology, misperception, or 

simple conflicting interests.75 Rather, identifying systemic revisionism involves 

identifying junctures during which reassurance could have been at least attempted 

without undermining (and perhaps even advancing) a state’s distributive revisionist 

objectives, but was not. 

More specific indicators that a shift toward systemic revisionism is taking place 

include public rhetorical challenges to the legitimacy of the norms, rules, and principles 

that constitute and regulate the status quo; an increase in the influence of domestic actors 

publicly committed to rejecting accommodation to the status quo; an inability or 

unwillingness to cooperate with states committed to defending the status quo (even when 

leaders understand that cooperation promises important advantages);76 and, especially, 

withdrawal from international institutions (particularly when withdrawing does not 

promise any significant advantage and leaders understand that it is likely to be costly).77 

 

Existing Explanations for Systemic Revisionism 

 

 Why do some states pursue grand strategies oriented toward challenging the 

constitution of the international system while others do not? Extant IR scholarship offers 

three sets of explanations – realist, ideational or ideological, and domestic. This section 

                                                
75 See Kydd (1997; 2000), Jervis (1978) on military technology and signaling; see Jervis 
(1976) on misperception. 
76 The logic here is similar to Kim’s (1989, 1991, 1992, 1996) “alliance portfolio” 
operationalization of satisfaction/dissatisfaction. 
77 Chan (2004). 
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presents an overview of each set of explanations, emphasizing the inability of the extant 

literature to explain why some states pursue systemic revisionism while others do not. 

 

Realism 

 

 From a realist perspective, the puzzle posed above is mostly about why states 

pursue policies intended to achieve hegemony in a system. Because most realists 

understand international politics in material terms, and their theoretical explanations 

revolve largely around the distribution of capabilities, realist scholars tend to analyze 

systemic revisionism as a policy intended to achieve preponderance in terms of power 

and prestige.78 The character of a system’s international political culture is secondary, 

and matters only as it influences the distribution of power. As Gilpin notes, one of 

hegemony’s benefits is the ability to reconfigure the set of rules, norms, and principles 

according to which the system is governed. It is only in this sense – as one of many perks 

associated with hegemony – that rejecting and challenging a system’s norms, rules, and 

principles enters into the analysis for a realist, if it enters at all.79 

 The realist literature provides two broad categories of explanations for the puzzle 

of why states seek hegemony. The first and most prominent of these posits, in some form, 

a positive relationship between increasing capabilities and systemic revisionist behavior. 

One important exposition of this hypothesis is John Mearsheimer’s Tragedy of Great 

Power Politics.80 Mearsheimer argues, contra defensive realists, that as a result of 

                                                
78 One might read Morgenthau’s definition of “imperialism” in this manner. 
79 Gilpin (1981). 
80 Mearsheimer (2001). 
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intractable uncertainty regarding intentions and future capabilities, the security dilemma 

is invariably severe.81 In consequence, states always have an incentive to expand, up to 

the point at which they amass the preponderance of capabilities within a nautically 

delimited system and become the regional hegemon. However, states do not always have 

the necessary material capabilities to pursue bids for hegemony. The key independent 

variable in Mearsheimer’s account, then, is relative power. As states become more 

powerful, they are expected to expand at an increasing rate. Great powers with the 

capabilities to do so – potential hegemons – should be expected to pursue systemic 

revisionism. 

 Mearsheimer’s offensive realism is an attractively straightforward and seemingly 

powerful explanation for systemic revisionist behavior, but it ultimately fails for both 

theoretical and empirical reasons. First, although Mearsheimer (unlike Waltz) explicitly 

assumes that states are rational actors,82 it is unclear that hegemony-seeking (at least in 

the short term) is a rational response to the strategic dilemma imposed by the anarchic 

structure of the international system. Most generally, Elman argues that launching a bid 

for hegemony is always problematic for a theory based on rationalist assumptions 

because states that launch major wars in an attempt to achieve preponderance generally 

fail.83 Examples of failed bids for hegemony abound, from Louis XIV to Hitler, and 

Elman’s point is that it is problematic to explain such a universally unsuccessful and 

risky policy by appealing to rationality.84 More specifically, it is even more obviously 

                                                
81 See Taliaferro (2000), Brooks (1997), and Glaser (2010) for expositions of defensive 
realism. 
82 Ibid., and compare to Waltz (1979). 
83 Elman (1996). 
84 Glaser (2010) makes a similar point. 
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irrational for a rising state to launch a bid for hegemony when it could reduce its costs 

and increase its likelihood of success by simply waiting to go to war until its rise was 

complete, or by pursuing limited revisions while simultaneously attempting 

reassurance.85 This is problematic, because many of the states whose behavior 

Mearsheimer claims to explain can be categorized as rising states. 

 Offensive realism also suffers from empirical problems. In particular, in a variety 

of historical and geographic contexts, states have not expanded to the extent that 

offensive realism predicts that they would. Post-unification Germany is one good 

example of this empirical puzzle. Germany emerged from the Franco-Prussian War 

indisputably more powerful than it had been prior, but then proclaimed itself sated and 

did not begin to expand again until after Bismarck’s dismissal in 1890. Mearsheimer 

explains this restraint by claiming that Germany had essentially run out of vulnerable 

targets, but this is not a satisfying response, as it implies that Prussian expansion had 

been directed against “low-lying fruit.” On the contrary, in 1866, Austria was considered 

a formidable adversary, and in 1870, France was thought to possess the most powerful 

military in the world. If Prussia targeted states as strong as Austria and France for 

expansion, then why didn’t the more powerful Germany? 

 A second prominent realist work linking an increase in relative capabilities with 

revisionist behavior is Gilpin’s War and Change in World Politics.86 Gilpin’s conception 

of the relationship between power and expansion is similar to Mearsheimer’s – as states 

grow more powerful, they become more likely to pursue policies oriented toward altering 

the distribution of resources and prestige in the system. However, Gilpin’s argument is 

                                                
85 See Powell (1999) and Copeland (2000) on this point. 
86 Gilpin (1981). 
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based not on the security dilemma but rather on the benefits that accrue to a state once it 

is recognized as the most prestigious actor in the system. Gilpin argues that as a rising 

great power approaches parity with a system’s hegemon, in terms of material capabilities, 

the distribution of prestige does not adjust automatically. As a result, an inconsistency 

develops between the rising state’s power (which is high) and its prestige or status (which 

is low). The rising state, then, has an incentive to launch a hegemonic war in order to 

force the distribution of prestige to adjust, transforming the rising state – if victorious – 

into the new hegemon. Hegemony then provides the state with an opportunity to 

reconstitute the rules, norms, and principles by which the system is governed. 

 Like Mearsheimer’s offensive realism, Gilpin’s approach to systemic revisionism 

can be criticized at both theoretical and empirical levels. First, Gilpin does not explain 

why the distribution of prestige adjusts so slowly. He seems to claim that hegemonic war 

is the only means a rising state has of increasing its status, but this is obviously not true. 

Limited expansion, as well as arms-racing, technological advance, and participation in 

international organizations have all been employed, at various points in history, as means 

of gaining prestige. Since hegemonic war is inherently costly and expensive (potentially 

to the point of contradicting Gilpin’s own rationality assumption), it is puzzling that more 

moderate, less costly status-enhancing activity is left out of Gilpin’s model. Second, the 

same problem confronts Gilpin as confronts Mearsheimer. Why would a rising state ever 

launch a bid for hegemony or hegemonic war when it could simply wait to do so until its 

likelihood of success had improved? Third, as power transition theorists point out, parity 

between a rising state and a declining hegemon is not enough, empirically, to explain 
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revisionist behavior.87 Rather, power transition theorists argue that the rising challenger 

must be dissatisfied with the status quo in order to launch a hegemonic war. 

 The second realist hypothesis on systemic revisionism revolves around resource 

deprivation. Rather than positing a relationship between rising power and expansion, this 

hypothesis posits a relationship between an inability to acquire the material resources 

necessary for security or continued growth within the constraints of the status quo 

international system and systemic revisionist behavior. For realists, these constraints are 

mostly associated with the distribution of capabilities. More specifically, the argument is 

that if the hegemon or group of leading states in a system block a state from acquiring 

some resource that it perceives as necessary for its continued existence, then that state 

may seek to undermine and replace the system’s hegemonic leadership. The argument 

that Copeland makes in Origins of Major War is broadly consistent with this logic.88 

Copeland argues that states launch major wars because of fears of deep and inevitable 

relative decline. According to Copeland, for instance, although World War I was a 

systemic war in which Germany sought hegemony in Europe, it was ultimately motivated 

not by a desire for hegemony but rather by a desire to prevent the rise of Russia. The 

reason Germany sought to transform the British-led hegemonic system in 1914 did not 

actually have much to do with the British Empire, but was simply that Germany could not 

prevent the rise of Russia within the constraints of that system.89 

                                                
87 See Organski (1980). 
88 Copeland (2000). 
89 This interpretation of World War I is problematic, although I will leave a fuller 
discussion of Copeland’s account to Chapter 3. See Kaufman (2001) and Thompson 
(2002). 
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 I will argue later that the concept of systemic constraints on expansion is a useful 

way to think about the causes of systemic revisionism. However, the realist conception of 

systemic constraints, focusing on the distribution of capabilities, is underdeveloped and 

unable to account for systemic revisionism. The fundamental problem with this argument 

is that it is difficult to explain why a state facing resource deprivation would launch a 

costly, risky challenge to the hegemonic leadership of the system rather than attempting 

to shift the distribution of resources in a less costly, less risky way.90 A state might, for 

instance, be able to alter the distribution of resources by engaging in limited expansion, 

by attempting to alter the system’s alliance structure,91 or through negotiation. Although 

the state might ultimately be unsuccessful, it is hard to say why it would then effectively 

increase its revisionist aims (rather than retrench) in the face of signals that expansion 

will be even more costly than expected. And why, in the face of opposition to limited 

expansion (again signaling the resolve of the defenders of the status quo) should a state 

rationally expect a hegemonic challenge, in which it invites armed opposition from the 

most powerful states in the system, to succeed? Thompson and Kaufman make similar 

points about Copeland’s account of World War I. If German aggression had really been 

entirely about keeping Russia down, there were better, cheaper, more probably successful 

ways of achieving that goal.92 

 

Ideology and Ideas 

 

                                                
90 Kagan (1995) suggests just such a problem for preventive accounts of World War I. 
91 See Crawford (2008, 2011)  on wedge strategies. 
92 Thompson (2002); Kaufman (2001); Glaser (2010) also argues that preventive war is 
generally irrational for a state with status quo intentions. 
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 A second class of explanations for variation in grand strategic orientation (and 

specifically for the pursuit of systemic revisionism) revolves around ideational and 

ideological variables. These approaches focus on elite and collective ideas about grand 

strategy, as well as the way “the principles upon which a particular leadership group 

attempts to legitimate its claim to rule and the primary institutional, economic, and social 

goals to which it swears allegiance” influence a state’s orientation toward the status 

quo.93 

 There are two broad categories of ideational/ideological explanations for variation 

in grand strategic orientation. The first focuses on ideational and ideological content and 

suggests that the particular characteristics of collective ideas and “legitimating 

principles” dominant within a state or group of elites influences behavior and may cause 

states to adopt systemic revisionist grand strategic orientations.94 From this perspective, 

state interests and elite theories about what sorts of grand strategies are likely to succeed 

in promoting those interests are not constant (or irrelevant), as in structural realist 

theories, but rather socially constructed and historically contingent. When state 

decisionmaking is animated by an ideology that emphasizes systemic revolution or a 

strategic culture that values maximal expansion, the state should be expected to eschew 

reassurance and pursue systemic revisions to the status quo.  

One prominent example of such an approach is Legro’s account of changes in 

ideas about the international status quo.95 Legro argues that orientations toward the status 

                                                
93 Haas (2005), pg. 5. 
94 These types of arguments revolve around domestic norms (Hopf, 2002; Katzenstein, 
1996) as well as more specific ideas, such as “strategic culture” (J. Snyder, 1977; 
Johnston, 1995). 
95 Legro (2005). 
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quo (“integrationism,” “revisionism,” or “separatism”) are the result of collective elite 

beliefs, which may collapse and be replaced by existing alternatives in the wake of 

“shocks” that seem to undermine a consensus.96 Legro’s account, like many other 

ideological or ideational content explanations, is problematic for two reasons. First, 

Legro explains neither the development of alternative “heterodoxies,” nor the direction of 

ideational change. It is not clear why a perceived failure of “integrationism” should lead 

to “revisionism” rather than “separatism.” Second, Legro largely ignores the politics and 

process of grand strategic change.97 He tells a straightforward story about expectation-

violating shocks, but does not seem to seriously consider the process by which political 

actors adhering to different grand strategic ideas may promote and/or make use of 

discursive changes to advance their policy preferences. 

 The second – and more convincing – ideological approach revolves around 

distance rather than content. Haas argues that differences between domestic ideologies in 

different states increase threat perceptions and prevent cooperation.98 Ideological distance 

has this effect for three reasons. First, leaders fear the “demonstration effects” of 

successful competing ideologies; second, ideological differences prevent leaders from 

identifying with each other, which may enhance threat perceptions; third, ideological 

differences may introduce misperceptions and communication failures.99 Applied to the 

question of the origins of systemic revisionism, this approach suggests that drastic 

ideological distinctions between one state or group of states and the defenders of the 

                                                
96 Ibid. 
97 Nexon and Jackson (2003). 
98 Haas (2005). 
99 Haas (2005), pp. 6-14 
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status quo may prevent the former from pursuing reassurance and push them toward 

rejecting and challenging the status quo. 

 This is a compelling argument, and the second causal link – related to social 

identity and threat perceptions – echoes in some ways the argument developed in Chapter 

2. Haas’ argument, though, is also problematic for two reasons. First, ideological distance 

seems to function here purely within leaders’ heads. However, there are theoretical, 

methodological, and empirical problems with this view. If ideology is conceived as a 

cultural structure (that is, as an intersubjective feature of the social world), then Haas’ 

account is incomplete because it does not consider the non-subjective effects of ideology. 

This theoretical limitation is related to a methodological problem – observing subjective 

beliefs is inherently difficult and may be impossible.100 Empirically, ideologies and 

discourses seem to operate on grand strategic orientations not so much by changing 

leaders’ beliefs as by changing the political opportunity structure for actors with different 

preferences (as subsequent case studies show).  

The second reason Haas’s argument is problematic has to do with the broader 

historical record. It is not difficult to find examples of states that were ideologically 

“distant” relative to the defenders of the status quo, but did not challenge the status quo 

and even moderated ideologically and behaviorally. The early Soviet Union, for instance, 

which is a strong example of a state characterized by a revolutionary, aggressive, and 

“distant” ideology (relative to those of Western states), was also characterized by a set of 

                                                
100 Jackson (2006). 
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foreign policy elites that sought to establish “peaceful coexistence” with the capitalist 

world.101 Contemporary China is arguably another example. 

 

Domestic Politics 

 

 Domestic political explanations for revisionist foreign policy behavior are very 

common in the IR literature. Second-image or innenpolitik approaches explain grand 

strategic choices on the basis of the preferences of the interest groups that control 

policymaking in a particular state. There are two general types of domestic explanations. 

The first argues that when actors who stand to benefit from expansionist or aggressive 

foreign policies control the state, the state should be expected to pursue revisionism. 

Jason Davidson makes this argument most explicitly in The Origins of Revisionist and 

Status-Quo States.102 Davidson explains variation in the manner in which states respond 

to structural conditions by appealing to the preferences of groups that control 

policymaking. He argues that Italian and Japanese revisionism during World War II is 

explicable in these terms. Jack Snyder makes a similar argument, although his work is not 

explicitly about revisionist intentions but rather about over-expansion.103 Snyder argues 

that late-industrializing states, such as Germany, were characterized by powerful 

economic interests that stood to benefit from expansion. Because these groups shared 

power, they were forced to accommodate each other through log-rolling, which resulted 

                                                
101 See Jacobson (1994). 
102 Davidson (2002, 2006) 
103 Snyder (1991); Zakaria (1992) notes the difficulties associated with identifying the 
appropriate level of expansion for a state to pursue, which makes the identification of 
over and under-expansion problematic. 
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in overexpansion. Diversionary war hypotheses also fit within this category.104 A variety 

of scholars suggest that leaders facing domestic crises tend to behave aggressively 

externally in an attempt to distract the public and take advantage of the “rally ‘round the 

flag” effect.105 

 There are two major problems with this type of domestic argument. First, it is not 

obvious why a coalition interested in expansion should be interested in systemic 

revisionism. Davidson’s and Snyder’s arguments revolve largely around interest groups 

that would benefit economically from expansionist policies. This might explain the 

adoption of distributive revisionist policies, but it is not sufficient to explain a systemic 

revisionist orientation. There is a similar problem with diversionary theories. Why would 

an effort to alter the system’s distribution of resources not be enough to distract critics 

and create a rally round the flag effect?106 Second, these explanations do not account for 

the rise to power of groups interested in expansion, which is a crucial task for a model 

claiming to explain why some states pursue systemic revisionism while others do not. 

 The second type of domestic argument is not about interest group preferences, but 

rather about how leaders use rhetoric to legitimate policies and overcome mobilization 

hurdles. Christensen, for instance, argues that leaders sometimes face domestic 

opposition to optimal policies, and in order to silence dissent, they may publicly 

                                                
104 Bennett (2000); Dassell and Reinhart (1999); Oakes (2006); Mansfield and Snyder 
(2002, 2005) among many others. 
105 Gaubatz (1999). 
106 There are other major problems with the diversionary war hypothesis. Not only are 
there potential negative consequences, it is also easy to show using an expected utility 
model that the diversionary benefits of going to war must be exceptionally large in order 
to outweigh the costs of aggression. Perhaps unsurprisingly, then, empirical tests of 
diversionary arguments have not produced strongly positive results. See James (1987) 
and Fravel (2010). 
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exaggerate threats, which may then lead to the adoption of a suboptimally aggressive 

policy.107 Snyder makes a similar argument.108 According to Snyder, leaders propagate 

“myths of empire,” or disingenuous assertions that expansion will yield security, in order 

to legitimate aggressive policies undertaken for other reasons. It might be, then, that 

leaders stumble into systemic revisionist grand strategies because they are forced to foster 

domestic dissatisfaction with the status quo in order to overcome mobilization hurdles or 

legitimate a less aggressive policy. 

 This is an attractive argument, and an important one to test because it suggests an 

alternative explanation for public rhetoric that challenges the constitution of the 

international status quo. However, this argument is problematic because it does not 

explain why revisionist rhetoric should be expected to resonate with a domestic audience, 

rather than being seen as inappropriately bellicose. Unless proponents of this approach 

are prepared to assume that aggressive rhetoric always resonates domestically, this is a 

crucial omission.109 

 

Plan of the Dissertation 

 

 The remainder of this dissertation has two purposes. First, I draw upon the 

emerging literature on social status and recognition in IR to develop a theoretical 

                                                
107 Christensen (1996). 
108 Snyder (1991). 
109 Some scholars do argue that hawkish rhetoric tends to resonate domestically for 
psychological reasons (Kahneman and Renshon 2007). However, it is easy to identify 
cases, for instance Franklin Roosevelt’s struggle to legitimate US entry into World War 
II, in which leaders had a great deal of trouble convincing the public that costly, 
aggressive foreign policies were necessary. 
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explanation for the adoption of systemic revisionist grand strategic orientations in rising 

great powers. Second, I use process-tracing and a “crucial case” qualitative research 

design to test what I call status immobility theory against the most prominent and 

convincing alternative explanations reviewed above: offensive realism, ideological 

distance, and Snyder’s “log-rolling” theory. 

 Chapter 2 develops a theory explaining why some rising great powers adopt 

systemic revisionist grand strategies. I first briefly discuss the concept of “social status” 

and its significance in sociological and social psychological accounts of individual and 

small-group behavior. I then review the re-emerging literature on status in international 

relations, and argue that there has been a marked lack of serious attention to the 

consequences of what I call status immobility (which can also be understood as 

persistent, uncorrectable status inconsistency, status category boundary impermeability, 

or recognition-denial). The remainder of the chapter develops the concept of status 

immobility, enumerates possible state responses to the condition, and argues that states 

(and especially rising great powers) in which perceptions or collective understandings of 

status immobility are prominent are likely to adopt systemic revisionist grand strategic 

orientations, not necessarily as a way of correcting the situation, but rather as a response 

to or a way of managing its psychological and political effects. More specifically, I argue 

that perceptions of status immobility have 1) psychological effects that may prompt some 

leaders and other elites to advocate policies that reject and challenge the status quo and 

oppose policies oriented toward reassurance; and 2) political effects that alter the 

discursive environment in the state, producing political and rhetorical resources that 

facilitate the influence of actors preferring a systemic revisionist orientation and interfere 
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with the efforts of moderate leaders to pursue reassurance. The chapter concludes with a 

discussion of methods and case selection. 

 Chapters 3, 4, and 5 are full-length case studies in which I test the theory 

developed in Chapter 2 against prominent alternative explanations. Chapter 3 analyses 

Wilhelmine Germany’s shift from the policy of Weltpolitik (which I argue was intended 

to achieve “world power” for Germany by working within the British-dominated 

international order) to an aggressive form of Kontinentalpolitik (which was characterized 

by the increased dominance of actors with very aggressive preferences, an inability to 

seriously attempt reassurance, and ultimately an inability or unwillingness to compromise 

during the July Crisis). This case represents a “most likely” case for offensive realism, 

since Germany was a potential European hegemon by 1905, and offensive realists often 

claim the case as a prime example of a security-maximizing, opportunistic bid for 

hegemony. Chapter 4 analyzes Japan’s shift from “Shidehara diplomacy” (an effort to 

enhance Japan’s power and status by working within the bounds of the Western-

dominated status quo) to a grand strategic orientation that rejected and challenged the 

Western-dominated status quo (most visibly by withdrawing from the League of 

Nations). This case represents a “most likely” case for Snyder’s log-rolling theory, due to 

Japan’s weak domestic institutions and cartelized interest groups. Chapter 5 analyzes 

Weimar Germany’s abandonment of Stresemann’s “Locarno diplomacy” (an effort to 

make piece-meal revisions to the Versailles settlement by working with France, Great 

Britain, and the United States) in favor of a much less conciliatory approach just prior to 

and after the rise of Hitler. This case represents a “most likely” case for ideological 
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explanations, due to the aggressive character of NSDAP ideology (as well as its distance 

from the dominant ideologies of Europe’s great powers). 

 Chapter 6 includes three short case studies, which were selected to provide 

additional empirical support and extend the theory’s empirical range. The first, a negative 

case, is the rise of the United States around the turn of the 20th century. I conduct a 

counterfactual analysis to assess whether or not a systemic revisionist grand strategic 

orientation could plausibly have resulted from the absence of British status 

accommodation. The remainder of the chapter analyses two non-great power cases – 

Paraguay during the 1860s and Tokugawa Japan – in order to show that status immobility 

matters even in the absence of the material capabilities necessary to make a realist 

explanation for systemic revisionism plausible. I argue that status immobility resulted in 

policies oriented toward rejecting and challenging the status quo in each case, but in very 

different ways that illustrate the manner in which status concerns may interact with other 

variables such as power and domestic institutions. 

 Finally, Chapter 7 concludes by summarizing this study’s argument and findings, 

and discussing implications for theory and policy. I discuss the relationship between 

status and other important variables, and suggest a few tentative hypotheses on the causes 

of recognition-denial. I then discuss lessons for policymakers dealing with the problem of 

managing rising great powers, and speculate about the trajectory of China’s rise. 
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CHAPTER 2: STATUS IMMOBILITY, SOCIAL REJECTION, AND SYSTEMIC 

REVISIONISM 

 

Introduction 

 

 This chapter develops a theoretical explanation for the adoption of systemic 

revisionist grand strategic orientations by rising great powers. I argue that perceptions of 

status immobility (or persistent uncorrectable status inconsistency) produce psychological 

and political effects that may render leaders incapable of or unwilling to orient foreign 

policy toward reassurance. Grand strategies oriented toward rejecting and challenging the 

status quo at its most basic levels, in other words, may be the result not of military 

opportunity, domestic political dysfunction, or ideological content or distance, but rather 

of perceptions that boundaries between high and low status categories of states are 

impermeable, and successful status competition is impossible. 

The theoretical discussion undertaken here makes three broad contributions to the 

international relations literature. First, and most significantly, I offer a new account of an 

important and (as the previous chapter showed) unexplained empirical puzzle: why rising 

states sometimes adopt maximally revisionist grand strategic orientations when there are 

good reasons for them to behave moderately and pursue reassurance. Second, I advance 

the emerging conversation about the role of status competition in international politics by 

exploring the consequences of recognition-denial for state behavior. As I demonstrate 

below, this is an important contribution because recognition-denial has not thus far been 

taken seriously by IR scholars working on social status. Third, I specify mechanisms and 
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processes by which status concerns may influence foreign policy in a way that has so far 

been missing in the IR literature on status. This is important both in order to strengthen 

the foundations of theories relating status to state behavior and, just as significantly, to 

allow such theories to be tested rigorously using qualitative methods. 

The chapter proceeds as follows. I first briefly define “social status” and 

summarize findings from sociology and social psychology about its role in individual and 

small group behavior. Second, I review the literature on status in international relations, 

and argue that recognition-denial (or status immobility) has largely been ignored or 

subject to a great deal of confusion. Third, I briefly define, operationalize, and discuss the 

sources of status immobility. Fourth, I develop a taxonomy of potential responses to 

status immobility, and argue that systemic revisionism is the most likely result for rising 

great powers (and, perhaps, for states in general). Fifth, I discuss the mechanisms and 

causal processes by which perceptions of status immobility push states toward systemic 

revisionism. Sixth, I briefly make explicit the observable implications of the theory 

developed in this chapter. Finally, I discuss and justify my case selection strategy and the 

methods of empirical analysis employed in the subsequent chapters. 

 

Social Status 

 

 The term “social status” refers to the position within a publicly acknowledged or 

collectively known social hierarchy that an actor occupies.110 In simple terms, social 

status is akin to, although not identical to, rank: to hold high social status is to rank highly 

                                                
110 For definitions and overviews of the social status literature, see Berger and Zelditch 
(1998); Frank (1985); Loch et al (2001). 
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along some dimension of comparison; to hold low social status is to rank poorly along 

some dimension of comparison. However, while actors may rank high or low along 

relatively objective dimensions, such as height or weight, social status refers to position 

within hierarchical orders that are intersubjective and contingent upon the recognition of 

relevant others.111 An actor has high social status when he possesses or expresses status 

markers that relevant others recognize as imbuing him with high status.112 For instance, 

the social hierarchy within a political science department is dependent upon, but not 

determined by, how individual actors rank according to a number of status cues or 

markers, such as tenure, publication record, and office size and comfort. 

 Research in sociology, social psychology, and economics has established that 

individuals desire high status, not only as a means to other material ends but also, and 

perhaps more importantly, as an end in itself.113 Social status, then, can be conceived of 

as a good or resource over which actors compete. However, it is unique in a way that 

makes conflict over the resource of status arguably more common and more severe than 

conflict over other types of resources. Social status is unique because it is simultaneously 

positional and recognition-based. This distinguishes social status from 

positional/objective resources, like security and wealth, and from non-

positional/recognition-based resources, like reputation. Because social status is 

characterized by perpetual relative gains concerns, cooperation in areas concerning status 

                                                
111 While an actor’s rank along such dimensions of comparison as height and weight is 
objective and straightforward, the meaning of that rank is highly contingent upon social 
processes. The relationship between material or objective status markers and social status 
is discussed below. 
112 On status cues and markers, see Berger et al (1998). 
113 For reviews of this literature, see Frank (1985); Goethals and Darley (1987); Loch et 
al (2001). 



 48 

will be difficult to accomplish114; because social status is ultimately based on recognition, 

perceptions that status is being withheld unjustly can cause feelings of resentment and 

create an incentive to alter the social structure or distribution of status in some low status 

individuals. 

 Sociological and social psychological research confirms this relationship between 

perceptions of unjustly or undeservedly low status, resentment and conflict. The 

literatures on status inconsistency and relative deprivation are particularly relevant here. 

Individuals who rank low along some dimensions of status and high on others are said to 

suffer from status inconsistency or status crystallization.115 Lenski initially argued, based 

on survey research revolving around electoral preference, that individuals suffering from 

status inconsistency were more likely to support social change than individuals with low 

levels of status inconsistency.116 Others have argued that such individuals are likely to be 

more aggressive and violent than low-status inconsistency individuals.117 Social 

psychologists working in the relative deprivation research program explained why this 

might be, by showing that individuals who perceived that they had been attributed lower 

outcomes than they felt they deserved were likely to become resentful and aggressive.118 

In other words, individuals suffering from status inconsistency might become resentful 

because they feel deprived of high status they believe they deserve on the basis of high 

rank along some relevant dimension of comparison. For instance, Folger, Rosenfield, 

Rheaume, and Martin demonstrated experimentally that individuals who believed they 

                                                
114 On relative gains, see Grieco (1988). 
115 Lenski (1954); Stryker and Macke (1978). 
116 Lenski (1954). 
117 Galtung (1964); Gould (2003). 
118 For reviews of this literature, see Folger  (1986) and Peterson (2002). 
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had been denied a desired outcome that they expected to obtain were angrier and more 

discontent than those who were denied an outcome they believed they were unlikely to 

obtain.119 

 Thus far, this section has made three widely supported claims about social status: 

1) social status is a resource that is both positional and recognition-based; 2) individuals 

desire high status; and 3) individuals who suffer from status inconsistency are likely to 

become resentful and aggressive and seek to remedy the situation. However, the literature 

on social status has not only focused on individual interaction. There is also a large 

amount of research, again from sociology and social psychology, on status and intergroup 

relations. Social identity theorists have argued convincingly and experimentally 

demonstrated that groups play a very important role in the formation and maintenance of 

individual identity and self-esteem.120 Social identity theorists argue that an individual’s 

“self-concept” comprises both personal and social identities.121 Personal identity consists 

of personal identifications (i.e., son, friend, student) while social identity consists of 

social identifications, or “identity-contingent self-descriptions deriving from membership 

in social categories (nationality, sex, race, occupation, sports teams, and more short-lived 

and transient group memberships.)”122 The results of (sometimes colorful) experimental 

research showed that individuals identify strongly with groups, even if group membership 

criteria are minimal; that individuals favor in-group members over out-group members; 

and that individuals seek high group status.123 In other words, the claims made above 

                                                
119 Folger, Rosenfeld, Rheaume, and Martin (1983). 
120 Hogg and Abrams (1988); Mercer (1995); Tajfel (1981). 
121 Hogg and Abrams (1988). 
122 Ibid. 
123 Sherif et al (1961); Sherif (1966); Tajfel (1970). 
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regarding the relationship between status and individual behavior also apply to intergroup 

behavior: individuals (and, by extension, groups) seek high group status, and individuals 

may become aggressive and resentful and seek social change when they perceive group 

status inconsistency. 

 

Status and International Politics 

 

While social status has generally been neglected (until very recently) by modern 

IR scholars, the earliest analysts of international politics recognized status and prestige as 

among the fundamental resources over which states competed. Thucydides recognized 

three motives for state behavior: “security, honour, and self-interest.”124 Machiavelli 

similarly recognized that “injuries are in property, in blood, or in honor.”125 Hobbes 

identified three “principall causes of quarell. First, Competition; Second, Diffidence; 

Third, Glory… The first, maketh men invade for Gain; the second, for Safety; the third, 

for Reputation.”126 Rousseau noted that “one takes up arms in order to settle questions of 

strength, wealth, or prestige.”127 Markey notes that these early analysts of IR do not only 

identify status as one of three fundamental drives motivating state behavior, but that they 

also argue that status is inherently social – unlike security or wealth, status has no 

meaning independent of interaction with other actors.128 In other words, the earliest IR 

                                                
124 Thucydides (1972), I, 76; Slomp (1990, pg. 566) argues that Thucydides appeals to 
these three motives to explain behavior throughout the Peloponessian War. 
125 Machiavelli (1996), pg. 219. 
126 Hobbes (1985), pg. 185. 
127 Rousseau (1991), pg. 48. 
128 Markey (2000), pp. 32-33. 



 51 

scholars appear to have been aware that social comparison and recognition played an 

important role in international relations. 

 Modern scholarship in IR has generally focused on wealth/self-interest 

(liberalism, neo-liberalism, rational choice approaches) and security (realism and 

neorealism) as state interests. However, some scholars have incorporated status concerns 

into models of state behavior. The earliest and most prominent such scholarship focused 

on status inconsistency as a cause of war. Inspired by Galtung’s theoretical statement,129 

there was, during the 1970s, a proliferation of quantitative work seeking to empirically 

assess the hypothesized relationship between status inconsistency and aggressive 

behavior.130 East and Wallace showed that increased levels of status inconsistency within 

the international system were correlated with increased amounts of systemic violence,131 

while Midlarsky showed that states suffering from status inconsistency were more likely 

to fight wars.132 In what might be the most famous mainstream application of the concept 

of status inconsistency to IR theory, Gilpin argues that status inconsistent states face 

instrumental incentives to enhance their status, and this dynamic accounts for hegemonic 

                                                
129 Galtung (1964). 
130 It is important to note that all of these studies use Singer and Small’s (1966) status 
ranking variable, which relies on the number and type of diplomatic missions hosted by a 
state to measure that state’s social status. While this may be the best proxy available, it is 
highly problematic. It might be a measure of strategic considerations, social network ties, 
or, simply, geographical proximity, rather than a measure of status. Furthermore, it is far 
from clear that the number and type of diplomatic missions hosted was how elites and the 
public at large perceived social status. Finally, reliance on a single measure of status 
prevented robustness tests of the results. 
131 East (1972), Wallace (1971, 1973). 
132 Midlarsky (1975). For other quantitative analyses of the relationship between status 
inconsistency and war, see Gochman (1980), Volgy and Mayhall (1995), and more 
recently Renshon (2012). Ray (1974) found no relationship between status inconsistency 
and war. 
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wars.133 More recently, Wohlforth argues that states compete over status, that status 

competition is likely to be most severe when the distribution of capabilities is even, and 

that it is the lack of status ambiguity under unipolarity, rather than factors such as 

democracy, institutions, or nuclear weapons that explains the lack of great power conflict 

since the end of the Cold War.134 Lebow argues that status competition has been one of 

the most important causes of war throughout history.135 

 More recent scholarship has broadened the empirical scope beyond violent 

conflict and harnessed the concept of social status as a part of theoretical explanations for 

other forms of state behavior.136 Building on the concept of ontological security, Brent 

Steele argues that the Belgians refused to submit to Germany’s demand for passage at the 

start of World War I because submitting would have threatened Belgium’s status as a 

sovereign state.137 A variety of scholars argue that states frequently orient their policies 

toward achieving recognition of status claims, as opposed to security or wealth.138 

Murray, for instance, cites recognition of ‘world power’ status as the primary motivation 

for Germany’s pre-World War I policy of Flottenpolitik.139 Others argue that status 

concerns may generally motivate the behavior of rising and declining great powers,140 

                                                
133 Gilpin (1981). 
134 Wohlforth (2009). 
135 Lebow (2010b). 
136 Much of this scholarship builds on Mercer’s (1995) application of social identity 
theory to international politics. 
137 Steele (2008), ch. 5. Steele argues that a similar dynamic explains the Melians’ failure 
to submit to Athenian demands during the Peloponnesian War. See also Mitzen (2006) on 
ontological security. 
138 Ringmar (1996); Lebow (2008, 2012); Doran (2012); Murray (2012); Zuo (2012); 
Hummel (2012); Behnke (2012). 
139 Murray (2008, 2010). 
140 Volgy et al (2011); Larson and Shevchenko (2010, 2011); Larson, Paul, and 
Wohlforth (2011). 
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and contribute to outcomes as varied as great power rivalry,141 diplomatic revolutions,142 

nuclear proliferation,143 domestic reforms,144 and accession to international institutions.145 

 While it is clear that there is a growing literature in IR on status and recognition 

as “resources” that states care about and compete for, there has been little sustained 

attention to the consequences of situations in which status enhancement is impossible and 

recognition of claims to high status is consistently denied (what I call status immobility). 

This is a crucial question because, as emphasized above, status is distinct from wealth or 

security in the sense that it cannot simply be taken by a stronger or more committed actor 

– as Lebow notes, “Honor is a gift, and it is bestowed upon actors by other actors.”146 

According to Ringmar, “identity-creation” – including the creation of high status role 

identities – is “a profoundly theatrical process,” because narratives of state identity “must 

be recognized before they can come to constitute a reasonable account of our national 

selves.”147 

To be clear, the consequences of recognition-denial (or status immobility) have 

not been ignored entirely. However, extant theoretical accounts are unsatisfactory. Most 

scholars suggest that recognition-denial either causes denied states to become violent, or 

to compete harder for military advantage. Much of the early quantitative work on the 

correlation between status inconsistency and war, for instance, was based on the 

contention that psychological responses to disrespect and insults could be translated into 

                                                
141 Larson and Shevchenko (2010); Kang and Wohlforth (2011). 
142 Zuo (2012). 
143 Hummel (2012). 
144 Neumann (2011). 
145 Larson and Shevchenko (2010). 
146 Lebow (2012), pg. 90. 
147 Ringmar (2012a), pg. 7. 
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aggressive behavior at the state level.148 More recent theorists argue that recognition-

denial may cause states to arms-race and behave aggressively for one of two reasons. 

First, as Ringmar notes, states facing denied status claims may “stand by [their] stories 

without reform and…fight for the self-descriptions they contain.”149 Similarly, Larson 

and Shevchenko argue that states facing “impermeable” boundaries between elite and 

low status groups may turn to a strategy of “social competition,” which “aims to equal or 

outdo the dominant group in the area on which its claim to superior status rests.”150 This 

generally involves “arms-racing, rivalry over spheres of influence, military 

demonstrations aimed at one-upmanship, or military intervention against a smaller 

power.”151 In other words, for both Ringmar and Larson and Shevchenko, one response to 

recognition-denial is simply to compete harder or fight in order to force other actors to 

grant recognition. Murray proposes a distinct theoretical justification for the link between 

recognition-denial and intensified military competition. She suggests that in addition to 

forcing other states to grant recognition, states may seek to “ground their aspirant 

identities in concrete material practices” which “gives substance to the recognition-

seeking state’s aspiring social identity and allows the state to experience its social status 

as a brute fact, rather than as the uncertain effect of an ongoing political practice of social 

construction.”152 In other words, Murray argues that acquiring the material trappings of 

great power status may satisfy an aspiring great power even in the absence of recognition. 

                                                
148 See Wolf (2012) for an overview of psychological findings on disrespect and its 
application to international relations. 
149 Ringmar (2012a), pg. 8. 
150 Larson and Shevchenko (2010). 
151 Ibid. 
152 Murray (2010). See also Murray (2008, 2012). 
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Existing accounts of the consequences of recognition-denial are highly 

problematic for a variety of reasons. First, a simple assertion that denial leads to 

aggression is far too vague. Aggressive behavior may be a psychological response to 

status denial, but it may also be an attempt to acquire higher status by emulating high-

status actors (and thus not a response to status immobility but rather to status 

inconsistency). Second, the argument that states facing recognition-denial or status 

immobility can force other states to grant recognition by fighting or arms-racing does not 

take the implications of impermeable elite group boundaries seriously. I discuss the 

confusion at the heart of this claim in greater depth below, but for now it is sufficient to 

note that it is not clear why a state facing a situation in which entry to a high status group 

seems to have been unjustly and permanently closed should believe that it might be 

possible to achieve entry by simply competing harder. To accept such a claim is to 

discount the nature of status as a good that must be given. 

Third, Murray’s argument that states can satisfy status claims by experiencing 

them as “brute facts” similarly discounts the importance of recognition. If status could be 

achieved by simply acquiring material status markers or by engaging in concrete material 

practices that are understood as indicators of high status, status would not be much of a 

source of conflict at all. In fact, the concept of status inconsistency itself would be 

nonsensical, inasmuch as it describes a discrepancy between achieved and ascribed 

status. State leaders would not be sensitive to insults or slights (because they would not 

care how audiences understood their social role), and high status would be relatively 

abundant and easily acquired. Of course, it is neither, and most scholars agree that the 

scarcity and contentiousness of high status is in large part the result of its dependence 
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upon recognition.153 In short, while grounding “identities in the material practices 

associated with…desired status” may, to some extent, reduce “social uncertainty,”154 this 

does not obviate the ultimate importance of recognition for social identity formation. As a 

result, Murray’s account of the “struggle for recognition” does not adequately address the 

question of the consequences of recognition-denial for state behavior. 

 

Conceptualizing and Identifying Status Immobility 

 

 As noted above, the term status immobility describes a situation in which a state 

suffering from status inconsistency or negative social comparison perceives that 

successful status enhancement is impossible. Before moving on to a discussion of how 

states respond to status immobility, it is important to briefly discuss how such a situation 

may come about, and how such a situation may be identified empirically. Recall that 

status attribution depends upon two factors: acquisition or achievement of status markers, 

and recognition by significant others. States seeking, for instance, great power status 

must not only acquire or possess markers of great power status (colonial possessions, 

blue-water navies, aircraft carriers, nuclear weapons, for instance, depending upon the 

discourses of status attribution that exist in a particular system). Great power aspirants 

must also achieve recognition of great power status by being treated as great powers by 

other relevant actors (especially existing great powers). 

The form that recognition takes varies according to the cultural, institutional, and 

discursive context of a particular international or regional system. Recognition may come 

                                                
153 Ringmar (2012a). 
154 Murray (2012), pg. 135; Murray (2010). 
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in the form of admission to certain international institutions (the UN Security Council, or, 

during the period between the First and Second World Wars, the League of Nations 

Council)155; it may come in the form of acquiescence to particular types of behavior 

(acquisition of nuclear weapons in the contemporary international system, or military and 

political intervention in the affairs of less powerful or less “civilized” states during the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries)156; or it may come in the form of 

concessions that indicate that an aspiring great power has had its interests taken into 

account in the formulation of another great power’s foreign policy. In general, 

recognition of, for instance, great power status entails treatment equivalent to that which 

an aspiring great power understands is customarily granted to other great powers. While 

identifying universal indicators of recognition is problematic (because recognition is by 

definition culturally contingent), identifying perceptions of recognition-denial is 

comparatively unproblematic. When leaders and elites perceive that their state has been 

denied recognition commensurate with achieved status markers, they should express 

beliefs that they have been treated unfairly, unjustly, or hypocritically by existing high 

status actors.157 In other words, they should be expected to express a belief that existing 

high status actors or the character of the status attribution system are unfairly blocking 

their state’s status enhancement. 

 These beliefs may arise for one or both of two reasons. First, it may be that some 

characteristic of the status aspirant is inconsistent with the status markers of the role to 

which it aspires. Neumann, for instance, argues that during the late 18th century, Russia 

                                                
155 Pouliot (2011). 
156 Hummel (2012); Paul and Shankar (2011). 
157 Lindemann (2012), pp. 219-221. 
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failed to secure recognition as a European great power because its domestic institutions 

were inconsistent with the “emergent standard of civilization” in Europe at the time.158 

Similarly, in subsequent chapters I argue that Japan suffered from status immobility 

during the Tokugawa period because its domestic ideology was inconsistent with the 

status attribution system of the sino-centric order, and again faced recognition-denial 

during the Meiji, Taisho, and early Showa periods for ethno-somatic reasons.159 Second, 

it may simply be that existing high status actors refuse to grant recognition regardless of 

any incongruence between the aspirant state’s characteristics and the system’s status 

markers. This is not the place for a full discussion of the causes of accommodation-

failure; it is enough to say that high status actors may refuse to grant recognition for a 

variety of reasons, including optimism related to power transition dynamics; security 

concerns; domestic politics; or alliance politics.160 Whatever the case – and whatever the 

cause – perceptions of status immobility may develop when a policy intended to enhance 

a rising state’s status fails (or appears to fail), or when a rising state suffers a diplomatic 

defeat involving an issue that has through public discourse acquired meaning as a test of 

the state’s prestige. The widespread attribution of failure or defeat to the injustice, 

unfairness, or hypocrisy of some aspect of the status attribution system indicates that 

perceptions or understandings of status immobility are present. 

 

                                                
158 Neumann (2011), pg. 22 
159 See chapters 4 and 6. 
160 See Doran (2012) on the relationship between power transition dynamics and the 
propensity to accommodate status claims; see Paul and Shankar (2011) on the 
relationship between status accommodation and security concerns. Subsequent case 
studies demonstrate the role that domestic and alliance politics may play in the decision 
to accommodate (or not accommodate) status claims, and I discuss this question more 
fully in chapter 7. 
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Responses to Status Immobility 

 

 If it is true (as research in sociology, social psychology, and IR suggests) that 

individuals care about being able to make positive social comparisons, and that states are 

important sources of social comparison, it follows that status immobility presents 

problems for status aspirant states. If status inconsistency is uncomfortable for 

individuals (and hence for states), perceptions of persistent and uncorrectable status 

inconsistency (due to recognition-denial) may generate intense anger and frustration 

among the public and elites, and have serious consequences for leaders and thereby for 

policy.161 What options are available for states to manage situations of status immobility? 

 In order to understand the (limited) range of state responses to status immobility, 

it is useful to return briefly to Larson and Shevchenko’s taxonomy of state strategies for 

managing status anxiety.162 Larson and Shevchenko argue that states have three status 

enhancement strategies available to them: social mobility, social creativity, and social 

competition. Social mobility involves emulating high status actors in order to pass into 

the high status group; social creativity involves seeking recognition of prestige along new 

or alternative dimensions of status attribution.163 Larson and Shevchenko note that these 

first two strategies are contingent upon recognition by relevant others. If recognition is 

not forthcoming (resulting in what Larson and Shevchenko call “impermeable elite group 

boundaries”), states may opt for the third strategy: social competition.164 Social 

competition involves striving for “equal or superior status” by outdoing an existing high 

                                                
161 Wolf (2012). 
162 Larson and Shevchenko (2010). 
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status actor “in the area on which its claim to superior status rests.”165 In other words, as 

noted above, for Larson and Shevchenko the only possible response to status immobility 

(or impermeable elite group boundaries) is simply to compete harder, thereby generating 

arms-races and great power rivalry. 

 As suggested previously, this is an inadequate account of the consequences of 

status immobility because it discounts the importance of recognition. The source of 

Larson and Shevchenko’s mistake is a conflation of two forms of boundary 

impermeability: status category boundary (ie, between the category “great power” and 

the category “middle power”) impermeability and social group boundary (ie, between 

states) impermeability. Larson and Shevchenko’s taxonomy of status maintenance 

strategies is based on extant taxonomies in sociology and social psychology.166 However, 

unlike Larson and Shevchenko, this literature distinguishes between individual and group 

strategies for dealing with status anxiety.167 Individual strategies, on one hand, mitigate 

individual status anxiety by transferring individual social identification from a group with 

low status to a group with high status (thereby crossing a social group boundary) – for 

instance, a fan of a bad baseball team might transfer his/her allegiance to a good baseball 

team in order to be able to draw positive social comparisons vis-à-vis other baseball fans 

(see Figure 2). This is what sociologists and social psychologists mean by the strategy of 

mobility.168 Alternatively, a group strategy seeks to mitigate status anxiety by increasing 

the group’s status (thereby crossing, along with the group, a status category boundary). 

                                                
165 Ibid. 
166 They cite especially Tajfel (1974, 1975), Tajfel and Turner (1979), and Ellemers et al 
(1990). 
167 See Mummenedey et al (1999). 
168 See Mummenedy et al (1999); Ellemers et al (1990); Tajfel (1974, 1975); Tajfel and 
Turner (1979); Turner (1982); Jackson et al (1996). 
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This may be accomplished through social competition or creativity (see Figure 3). 

Sociologists and social psychologists suggest that mobility is the preferred individual 

response to low status169; however, when boundaries between social groups are 

impermeable, individuals cannot transfer social identification, which pushes them toward 

some form of social competition or creativity (strategies which are intended to achieve 

membership in a higher status category for an entire group).170 By contrast, because of 

confusion surrounding the meaning of “boundary impermeability” and their neglect of 

individual strategies, Larson and Shevchenko argue that social competition is 

paradoxically a response to perceptions of status category boundary impermeability and a 

simultaneous attempt to permeate that very same boundary. 
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Figure 2. 
Permeable social group boundaries, impermeable status category boundaries. Individuals 
may transfer social identification from one group to another to raise status. 
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Figure 3. 
Impermeable social group boundaries, permeable status category boundaries. Groups 
may compete to pass into elite status “clubs” or categories. 
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Correctly applied to international status competition, the taxonomy of strategies 

derived from sociology and social psychology yields a menu of responses to status 

anxiety (see Figure 4) that bears little resemblance to Larson and Shevchenko’s, and 

highlights the absence of serious attention to the consequences of recognition-denial (ie, 

impermeable status category boundaries) in IR. The strategy of mobility appears to have 

little relevance, since in an age of nationalism individuals can rarely and only with 

difficulty transfer social identification from one state to another. In other words, social 

boundaries between states are generally impermeable, meaning that strategies in the 

upper half of Figure 4 are usually unavailable. This leaves group strategies, including 

social competition and social creativity. However, social competition now appears not as 

a response to recognition-denial, but rather as a strategy oriented toward achieving 

recognition by competing harder. In fact, the promise of ultimate success (and therefore 

perceptions of ultimately permeable status category boundaries) seems, from this 

perspective, to be a condition of sustained social competition. 

Figure 4. 
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This resolves one of the most serious problems with Larson and Shevchenko’s 

exposition: the untenable distinction between what they call mobility and social 
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competition. The distinction appears to simply be that while social mobility is peaceful, 

social competition is violent and militarized. Larson and Shevchenko argue, for instance, 

that Japan pursued social mobility by emulating Western great powers during the Meiji 

period, but turned to social competition – in the form of imperialism – after being denied 

recognition by the 1930s.171 However, Japan arguably turned to imperialism as early as 

1895 – and certainly no later than 1910 – as part of a strategy of social emulation. More 

generally, if military competition can be part of a strategy intended to gain status by 

emulating existing great powers, then the distinction between Larson and Shevchenko’s 

version of mobility and social competition collapses – they are two names for the same 

status maintenance strategy (although the former is a misnomer). Understanding Larson 

and Shevchenko’s taxonomy of status maintenance strategies in this light illuminates the 

extant IR literature’s lack of serious attention to recognition-denial, and again raises the 

question at the heart of this chapter: if social competition is correctly understood as a 

response to impermeable social boundaries between states (but permeable boundaries 

between status categories), what is the consequence of impermeable boundaries between 

low and high status groups of states? Social competition is the result of perceptions that 

mobility (transferring social identification from one state to another) is impossible: what 

is the result of perceptions that successful social competition (crossing status category 

boundaries) is impossible? 

As Figure 4 shows, there are four possible responses to recognition-denial or 

status immobility (displayed on the right side of the two-by-two), only one of which is 

likely to be feasible for rising great powers (and states in general, for that matter). The 
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first two are individual-level strategies: mobility and recategorization. The problems with 

mobility as a response to status anxiety in IR have already been noted. However, 

Mummenedey et al note that social identity theorists and relative deprivation theorists 

recognize that rather than transferring social identity from one group to another, an 

individual suffering from negative social comparison may pursue the strategy of 

recategorization, in part transferring social identity to a high status group constituted at a 

higher level of aggregation.172 In this way, members of a low status group may be able to 

mitigate the psychological consequences of negative social comparison. For instance, 

Mummenedey et al suggest that some East Germans suffering from low status vis-à-vis 

West Germans sought to remedy the situation by identifying with the broader social 

category “Germans.”173 Because of the salience of national identity (especially for rising 

great powers), this sort of individual response is not likely to be a common reaction to 

status immobility. However, when discursive and ideological resources exist that make it 

possible for individuals in a rising state to identify as members of a higher-level group in 

a way that allows them to make positive social comparisons vis-à-vis some other higher-

level group, recategorization may play some role in mitigating perceptions of status 

immobility.  

The third possible response – this time at the group level – is downward 

adjustment of status expectations. As Ringmar notes, “when faced with a denial of 

recognition…the most obvious alternative is to give up” and reduce status claims.174 

However, downward adjustment is likely to be particularly difficult for states, and 
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especially for rising powers. In addition to psychological obstacles to moderating status 

expectations, Wolf notes that state leaders may fear the domestic consequences of 

downward adjustment.175 State institutions can also function in ways that constrain 

“symbolic flexibility,” preventing leaders from easily adjusting status claims.176 As a 

result, downward adjustment, like recategorization, does not seem to be a likely response 

to status immobility for rising great powers. 

This leaves the fourth response (also at the group level): rejecting and challenging 

the status quo at its most basic levels. Geschwender argues that status inconsistent 

individuals deal with status dissonance by first attempting to enhance their own status by 

joining a high status group (mobility). Failure (due to impermeable social group 

boundaries) leads next to an attempt at status enhancement through participation in social 

movements intended to increase the standing of the low status group (competition or 

creativity). If this does not seem likely to succeed (due to impermeable status category 

boundaries), the response is “social isolation and/or exhibition of psychosomatic 

symptoms” such as anger and frustration.177 In other words, persistent and uncorrectable 

status inconsistency (status immobility) may lead an actor to “withdraw from the 

interaction or condition” in order to “alleviate the discomfort” associated with 

dissonance.”178 Social interaction not only reinforces dissonance but also reinforces and 

legitimizes the social relations that cause dissonance. As a result, actors facing status 
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immobility may be left with no better option than to manage the psychological 

consequences by rejecting certain forms of social interaction.179 

Sociologists and social psychologists have observed social rejection as a response 

to status immobility in a variety of substantive settings. Jun and Armstrong note that 

members of marginal ethnic groups often deal with status immobility by “withdraw[ing] 

from mainstream society and return[ing] to their own communities.”180 Child 

psychologists have observed that children who are consistently rejected (denied high 

status) by their peers tend to be antisocial, disruptive, aggressive, and less likely to follow 

rules than “accepted” or popular children.181 Creed and Saporta found that perceptions of 

unjust denial of recognition of deserved status by employers made employees likely to 

quit and seek alternative employment rather than working harder and striving for status 

enhancement within the original organization.182 

What might social rejection look like as a state response to status immobility? In 

simple terms, I argue that social rejection as a response to status immobility facing state 

actors manifests as systemic revisionism: a commitment to rejecting and challenging the 

status quo broadly conceived, and an inability or unwillingness to pursue conciliatory 

policies oriented toward reassuring the defenders of the status quo. It is important to note 

that social rejection (or systemic revisionism) should not be understood as a commitment 
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to violently overthrowing the status quo. Major war may result from social rejection, but 

this is not always the case. Rather, social rejection merely denotes a general anti-status 

quo orientation that arises either as a visceral response to perceptions of status 

immobility, or as a means of managing the social psychological “discomfort” associated 

with persistent uncorrectable status inconsistency. Just as individuals suffering from 

status immobility withdraw from social interaction in order to avoid reinforcing the social 

relations at the root of the problem, so states suffering from recognition-denial may reject 

the status quo, withdraw from international institutions, and eschew cooperation with 

high status actors in order to avoid legitimizing the social bases of status immobility. 

Of course, states are not people, or even small groups, which means that it is not 

enough to simply assert that states respond to status immobility as if they were.183 In the 

next section, I discuss the mechanisms and processes by which perceptions of status 

immobility influence foreign policy. I argue that perceptions of status immobility lead to 

a commitment to a systemic revisionist grand strategic orientation in two ways: first, by 

motivating some actors to develop preferences for rejecting and challenging the 

international status quo; and second, by producing rhetorical and political resources that 

advantage the advocates of systemic revisionist policies at the expense of the advocates 

of moderation. 

 

States, Status Immobility, and Foreign Policy 
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 70 

 How do perceptions of status immobility influence foreign policy in rising great 

powers? In order to answer this question, I begin by assuming (as neoclassical realists do) 

that foreign policy can fruitfully be conceptualized as the product of a variety of domestic 

factors that influence a state’s ability to respond effectively to structural stimuli.184 

Domestic actors often have varied preferences over foreign policy, and the outcome is in 

part the result of domestic political contestation.185 

Three characteristics of rising great powers are particularly important to point out 

here. First, as noted in the previous chapter, rising great powers tend to have incentives to 

pursue moderate, conciliatory foreign policies oriented toward reassurance, at least 

during the short-term. Second, domestic political contestation over foreign policy in 

rising great powers often takes the form of a group of moderates who favor patience and 

reassurance aligned against a group of expansionists who favor harnessing the increasing 

capabilities of the state to pursue national objectives or particular interests.186 In other 

words, the degree to which a rising state can successfully respond to structural stimuli (by 

pursuing reassurance) is in large part a function of whether actors advocating moderation 
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and patience or actors advocating expansion and belligerence control policy. Third, status 

concerns tend to be prominent in rising great powers, and have the potential to influence 

the direction of foreign policy by altering the preferences of and political and rhetorical 

resources available to domestic actors. Status concerns – and particularly status 

inconsistency – are likely to be problematic for most rising states at some point because, 

as Gilpin, Doran, and others note, power tends to increase more quickly than prestige.187 

 Perceptions of status inconsistency may lead to pressure for policies intended to 

enhance a state’s status, in order to correct the discomfort associated with dissonance. 

Significantly, status enhancement intended to correct status inconsistency does not 

necessarily entail violent behavior, or a general rejection of the status quo. Larson and 

Shevchenko’s argument notwithstanding, status competition is not always synonymous 

with military competition. The specific character of status competition (the concrete 

markers and attributes that states compete over in order to achieve recognition) depends 

upon socially constructed and culturally contingent intersubjective understandings of 

what characteristics high status actors possess and what behaviors they customarily 

engage in. For example, while success in war was a marker of social status throughout 

much of the history of modern Europe, in early modern East Asia, military competition 

(at least between sinic states) was stigmatized as “barbaric.” Rather, status competition in 

early modern East Asia revolved around cultural achievement and proximity to 
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Confucian civilizational ideals.188 Similarly, in the contemporary international system, 

states may compete for status by gaining admission to exclusive institutional clubs, like 

the UN Security Council.189 What should be clear from these two examples is that status 

competition does not imply rejection of the status quo, and even entails behavior that 

perpetuates the rules and norms of the extant social order. As Lebow notes, this may be 

true even when a system’s political culture pushes states to compete for status through 

military exploits, since the act of competing itself has the effect of strengthening the 

status quo as states implicitly endorse social institutions and commonly understood status 

markers.190 In short, there is no reason a state might not simultaneously pursue status 

enhancement and reassurance. 

 It is when perceptions of status inconsistency turn into perceptions of status 

immobility that they have the potential to influence foreign policy in a way that makes it 

difficult or impossible for a rising state to pursue a grand strategy oriented toward 

reassurance. There are two broad mechanisms by which perceptions of status immobility 

have this effect. One operates at the level of individual psychology and influences the 

preferences of domestic actors. The other operates at the level of the domestic discursive 

and political environment, and influences the resources available to different actors in 

contests over policy. Taken together, these mechanisms may impact a rising state’s 

ability to pursue moderation by changing the contours of policy contests between 

moderates and expansionists/revisionists. 
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Status Immobility and Revisionist Preferences 

 

 The simplest way in which perceptions of status immobility may influence a 

state’s foreign policy is by generating preferences for revisionist grand strategic 

orientations among some domestic actors. First, perceptions of persistent and 

uncorrectable status inconsistency at the state level may produce extreme ontological 

insecurity among individuals whose social identities are closely linked with the state. If 

an individual’s sense of “self” is closely related to the state’s social role and status (as 

may be the case for strong nationalists), persistent recognition-denial may seriously 

threaten the individual’s ontological security.191 In this situation, such an individual may 

find it difficult to support a conciliatory policy oriented toward cooperation with the 

defenders of the status quo because such a course would legitimate a normative and 

institutional order that threatens this actor’s conception of the state’s proper role in the 

international system. As findings in sociology and social psychology (discussed above) 

suggest, individuals facing status immobility often resort to withdrawal from social 

interaction in order to mitigate the effects of uncorrectable negative social comparison. 

Analogously, some individuals in states suffering from persistent recognition-denial may 

develop preferences opposed to cooperation and reassurance in order to avoid 

legitimizing and participating in the social relations at the source of the condition of 

status immobility.192 Participation in international institutions and cooperation with high 

status states would be anathema to these individuals because they would perceive such 
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relations as inherently unjust and humiliating (regardless of the material benefits of 

interaction). 

 Second, status immobility may cause intense anger and resentment among some 

individuals, which can produce risk acceptance, preferences for offensive action, and 

optimistic assessments of relative capabilities.193 While it is true that status inconsistency 

also causes anger, Mummenedey et al, summarizing findings from relative deprivation 

theory, note that “when people perceive a future amelioration of the status quo being 

rather likely, resentment will be weakened.”194 In other words, anger is most intense 

when individuals perceive not just status inconsistency, but persistent uncorrectable 

status inconsistency (or status immobility). This is significant because social 

psychologists have found that anger may cause individuals to favor offensive action 

against an out-group195 and overestimate the probability of success in violent conflict.196 

To the extent that status immobility causes extreme anger, then, it may not only cause 

some individuals to oppose conciliatory foreign policies for reasons of ontological 

security – it may also cause some individuals to favor aggressive foreign policies due to 

cognitive biases. 

 To be sure, there are other reasons certain domestic actors may favor an 

aggressive grand strategic orientation, including legitimate security concerns or parochial 
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interests.197 However, status immobility is better suited than strategic or economic 

calculations to explain not just an interest in expansion but a fundamental opposition to 

accommodation with and integration within the broader status quo. While actors 

interested in limited territorial or economic expansion may often find it useful to 

cooperate with other powerful states in order to achieve their objectives, actors motivated 

primarily by perceptions of status immobility will not easily ever support cooperation 

with the defenders of the status quo. In other words, an actor who believes that the 

international status quo is fundamentally inconsistent with his/her state’s status 

aspirations will find it very difficult to reconcile a policy of reassurance and 

accommodation with his/her conception of the state’s identity and proper role in the 

international system. This distinguishes status immobility from the perception of status 

inconsistency (which does not imply rejection of the status quo but rather increased status 

competition), as well as from a concern with expansion for the sake of security or 

economic advantage (neither of which implies that conciliation or a general orientation 

toward reassurance is in principle antithetical to the state’s interests). 

 

Status Immobility and Policy Contestation 

 

 Regardless of the origins of preferences for expansionist, aggressive, or 

revisionist policies, status immobility may also play a role in domestic political contests 

over the direction of foreign policy. Recent scholarship has explored the effect of 

discursive environments and rhetorical resources on actors’ abilities to legitimize favored 

                                                
197 See Snyder (1991) on domestic interest group preferences and foreign policy. 
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policies and silence support for opposing policies.198 Rhetorical commonplaces – 

relatively stable “basic linguistic units out of which representations are constructed” – 

constrain the ways in which actors can justify policies publicly, and provide advocates of 

some sorts of policies with advantages over their opponents. Schimmelfennig, for 

instance, argues that Eastern European leaders made use of rhetorical commonplaces 

involving European identity and unity to prevail over opposition to eastward European 

expansion.199 Krebs and Jackson argue that Druze Arabs in Israel made use of rhetorical 

commonplaces involving military service and equality to silence opponents and achieve 

first-class citizenship.200 It is important to note that this process is not about persuasion, 

but rather about rhetorical coercion and legitimation. Actors do not necessarily win 

policy contests by persuading their opponents of the appropriateness or wisdom of a 

chosen policy (although this might be the case in some circumstances).201 Rather, actors 

win policy contests by depriving opponents of the ability to make a socially sustainable 

rebuttal. 

 I argue that widespread perceptions or collective understandings that a state 

suffers from status immobility alter the discursive environment and set of rhetorical 

resources available to domestic actors in a way that strongly favors individuals and 

groups advocating revisionist, expansionist, or aggressive policies, and disadvantages 

individuals and groups advocating moderation and reassurance. Where rhetoric invoking 

the injustice, unfairness, or hypocrisy of the international status quo and its defenders is 

                                                
198 Jackson (2006); Krebs and Jackson (2007); Krebs and Lobasz (2007); Krebs (2007); 
Mattern (2005); Schimmelfennig (2001). 
199 Schimmelfennig (2001). 
200 Krebs and Jackson (2007). 
201 See Risse (2000) on this sort of “persuasion” argument. 
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sustainable (in states where boundaries between international status categories are 

understood to be impermeable), actors advocating revisionism may be able to make 

powerful arguments in favor of their preferred policies, and actors advocating moderation 

may find themselves deprived of the rhetorical resources necessary to defend patience 

and conciliation. The rhetoric of status immobility strongly advantages domestic actors 

opposed to reassurance for three reasons. 

 First, domestic audiences are likely to have relatively little information about the 

intricacies of strategy and security, but may be more in tune with the status implications 

of interstate interactions. Domestic actors making public arguments based on status and 

prestige concerns do not have to assume that audiences are capable of understanding the 

merits of a claim based on technical or confidential information related to military 

capabilities or economic growth projections.202 Rather, they can rely on claims about the 

distributive justice (or injustice) of the international status quo203, and these sorts of 

claims may resonate with audiences better than rhetoric relying on strategic or utilitarian 

reasoning.204 

 Second, and related, the rhetoric of status immobility (emphasizing injustice, 

unfairness, or hypocrisy) invokes emotions (especially the emotion of anger) in a way 

that many other sorts of rhetoric do not. As Hall notes, invocations of anger “can 

                                                
202 While it is true that informational advantages can benefit actors in contests over policy 
(Canes-Wrone, Howell, and Lewis 2008), the fact that policies must still be legitimated 
suggests that resonance also matters – that rhetorical contests over grand strategic 
orientation cannot simply be settled by claiming executive privilege or expertise. 
203 Hummel (2012) argues that these sorts of claims have played a powerful role in 
debates over nuclear proliferation in some non-P5 states. 
204 Neuroscientists, in fact, have found that negative responses to inequity and unfairness 
are based on emotional processing, and have observed neurological activity related to 
inequity-aversion. See Hsu, Anen, and Quartz (May 8, 2008). 
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contribute to constructing particular issues as sensitive and volatile, and thus outside the 

realm of standard cost-benefit calculations.”205 This insulates public arguments based on 

status immobility from counterclaims based on security or economic interest in a way 

that strongly benefits advocates of revisionism. If an actor can legitimate a policy (say, 

withdrawal from an international organization) using the rhetoric of status immobility 

(thereby invoking anger and resentment), it may be very difficult for an opponent of that 

policy to make a rebuttal based on, for instance, strategic expediency. 

 Third, arguments based on status issues are by nature “epideictic” or concerned 

with the state’s identity, while arguments based on cost-benefit calculations are 

“deliberative,” or characterized by pragmatism and concern with the specifics of 

policy.206 As Krebs and Lobasz note, deliberative arguments are easier to counter than 

epideictic arguments.207 It is easier to rebut a claim that pursuing some policy is the best 

way to advance a state’s interests than it is to rebut a claim that pursuing some policy is 

necessary because failure to do so would be inconsistent with the state’s identity. The 

epideictic nature of the rhetoric of status immobility, in other words, also acts to insulate 

such arguments from many counterarguments. In states where status immobility figures 

prominently in public discourse, advocates of revisionist, expansionist, and aggressive 

policies may be able to raise the specter of ontological insecurity as the consequence of 

adopting (or maintaining) a moderate policy oriented toward reassurance. An objection 

that moderation and reassurance is strategically expedient may ring hollow (or simply be 

                                                
205 Hall (2011). 
206 See Krebs and Lobasz (2007); Lawson-Tancred (1991), pp. 104-110 on epideictic and 
deliberative rhetoric. 
207 Krebs and Lobasz, (2007). 
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impossible to raise in a socially sustainable way) in the face of the epideictic rhetoric of 

status immobility. 

 To summarize, the rhetoric of status immobility may resonate strongly because it 

invokes notions of fairness and justice; and it may be insulated from many types of 

counterclaims because it invokes anger and resentment and is by nature epideictic. Taken 

together, these three characteristics mean that in states characterized by public discourses 

in which status immobility figures prominently, leaders will have a great deal of 

difficulty legitimating moderate, conciliatory policies. Regardless of where preferences 

originate, then, states in which perceptions or collective understandings of status 

immobility are widespread constitute friendly ground for individuals and groups 

advocating revisionist, aggressive, and expansionist policies. 

 

 I conclude this section with a few words on how the two mechanisms just 

described may combine to cause broad shifts in a state’s grand strategic orientation. First, 

both mechanisms should not be expected to operate under all conditions. The second 

mechanism should only be relevant in states whose domestic institutions allow for 

political contestation over the direction of policy. This does not mean that the second 

mechanism only operates within democracies – policies must be legitimated in other 

institutional contexts as well, and it is not only in democracies that actors have varied 

preferences.208 However, when decisionmaking is monopolized by a single individual or 

a small group of elites, and leaders are insulated from opposition (either from the public 

                                                
208 Weeks (2008), for instance, notes that audiences matter in non-democracies as well as 
democracies. Byman and Lind (2010) note that manipulating ideas and information is a 
key part of the North Korean regime’s survival strategy. 
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or from other elites), domestic contestation over policy will either not arise or should not 

be expected to influence outcomes. Simply put, in highly authoritarian states dominated 

by an individual or elite with uniform preferences, if status immobility matters, it should 

only influence policy via the first mechanism. Leaders may simply have strong 

psychological reactions to perceived status immobility and develop preferences for 

revisionist policies.209 

 Where contestation over the direction of policy is possible, though, shifts away 

from grand strategic reassurance follow a more complicated and path-dependent process. 

They begin as actors outside power develop preferences for revisionist policies (or 

preferences opposed to conciliation and moderation) in response to diplomatic failures 

that they interpret as insults and evidence that the international status quo and its 

defenders are unjust, unfair, or hypocritical. These preferences may also, as noted above, 

exist prior to and independent of perceptions of status immobility. Simultaneously, 

discourses revolving around status immobility develop as a result of diplomatic failures 

and rhetorical entrepreneurship on the part of elites both in and out of power. These 

discourses may not immediately influence policy, but they should be expected to increase 

in prominence with repeated diplomatic failures, and they may reinforce themselves – the 

existence of rhetorical commonplaces about the unfairness or injustice of the 

international status quo and its defenders may allow leaders and other elites to interpret 

failures in self-serving ways that (intentionally or unintentionally) cause positive 

                                                
209 However, since all individuals do not react to status immobility identically, leaders 
may also not develop revisionist preferences. This means that in strongly authoritarian 
states, neither mechanism may operate and status immobility may not have any effect at 
all. 
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feedback loops and strengthen collective understandings of status category boundary 

impermeability.210 

 Finally, where policy contestation is possible, shifts in grand strategic orientation 

toward revisionism may become complete in one of two ways. First, leaders with 

moderate preferences may eventually find themselves unable to justify a moderate 

orientation and forced to accede (if only tacitly) to the preferences of those advocating 

revisionism and opposed to reassurance. In other words, moderate leaders may remain in 

power, but become incapable of pursuing grand strategic reassurance. Second, leaders 

with moderate preferences may eventually be replaced by leaders with revisionist 

preferences as a result of the unpopularity or perceived failure of moderate foreign 

policy. In other words, decisionmaking may fall into the hands of leaders who are 

unwilling to pursue grand strategic reassurance. 

 

Observable Implications 

 

 What sort of evidence would support the argument developed above? This section 

briefly articulates the observable implications of status immobility theory. I derive two 

“outcome hypotheses” and four “process hypotheses” and discuss the extent to which 

they provide inferential leverage for status immobility theory vis-à-vis the alternative 

explanations discussed in the previous chapter (offensive realism, domestic politics, and 

ideological distance). 

                                                
210 This suggests that the process by which grand strategic shifts away from reassurance 
come about is characterized by a great deal of path dependence, which has 
methodological implications (see Bennett and Elman 2006) that I discuss below. 
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Outcome Hypotheses 

 

 Outcome hypotheses can be understood as propositions about the degree to which 

empirical results are congruent with theoretical expectations.211 If state behavior is 

“consistent with the theory’s predictions, the analyst can entertain the possibility that a 

causal relationship may exist.”212 However, congruence does not establish causation 

because alternative processes may cause similar outcomes, and vice versa.213 Outcome 

hypotheses, then, should be assessed in combination with propositions about causal 

processes.214 I derive two hypotheses about state behavior from the theory developed 

above. 

 

O1. Rising states should be expected to pursue policies intended to acquire markers of 

high status or instantiate high status roles. This may include territorial expansion, 

diplomatic activism, military development, or other behavior consistent with 

understandings about the constitutive characteristics of high status actors. 

 

This hypothesis describes behavior intended to correct perceptions of status 

inconsistency. However, it has limited inferential utility, because it may be consistent 

with a number of other candidate theories, including especially offensive realism. Rising 

                                                
211 Bennet and George (2004), ch. 9. 
212 Ibid., pg. 181. 
213 Ibid., pg. 183. 
214 For an example, see Wohlforth, Kaufman, and Little (2007), pp. 18-21. 
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state expansion may be motivated by security concerns or status concerns.215 Under some 

circumstances, it may be possible to distinguish between security and status motives by 

carefully analyzing the strategic rationale (or lack thereof) for particular policies. 

However, this may not always be feasible, so this hypothesis may not allow a distinction 

to be made between status and realist explanations. 

 

O2. Rising states should be expected to become less amenable to conciliation and more 

committed to expansion, aggression, and revisionism in response to diplomatic defeats or 

the failure of policies intended to instantiate high status (or understood as tests of status). 

 

This hypothesis describes the expected reaction of rising states to opposition from 

existing high status actors. Hypothesis 02 is much more useful than hypothesis 01 in 

terms of inferential leverage, because it is inconsistent with offensive realist expectations. 

Diplomatic defeats due to opposition from other powerful actors should be understood, 

from a realist perspective, as signals that achieving the desired objective will be more 

costly and more risky than the aspirant state initially expected. This should not, from a 

realist perspective, cause an expansion of aims or an increased commitment to 

revisionism, but rather, if anything, grand strategic retrenchment and moderation (as 

leaders in rising great powers understand that continued aggressive or revisionist 

                                                
215 For instance, while Murray (2010) argues that Germany pursued naval expansion 
during the early 20th century for reasons related to status, it may also be that German 
leaders perceived and sought to counter strategic vulnerability. See chapter 3 for a full 
discussion. 
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behavior may lead to the formation of countervailing alliances).216 On the other hand, 

increased commitment to revisionism in response to diplomatic defeat is the expected 

outcome from the perspective of status immobility theory, as explained above. 

 

Process Hypotheses 

 

 Process hypotheses are propositions about the processes and causal pathways by 

which outcomes come about. As noted above, outcome hypotheses are insufficient to 

assess causality because outcomes may be the result of a variety of causal processes.217 I 

derive four hypotheses about the mechanisms and processes by which status immobility 

influences foreign policy. 

 

P1. Leaders, elites, and the public should have some concept of an international status 

hierarchy and care about the state’s place in that hierarchy. There should also be 

evidence that foreign policy is at least partially oriented toward achieving status 

enhancement in response to perceptions that the state’s standing in the status hierarchy 

is lower than it should be given the status markers or attributes that the state has 

achieved. 

 

P2. There should be evidence that leaders, elites, and the public increasingly come to 

believe that the state cannot achieve enhanced status while working within the 

                                                
216 The only reason denial may lead to increased commitment to revisionism (from a 
realist perspective) would be if it caused heightened perceptions of threat. Consequently, 
I consider this alternative throughout the case study chapters. 
217 Bennett and George (2004), ch. 10. 
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international status quo. Perceptions of and discourses related to status immobility 

(indicated by expressions that the status quo is unjust, unfair, or hypocritical) should 

increase in the aftermath of crises and other events that are interpreted as insults and 

evidence that status category boundaries are impermeable. 

 

P3. There should be evidence that perceptions of status immobility play some role in the 

development of anti-status quo sentiment and a preference for aggressive or belligerent 

policies when and where such sentiments develop. In other words, there should be 

evidence that nationalist and militarist groups, thinkers, and leaders develop plans and 

preferences for policies oriented toward rejecting or challenging the international status 

quo at least in part in response to perceptions of unjust, unfair, or hypocritical treatment 

by the defenders of the status quo. 

 

P4. There should be evidence that widespread perceptions of status immobility constrain 

leaders in favor of accommodation or reassurance from pursuing these objectives, and 

ultimately advantage the advocates of systemic revisionism to such an extent that the 

pursuit of a foreign policy oriented toward accommodation and reassurance becomes 

politically impossible. More specifically, there should be evidence that leaders who 

prefer a foreign policy of reassurance or accommodation make decisions at odds with 

these preferences in response to domestic pressure linked to status immobility, and that 

leaders opposed to accommodation and reassurance use the rhetoric of status immobility 

to make their case. 
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These four hypotheses collectively describe the observable implications of the causal 

process linking perceptions of status immobility to grand strategic shifts toward systemic 

revisionism. They depict a causal pathway significantly different from those expected by 

other candidate theories. Realists, for instance, would not expect leaders to make 

decisions at odds with their preferences, or for those decisions to be influenced by 

calculations related to domestic legitimacy. Rather, realists expect leaders to make 

decisions in line with understandings and calculations related to strategic expediency. 

Just as significantly, approaches revolving around domestic pathologies or ideological 

distance do not expect leaders’ preferences to be influenced by status concerns (but rather 

by material interest or ideological content) or for leaders to be constrained by a discursive 

environment characterized by collective understandings of status immobility. 

 

Methods and Case Selection 

 

 I assess the theory developed above against historical evidence and against other 

candidate explanations by employing process-tracing in six strategically selected cases.218 

Although previous scholars have employed statistical analysis to test theories relating 

status concerns to state behavior, I rely on qualitative methods over quantitative methods 

for three reasons.219 First, there are serious obstacles to measuring status inconsistency 

quantitatively, let alone status immobility. Extant quantitative tests of hypotheses relating 

status inconsistency to war rely on Singer and Small’s status indicator variable, which 

                                                
218 On process-tracing, see Bennett and George (2004), ch. 10. 
219 See East (1972), Midlarsky (1975), Wallace (1971, 1973), Volgy and Mayhall (1995), 
and Renshon (2012). 
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uses the number and type of diplomatic missions hosted as a proxy for prestige.220 This is 

obviously problematic, as it may capture a variety of factors – including geographic 

proximity, social network ties, or strategic concerns – besides status. It is also far from 

clear that leaders, elites, and the public have always – or ever – understood the quantity 

and rank of diplomatic officials sent abroad or hosted as one of the most important 

indicators of membership in different status categories. More generally, if the claim that 

status attribution is culturally contingent is to be taken seriously, universal measures of 

status are inappropriate for broad empirical tests. And even if it were possible to 

construct a valid, quantitative measure of status inconsistency, empirically assessing the 

presence or absence of collective understandings of status immobility would require a 

more fine-grained, context-sensitive approach. 

 Second, unlike theories relating status inconsistency to war, I do not claim that 

status immobility should always be expected to cause processes that manifest in similar 

outcomes, which can then be assessed by observing cross-case variation. While status 

immobility should generally be expected to result in pressure for some form of systemic 

revisionism, the outcome may manifest empirically in vastly different ways – from major 

war, to withdrawal from institutions, to the development of alternative status hierarchies 

– depending on case-specific factors. As a result, an empirical focus on causal 

mechanisms – “ultimately unobservable physical, social, or psychological processes 

                                                
220 Singer and Small (1966). 
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through which agents with causal capacities operate” – is more appropriate here than 

attempting to find evidence that independent and dependent variables are correlated.221 

 Finally, as suggested above, the causal pathway laid out above is characterized by 

a great deal of path-dependence. Bennett and Elman identify four characteristics of path-

dependent causal stories: possibility, contingency, closure, and constraint.222 Possibility 

implies that multiple pathways were possible; contingency implies that random or 

unaccounted for factors figure prominently in a causal story; closure implies that certain 

“possible” outcomes become impossible or less likely as a result of causal processes at 

the heart of a theoretical explanation; constraint implies that once an actor chooses or 

starts down a path, there are processes that operate to reinforce the selected path and 

prevent the actor from switching to a different path.223 All four of these characteristics are 

prominent in the theoretical explanation laid out above. Status immobility is not the only 

possible outcome for rising states, and the rise of perceptions and collective 

understandings of status immobility is influenced by contingent factors like the behavior 

of high status actors and the decisions of leaders and elites within rising states. Once 

collective understandings of status immobility develop, though, they tend to reinforce 

themselves by influencing the way leaders and elites in rising states perceive the actions 

and orientations of high status actors, and altering the rhetorical resources out of which 

they can construct public representations of diplomatic failures. At the same time, the 

prominence of status immobility in a state’s discursive environment constrains leaders’ 

                                                
221 Bennett and George (2004), pp. 132-133. Another way to put this is that status 
immobility has “dispositional” causal properties that result in different outcomes 
depending on case-specific factors.  See Jackson (2011), ch. 4. 
222 Bennett and Elman (2006). 
223 Ibid. 
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options, not only in the present but also in the future, in a way that renders impossible 

seemingly expedient strategic options that may have been possible at a previous time. 

While Bennett and Elman note that analysis of path-dependent explanations is not 

impossible using quantitative methods, qualitative methods are better suited to such a 

task.224 

 My case selection strategy is intended to maximize my ability to draw conclusions 

about the utility of status immobility theory relative to other candidate explanations. The 

three cases analyzed in the next three chapters were selected as “most likely” cases – one 

for each competing explanation.225 I discuss the selection justification in more depth 

within each chapter, but to summarize: Wilhelmine Germany was selected as a most 

likely case for offensive realism; Taisho/Showa Japan was selected as a most likely case 

for Snyder’s theory about domestic pathologies and logrolling; and Weimar/Nazi 

Germany was selected as a most likely case for explanations revolving around ideological 

content and distance.226 In each case, the independent variable or variables at the heart of 

                                                
224 Ibid. Bennett and Elman (2006, pg. 259) note that this is the case because qualitative 
methods “allow for detailed and holistic analysis of sequences in historical cases, they are 
suited to the study of rare events, they can facilitate the search for omitted variables that 
might lie behind contingent events, and they allow for the study of interaction effects 
within one or a few cases.” 
225 On “most likely” cases, see Bennett and George (2004), Eckstein (1975). 
226 There are a few other cases of shifts by great powers or potential great powers toward 
systemic revisionist grand strategies in the modern world. These include Napoleonic 
France; (arguably) China during the 1960s (see Suzuki [2007] on this case); and Italy 
during the 1920s and 1930s. Napoleonic France might be considered a most likely case 
for an ideological distance explanation, while Italy might be considered a most likely 
case for a domestic politics explanation (see Davidson [2002] on the Italian case). While 
these cases might be useful “crucial cases” (and it might very well be that, say, ideology 
explains Napoleonic revisionism fairly well), Wilhelmine Germany, Taisho/Showa 
Japan, and Weimar Germany are arguably more useful. Wilhelmine Germany, first of all, 
is perhaps the only modern “most likely” case for offensive realism. In other words, it is 
difficult to think of another state that so clearly possessed the capabilities necessary to 
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one alternative candidate explanation take on an extreme value, and the outcome is 

congruent with the expectations of the candidate explanation. Examining the process by 

which the outcome – systemic revisionism – came about reveals that status immobility 

played an important role227, simultaneously increasing confidence in status immobility 

                                                                                                                                            
launch a bid for hegemony during the post-1815 period. Taisho/Showa Japan is, 
similarly, useful as a most likely case for theories about domestic pathologies because of 
the extent of domestic dysfunction present in the case (as Snyder makes clear). Finally, 
while (as noted above) there are other most-likely cases for ideological explanations 
(such as Napoleonic France), Weimar/Nazi Germany is particularly useful for two 
reasons. First, it is certainly (at least among historians) one of the most widely recognized 
cases of ideologically-driven expansion in modern history. Second, Weimar Germany’s 
clear strategic vulnerability at the end of the 1920s and the beginning of the 1930s means 
that its shift away from conciliation cannot be attributed to the perception of opportunity, 
thereby ruling out offensive realism as an explanation. 
227 One important question to consider here is whether there are cases in which status 
immobility was present for a long period and did not result in a shift toward systemic 
revisionism. The most striking such “anomalous” case is Ashikaga Japan, which, as I 
discuss in Chapter 6, certainly faced a situation in which status competition was 
impossible but still attempted to integrate within the Sino-Centric order. Of course, taking 
a longer view reveals that ultimately the psychological and political pressure produced by 
status immobility resulted in a generally revisionist orientation by the time of Hideyoshi. 
The anomaly, then, is about timing – leaders during the Ashikaga period were more 
willing to make themselves vulnerable to opposition by adopting a conciliatory grand 
strategic orientation. Similarly, one might argue that the ten year period between the 
failure of the effort to achieve racial equality at Versailles and Japan’s shift away from 
Shidehara diplomacy is anomalous from the perspective of the theory proposed here; the 
same can be said for Hitler’s effort to convince other European powers of his benign 
intentions during the period between Germany’s withdrawal from the League of Nations 
and 1939. There are two points to make about these anomalies. The first is that – as I 
discuss in Chapter 7 – there may be domestic-level variables at work that influence a 
leader’s ability to withstand the sort of domestic pressure against conciliatory foreign 
policies described above (and visible in many of the cases examined below). For 
instance, in the case of Germany between 1933 and 1939, it might be the case that as 
Hitler consolidated authority in the years following his accession to the Chancellorship, 
he was decreasingly vulnerable to pressure from domestic groups opposed to even the 
appearance of moderation (the sort of pressure that helped scuttle Stresemann’s policy 
and also may have contributed to Hitler’s decision to leave the League). This meant that – 
while Hitler himself harbored revisionist intentions – he was able to pursue this policy 
more patiently than he might have been otherwise. The second point is that the process by 
which status immobility leads to systemic revisionism is heavily influenced by contingent 
factors – such as individual decisionmaking and rhetorical entrepreneurship – which 
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theory and decreasing confidence in existing explanations.228 Chapter 6 includes three 

shorter case studies. The first was selected as a negative case – a case in which the 

outcome of interest was possible, but did not occur.229 I use counterfactual analysis to 

explore the role that British status accommodation played in the evolution of American 

foreign policy at the turn of the twentieth century. The chapter also includes short 

analyses of two cases (Paraguay during the 1860s and Tokugawa Japan) in which the 

outcome – systemic revisionism – diverges significantly from expectations on the basis of 

the value of the variables at the heart of alternative candidate explanations. These cases 

allow the main effect of status immobility to be isolated from the effects of other 

variables (especially relative capabilities) that covary with status immobility in the other 

cases. 

 

                                                                                                                                            
means that it is not necessarily surprising that the length of time between the rise of 
widespread perceptions of status immobility and an identifiable policy shift might vary 
widely across cases. 
228 For similar research designs, see Layne (1994) and Fravel (2010). 
229 See Goertz (2006) on the possibility principle and the definition of negative cases. For 
purposes of negative case selection, I define the population as rising, potential great 
powers. There are, of course, a number of other ways to define the population for this 
project. One might be to consider all status inconsistent states as potential systemic 
revisionists. Another might be to consider all distributive revisionists potential systemic 
revisionists. According to all three of these criteria, the US case qualifies as a member of 
the population and a negative case. 
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CHAPTER 3: STATUS IMMOBILITY AND SYSTEMIC REVISIONISM IN 

WILHELMINE GERMANY 

 

Introduction 

 

 This chapter assesses the extent to which the theory developed in the previous 

chapter explains variation in German foreign policy during the late Wilhelmine period. 

Specifically, I argue that Wilhelmine Germany’s grand strategic orientation shifted from 

one of status enhancement through social competition (positional revisionism) prior to 

1911 to one of systemic revisionism after 1911. Prior to 1911, German foreign policy was 

characterized by a drive for status enhancement through colonial acquisitions, naval 

arms-racing, and, in general an attempt to convince other states (particularly Great 

Britain) to recognize its position as a ‘world power.’  Wilhelmine decisionmaking after 

1911 was characterized on the other hand by a drive for European hegemony and an 

unwillingness (on the part of some elites) and inability (on the part of others) to pursue a 

moderate foreign policy and reassure the defenders of the status quo that Germany’s 

intentions were benign. I argue that this shift is explained by the rise of widespread 

perceptions of status immobility among German decisionmakers and opinion elites as a 

result of the failure of the policy of Weltpolitik. 

 The chapter proceeds as follows. The next section justifies my selection of 

Wilhelmine Germany as a valuable case against which to test the theory of status 

immobility. The third section outlines the observable implications of status immobility 

theory in the Wilhelmine case. The next section briefly summarizes the basic contours of 
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German grand strategy and the shifts it underwent between 1871 and 1914. The fifth and 

sixth sections document the rise of perceptions of status immobility among German 

elites, while the seventh section traces the effect of status immobility on Wilhelmine 

foreign policy after 1911, focusing on the domestic constraints the failure of Weltpolitik 

placed on decisionmakers and the way perceptions of status immobility advantaged those 

that advocated an aggressive, risky, and ultimately systemically revisionist policy. 

Finally, I consider two alternative explanations for the shift in German foreign policy 

described above, and argue that status immobility offers a more complete account than 

either offensive realism or dynamic differentials theory. 

 

Why Wilhelmine Germany? 

  

 For a theory seeking to explain a concept as empirically uncommon as systemic 

revisionism, qualitative methods are an obvious methodological choice. However, 

empirical conclusions based on close case analysis are potentially highly problematic. 

Comparative case selection criteria leave much to be desired, as they may suffer from 

omitted variable bias or lead a researcher to draw false conclusions due to equifinality 

and the problem of “too many variables, too few cases.”230 One prominent alternative to 

the comparative case method is to conduct within-case analysis of what Eckstein calls 

“crucial cases.”231 Crucial cases are cases that are chosen in such a way that allows the 

researcher to draw relatively robust conclusions about a theory’s performance in general 

on the basis of its performance in a particular case. More specifically, a most-likely case 

                                                
230 See Bennett and George (2004). 
231 See Eckstein (1975), also Bennett and George (2004), pp. 120-121. 
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is one in which a particular theory is likely to perform well because the case takes on 

extreme values for that theory’s independent variables. If a theory does not perform well 

in that particular case, then the researcher may conclude that the theory should not be 

expected to perform well in other less ideal contexts, and as a result the researcher’s 

confidence in that theory relative to competing theories should decline. A least-likely 

case is the opposite: it constitutes a “tough test” for a particular theory, either because the 

primary theory’s independent variables take on marginal values or because competing 

theories’ independent variables take on extreme values and might be expected to 

overwhelm other causal factors. 

 Wilhelmine Germany is a useful case against which to test status immobility 

theory because it constitutes a most-likely case for one prominent alternative explanation 

for systemic revisionism: offensive realism. Offensive realists argue that states should be 

expected to make bids for hegemony when leaders perceive that they are strong enough, 

in terms of military capabilities, to stand a reasonable chance of succeeding.232 For 

offensive realism, then, the primary (and really the only significant) independent variable 

for explaining expansion is relative military power. As Mearsheimer argues, Wilhelmine 

Germany after 1903 is a clear case of a state with a sufficient advantage in terms of 

military capabilities to reasonably expect a bid for hegemony to succeed.233 In fact, 

Wilhelmine Germany is one of the only instances of such a state in modern history. As a 

result, Wilhelmine Germany presents a most-likely case for offensive realism and 

therefore a relatively tough test for any other theory. In other words, even if German 

opinion elites and decisionmakers perceived status immobility by 1911, it still might be 

                                                
232 Mearsheimer (2001). 
233 Mearsheimer (2001). 
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that these perceptions were causally overwhelmed by perceptions and calculations of 

opportunity resulting from Germany’s military advantage, and that it was this 

consciousness of strength that was the most important motivation for the shift to a grand 

strategy oriented toward achieving European hegemony. If, on the other hand, 

perceptions of status immobility can be shown to have played a causal role in the shift to 

systemic revisionism even under conditions favoring offensive realism, this should cause 

researchers to gain confidence in status immobility’s value as an independent variable 

and simultaneously cast doubt on the independent role of military capabilities. 

 Wilhelmine Germany is also an important case for a separate but related reason. 

The theory I propose in this study is intended to make sense of the policy decisions that 

leaders in rising states make during power transitions. The rise of Germany at the turn of 

the 20th century is one of the most prominent cases of a power transition in modern 

history.234 Any successful explanation for the behavior of rising states should be able to 

explain the case of Wilhelmine Germany. 

 

Observable Implications 

 

 If status immobility influenced Germany’s shift toward systemic revisionism after 

1911, what evidence should exist in the empirical record? What are the observable 

implications of status immobility theory in this case? First, there should be evidence that 

German leaders and the German public had some concept of an international status 

hierarchy and cared about Germany’s place in that hierarchy. Further, there should be 
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evidence that German leaders prior to 1911 sought to enhance Germany’s status as a 

response to perceptions that Germany’s standing in the international hierarchy of prestige 

was lower than it should have been given the status markers or attributes (especially 

economic development and military capabilities) that Germany had achieved. German 

foreign policy does not have to have been entirely motivated by perceptions of status 

inconsistency. However, there should be a clear indication that status was an important 

concern for German leaders and the public, and that Germany pursued policies intended, 

at least in part, to correct status inconsistency. 

 Second, there should be evidence that German leaders and the public increasingly 

came to believe that Germany could not achieve enhanced status while working within 

the British-dominated international status quo. Perceptions of status immobility should 

increase in the aftermath of crises and other events that were interpreted as examples of 

unjust, unfair, or hypocritical treatment of Germany on the part of other great powers, 

and especially Great Britain. 

 Third, there should be evidence that perceptions of status immobility played some 

role in the development of anti-British sentiment and a preference for aggressive or 

belligerent policies when and where such sentiments developed. In other words, there 

should be evidence that nationalist and militarist interest groups, thinkers, and leaders in 

Germany developed plans and preferences for policies oriented toward overthrowing the 

international status quo at least in part in response to perceptions of unjust, unfair, or 

hypocritical treatment of Germany by other great powers and especially Great Britain. 

 Finally, there should be evidence that widespread perceptions of status immobility 

constrained leaders in favor of accommodation or reassurance from pursuing these 
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objectives, and ultimately advantaged the advocates of systemic revisionism to such an 

extent that the pursuit of a foreign policy oriented toward accommodation and 

reassurance became politically impossible. More specifically, there should be evidence 

that leaders who preferred a foreign policy of reassurance or accommodation made 

decisions at odds with these preferences in response to domestic pressure linked to status 

immobility, and that leaders opposed to accommodation and reassurance used the rhetoric 

of status immobility to make their case. 

 

Summary of the Case 

 

 Between 1871 and 1914, German foreign policy underwent two broad shifts in 

orientation. After 1871, Chancellor Otto von Bismarck repeatedly stated that the newly 

unified Germany was a satiated power.235 Bismarck pursued a foreign policy intended to 

maintain Germany’s position on the European continent, and, specifically, to prevent the 

formation of alliances between European powers that would result in Germany’s 

isolation.236 This meant that Bismarck, for the most part, refused to partake in the rush for 

colonial expansion in Africa, Southeast Asia, and the Pacific that characterized the 1880s. 

Rather, German foreign policy was oriented toward maintaining the Dreikaiserbund - the 

alliance between Austria, Russia, and Germany - and toward preventing the emergence of 

suspicion regarding German intentions among British policymakers.237 

                                                
235 See Kennedy (1980), Fischer (1969), and Geiss (1976). 
236 Kennedy (1980), Rich (1992). 
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 The first shift in Germany’s grand strategic orientation began after Bismarck’s 

fall from power in 1890 and was complete by 1897. During the mid-1890s, Wilhelmine 

leaders adopted the policy of Weltpolitik. Weltpolitik involved a drive to be recognized as 

a “world power” by acquiring colonies, building a strong navy, and attempting to force 

other state’s to take Germany’s interests into account when negotiating settlements and 

making acquisitions around the world.238  

 1897 was a particularly significant year for German foreign policy. Bernhard von 

Bulow, who would become an ardent proponent of colonial expansion and Weltpolitik, 

was appointed Foreign Secretary, and Alfred von Tirpitz, who was, along with the 

Kaiser, the most important supporter of the construction of a fleet of battleships to rival 

British seapower, was appointed Secretary of State for Naval Affairs. The Anglo-German 

naval race began in 1898 with the passage of Germany’s first Naval Bill, and in the same 

year, Germany acquired a naval base on Kiaochow Bay in China and sought to achieve 

territorial concessions from the British in Samoa and in the negotiations surrounding the 

future of Portugal’s colonies in Africa.239 Bismarck’s “satiated” Germany had 

transformed into a state that aggressively sought to achieve increases in its status and 

prestige. 

 It is important to note, however, that Weltpolitik was by no means intended to 

fundamentally alter the European status quo. Germany sought increased influence and 

recognition of its legitimate interests abroad, but did not seek to overthrow the European 

balance of power or even necessarily to challenge British leadership. In fact, Paul 

Kennedy notes that German foreign policy was, during the period after 1897, 
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simultaneously concerned with achieving Weltpolitik and concluding an alliance or 

understanding with Great Britain.240 

 It was not until after the second shift in German foreign policy – at the end of 

1911 – that German leaders began seriously preparing – if not actively planning – for a 

bid for European hegemony that would fundamentally upset the status quo.241 This shift 

from positional to systemic revisionism can be identified by three more specific changes 

in Germany’s grand strategic orientation, each of which indicates that German leaders 

were either no longer willing or no longer able to pursue a grand strategy oriented toward 

reassuring the defenders of the status quo. First, after 1911, German decisionmakers who 

favored a moderate foreign policy became increasingly incapable of parrying the rhetoric 

and influence of decisionmakers and opinion leaders who favored an aggressive, risky 

bid for hegemony. The period after 1911 was, in general, characterized by a political 

environment whose effect was to weaken the advocates of moderation and strengthen the 

advocates of aggression.242  

Second, and related to the first point, German leaders after 1911 (and really after 

1906) were extremely hesitant to submit inter-state disputes to international conferences 

                                                
240 Kennedy (1980), pg. 233. 
241 The account here is premised on the contention that Germany, to some extent at least, 
played an important role in launching World War I because it had fundamentally 
revisionist foreign policy preferences. While many scholars have disagreed with this 
interpretation (see, for instance, AJP Taylor [1969] on the “accidental war” thesis, 
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Germany did in fact harbor revisionist preferences in 1914 (see Mombauer [2002] for an 
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war as a result of illusions about offensive military technology (as Christensen and 
Snyder [1990] propose) but rather were well aware that war would be costly and very 
risky (see Lieber [2007], Forster [1999], and Zuber [2002, 2011]). 
242 Kennedy (1980), Mommsen (1995). 
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for mediation and settlement. Decisionmakers were increasingly averse to cooperate or 

even to appear to be cooperating with the defenders of the status quo (particularly Great 

Britain). Third, and perhaps most significantly, after 1911 German leaders turned their 

attention away from colonial expansion and back to Europe – and specifically to 

achieving hegemony in Europe – as Weltpolitik gave way to Kontinentalpolitik.243 

Economic resources were directed away from the navy and toward the army, whose 

personnel was increased markedly for the first time since 1893.244 On December 8, 1912, 

the Kaiser held a “War Council” with his military leadership, which may or may not have 

resulted in the decision to launch a hegemonic war within 18 months, but at least 

demonstrates an interest in preparing and planning for such a war.245 

 It is this second shift – from positional revisionism to systemic revisionism, from 

expanding within the constraints of the European status quo to fundamentally challenging 

that status quo – that is the focus of this chapter. I argue that this shift can be explained as 

a consequence of the failure of Weltpolitik and the resultant perceptions of status 

immobility that developed among German policy and opinion leaders. The following 

three sections document the rise of status immobility in Germany and trace its effect on 

German foreign policy after 1911.246 

                                                
243 Berghahn (1973). 
244 Berghahn (1973), pg. 6. 
245 Fischer (1961, 1965, 1969), Geiss (1967, 1976), and Rohl (1987) argue that the 
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War I is extensive and quite varied, debates about the causes of German revisionism are 
more limited, and Kennedy’s work is the most complete history available in English. 
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Weltpolitik as a Response to Status Inconsistency 

 

 As noted above, while Bismarck was Chancellor, German foreign policy was 

largely oriented toward preventing the formation of an alliance bloc that might isolate 

Germany and threaten its security. Bismarck negotiated an alliance between Germany, 

Austria, and Russia (the Dreikaiserbund or Three Emperors League) in order to maintain 

at least two of Europe’s five great powers (France and Great Britain were the others) as 

allies.247 Bismarck also largely abstained from aggressive policies that carried the 

potential to alienate other great powers. This included colonial expansion. While 

Germany did acquire territory in Africa and New Guinea in the middle of the 1880s, 

Bismarck did not intend to build a colonial empire, and soon became convinced, after 

                                                                                                                                            
revisionism – it is largely consistent with the claims of the Fischer school (Fischer [1961, 
1965, 1969], Geiss [1967, 1976]) about the sources of German dissatisfaction with the 
status quo (as, at least in part, a foiled attempt to achieve the status of ‘World Power’). 
Strachan (2001, 2004) and Kagan (1995) largely concur with Kennedy’s emphasis on the 
role of the failure of Weltpolitik. However, as Mombauer (2002, Part 4) notes, the debate 
over Fischer’s argument has not ended (even if its contours have narrowed substantially). 
A second group of scholars (especially Mommsen [1973], Wehler [1973], and Berghahn 
[1973]) stresses German domestic politics (as opposed to a drive for ‘world power’) as 
the source of Germany’s revisionism, while a third group (including Zechlin [1979], 
Erdmann [1984], and Hilgruber [1970, 1981]) emphasizes strategic conditions and 
calculations. The domestic politics argument is (while, I argue, incomplete) broadly 
consistent with the interpretation advanced here, since, as I explain below, domestic 
vulnerability plays an important role in my account. I address the strategic calculation 
arguments at length at the end of the chapter. It is important to note, though, that much of 
this scholarship does in some way acknowledge the important role that status competition 
played in the period prior to the First World War. See especially Hildebrand (1989) and 
Schollgen (1990) for examples. 
247 Gildea (2003). See also Kennedy (1980), Fischer (1969), and Geiss (1976). 
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private colonial enterprises had to be placed under imperial control, that overseas 

acquisitions were not worth the trouble.248 

 This moderate course was abandoned during the 1890s, after Wilhelm II’s rise 

and Bismarck’s dismissal. In 1897, Bulow and Tirpitz inaugurated the policy of 

Weltpolitik. Bulow announced the new course in foreign policy in a speech to the 

Reichstag, in which he claimed that Germany did “not want to place anyone in the shade, 

but we demand for ourselves a place in the sun.”249 The new policy consisted of a 

concerted effort to demonstrate to the German public and to the world that “the German 

Empire really was a world power in its own right and therefore fully entitled to have its 

say in international affairs.”250 

 In order to achieve the status of ‘world power,’ Germany sought to acquire 

prestige markers, characteristics that it understood other high status actors (especially 

Great Britain) to possess. These included overseas territory, naval power, and the 

recognition of a legitimate right to have its interests taken into account whenever other 

powers negotiated settlements over territory or other issues anywhere in the world. In 

1898, a flurry of overseas expansion ensued. Germany negotiated a lease for a port in 

Kiaochow and an agreement to split Portugal’s colonial territory. The Kaiser also visited 

Damascus and laid the groundwork for a project to build a railroad connecting Berlin and 

Baghdad. The following year, Germany acquired part of Samoa and bought the Caroline 

and Marianas Islands.251 
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 1898 also saw the initiation of Germany’s Flottenpolitik, or naval policy.252 On 

March 26, the Reichstag passed the First Naval Law, which called for the construction of 

19 battleships by 1904. Two years later, the Second Naval Law doubled the number of 

battleships to be completed.253 Tirpitz and Wilhelm envisioned the construction of a 

strong fleet as a means to force the British to recognize Germany’s status and legitimate 

overseas interests.254 Kennedy notes that the Kaiser “felt that possession of a large navy 

by Germany would gain him the respect…which the proud yet practical British only paid 

to powerful states.”255 

 German foreign policy during the period after 1897 was also, and more generally, 

characterized by an attempt to convince other states to recognize Germany’s status by 

imposing itself in negotiations over territorial and other issues. Germany’s intervention in 

the British deliberation over the disposition of Portugal’s African colonies in 1898 is one 

example. In 1902, Germany cooperated with the British to blockade Venezuela in 

response to a coup by Cipriano Castro.256 In 1904, in response to the Anglo-French 

settlement of outstanding colonial disputes, Germany demanded compensation from the 

British.257 Germany’s two interventions in Morocco, in 1905 and 1911, in response to 

French efforts to solidify colonial control there, can also be understood in these terms. 

Eugen Richter, a member of the Reichstag and leader of the German Progress Party, 
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described German foreign policy during the early 20th century by saying that “whenever 

something was happening, anywhere in the world, Germany had to be there too.”258 In 

other words, “Bulow evidently regarded it as more important to demonstrate that the 

German Empire had a right to join the debate on any colonial question, in any part of the 

world, than to concentrate on obtaining particular colonial territories at the cost of 

foregoing other possible objectives.”259 

 There are two important points to emphasize regarding Germany’s Weltpolitik. 

First, the most convincing explanation for the origins of the policy, as suggested above, is 

not in the realm of security or economics, but rather as a response to perceptions, on the 

part of policymakers but also especially on the part of opinion leaders and the public, that 

Germany suffered from a condition of status inconsistency.260 A number of scholars 

attribute the turn to Weltpolitik to a concern with public opinion, and public opinion in 

Germany during the late 19th and early 20th century was clearly characterized by the 

belief that Germany, as a rising great power, deserved higher status than it had so far 

achieved.261 Fischer argues that “Germany’s claim to world power was based on her 

consciousness of being a ‘young,’ growing, and rising nation.”262 This consciousness of 

new and rising power was translated into demands for colonial and naval expansion.  

Even Bismarck’s brief flirtation with colonial policy was apparently motivated at 

least in part by a concern with public opinion. He reportedly told a colleague that “all this 

                                                
258 Quoted in Mommsen (1995), pg. 82. 
259 Mommsen (1995), pg. 82. 
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colonial business is a sham, but we need it for the elections.”263 Expansionist pressure 

groups began to form during the early 1890s. The Pan-German League, one of the most 

important and most aggressive colonial activist organization, was founded after 

Chancellor Leo con Caprivi acquired Heligoland in exchange for Zanzibar, appearing to 

compromise Germany’s colonial interests and future as a world power.264 German 

historian Hans Delbruck wrote in 1899 that “we want to be a World Power and pursue 

colonial policy in a grand manner. That is certain. Here there can be no step 

backward.”265 Delbruck was only one of a large number of German public intellectuals to 

express the sentiment that “any power wishing to avoid dropping down to the second 

rank would have to pursue a policy of imperialism.”266 

These sentiments were shared by many policymakers – in particular Bulow, 

Tirpitz, and Wilhelm – but also appear to have played a causal role in the pursuit of 

Weltpolitik via domestic pressure.267 Kennedy notes that “it is doubtful whether…Berlin 

cared all that much about the Upper Niger, or the Samoan Islands or even the Congolese 

border; but the significant thing was that other circles obviously did, and that the 

statesmen felt that they had to respond.”268 During the 1898 crisis surrounding 

Portuguese colonial territory, Bulow wrote to Germany’s ambassador in London: 
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If England, seeing that she is once again getting ready to seize silently a 

considerable portion of the African continent, is really disregarding the German 

claim for reciprocity, damage is involved not only to German interests but also to 

the prestige of the Government of His Majesty the German Emperor both at home 

and abroad; and against this Germany would be forced to react with energy.269 

 

In other words, an important motivation for German intervention in this dispute between 

Great Britain and Portugal was protection and enhancement of German prestige, in part to 

avoid the negative domestic political consequences of a perceived insult. The same can 

be said for German intervention in Morocco. Kennedy, again, notes that German leaders 

hoped, in 1905, “to satisfy the general dissatisfaction in nationalist circles that the 

Reich’s interests were being disregarded and her world position undermined without the 

leadership doing anything to ‘stop the rot.’”270 Baron von Holstein, a high-ranking 

official in the Foreign Ministry, wrote in a memorandum in 1904 following the Anglo-

French agreement settling differences over Egypt and Morocco: 

 

Even more alarming would be the injury to Germany’s prestige, if we sat 

still whilst German interests were being dealt with without our taking a part. It is 

the duty of a Great Power not merely to protect its territorial frontiers, but also the 

interests outside them.271 
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Holstein went on that Germany’s intervention against French plans to acquire Morocco 

were “intended to prevent injury to its legitimate interests and dignity” and to avoid an 

outcome that “wounds our dignity as a Great Power.”272 Bulow, in his memoirs, describes 

his intention, in supporting German intervention in Morocco in 1905, to “preserve 

German honor, and improve German prestige.”273 He echoes Holstein in emphasizing 

that the First Moroccan Crisis had been the result of Germany’s response to “an attempt 

to exclude us from a great international decision,” and that “the dignity of our Empire 

could not allow German rights to be ignored.”274 

On the other hand, economic and security interests do not adequately explain the 

pursuit of Weltpolitik. Kagan argues that “Weltpolitik and the naval program, far from 

being to Germany’s practical advantage economically or politically, domestically or 

abroad, were either of little or no value or, more frequently, seriously detrimental.”275 As 

Mommsen notes, business groups had very little interest in colonial expansion, and while 

industrial groups certainly favored the naval arms program, there were other powerful 

economic interest groups that stood to lose from Weltpolitik.276 While Copeland notes in 

passing that there is a strong case to be made that security concerns motivated 

Weltpolitik, it is difficult to see what these could have been in many cases.277 Colonial 

expansion served little security purpose for a great power with primarily continental 

interests, and the naval arms race Germany initiated with the British was the single most 
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important factor in the formation of the Triple Entente.278 By at least 1908, the British 

response to Flottenpolitik – including increased levels of spending and the introduction of 

a whole new class of ship, the Dreadnought 279– had made it clear that Germany would 

not be able to compete with Great Britain for naval supremacy (and thus prevail in a war 

fought at sea), yet the naval arms race continued.280  

An exchange between Bulow and Tirpitz in late 1908 demonstrates not only that 

Bulow – who was generally an ally of Tirpitz and a supporter of Flottenpolitik - 

understood the futility of naval competition with Great Britain, but also shows how 

important the status and domestic political implications of the Imperial navy were. 

During one of many attempts to come to a naval limitation agreement with Great Britain, 

Bulow expressed in a letter to Tirpitz that he feared that Germany’s navy was not and 

would not soon be strong enough to be valuable in a war against the British. He 

suggested that as a result, it might make sense to focus on “improving our coast defences, 

increasing our stock of sea-mines, and creating a strong fleet of submarines, instead of 

concentrating exclusively on increasing the number of battleships, which, as long as we 

continue in a state of recognized inferiority to England, may possibly never be used, 

never inflict injury on the enemy, and so fail to help in bringing about a favourable issue 

in the war.”281 Bulow is remarkably prescient here, as he identifies precisely the problem 

with the German navy as well as the role that it would play when war broke out in 1914. 

Tirpitz, however, would have none of it. His response indicates that one of the most 
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important aspects of fleet-building related to status and its influence on domestic politics. 

Although Tirpitz did include a rebuttal of Bulow’s technical arguments, he leads with and 

seems to emphasize a discussion of the prestige implications of a reduction in Germany’s 

naval building program. He wrote that “my strong objection against this [reduction in 

building speed] is that such an action would be taken both at home and abroad, as a 

retreat before England’s threats, and no explanation could remove this impression,” and 

that “reduction of speed from 4 to 3 in each year would be taken and felt at home and 

abroad as a humiliation for Germany.”282 Regardless of the actual security value of the 

fleet, battleships - and more precisely, the right to build battleships - were status markers, 

and as a result, a German decision to stop the naval race would seem to be a humiliation, 

a failure to achieve the status of ‘world power’ and an admission of inferiority to Great 

Britain. As the Kaiser wrote, “if England will hold out her hand in friendship only on 

condition that we limit our Navy, it is a boundless impertinence and a gross insult to the 

German people and their Emperor.”283 

In short, Weltpolitik did not decrease the likelihood of major war in Europe or 

increase Germany’s chances of prevailing in such a conflict. German colonial 

acquisitions and interventions abroad were motivated in large part by status concerns and 

had little obvious security value. The same can be said for battleship construction, which 

actually hastened the coming of war by harming relations with Great Britain (a trend that 

German leaders understood and sought to reverse at least as early as 1908).284  
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The second point to be made about Weltpolitik is that regardless of the origins of 

the policy (but certainly in large part precisely because the policy was intended to correct 

a condition of status inconsistency), attempts at expansion came to be seen as tests of 

Germany’s prestige, and negative results, given perceptions of status inconsistency 

described above, were potentially extremely dangerous. After the acquisition of 

Kiaochow, for instance, British and Russian opposition made the German position 

uncomfortable, as it threatened to bring Great Britain and Russia together and isolate 

Germany. However, Kennedy notes that, “unable to accept the humiliation of a retreat, 

Berlin stood firm.”285 Similarly, the crisis that developed in the wake of Germany’s 

acquisition of Samoa tested the German leadership’s ability to force other great powers to 

recognize its status. Bulow, in fact, admitted that status was all that was at stake in 

Samoa: “the entire Samoan question has absolutely no material, but an ideal and patriotic 

interest for us.”286 He further wrote, in a telegram to the Kaiser, that he felt Germany’s 

primary concern during the Samoan crisis was “to maintain our prestige in the world 

intact.”287 The issue of status and the ability to correct status inconsistency, was, 

however, so sensitive domestically that Bulow was forced to stand firm yet again. 

Evidence introduced above relating to the German intervention in the Portuguese colonial 

dispute and the First Morocco Crisis, as well Tirpitz’s justification for the continuation of 

the naval building program after 1908 also suggests that German leaders were 

particularly sensitive to the domestic consequences of diplomatic failure and humiliation. 
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This point is crucial as in the next section I argue that the eventual consequence of 

diplomatic failure was the rise of perceptions of status immobility – the belief that status 

enhancement was impossible within the constraints imposed by the status quo – among 

German policymakers and opinion leaders. 

 

The Failure of Weltpolitik and the Rise of Status Immobility 

 

 Between 1897 and 1911, Germany suffered a series of diplomatic defeats that 

eventually convinced opinion leaders and decisionmakers that Weltpolitik was a failure 

and that Germany could not achieve recognition of ‘world power’ status without a radical 

revision of the status quo. The roots of perceptions of status immobility and beliefs about 

the role of Great Britain in blocking German prestige enhancement can actually be traced 

all the way back to 1890. In 1890, as noted above, Chancellor Caprivi negotiated a 

territorial swap with the British in which Germany gained possession of Heligoland, a 

small group of islands in the North Sea, while the British received the rights to various 

German territories and concessions in Africa. 

This agreement was initially viewed as the strategic success that it was, as 

Heligoland provided the Germans with a site for a large, well-located naval base, and the 

agreement in general promised to keep Anglo-German relations relatively warm.288 

However, the Heligoland-Zanzibar Treaty soon came in for harsh criticism by imperialist 

and nationalist interest groups and periodicals. As noted above, the Pan-German League 
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was founded in response, and called the settlement a “colonial sell-out.”289 Although “the 

notion that Britain had inflicted a great and symbolic defeat over an inexperienced 

German diplomacy was to take some time to develop,” future concessions or defeats that 

appeared to compromise Germany’s future as a world power would only intensify the 

belief, born in the wake of Heligoland-Zanzibar, that Germany could not correct its 

condition of status inconsistency in the face of British obstructionism.290 

 In the years after 1890, German foreign policy developed according to a pattern 

that would eventually have disastrous results. Leaders would seek to assert influence 

abroad – by demanding concessions from other states, or seeking to acquire territory 

overseas – and would, in many cases, be opposed by the British (often, but not always, 

for completely justifiable strategic reasons). This would force Germany to accept an 

outcome that failed to meet the expectations German leaders and opinion makers had 

publicly communicated, which in turn convinced leaders and public opinion that 

Germany “was being repeatedly disappointed by London,” and that Weltpolitik was 

failing.291 Diplomatic defeats had this effect in Germany because, as noted in the 

previous section, efforts to expand abroad were seen as tests of Germany’s prestige, and 

failure was seen as confirmation not that Germany did not deserve ‘world power,’ but 

rather that ‘world power’ was being unjustly withheld. 

 The most important diplomatic defeats for Germany after 1897, at least in terms 

of the development of perceptions of status immobility, were its two forays into 

Morocco, in 1905 and 1911. During the first years of the 20th century, France sought to 
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establish a protectorate over northern Morocco. The Anglo-French Entente, signed on 

April 8, 1904, guaranteed British acquiescence to the consolidation of French control in 

Morocco in return for French acquiescence to British control over Egypt. Throughout the 

remainder of 1904 and the early part of 1905, French influence in Morocco increased 

until the French finally demanded control over Morocco’s military and police in 

February, 1905.  

 These developments, which ostensibly threatened German economic interests in 

Morocco, prompted the Kaiser’s landing at Tangier and the First Morocco Crisis. 

However, it is not at all clear that economic or strategic interests were what motivated 

German intervention.292 Indeed, only fifteen years earlier, German Secretary of State 

Baron von Marschall wrote that “from the point of view of purely German interests, an 

increase of French influence in Morocco would be desirable, - in fact, anything that 

draws the attention and strength of France away from our borders.”293 It is difficult to 

believe that in only a decade and a half, German economic and strategic interests in 

Morocco could have grown so rapidly as to justify risking war to protect them. Rather, as 

the evidence presented above – Holstein’s memorandum and Bulow’s memoirs294 – 

suggests, what motivated German intervention was, first, the need to defend its prestige 

and demonstrate its status as a ‘world power’ for the benefit of domestic audiences, and 

second, the desire to humiliate France and thereby split the Anglo-French Entente.295 This 

need for a public, status-enhancing victory helps explain Germany’s refusal to accept a 
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private settlement with France, even after the crisis caused the resignation of anti-German 

and expansionist French foreign minister Theophile Delcasse.296  

Rather, Germany pushed for an international conference to settle the Morocco 

dispute, which was held at Algeciras in 1906. The Algeciras Conference turned out 

disastrously for the Germans, as the British lent strong support to French claims. The 

Algeciras Act was signed on June 7, 1906 and effectively confirmed France’s status in 

Morocco. Geiss notes that this outcome was seen as a “resounding defeat for Germany, 

which attained none of its aims, short-term or long-term, because it had overreached 

itself.”297 The outcome of the Algeciras Conference had the effect of strengthening 

beliefs among German elites that Weltpolitik could not be achieved through cooperation 

with the defenders of the status quo. Berghahn notes that the First Morocco Crisis seemed 

to be “clear proof that Germany was ‘encircled’ by her enemies,” and that a more radical 

policy was necessary if Germany was to achieve its “place in the sun.”298 More 

concretely, German leaders became convinced after Algeciras that international 

mediation was not a viable means through which to achieve diplomatic victories.299 

Even more consequential than the First Morocco Crisis, though, was the Second 

Morocco Crisis. In 1911, a rebellion prompted France to send troops to Fez, ostensibly in 

order to defend its interests and those of all Europeans. Germany responded, once again 

more for reasons having to do with status and its influence on domestic politics than 

economics or security, by sending the gunboat Panther to Agadir. The plan originated 

with the new foreign secretary Kiderlen-Wachter, who hoped that “foreign success would 
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have a favourable effect on the domestic situation,” particularly with Reichstag elections 

looming in 1912.300 Indeed Kiderlen feared the status and domestic political 

consequences of not intervening, for similar reasons as those that had motivated Germany 

to intervene in 1905: “Our public opinion, saving only the Social Democratic Party, 

would reproach the Government severely, if it simply let things in the Shereefian Empire 

go on as they pleased.”301 Bethmann Hollweg concurred: “we are obliged to take 

measures to safeguard our interests if only out of consideration for our own public 

opinion.”302 The sting of the defeat of 1906 also played a role in motivating German 

intervention. Kiderlen argued to the Kaiser that “by seizing a [territorial] pawn, the 

Imperial Government will be placed in a position to give the Morrocan affair a turn 

which could cause the earlier [1905] setbacks to pass into oblivion.”303 Kiderlen 

apparently hoped to force compensation from the French in the form of territorial 

concessions elsewhere304 as “a gesture of respect and a gain in prestige.”305 However, this 

was not how the intervention’s stakes were understood domestically. Rather, much of the 

press and politically aware public believed the aim of the German government to be 

achieving territorial concessions in Morocco.306 This expectation would play a crucial 

role in the domestic effect of the outcome of the crisis. 

The arrival of the Panther off Morocco initially played extremely well in 

Germany. The Kreuzzeitung, a conservative newspaper, commenting on intervention in 
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light of German foreign policy’s recent failures, wrote that “the entire nation breathed a 

sigh of relief as if a bad dream had ended, as if a nightmare of resigned uneasiness was 

being dispelled by the rays of the morning sun.”307 The Rheinisch-Westfalische Zeitung, a 

nationalist paper, commented on Germany’s latest attempt to correct its status 

inconsistent position, writing that Germany had behaved and been treated, “as though we 

were not the most populous nation in Europe, as though we could not base our justified 

claims to power on an army of five million men and on a fleet that is not to be 

despised.”308 Ernst Basserman, the leader of the National Liberal party, wrote to Kiderlen 

that he “welcomed the new ‘active policy’ which acted ‘like a liberation.’”309 These 

sentiments were widespread: the only group that actively opposed the Moroccan 

intervention was the Social Democrats.310 The popularity of the Panzersprung suggests 

two important points: first, broad swaths of the German public were desperate for a 

foreign policy success, in large part due to a growing consciousness of what had up to 

that point been the failure of Weltpolitik to deliver to Germany the enhanced status that 

its material strength suggested it deserved. Second, failure to finally meet the public’s 

high expectations might have enormously consequential effects on the beliefs of elites 

and the public about Germany’s ability to achieve ‘world power’ without radically 

challenging the defenders of the status quo. 

The crisis however did end in failure, or at least this is how it was perceived in 

Germany. On July 21st, David Lloyd George delivered the “Mansion House Address,” in 

which he unequivocally reiterated British support for France. This forced Germany to 
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settle for a compromise in which it affirmed French control over Morocco in return for 

territory along the Congo River.311 Although, as noted above, this was apparently close to 

the outcome Germany’s political leadership hoped for when it intervened in the first 

place, it was seen as a retreat and received extremely poorly at home. After the Morocco 

Treaty was signed on November 4th, German papers, politicians, and nationalist pressure 

groups drew comparisons between Germany’s latest defeat and the Treaty of Olmutz, 

which had been signed by Prussia in 1850 and had the effect of reestablishing Austrian 

primacy in the German Confederation following the nationalist uprisings of 1848.312 

Even the left-wing Liberal paper Vossiche Zeitung suggested the parallel as a way of 

emphasizing Germany’s humiliation.313 

The lesson of Agadir, though, was more specific than the idea that Germany had 

once again been humiliated. The more significant conclusion that many German 

decisionmakers, politicians, and opinion leaders drew was that Weltpolitik could not 

successfully achieve enhanced status for Germany within the constraints of the European 

status quo. According to Strachan, “the frustration at diplomacy’s failure to gain for 

Germany the status its power warranted grew apace.”314 Kennedy notes that one of the 

most important consequences of the failure in 1911 was “the identification of Britain as 

the chief obstacle to German aims.”315 The Agadir fiasco increased nationalist agitation 

and made public opinion increasingly difficult for leaders intent upon pursuing a 
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moderate foreign policy to contend with, as I discuss further in the next section.316 

However, its more important effect was to solidify the belief that Britain would not allow 

Germany to take her “place in the sun” without a “fundamental regrouping of the 

contractual and sentimental relations” in Europe.317 Ernst von Heydebrand, the leader of 

the Conservative party in the Reichstag (and normally a supporter of Chancellor 

Bethmann Hollweg’s foreign policy) announced after the Morocco Treaty was signed, 

that (in reference to Great Britain) “now the German people knows that if it wants to 

spread in the world, if it wants to find its place in the sun to which it is entitled by right 

and by destiny – now it knows who it is who claims the right to decide whether to allow 

this or not.”318 The attempt to achieve the status of ‘world power’ by acquiring status 

markers and securing British recognition had failed by the end of 1911, at least in the 

eyes of many German policymakers, opinion leaders, politicians, and the politically 

aware public.319 

 

Status Immobility and Systemic Revisionism in Germany 

 

 The previous section has shown that by 1911, German decisionmakers and 

opinion leaders had concluded that Weltpolitik had failed and that Germany was unlikely 

to achieve the status of ‘world power’ without a radical change in the European status 

quo. However, this does not demonstrate that the rise of status immobility played a causal 

role in the shift from positional to systemic revisionism after 1911. In order to establish 
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the causal effect of status immobility on Germany’s grand strategic orientation, this 

section traces the effect that perceptions of status immobility had on German foreign 

policy in the period following the Agadir crisis.  

Specifically, I argue that perceptions of status immobility influenced German 

foreign policy in three ways. First, and most generally, the failure of Weltpolitik 

introduced domestic constraints that enhanced the power of the advocates of aggressive, 

risky foreign policies oriented toward overthrowing the European status quo (the military 

and nationalist pressure groups, especially the Pan-Germans and other expansionist 

organizations) and weakened the advocates of moderation (in particular Chancellor 

Bethmann Hollweg). Second, the widespread belief that Great Britain was bent upon 

preventing German status enhancement, in combination with the domestic constraints 

described above, made German cooperation with the British – even when it promised 

important benefits – extremely difficult to justify publicly. Third, and in part due to 

domestic constraints on moderation, the belief that Germany had to effect a “fundamental 

regrouping of the contractual and sentimental relations” in Europe in order to achieve 

‘world power’ prompted Germany’s leadership to plan and make preparations for a bid 

for European hegemony. Taken together, these three changes produced a foreign policy 

increasingly oriented toward radically revising the European status quo and unwilling or 

incapable of taking steps to reassure other states that this was not the case. 

The outcome of the Agadir crisis – along with the realization that Weltpolitik had 

failed – produced a domestic political environment in which advocates of moderation had 

an increasingly difficult time justifying a moderate course in foreign policy against the 
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advocates of aggressive and risky policies.320 This is an important point because it is not 

the case that after 1911 – or even after 1912, or in the summer of 1914 – there were no 

prominent voices within the German government that were advocating restraint.321 In 

fact, the most important political decisionmaker – aside from the Kaiser – in the 

government was one of the strongest advocates of moderation. Theobald von Bethmann 

Hollweg, who replaced Bulow as Chancellor in 1909, sought throughout the pre-war 

period to improve relations with Great Britain and loosen Germany’s continental 

isolation while still pursuing ‘world power’ without hegemonic war.322 Specifically, the 

Chancellor sought to limit Germany’s naval expenditure, “calm France, 

facilitate…rapprochement with England, and…envisage a future resolution of the Balkan 

question more confidently” by normalizing relations with Russia.323 Significantly, it does 

not appear to be the case that Bethmann Hollweg sought to break up the Triple Entente 

because he thought a major European war was inevitable in the near future. Rather, he 

believed that the encirclement of Germany that had emerged during the first decade of the 

20th century and especially since 1911 presented a danger to Germany and an impediment 

to the achievement of its objectives, and sought to improve relations with Great Britain in 

order to avoid a major war.324 Bethmann Hollweg thought that major war was too risky to 

pursue except for “vital interests that cannot be reached without war,”325 in part because, 
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as his secretary Kurt Riezler wrote in his diary, “from a war, regardless of the outcome, 

the chancellor expects a revolution of everything that exists,” including, especially, the 

German socio-political structure.326 Bethmann Hollweg did not, as late as the beginning 

of the summer of 1914, think this threshold had been reached.327 In 1911, Bethmann 

Hollweg wrote in a private letter: “I see a modus vivendi with England… as the order of 

the day,”328 and two years later wrote: 

 

I have had enough of war and bellicose talk and of eternal armaments. It is 

high time that the great nations settle down and pursue peaceful work. Otherwise 

it will certainly come to an explosion, which no one wants and which will hurt 

everyone.329 

 

The Chancellor found it extremely difficult to pursue a moderate course, however, 

because domestic conditions after 1911 weakened his position in relation to that of those 

who preferred an aggressive course. As noted in the previous section, after the Agadir 

disaster, even political groups and media outlets that had in the past supported the 

Chancellor’s moderate course in foreign policy turned on Bethmann Hollweg. After the 

Morocco Treaty was signed and the Reichstag condemned the government as weak and 

cowardly, Bethmann Hollweg wrote that “the Reichstag was undignified and Heydebrand 

leads the Conservatives down demagogic paths…if in our nonparliamentary system the 

government is not even supported by the Conservatives and moderates, then soon there 
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will be nobody left to carry on.”330 The defection of traditional allies “shook the regime 

to its roots: being unable to contemplate a repetition [of the response to the Agadir crisis], 

Bethmann Hollweg began to move further to the right while still denouncing the 

extremists,” according to Kennedy.331 

Bethmann Hollweg’s political weakness with respect to foreign policy manifested 

itself in a number of ways. His battle with Tirpitz over fleet limitations became much 

more difficult to win, as Tirpitz used the outcome of the Agadir crisis in order to 

convince Wilhelm II that slowing the naval program substantially would have negative 

effects for both domestic politics and foreign relations, and in fact that naval construction 

should be accelerated.332 It is telling that Bethmann Hollweg was only able to finally win 

a substantial funding decrease for the navy by throwing his support behind a substantial 

funding increase for the army.333 Bethmann Hollweg also faced an attempted coup 

backed by the Crown Prince and the Pan-German League, and was at various points 

prevented from compromising with other European great powers when it made strategic 

sense to do so because of fear of the domestic ramifications of such a course.334  

The Liman Sanders affair is one good example. In an attempt to conclude an 

alliance with Turkey, General Otto Liman von Sanders was sent to command a Turkish 

army corps in 1913. Bethmann Hollweg was apparently not informed of this action, 

which predictably enraged the Russians, weakened Germany’s international position, and 
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undermined Bethmann Hollweg’s foreign policy.335 Nonetheless, the Chancellor was 

“initially reluctant to make any concessions ‘which, interpreted as a retreat in the face of 

French and Russian threats, would provoke a storm of resentment.’”336 Ultimately the 

crisis was resolved when the General was promoted to a position that did not involve 

direct command over Turkish troops, but the episode demonstrates both Bethmann 

Hollweg’s increasingly limited ability to control foreign policy and the domestic 

constraints on moderation. Kurt Riezler, Bethmann Hollweg’s secretary during the years 

before the outbreak of World War I, wrote that if Bethmann Hollweg attempted to pursue 

a moderate foreign policy, he “would be torn apart by the press jackals of the navy and 

would have emperor, nation, and Reichstag against him.”337  

One crucial result of Bethmann Hollweg’s weakness was an increase in the 

influence of the military, whose preference for an aggressive policy in the form of 

preventive, hegemonic war has been well documented.338 Bethmann Hollweg was 

increasingly incapable of arguing in public or in private (to the Kaiser) that moderation 

was a viable foreign policy option and that European war was not inevitable. While the 

evidence is mixed and in many ways ambiguous, Bethmann Hollweg’s weakness and 

inability to make the case for (or perhaps even seriously consider) moderation may have 

effectively taken one important option – de-escalation and conciliation – off the table as 

the July Crisis reached its peak. It is by no means clear that Bethmann Hollweg preferred 
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major war at the start of the Crisis.339 Rather he, along with Foreign Minister Jagow, 

appears to have preferred a localized Austro-Serbian conflict that would present Russia, 

France, and Great Britain with a fait accompli, thereby avoiding both major war and yet 

another humiliating diplomatic defeat.340 By the end of July, though, once it became clear 

that a localized war was not in the cards (as a result of Austria’s failure to mobilize 

against Serbia before Russia began to mobilize as well), the only way to avoid major war 

would have been for Germany to back down. As Stevenson notes, because of the details 

of German military planning, once Russia had begun to mobilize, German hesitation 
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would “leave no alternative but diplomatic humiliation.”341 Bethmann Hollweg’s 

weakness and the sensitivity to Germany’s history of perceived humiliation would have 

made this a difficult move.342 

The second effect of the perceived failure of Weltpolitik, in large part due to the 

domestic conditions described above, was an aversion among German elites to cooperate 

or even appear to be cooperating with the British, even when such cooperation promised 

to bring Germany tangible strategic benefits. This is a crucial point because, once it 

became clear that Weltpolitik could not succeed without a fundamental alteration of the 

“contractual and sentimental relations” in Europe, there were still, in theory, two options 

for bringing about such an alteration: hegemonic war on one hand, or a policy oriented 

toward improving relations with the British and convincing them to accede to German 

expansion on the other. The second option – which Bethmann Hollweg pursued – proved 

impossible in large part because the Chancellor was unable to appear to be cooperating 

with the British for fear of seeming to be taken advantage of. 

As noted above, one of the important lessons that German policymakers drew 

from the 1906 Algeciras conference was that international cooperation was not a viable 

means for securing ‘world power.’343 This lesson was reinforced in 1911 when it became 

clear to many that the British were bent on preventing Germany from achieving its ‘place 

in the sun.’ After this point, Bethmann Hollweg was unable or unwilling to openly 

cooperate with the British, even when it was in Germany’s interests to do so. The 
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Haldane Mission, for instance, during which the British War Minister visited Germany in 

an attempt to negotiate a naval arms limitation agreement, failed in part because it would 

have been very difficult for the government to publicly justify an agreement with the 

British that appeared to undermine its claim to the right to possess a strong navy.344  

More significantly, Berlin and London did negotiate a secret agreement over 

territorial concessions in Angola and Mozambique, which ultimately failed because 

Bethmann Hollweg could not agree to a British request that the agreement be announced 

publicly, for fear that the settlement would be viewed domestically as too conciliatory.345 

Foreign Minister Gottlieb von Jagow wrote concerning the publication of the agreement 

that “there is no security that a storm of anger may not burst forth in Germany, which will 

scarcely contribute to improve our relations with England or to strengthen the 

Government’s prestige.”346 There were also promising developments surrounding the 

Baghdad railway project, the Belgian Congo, and oil exploration in the Persian Gulf. 

However, as Mommsen notes, “the government did not dare make these developments 

known publicly…because it was afraid that in the prevailing climate of nationalism and 

grossly inflated expectations they would be seen as too paltry and too uncertain of 

success.”347 These diplomatic failures, or, more precisely, the German government’s 

inability – due to domestic constraints arising from the perceived British role in the 

failure of Weltpolitik – to publicize what were in fact diplomatic successes, “weakened 

the claims of the pro-English party in Berlin that they could secure substantial territorial 
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benefits by working with London.”348 This inability, due to perceptions of status 

immobility, to work with or appear to be working with the British may also explain the 

German government’s aversion to any possibility of international or British-led mediation 

during the July Crisis.349 Such an outcome would have been seen as yet another 

diplomatic humiliation, a retreat, which was unthinkable in Berlin after 1911.350 

The final consequence of the perception that Weltpolitik had failed by 1911 was 

an increased willingness among German policymakers to plan and prepare for a 

hegemonic war, and bear the costs and risks such preparations entailed. This was, again, 

in part the result of the weakness of the advocates of moderation relative to those 

elements within the German decisionmaking structure who preferred preventive war, and 

in part the result of the apparent inability of a policy of moderation to achieve the 

conditions necessary for the achievement of ‘world power.’ 

 December 8, 1912 is often cited as a crucial turning point in German foreign 

policy. This was the date of the Kaiser’s famous ‘War Council,’ the meeting Wilhelm II 

held with his military leadership during which, according to some scholars, Germany 

decided to launch a major war within eighteen months.351 It is not clear that this was in 

fact the outcome of the meeting, but at the very least, it is clear that the ‘War Council’ 

demonstrates an increased concern with planning and preparing for major war in 
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Europe.352 The Kaiser ordered a major increase in funding for the army and directed 

Germany’s political leadership to prepare public opinion for a war with Russia 

(apparently he was concerned about the reaction of workers, many of whom were 

politically oriented toward the Social Democrats).353  

There are three important points to make about this meeting. The first is that it 

was not called for any strategically intelligible reason. The Kaiser had not just become 

aware of any particular military-strategic factor that made it necessary to plan for major 

war. Rather, the Kaiser called the meeting after being told of a conversation that British 

War Minister Haldane had with German ambassador to Britain Max von Lichnowsky 

(which in itself was a response to a speech Bethmann Hollweg had made six days earlier 

in front of the Reichstag reiterating German support for Austria at the height of the First 

Balkans War) in which Haldane expressed England’s determination to intervene against 

Germany in any conflict involving France and Russia.354 This was, crucially, not new 

information, as Bethmann Hollweg noted later: “Haldane’s communication…only 

affirmed what we have long known: now as before England follows a policy of balance 

of power and therefore will stand up for France if the latter is in danger of being 

annihilated by us.”355 What motivated the Kaiser to call the ‘War Council,’ then, was not 

a new piece of information, but rather an extreme sense of anger at yet another sign of 

British obstructionism. Wilhelm wrote, after hearing of Haldane’s warning, that England 

was “so deeply envious and hateful of us, for that reason other powers may not defend 

their interests with the sword,” and that it was “jealousy, fear of our incipient greatness” 
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that motivated Britain’s intervention.356 The Kaiser’s anger reportedly lasted for several 

days.357 Whatever the ‘War Council’ was then, it was not a clear-eyed strategy session. It 

seems, on the other hand, to have been an emotional reaction to a reminder of British 

obstructionism on the part of the Kaiser. 

The second important point to note about the ‘War Council’ is that it 

demonstrated the increased influence of the military and the difficulty Bethmann 

Hollweg had in attempting to control foreign policy after 1911. Bethmann Hollweg was 

excluded from the ‘War Council’ and “denounced the impromptu meeting as an 

impetuous creation of fear.”358 The Chancellor understood the ‘War Council’ as a serious 

threat to his foreign policy, in that it might “make the [Anglo-French] bond unbreakable.” 

He also feared that news of war preparations might become public, seriously threatening 

his ability to pursue a moderate course.359 In short, Bethmann Hollweg did not think that 

such preparations were warranted by international conditions, as “England has worked 

closely and loyally with us and has succeeded in claming Russia,” and resented Moltke 

and Tirpitz for attempting to commit the Kaiser to military funding increases behind his 

back.360 Nevertheless, the best Bethmann Hollweg could do to rein in the military 

leadership, given domestic conditions and the Kaiser’s state of mind, was to attempt to 

control naval expenditures in order to reduce tensions with the British. 

The third point to make with respect to the ‘War Council’ is that it should not in 

itself be understood as a policy shift but rather as the product of a change in grand 
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strategic orientation that had developed over the course of the previous year. After the 

failure of the Second Morocco Crisis, many German policymakers and opinion leaders 

had concluded that Germany would have to drastically change the European status quo, 

through a major war, before it could achieve ‘world power.’361 Geiss notes that after the 

failure of the Agadir intervention, “the press and publicists spoke openly, the government 

secretly, about preparing for the great war, which was thought to be unavoidable.”362 

Riezler wrote that it was now “clear that the world-political freedom of manoeuvre of the 

German Empire will be the greater the more independent its continental position is from 

the constellation of the great powers.”363 Hans Plehn, an advocate of moderation, 

reported in 1913 that “in the years since the last Morocco crisis the feeling in the German 

nation has become almost universally accepted that only through a great European war 

could we fight for a free hand in our world political activity.”364 

These sentiments, clearly related to the failure of Weltpolitik to achieve enhanced 

status for Germany since 1897, reflected a new strategic concept that became popular in 

Germany after 1911. Berghahn describes this concept as “the idea of attaining the ‘place 

in the sun’ in two stages.”365 The first stage involved drastically altering the European 

status quo by achieving hegemony on the continent; only then would Germany be free to 

achieve ‘world power.’366 This new focus on European expansion – Kontinentalpolitik, 

                                                
361 Fischer (1961), pg. 38. 
362 Geiss (1976), pg. 136. 
363 Berghahn (1973), pg. 133. 
364 Quoted in Thompson (1980), pg. 23. 
365 Berghahn (1973), pg. 155. 
366 In early 1912, the concept of Mitteleuropa, a pan-European economic and political 
bloc under German leadership, became popular among the German leadership, including 
with the Kaiser. Mitteleuropa – European hegemony – ultimately was included as a major 



 131 

but a more aggressive form than that pursued by Bismarck prior to 1890 – explains, in 

part, the shift in military resources from the navy to the army after 1911, as well as the 

new willingness to contemplate, plan, and prepare for major war in Europe.367 Not all of 

Germany’s leadership accepted the necessity of major war to achieve ‘world power,’ as 

the above discussion of Bethmann Hollweg should make clear, and there was nothing 

inherently expansionist or revolutionary about focusing on European politics rather than 

overseas expansion.  However, as a number of historians note, the increased emphasis on 

land power and strength on the continent, in combination with the demand for ‘world 

power’ and the inability to achieve it by working with the British, suggested major war as 

a way forward.368 It was this stark vision that the advocates of moderation were unable to 

successfully resist. As Strachan notes, “Germany did not in the end go to war in pursuit 

of Weltpolitik. But the conduct of Weltpolitik, and the setbacks which it entailed, 

contributed to its sense of humiliation, beleaguerment, and fatalism in 1914.”369 

To summarize, the rise of perceptions of status immobility after 1911 convinced 

some policymakers and opinion leaders that Germany could only achieve its ‘place in the 

sun’ by drastically altering the European status quo. It simultaneously deprived the 

advocates of moderation of the rhetorical and political resources necessary to 

successfully check the influence of the more aggressive elements within Germany’s 

decisionmaking structure. The result was a rising state that was either unwilling or unable 
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to pursue a moderate foreign policy oriented toward reassuring the defenders of the status 

quo. 

 

Alternative Explanations 

 

 This section considers two prominent alternative explanations for Wilhelmine 

Germany’s bid for hegemony: John Mearsheimer’s offensive realism and Dale 

Copeland’s dynamic differentials theory. Both theories focus on security and material 

capabilities as the primary causes of Germany’s increasing aggression and willingness to 

run the risk of major war after 1911. I argue, however, that status immobility provides a 

more complete explanation than either rising power or fears of relative decline for 

German grand strategic orientation in the years leading up to World War I. 

 

Offensive Realism 

 

 Mearsheimer argues that because states can never be sure of their neighbors’ 

future capabilities or intentions, the only way to ensure security is to maximize power.370 

The implication is that all states are inherently dissatisfied, but that they only behave 

aggressively when the opportunity to do so exists. More specifically, Mearsheimer 

suggests that states should be expected to launch bids for hegemony when leaders 

calculate that there is a reasonable probability of success.371 He goes on to explain 

Germany’s behavior during the first decade and a half of the 20th century in these terms. 
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Mearsheimer notes that by 1903, Germany “controlled a larger percentage of European 

industrial might than did any other state, including the United Kingdom, and the German 

army was the most powerful in the world.”372 As a result, Germany after 1903 should be 

considered a potential hegemon, and its behavior – including the naval arms race with 

Britain, the pursuit of Weltpolitik, and the decision to provoke a major war in 1914 – can 

be understood as an attempt to make that potential hegemony real and thereby ensure its 

security “for the foreseeable future.”373 

 There are several problems with this explanation for German grand strategy prior 

to 1914. First, and most obviously, Germany did not take advantage of a number of 

excellent opportunities to win a major war in Europe after 1903.374 Most puzzling is the 

decision not to launch a bid for hegemony in 1905, while the Russians were preoccupied 

with the Japanese, the French were ill prepared for war, and the British had yet to 

stabilize relations with Russia by signing the Anglo-Russian Entente.375 Significantly, 

prominent military leaders – who probably had a better conception of Germany’s military 

capabilities relative to its rivals than did the political leadership – understood the 

opportunity presented by the 1905 crisis and advocated war. According to a number of 

historians, Chief of the General Staff Alfred von Schlieffen pushed for war in 1905 and 

“regretted that such a favourable situation was allowed to pass.”376 First adjutant to the 

Chief of the General Staff Wilhelm von Dommes made a similar calculation. He reported 
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that “I repeatedly asked my Chiefs… whether it would not be far better to rebuff the 

impositions of our opponents and to let things develop into a conflict.”377 He was told 

that “His Majesty would never be in favor of a preventive war.”378 Mearsheimer himself 

notes that the failure of Germany’s political leadership to seriously consider war in 1905 

is an “anomaly” for offensive realism, but does not attempt to explain it.379 Status 

immobility theory suggests, on the other hand, that German political leaders did not 

seriously contemplate hegemonic war in 1905 because they still believed that ‘world 

power’ could be achieved without such a radical and risky challenge to the status quo. It 

was not until after 1911 that this option appeared to have been removed from the realm of 

possibility. 

 Second, one of the most crucial pieces of evidence for an offensive realist 

interpretation of Wilhelmine grand strategy – the 1912 ‘War Council’ – does not support 

the claim that German leaders coolly plotted to launch a hegemonic war in response to a 

new consciousness that such a course could succeed. As noted above, the Kaiser did not 

call the meeting with his military leadership on December 8 because he had received new 

information suggesting that Germany could win a hegemonic war. Rather, he called the 

meeting out of anger after being reminded of Britain’s determination to prevent German 

hegemony. If anything, this should have convinced the Kaiser that hegemonic war would 

be more difficult to win (if Haldane’s warning had constituted new information, which, 

as suggested above, it did not), not that an opportunity existed to achieve regional 

hegemony. In short, the 1912 ‘War Council,’ which is important empirical support for 
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any account of World War I that emphasizes Germany’s aggressive intentions, does not 

support an offensive realist interpretation of the development of German grand strategy. 

 Third, Mearsheimer suggests that Germany’s fleet construction, pursuit of 

Weltpolitik, and pursuit of European hegemony can all be interpreted as parts of a 

security-motivated effort to maximize power. This is a problematic claim not only 

because it is far from obvious that German security was at stake in its expansion into the 

south Pacific or central Africa or in its efforts to exert influence in Morocco380; or 

because Germany’s naval race with Great Britain was ultimately one of the most 

important factors in the deterioration of Anglo-German relations and, as a result, German 

security381; but also because there was a clear shift in orientation after 1911 from an 

emphasis on overseas expansion to an emphasis on European hegemony.382 In other 

words, Germany sought to challenge the status quo throughout the period between 1897 

and 1914, which is consistent or at least congruent with the very broad claims that 

offensive realists make about the relationship between increasing power and expansion. 

However, Germany’s challenge to the status quo proceeded according to two very 

different strategic concepts during this period. Prior to 1911, Germany pursued a policy 

intended to increase its prestige without fundamentally challenging the status quo, by 

acquiring colonies and building a strong navy. After 1911, Germany turned its attention 

to pursuing European hegemony. While offensive realism cannot explain this shift (it is 

not, for instance, the case that increasing power caused the shift toward continental 
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hegemony: after all, Germany was already a potential hegemon in 1903), the concept of 

status immobility can, as I showed above. 

 Fourth, it is not at all clear that German leaders were unanimously committed to 

provoking major war even as late as July 1914. This is a crucial point for an offensive 

realist account of German grand strategy, which must show that Germany initiated World 

War I as a bid for European hegemony. While Mearsheimer argues that the German 

leadership’s objective in 1914 “was to defeat Germany’s great-power rivals decisively 

and redraw the map of Europe to ensure German hegemony for the foreseeable future,” in 

a footnote he himself notes that “at the start of the crisis in July 1914, Germany wanted a 

local war in the Balkans involving Austria-Hungary and Serbia.”383  

However, the reality of the situation was even more complicated. Although 

Lieber, following Mombauer, argues that the German civilian leadership’s preferences 

mirrored those of the military leadership and were oriented toward continental war 

throughout the crisis, the evidence seems at odds with this claim.384 In fact, while 
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Germany’s military leadership – in particular Chief of the General Staff Moltke – 

preferred a preventive war against Russia and France, Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg 

seems to have preferred a localized conflict between Austria and Serbia that would 

present Europe’s great powers with a fait accompli before foreign diplomatic or military 

intervention threatened to impose a humiliating diplomatic defeat on Germany.385 On 

July 5, the Kaiser told Bethmann Hollweg that “we should use all means to work against 

the growth of an Austro-Serbian controversy into an international war,” and Bethmann 

Hollweg reported that “these views of the Kaiser correspond to my own.”386 This 

preference to localize conflict may explain Germany’s pressure on Austria to launch a 

war against Serbia as quickly as possible. Riezler – who Thompson suggests was one of 

Bethmann Hollweg’s primary foreign policy advisors – wrote on July 11 that the ideal 

outcome would be “a quick fait accompli and then turn to the Entente in a friendly 

manner, that way the shock can be endured. And then with good and overwhelming 

material which permits no objections to speak out against the Serbian intrigues.”387 

Throughout July, Germany’s ambassador, Heinrich von Tschirsky, “continued to urge 

Austria to take rapid action against Serbia,”388 and Austrian decisionmakers understood 

these urgings to be motivated by the fear “that foreign powers might interfere.”389 If 

German leaders had wanted to ensure that France and Russia would become involved 
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from the start, the preference for quick Austrian action and the hope for a fait accompli 

make little sense. 

As the crisis went on, however, it became clear that Germany’s options were 

limited to major war or compromise (since Austria’s hesitation to mobilize quickly 

against Serbia took Bethmann Hollweg’s preferred outcome off the table). The question, 

then, regarding the origins of World War I, is why German leaders opted for major war 

over compromise. Offensive realism’s answer to this question is unsatisfactory: it is not 

the case, according to Mearsheimer himself, that German leaders entered the July Crisis 

intent upon provoking major war. Status immobility, on the other hand, does provide an 

answer: Bethmann Hollweg’s inability to accept diplomatic defeat, combined with his 

domestic weakness, militated against the compromise option and placed increasing 

influence in the hands of Moltke and the generals.390 

 In short, offensive realism’s account of German foreign policy during the 

Wilhelmine period raises a number of problems that the concept of status immobility 

explains. Status immobility explains why German leaders did not seriously consider 

hegemonic war until after 1911 and why German expansion proceeded according to two 

such drastically different patterns during the pre-1914 period. It also contributes to a 

more convincing account of German decisionmaking during the July Crisis than does 

offensive realism. 

 

Dynamic Differentials Theory 
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 Dale Copeland argues, contrary to offensive realism, that states are most likely to 

launch major wars not when they perceive opportunity to achieve hegemony, but rather 

when they fear deep and inevitable relative decline and the opportunity exists, due to the 

current distribution of capabilities and polarity of the system, to prevail in a major 

preventive war.391 Copeland argues that Germany’s behavior prior to 1914 can be 

understood as the preparation to launch a preventive war to forestall the rise of Russia. 

German leaders “after 1904 began to see Germany as the militarily preponderant state in 

the system. Yet the long-standing fear remained the growth of Russia,” and it was this 

fear that prompted German planning for major war in the years prior to 1914 and 

provocation of major war in July of that year.392 In fact, Copeland goes so far as to claim 

that “security was the only key objective motivating those leaders responsible for the 

critical decisions” that resulted in the First World War.393 

 This is a bold claim that presents a strong challenge to status immobility theory, 

which proposes that non-security factors related to status played an important role in 

motivating Germany’s grand strategic orientation during the Wilhelmine years. However, 

there are a number of problems with Copeland’s account of German foreign policy 

during the years leading up to 1914. First, like Mearsheimer, Copeland attributes to 

Germany’s decisionmakers a great deal more homogeneity than actually existed with 

respect to the question of preventive war. Certainly Moltke and the army leadership 

thought that Germany should fight a war “the sooner the better,” before developments in 
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Russia rendered the Schlieffen Plan obsolete.394 But there was, in fact, a great deal of 

variation in the attitudes of key decisionmakers and what motivated them to behave the 

way they did between 1911 and 1914. As noted above, Bethmann Hollweg (while he 

certainly understood the long-term threat associated with the rise of Russia) was not 

convinced of the necessity of major, European war even as late as July 1914.395 The ‘War 

Council’ of December 8, which plays a major role in Copeland’s account of Wilhelmine 

foreign policy, was not motivated by new information about the rise of Russia, but rather 

by the Kaiser’s anger at British obstructionism.396 There were, in addition, good reasons 

to think that Germany’s position might improve in the future, as Hugo Stinnes, Max 

Warburg and other industrialists and bankers tried to convince the Kaiser.397 Riezler, 

Bethmann Hollweg’s secretary and advisor, wrote in 1913 of the advantages that a rising 

state, such as Germany, enjoyed, since it could “postpone conflicts with calm assurance 

and tell itself that the position of its people must improve according to elementary natural 

necessity.”398 

 Second, if German foreign policy between 1911 and 1914 was truly entirely 

motivated by security concerns related to the rise of Russia, there were a number of steps 

that should have been taken that carried the potential to contain Russia without incurring 

the costs and running the risks associated with world war.399 Most obviously, Germany 

                                                
394 Rohl (1987), pg. 163. 
395 See Jarausch (1972), chapter 6 and MacDonogh (2000), chapter 13. 
396 See Copeland’s (2000) discussion beginning on pg. 65. 
397 Herwig (2003), pp. 170-171. AJP Taylor (1954) argues that Germany would have 
achieved “mastery of Europe” anyway had war not broken out in 1914. 
398 Ruedorffer (1914), pg. 232. 
399 Kaufman (2001) makes a similar point. One potential mistake was the abandonment of 
an alternative to the “Schlieffen Plan” in 1913. This alternative envisioned Germany 
fighting an offensive against Russia while simply defending against the French in the 



 141 

should have immediately halted its naval building program and worked to improve 

relations with Great Britain. This was exactly what Bethmann Hollweg attempted to do, 

as noted above. That he was ultimately prevented from pursuing a course that would have 

made so much sense given fears of a rising Russia suggests that Copeland’s account of 

German foreign policy is not complete: it cannot explain the failure to work with the 

British to balance against or at least contain a rising Russia. Indeed, Copeland notes that 

German leaders perceived Russia as a major long-term threat at least as early as 1887: 

why, then, pursue Weltpolitik, at the risk of alienating the British, at all?400 And if what 

ultimately motivated preventive war was a new appreciation of Russian power after 1912, 

why not pursue a moderate course with respect to the British after that point?401 

Significantly, it was not the case that the Anglo-Russian entente was iron-clad, even just 

before war erupted. Kagan notes that “in 1914, Britain had more serious disagreements 
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with Russia, chiefly about Persia, than with Germany.”402 The Germans might have been 

able to use these fissures, in combination with an effort to signal restraint and draw 

British attention to Russian growth, to convince the British to help contain the Russians. 

Status immobility provides one explanation for their failure to do so: Bethmann Hollweg 

was unable to cooperate with Great Britain because of the elite perceptions and domestic 

environment that the Second Morocco Crisis produced. 

  Third, from a theoretical rather than an empirical perspective, Glaser argues that 

preventive war is only a rational response to decline for a greedy or revisionist state.403 

This is because major war carries costs that only make sense to incur if the state that 

bears them stands to gain more from victory than a mere defense of the status quo. 

Rather, preventive war makes sense if the state that fears decline has revisionist 

intentions and perceives that a window of opportunity to achieve its objectives is closing 

rapidly. This suggests that fears of decline are not enough to explain Germany’s decision 

to launch a bid for hegemony after 1911. Decline clearly played an important role: it is 

much of what motivated Germany’s military leadership to push for war, and it may 

explain the urgency German leaders felt to achieve hegemony before Russia grew 

powerful enough to prevent such an outcome. However, the fear of decline itself cannot 

in theory and does not empirically account for Germany’s systemic revisionist grand 

strategic orientation – for the impetus to achieve hegemony – after 1911. Status 

immobility, on the other hand, can explain the origins of Germany’s foreign policy 

orientation in the years prior to 1914.
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CHAPTER 4: STATUS IMMOBILITY AND SYSTEMIC REVISIONISM IN 

TAISHO/SHOWA JAPAN 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter traces the influence of status immobility on variation in Taisho and 

early Showa Japan’s grand strategic orientation. Between the end of the First World War 

and 1931, Japanese foreign policy was characterized by a firm if domestically contested 

commitment to internationalism and accommodation. Japan sought territorial and 

economic expansion as well as status enhancement within the limits set by the Paris 

Peace Conference and subsequent Washington Treaties. During the years after 1931, 

Japanese foreign policy exhibited a markedly lower concern with reassuring the Western 

great powers and an increased willingness to challenge the foundations of the 

international status quo and achieve hegemony in East Asia without regard for the 

diplomatic consequences. I argue that while a number of factors, including especially the 

institutional interests and prerogatives of the Japanese military and genuine (if not 

necessarily valid) security concerns on the part of some actors, contributed to this 

outcome, the shift in Japan’s grand strategic orientation cannot be adequately understood 

without reference to elite and popular perceptions that Japan suffered from a situation of 

status inconsistency that could not be redressed within the limits of the international 

status quo. 

The chapter proceeds as follows. The next section discusses the significance of 

the Japanese case for status immobility theory and the study of revisionism. The third 
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section briefly outlines status immobility theory’s observable implications for the 

Japanese case. The next section presents a brief overview of Japanese foreign policy 

during the period in question, emphasizing the shift in grand strategic orientation that 

took place during the years after 1931. The fifth and sixth sections establish the 

importance of international status for Japanese leaders and document the rise of 

perceptions of status immobility, paying particular attention to the role of race. The 

subsequent section traces the effect of status immobility on Japanese foreign policy, 

focusing both on its influence on the development of systemically revisionist ideas and 

ideologies among nationalist groups and individual elites, and on its role in producing 

domestic constraints on actors opposed to revisionist policies after 1931. The final 

section considers two alternative explanations for the shift in Japanese foreign policy and 

argues that status immobility does a better job explaining this shift than either a realist 

approach based on security concerns or an approach based on the interests of domestic 

actors and the process of domestic coalition-building. 

 

Why Japan? 

 

 Japan makes sense as a case against which to test a theory of revisionism for 

reasons similar to those discussed in the previous chapter with respect to Wilhelmine 

Germany. While Wilhelmine Germany appears to be a “crucial case” because it is 

characterized by conditions that make offensive realism likely to successfully explain the 

outcome, Taisho/Showa Japan is a “most likely” case for theories revolving around the 
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interests of domestic actors and the way in which those interests merge during the process 

of coalition-building. 

 Japan is a most likely case for theories relating revisionist foreign policies to 

domestic interests and logrolling because it was characterized, throughout its post-Meiji 

and pre-1945 history, by a strong, relatively autonomous military that was able to 

“hijack” the state to pursue its organizational and ideological interests.404 In fact, while 

Snyder claims that the logrolled interests of domestic actors can explain overexpansion in 

Wilhelmine Germany as well, he argues that this is far more the case for Japanese foreign 

policy during the 1930s.405 Characteristics of the Japanese state during the period in 

question – including late industrial development leading to cartelization and the 

military’s institutional right to command authority independent of the cabinet or Diet – 

support this perspective.406 So does a cursory examination of the history of Japanese 

foreign policy prior to 1945, which reveals serious conflict between military and civilian 

leaders as early as the 1870s over the issue of a potential expedition to conquer Korea, 

and instances of the military pushing the bounds of civilian control over foreign policy in 

the Siberian expedition of 1918-22, the Tsinan Incident and the assassination of Chang 

Tso-Lin in 1928, agitation related to the London Naval Treaty negotiations in 1930, the 

Manchurian Incident of 1931, and a series of domestic assassinations and coup attempts 

throughout the 1920s and 1930s.407 It seems likely then, that Japanese revisionism after 

1931 might easily be explicable simply as the result of a domestic institutional structure 

that allowed actors with aggressive interests to control the policymaking apparatus of the 
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state. If, on the other hand, in the face of such a seemingly easy case for domestic 

interests and logrolled coalitions, I find evidence that casts doubt on the causal 

sufficiency of these factors and suggests that perceptions of status immobility contributed 

to the outcome, this should increase confidence in status immobility’s role as a cause of 

systemic revisionism while suggesting that monocausal domestic political explanations 

are inadequate. 

 Taisho/Showa Japan is a useful and interesting case for two additional reasons. 

First, like Wilhelmine Germany, 1930s Japan is one of the clearest and most important 

examples of a rising state challenging the international status quo in the modern world. 

As such, it is an important case for a theory purporting to explain this sort of behavior to 

be able to make sense of. Second, historians writing about Japan during this period 

frequently make passing reference to the influence of race and status on Japanese foreign 

policy without digging much deeper.408 Employing qualitative methods to closely trace 

the process by which status and racial concerns might have contributed to Japan’s shift 

away from internationalism after 1931 puts these assertions to the test in a way that they 

have not yet been. 

 

Observable Implications 

 

 If status immobility influenced Japan’s shift toward systemic revisionism after 

1931, what evidence should exist in the empirical record? What are the observable 

implications of status immobility theory in this case? First, there should be evidence that 

                                                
408 This has been one of the most frustrating aspects of reviewing the literature on 
Japanese foreign policy during this period. See Pyle (2007), and Lauren (1988). 
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Japanese leaders and the Japanese public actively assessed and cared about Japan’s 

relative standing in the international hierarchy of prestige. Furthermore, there should be 

evidence that Japan’s leadership before 1931 sought to enhance its international social 

status in response to perceptions that Japan’s standing in the international system was 

lower than it should have been given the status markers or attributes (level of domestic 

political or economic development, for instance, or relative military power) that Japan 

had achieved. To be clear, this is not to say that all of Japanese foreign policy has to have 

been motivated by a desire to enhance status, only that there must be a clear indication 

that status was an important concern for Japanese leaders and the public, and that Japan 

pursued policies intended, at least in part, to correct status inconsistency. 

 Second there should be evidence that Japanese leaders and the public increasingly 

came to believe that Japan could not achieve enhanced status while working within an 

order established and dominated by Western great powers. Perceptions of status 

immobility should increase in the aftermath of crises and other events that were 

interpreted as examples of unjust, unfair, or hypocritical treatment of Japan on the part of 

the Western great powers. 

 Third, there should be evidence that perceptions of status immobility played some 

role in the development of anti-foreign sentiment and a preference for aggressive 

expansion when such sentiments and preferences developed. In other words, there should 

be evidence that nationalist and militarist interest groups, thinkers, and leaders in Japan 

developed plans and preferences for policies oriented toward overthrowing the 

international status quo at least in part in response to perceptions of unjust, unfair, or 

hypocritical treatment of Japan by Western powers. 
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 Finally, there should be evidence that widespread perceptions of status immobility 

constrained leaders in favor of accommodation or reassurance from pursuing these 

objectives, and ultimately advantaged the advocates of systemic revisionism to such an 

extent that the pursuit of a foreign policy oriented toward accommodation and 

reassurance became politically impossible. More specifically, there should be evidence 

that leaders who preferred a foreign policy of accommodation or reassurance made 

decisions at odds with these preferences in response to domestic pressure linked to status 

immobility, and that leaders opposed to accommodation and reassurance used the rhetoric 

of status immobility to make their case. 

 

Summary of the Case 

 

 Like Wilhelmine German foreign policy, Japanese foreign policy underwent two 

broad shifts during the Taisho and early Showa period.409 While the substantive nature of 

the first shift in Japanese foreign policy – a correction toward reassurance occurring in 

the wake of the First World War – appears to stand in stark contrast to the nature of the 

shift in German foreign policy that took place between 1890 and 1897, the nature of the 

second shift in Japanese foreign – away from reassurance after 1931 – is strikingly 

similar to the second shift in Germany foreign policy after 1911. In fact, as I will show 

subsequently, the Japanese shift toward reassurance can be understood in part as an 

                                                
409 See Samuels (2007), ch. 1 for an overview of shifts in Japanese grand strategy. While 
Samuels defines the second shift as an affirmative commitment to the “Konoye 
Consensus” in 1938, I identify the abandonment of Shidehara diplomacy between 1931 
and 1933 as the critical juncture during which the dominance of actors with highly 
revisionist preferences was made possible, and the moderate alternative was discredited. 
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attempt at status enhancement under altered normative circumstances and is thus more 

similar to the German policy of Weltpolitik than it seems. In short, Japanese foreign 

policy between the end of World War I and 1931 was, like German foreign policy 

between 1897 and 1911, characterized by a drive for economic, territorial, and status 

enhancement within the constraints of the international status quo embodied in the rules 

set out at the Paris Peace Conference and the Washington Conference. Like German 

foreign policy after 1911, Japanese foreign policy after 1931 shifted away from 

reassurance and toward expansion relatively unconstrained by concerns about diplomatic 

consequences. 

 Japanese leaders saw the First World War as an “unprecedented opportunity” to 

expand Japan’s resource base and its international prestige.410 After declaring war on 

Berlin in August, 1914, Japan seized German territory on the Shantung peninsula, 

including Tsingtao, as well as Germany’s Pacific Island possessions (the Marianas, 

Caroline, and Marshall Islands). Japan also took advantage of the Western colonial 

powers’ preoccupation with European affairs to attempt to solidify its position vis a vis 

China by demanding that the Chinese extend Japan’s leases on the Liaotung Peninsula 

and the territory of the South Manchurian Railway (originally acquired from Russia by 

the terms of the Treaty of Portsmouth), expand the rights of Japanese citizens in 

Manchuria, expand the rights of Japanese businesses and the state in the rest of China, 

and transfer to Japan Germany’s lease on the Shantung Peninsula.411 Finally, Japan 

                                                
410 Burkman (2008), pg. 4. 
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sought to shore up its northern frontier by using the Russian Civil War as a pretext to 

introduce significant numbers of troops to Russia north of Manchuria.412 

 It soon became clear that Japan’s active expansion during and just after the First 

World War had created suspicion among the Western powers and caused Japan to 

become isolated.413 Prime Minister Hara Takashi responded by taking steps that produced 

a definite shift toward a policy of reassurance.414 Japanese troops were withdrawn from 

Siberia, Japan joined the League of Nations and participated fully in the Washington 

Conference, and eventually returned Shantung to Chinese control. Throughout the 1920s, 

Japan pursued what became known as Shidehara diplomacy (after two-time foreign 

minister and post-World War II Prime Minister Shidehara Kijuro), which was 

characterized by an effort to consolidate and expand Japanese economic interests in 

Manchuria and China while simultaneously fostering good relations with the Western 

great powers.415 Even when Shidehara was not in office – from 1927 to 1929 – Japan did 

not seriously depart from this course.416 

 It was only during the years after 1931 that Shidehara diplomacy was abandoned 

and replaced by a foreign policy oriented toward aggressive expansion without regard for 

the consequences in terms of Japan’s relations with the United States and Great Britain. 

Although the Manchurian Incident itself (as an unauthorized operation on the part of the 

Kwantung Army) cannot accurately be described as a policy shift, Japan’s subsequent 

                                                
412 Ibid., pp. 158-163. 
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(1978), ch. 1; and Lindeman (2008). 
416 Nish (1977), ch. 8. 
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dramatic withdrawal from the League of Nations in 1933 certainly can.417  In the 

following years, Japan withdrew from the Washington and London Naval Treaties, as 

well as the Second London Naval Conference.418 In addition, during the years after 1933, 

Japanese advocates of reassurance had an increasingly difficult time pursuing their 

preferred policies, as Japan’s decisionmaking apparatus fell under the control of 

individuals and groups committed to expansion at all costs. The military – and especially 

aggressive elements within the military – gained influence, as did political leaders in 

favor of radical revisionism and opposed to reassurance.419 

 The shift in Japanese foreign policy after 1931, which can be understood as a shift 

from positional revisionism (an attempt to enhance Japan’s economic, territorial, and 

status position within the constraints of the international status quo) to systemic 

revisionism (a policy oriented toward expanding without regard for the diplomatic 

consequences and ultimately creating a new East Asian regional order), is the focus of 

this chapter. I argue that Japan’s withdrawal from the international order and subsequent 

attempt to overthrow it was in part a consequence of widespread perceptions within 

Japan’s elite and public that the status quo was unjust, unfair, and ultimately would not 

accommodate Japan’s demand to be treated as a Western great power. The following 

three sections document the rise of status immobility in Taisho/Showa Japan and trace its 

effect on Japanese foreign policy after 1931. 

 

                                                
417 On Japan’s withdrawal from the League of Nations, see Nish (1993), and Burkman 
(2008). 
418 See Nish (2002), and Pelz (1974). 
419 Maxon (1957). Snyder (1991, pg. 115) makes the same point about Japanese foreign 
policy after 1931. 
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Status and Japanese Foreign Policy Before 1931 

 

 While this study and others suggest that status and honor are nearly universal 

concerns for human beings and states, prestige seems to have been, throughout history, 

particularly important in Japanese society.420 A deep concern for international social 

status – and in particular an appreciation for Japan’s low rank on the international 

hierarchy of prestige - is evident within the national consciousness and as a motivating 

factor in Japanese foreign policy from the early Meiji period. Fukuzawa Yukichi, an 

influential Japanese writer and political theorist (and the founder of Keio University) in 

1875 observed that “if we compare the knowledge of the Japanese and Westerners, in 

letters, in techniques, in commerce, or in industry, from the largest to the smallest 

matter…there is not one thing in which we excel…In Japan’s present condition there is 

nothing in which we may take pride vis a vis the West. All that Japan has to be proud 

of…is its scenery.”421 

Japanese decisonmakers, too, were from a very early period conscious of their 

low international social status, which was clearly signaled in Japan’s treatment by 

Western powers – the “unequal treaties,” for example, that Japan had been forced to sign 

after Commodore Perry’s Black Ships entered Edo Bay, became an enormously 

important symbol of Japan’s humiliation.422 One of the daimyo at the time of Perry’s 

arrival, Tokugawa Nariaki of Mito, wrote that the arrival of the Americans and their 

subsequent behavior was “the greatest disgrace we have suffered since the dawn of our 
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history.”423 Sakuma Shozen, a member of one of the samurai nationalist groups whose 

agitation inspired the Meiji restoration, experienced the opening of Japan as an “insult to 

our national dignity.”424 Iwakura Tomomi, one of Japan’s first foreign ministers and a 

crucial figure in Meiji Japan’s foreign policy, wrote of the unequal treaties: 

 

Foreign troops have been stationed in our open ports, and even when foreigners 

who live in our country violate our laws, we are forced to stand by while agents of 

their governments exercise jurisdiction over them. Our country has never before 

known such shame and disgrace.425 

 

 A very important objective of Japanese foreign policy following the Meiji 

restoration was enhancing Japanese status by emulating Western practices. Certainly 

emulation can to some extent be explained by obviously legitimate Japanese security 

concerns. Faced with the threat of being extorted and potentially overrun by the British, 

the Russians, or the Americans, Japan rationally chose to copy Western technology and 

methods of industrialization.426 However, Japanese foreign policy during this period 

cannot entirely be understood without an appreciation for the importance of status. 

Beasley notes that “some changes stemmed from a desire to achieve respectability in 

Western eyes, this being a step on the road to full equality.”427 These changes, many of 

which were implemented upon Iwakura’s return from his 1873 fact-finding mission to the 
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United States and Europe, included reforms to Japan’s legal system (intended to pave the 

path toward lifting the unequal treaties), the institution of Western dress in the Imperial 

Court, the hosting of Western-style diplomatic balls, and attempts to impose bans on both 

mixed-gender bathing in bathhouses and pornographic art.428 None of these reforms has 

any obvious connection to material power or security. However, they were part of a 

program intended to “provide an atmosphere which Victorians might find congenial,” 

thereby gaining respect for Japan in the West.429 

 Japanese leaders set a goal for Japan of achieving not just security against attack 

by Western powers, but also equality of status with them. Fukuzawa reported in 1875 that 

Japan’s “sights are now being reset on the goal of elevating Japanese civilization to parity 

with the West, or even surpassing it.”430 Professor Takahashi Korekiyo, who would later 

become prime minister, spoke in 1889 of his students’ “duty to advance the status of 

Japan, bring her to a position of equality with the civilized powers and then carry on to 

build a foundation from which we shall surpass them all.”431 According to four-time 

prime minister Ito Hirobumi:  

 

The aim of our country has been from the very beginning, to attain among the 

nations of the world the status of a civilized nation and to become a member of 

the comity of European and American nations which occupy the position of 
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civilized countries. To join this comity of nations means to become one of 

them.432 

 

 While other objectives, notably security and economic development, also 

motivated Japanese leaders, Japanese elites and decisionmakers cared deeply about status 

and prestige. As Japan became increasingly powerful and increasingly successful 

throughout the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Japanese leaders and the Japanese public 

hoped to enjoy not only material benefits, but also the recognition of enhanced prestige, 

status, and respect that they expected success in emulating Western practices to yield.  

Throughout the Meiji period, as Pyle notes, Japanese leaders and the public 

measured Japan against other states and took note when Japan was denied recognition of 

its successes.433 Kokumin no tomo, for example, a popular and influential Japanese 

magazine, published an article in 1891 taking account of Japan’s rapid technological and 

economic advancement, and concluded that “if one impartially compares our country 

with European countries, we are above Spain and abreast of Italy.”434 This, however, 

contributed to dissatisfaction and the consciousness of status inconsistency because 

Westerners were evidently not working with the same ranking. The same publication 

wrote two years later that Westerners “regard us as only a step above Fiji or 

Hawaii…They do not know that we have the talent to assimilate the virtues of Western 

civilization and to put them to our own use.”435  

                                                
432 Tsunoda et al., (1958), pg. 678. 
433 Pyle (2007), pg. 111. 
434 “Idai naru kokumin,” Kokumin no tomo, (May 23, 1891). 
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During the period after the Meiji restoration, Japan worked – with a great deal of 

success – to alter these Western perceptions and correct the condition of status 

inconsistency that its rapid rise produced. Although it would not be accurate to argue that 

Japan’s imperial expansion during the late Meiji period was entirely motivated by status 

concerns,436 it is clear that Japan’s successes contributed to a perception that Japan was a 

rising great power and an expectation or at least hope that Western recognition would be 

forthcoming.  

In 1885, Fukuzawa argued in a highly influential article that, because Korea and 

China were uncivilized, low-ranking states, if Japan wanted to raise its esteem in the eyes 

of Western states, it should “deal with [China and Korea] as westerners do” – in other 

words, Japan should seek to impose unequal treaties on and construct informal imperial 

arrangements with Korea and China.437 This was exactly what happened in 1895, as the 

Treaty of Shimonoseki – which followed the First Sino-Japanese War - established Korea 

as, in effect, a Japanese protectorate and made Japan into the newest of the “treaty 

powers” with economic concessions in China. Journalist Tokutomi Soho wrote, in 

response to these events, “now we are no longer ashamed to stand before the world as 

Japanese…Before, we did not know ourselves, and the world did not yet know us. But 

now that we have tested our strength, we know ourselves and we are known by the world. 

Moreover, we know we are known by the world!”438 Such sentiments would soon be 

undermined by the Triple Intervention (which will be discussed in the following section), 
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but the point remains that Japan’s foreign policy successes during the late Meiji period 

led to an expectation of status enhancement which was, in part at least, satisfied by the 

Western great powers.  

The unequal treaties between the Western powers and Japan were ended via 

agreements negotiated in 1894.439 Victory over Russia in 1905 and the annexation of 

Korea in 1910 seemed to leave no doubt that Japan had emerged as a great power. Nitobe 

Inazo, a future Japanese diplomat, said at the time that “Our nation has become more of a 

Great Power than many European countries…Japan of a month ago and Japan of today 

are completely different.”440 Japan’s participation as one of five recognized great powers 

at the Paris Peace Conference following World War I was celebrated by many as yet 

more evidence of Japan’s enhanced international status. Even after the Conference was 

marred by the rejection of the racial equality clause (discussed below), Japanese leaders 

touted Japan’s accession to the League and permanent membership on the Council as 

marking the “concrete attainment of Japan’s great power status.”441 Future prime minister 

Yoshida Shigeru wrote after the Conference that “the strenuous labors of our Meiji 

forefathers since the opening of Japan came to noble fruition.”442 

This section has documented the deep concern for international social status 

exhibited by Japanese leaders, elites, and the public. It has also suggested that, while 

Japanese foreign policy was not motivated entirely by a desire to enhance its social 

status, increased prestige - and particularly recognition by Western powers - was both an 
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important objective of Japanese policy and an important lens through which Japanese 

decisionmakers and opinion leaders understood and evaluated foreign policy success and 

failure. Finally, this section has traced what seemed to be Japan’s successful rise to great 

power status. The next section shows that this apparent success masked widespread 

perceptions of status immobility by 1931. 

 

Race, the West, and Status Immobility in Japan 

 

 While Japan’s membership in the League of Nations and permanent seat on the 

League Council seemed to many Japanese to have cemented Japan’s status as a great 

power, this sentiment was far from universal. A collective memory of being denied 

recognition of high status claims throughout its history and consciousness of the problem 

posed by Western understandings of a hierarchy of races – underscored especially by 

events during the Paris Peace Conference – primed many Japanese elites and opinion 

leaders to expect unfair and unjust treatment from the League of Nations and the Western 

great powers after World War I. This expectation, born out of decades of perceived race-

based slights, made Japan’s commitment to the Western-led and dominated international 

status quo particularly fragile and susceptible to reversal. 

 As noted above, Japan’s first large-scale interaction with the West – in the form 

of a demand that Japan subjugate itself to Western imperialism – was seen within Japan 

as a major humiliation. This humiliation led to two important responses: the first, already 

discussed, was to emulate the West in an attempt to gain equality. The second, though, 

was resentment toward the Western great powers along with an understanding that 



 159 

Japan’s unequal treatment was premised, at least in part, on racial differences. Tokutomi 

Soho, an influential journalist cited above, wrote during the 1890s that even though Japan 

had made enormous advances since the signing of the unequal treaties, Japan still 

suffered from “the scorn of the white people.”443 Such sentiment became increasingly 

common as Japanese encountered Western theories about racial hierarchies, and was a 

standard interpretation when Japan suffered foreign policy defeats at the hands of 

Western great powers. 

 During the First Sino-Japanese War, Kaiser Wilhelm II began referring to the 

“Yellow Peril,” the rise of a racial threat from Asia in the form of a powerful Japanese 

state.444 Shimazu notes that Japan’s sensitivity to racial difference increased markedly 

from that point.445 According to Ishii Kikujiro – Japan’s ambassador to the United States 

during the Paris Peace Conference, the Western rhetoric of the “Yellow Peril” did 

“permanent damage” to Japan’s national image.446 The term “Yellow Peril” (kokaron) 

became common in Japanese foreign policy debates and contributed to perceptions on the 

part of many Japanese (not only among nationalist and militarist groups but also centrist 

political leaders) that there was a “rising world trend towards racial confrontation,” and 

that “racial war” (jinshu senso) was inevitable.447 Although this was by no means a 

majority view, and did not at this point influence policy, what is significant is that by 

1895, there had emerged within Japanese public discourse an understanding that 

Westerners viewed Asians as racially inferior and even threatening. This influenced and 
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was simultaneously reinforced by the Japanese reaction to the Triple Intervention of 

1985. Following the successful (for Japan) conclusion of the Sino-Japanese War, and the 

signing of the Treaty of Shimonoseki, Germany, France, and Russia intervened to 

demand that Japan return the Liaotung Peninsula to China. Soon after, Russia acquired 

the rights to territory on the Peninsula and established a naval base at Port Arthur. 

Reaction in Japan was fiercely negative and marked by intense anti-foreign sentiment and 

a perception that Japan had been “bullied.”448 Vice Minister for Foreign Affairs Hayashi 

Tadasu dreamed of the day when “Japan will be able to put into their place the powers 

who seek to meddle in her affairs.”449 

 Just as if not more consequential for the development of perceptions of racial 

inferiority and status immobility in Japan was Western treatment of Japanese immigrants. 

During and after the 1890s, Japanese immigration to the British dominions (in particular 

Australia, Canada, and New Zealand) and the United States became a contentious issue 

for Japanese foreign policy. It is important, before proceeding to a discussion of the status 

implications of anti-Japanese immigration policy, to address the argument that 

immigration was primarily an economic issue for the Japanese. It might be the case, in 

other words, that Japan’s strongly negative reaction to Western immigration restrictions 

was mostly driven by Japan’s constrained geography and consequent need to find foreign 

outlets for a growing population. Shimazu argues that the evidence points away from 

such an explanation.450 
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 First, there was never a sustained flood of Japanese immigrants to Anglo-

American territories. The number of Japanese residents in these territories was generally 

substantially lower than the number of Chinese residents, and in some cases years went 

by without any increase in the population of Japanese residents. Between 1901 and 1911, 

for instance, the number of Japanese resident in Australia declined from 3,554 to 

3,489.451 In Canada, there were 17,700 Japanese residents, compared to 60,000 Chinese. 

Between 1908 and 1924, only about 600 Japanese entered Canada, on average, every 

year.452 The United States, which was by far the most attractive target for Japanese 

immigration, only experienced an increase of about 30,000 between 1910 and 1920, and 

the Japanese population accounted for only about 0.1 percent of the population of the 

United States by 1920.453 

 While these statistics mainly suggest that the problem of Japanese immigration 

was significantly overblown by anti-immigrant groups in Western host countries, the 

reason for the relative trickle of Japanese immigrants suggests that for Japanese leaders, 

the problem of immigration was not primarily economic. Japanese populations in Anglo-

American territories grew so slowly during the early 20th century largely because the 

Japanese government was willing to restrict immigration voluntarily. The 1904 Passport 

Agreement, for instance – entered into voluntarily by the Japanese government – was 

what accounted for such a low rate of growth in the Japanese population in Australia 

between 1904 and 1920.454 Similarly, the Lemieux Agreement of 1908 and the 

“gentlemen’s agreement” of 1907 restricted the number of Japanese immigrants entering 
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Canada and the United States respectively.455 These agreements did not provoke a 

negative response from or resentment among Japanese leaders. Rather, these voluntary 

immigration arrangements were a relatively favorable means of dealing with immigration 

issues for the Japanese government.456 This suggests that it was not necessarily the low 

number of Japanese allowed entry to Anglo-American territories that posed problems for 

Japan. 

 Rather, the evidence suggests that what caused immigration restrictions to 

become contentious were their implications for Japan’s status. What Japanese leaders 

sought to avoid – and resented when this proved impossible – were restrictions that 

explicitly labeled Japanese undesirable or inferior and placed them in the same category 

as other Asian immigrants. In 1897, in response to debates over immigration restrictions 

in Australia, ambassador to Great Britain Kato Takaaki wrote to British Prime Minister 

Salisbury: 

 

The point which caused a painful feeling in Japan was not that the operation of 

the prohibition would be such as to exclude a certain number of Japanese from 

immigration to Australia but that Japan should be spoken of in formal documents, 

such as Colonial Acts, as if the Japanese were on the same level of morality and 

civilization as Chinese and other less advanced populations of Asia.457 
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In 1913, California’s state legislature passed the Alien Land Law, which explicitly 

prohibited Japanese immigrants from buying land in the state.458 The response in Japan, 

which President Wilson anticipated and sought to avoid by pressuring Governor Hiram 

Johnson, was so severe that Wilson and his cabinet discussed the possible necessity of 

preventive naval measures in the Pacific.459 After passage, Chinda Sutemi, Japanese 

ambassador to the United States wrote to Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan that 

the law was “mortifying to the Government and people of Japan, since the racial 

distinction inferable from those provisions is hurtful to their just national susceptibility.460 

Two years later, Kato, now foreign minister, wrote that the problem with the California 

Alien Land Law was the “discrimination made against our people in distinction from 

some other nations…we thought ourselves ahead of any other Asiatic people and as good 

as some of the European nations.”461 

 The racial and prestige implications of the immigration question made many 

Japanese leaders wary of the Paris Peace Conference and the construction of a post-war 

order on Western terms. Burkman notes that during and after the First World War, “Japan 

was made conscious in numerous insulting ways that material power did not grant 

commensurate status and convey admittance to the Euro-American club…Unabated 

racist opposition to Japanese immigration in Australia, Canada, and the United States 

signaled the unwillingness of Western peoples and governments to grant full substance to 

their recognition of Japan’s elevated position in the world.”462 President Wilson’s 
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proposed new order “seemed designed to circumscribe Japan’s legitimate national 

development and perpetuate the nation’s secondary status.”463 Home minister and later 

foreign minister Goto Shinpei wrote in 1916 that “the racial prejudice of the white races 

is so strong that even when they make an offensive and defensive alliance with a yellow 

race they cannot divest themselves of the prejudice…if you probe their feelings you will 

find that the white races are displeased at the participation of the yellow races.”464 Legal 

scholar Tachi Sakutaro wrote skeptically before the Paris Peace Conference that, “Even 

in peacetime there are nations which monopolize vast natural resources and deny other 

peoples a place in the sun. They act to dominate and oppress peoples of different race, 

language, ideas, and culture.”465 Foreign minister Uchida feared that “the persistence of 

narrow racial attitudes among nations casts doubt upon the feasibility of the League’s 

goals and creates the possibility that its establishment will be disadvantageous to the 

Empire.”466 Significantly, 28-year-old future prime minister Konoe Fumimaro published 

“Reject the Anglo-American Peace” in the nationalist magazine Nihon oyobi Nihonjin in 

which he argued that the League of Nations was intended perpetuate the status quo and 

keep rising states like Japan down. Konoe linked this danger to racial inequality and drew 

a parallel between the situation that Wilhelmine Germany had faced in 1914 and the 

position that Japan might face in the future.467 

 Clearly these fears were not enough to overcome the League proponents’ 

counterarguments, which, as noted above, revolved not only around the need to reassure 
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the Western great powers but also around the potential status enhancement to be gained 

by joining the League.468 However, perceptions of racial inequality were so widespread 

that Japan’s Conference delegation was instructed to push for the inclusion of a racial 

equality clause in the League Charter. Shimazu argues that the racial equality proposal 

was intended to accomplish two tasks: first, to silence racial inferiority-based domestic 

opposition to the League of Nations; and second, to formally eradicate race as a marker 

of great power status.469 Lauren notes that “Japanese press opinion appeared to be 

absolutely unanimous in stressing the necessity for their representatives to insist on this 

matter.”470 Asahi, Hochi, Nichinichi, and Yorozu all ran editorials demanding racial 

equality, and used language indicating the close link between the fate of the proposal and 

Japan’s status. “Discrimination is humiliation and therefore an injustice;” “No other 

question is so inseparably and materially interwoven with the permanency of the world’s 

peace as that of unfair and unjust treatment.”471 

Ultimately, the racial equality proposal failed, in large part due to opposition from 

the Australian delegation as well as from anti-immigration interest groups in the United 

States.472 That Japan still joined the League is a testament both to the strength of the 

advocates of reassurance as well as to the strength of arguments citing the status and 
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security implications of Japan’s accession to the League as a permanent member of the 

Council. However, the failure of the racial equality proposal had the effect of 

strengthening already strong perceptions of status immobility in Japan. Shimazu notes 

that “racial equality” became a rhetorical commonplace after the Peace Conference and, 

as I discuss in the next section, was especially popular as a legitimizing trope among 

nationalist and expansionist groups.473 Subsequent events, in particular the United States’ 

1924 Immigration Act, which established quotas for immigrants from specific countries 

(Japan was allocated 100 immigrants per year, the same number as Samoa, India and 

Egypt) reinforced for many the conclusion that Japan could not achieve true great power 

status within the international status quo.474 Increasing numbers of Japanese, especially 

young military and nationalist leaders, became convinced that the status quo was unjust 

and that Japan should go its own way.475 

While Japanese foreign policy was characterized by a commitment to reassurance 

throughout the 1920s, it is clear that perceptions of racial inferiority and status 

immobility had become widespread throughout the first decades of the 20th century. The 

consequence was that Japan’s continued membership in the Western-led order was 

fragile. As I show in the next section, the widespread consciousness of racial inferiority, 

the unpopularity of the Western order, and the prevalence and seeming reasonableness of 

arguments in favor of leaving or overturning the status quo meant that the advocates of a 

policy of continued reassurance and accommodation had a very difficult time maintaining 

such a course in the wake of another major insult from the defenders of the status quo. 
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Status Immobility and Japanese Foreign Policy After 1931 

 

 On September 18, 1931, members of the Kwantung Army (the Japanese military 

force stationed in Manchuria) detonated a section of the Japanese-controlled South 

Manchurian Railway near Mukden. Using the explosion as a pretext, the Kwantung Army 

proceeded to occupy most of Manchuria, over the protests of Japan’s central government. 

While the Mukden Incident itself does not constitute a foreign policy shift, during the 

years following the Incident, the advocates of a grand strategy oriented toward 

reassurance lost control over the levers of policy. The result was a Japanese state 

increasingly incapable of and uninterested in taking steps to reassure the Western great 

powers that it had benign intentions. 

This section traces the influence of status immobility on this shift. I show that 

perceptions of status immobility influenced the shift away from positional revisionism 

and reassurance toward systemic revisionism in two broad ways. First, resentment toward 

the Western great powers and in particular perceptions of racial inequality played an 

important role in the development of the ideas and ideologies of the ultra-right wing 

nationalist and militarist groups whose agitation against “weak-kneed diplomacy” 

(nanjaku gaiko) threatened and ultimately undermined the efforts of internationalist 

leaders to maintain a foreign policy oriented toward reassurance. Second, widespread 

perceptions of status immobility and the associated expectation that Japan would be 

treated unfairly and unjustly by Western great powers made it extremely difficult for 

Japanese leaders to defend a course committed to continued reassurance in the wake of 
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the League of Nations’ condemnation of the Mukden Incident in 1933. The League’s 

action was interpreted as the ultimate confirmation that Japan would not be treated as a 

true great power. The result was the empowerment of the advocates of systemic 

revisionism and Japan’s withdrawal not only from the League but also, throughout the 

next couple of years, from the Washington and London Naval Treaties. 

 

Status Immobility and Japanese Ultra-Nationalists 

 

 One major cause of Japan’s drift toward systemic revisionism was the influence 

of ultra-nationalist and militarist groups.476 These groups affected policy in a number of 

ways. First, and most obviously, militant nationalists within the military – especially the 

Kwantung Army – at times directly executed plots that embarrassed the government and 

caused tension between Japan and the West.477 Second, nationalist groups periodically 

planned and carried out assassinations and attempted coups d’etat that intimidated 

civilian leaders and made them think twice before taking steps likely to anger the right 

wing.478 Third, nationalist groups were vocal critics of a foreign policy of reassurance 

and loudly advocated abandoning the Western order. For instance, patriotic organizations 

agitated against the 1930 London Naval Treaty, which made it difficult – although not yet 

impossible – for the government to ratify the treaty.479 

 The key question from the perspective of this study is to what extent perceptions 

of status immobility and racial inferiority motivated these groups and underpinned their 
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ideologies. This is a difficult question to answer with certainty. However, an examination 

of some of the history and content of Japanese ultra-nationalism suggests that status 

immobility did play a role. First, Storry notes that while there were some nationalist 

organizations that dated from the Meiji period (notably Genyosha and Kokuryukai, 

founded in 1881 and 1901 respectively), the majority of Japanese nationalist 

organizations were founded between 1919 and 1930.480 This, Shimazu suggests, points 

toward the influence of the rejection of the racial equality clause as a key point 

motivating the formation of many such groups.481 Ito argues, similarly, that many right 

wing groups formed after this point “asserted that the world was dominated by the Anglo-

Saxon nations led by Great Britain.”482 

 More specific evidence relating to the controversy over the London Naval Treaty 

supports the contention that perceptions of status immobility were central to the way 

many nationalist groups viewed world politics. The Police Bureau of the Ministry of 

Home Affairs reported in 1932 that following the signing of the London Treaty, “the 

nationalist movement took a new and drastic turn.”483 Right wing groups opposed the 

London Treaty for two major reasons: first, the Treaty was an extension of the 

Washington Conference system, which was “nothing but a cover-up for eventual Anglo-

American domination of the world.”484 Second, naval disarmament would hamper 

Japan’s ability to expand onto the Asian continent, which was “necessary in order to 

unify the nonwhite peoples of Asia and inspire them to resist domination by the white 
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race, whose attitude was symbolized by the United States’ treatment of Japanese 

immigrants.”485 

Along similar lines, in late 1933, the Council for a Union of Patriotic Movements 

was founded in Tokyo, and demanded an end to the “traditional humiliating diplomacy 

submissive to the dictates of European powers and the United States,” and the 

inauguration of “a diplomacy of justice and pan-Asian alliance.”486 Similar sentiments, 

emphasizing pan-Asianism and racial equality as justifications for expansion on the 

Asian mainland and opposition to Western-imposed constraints on such behavior, were 

echoed in Japanese nationalist rhetoric throughout the interwar period. Okawa Shumei, a 

major figure in the Japanese nationalist movement, and, in 1919, a strong advocate of the 

racial equality proposal, founded an organization named Gyochisha, one of whose major 

objectives was “the liberation of coloured peoples in order for them to belong to a new, 

morally based international system.”487 Significantly, in part in response to the 1924 

Immigration Act, Okawa published Asia, Europe and Japan, in which he argued that an 

epic racial war between the United States and Japan was inevitable.488 Kita Ikki, another 

extremely influential thinker, wrote in A Plan for the Reorganization of Japan: 

 

Britain, astride the whole world, is like a very rich man and Russia is landlord of 

half the northern world. Doesn’t Japan, which is like a propertyless person in 
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international society confined to these small islands, have the right to go to war to 

overthrow their domination in the name of justice?489 

 

Kita, in 1919, joined an organization named Yuzonsha which was dedicated to bringing 

about “the establishment of our idea of world revolution…because we really believe in 

the Japanese nation’s destiny to be the great apostle of mankind’s war of liberation.”490 

 The idea of racial harmony and racial equality also played an important role in the 

way nationalist and militarist organizations justified and legitimated their expansionist 

plans for Manchuria. The Manchurian Youth League argued that “the only way survive 

[for the Manchurian Japanese]…would be…to devote themselves to the harmony of 

races…and to bring about a paradise-like republic to the land of Manchuria-

Mongolia.”491 Ishiwara Kanji, another key nationalist thinker and a high-ranking officer 

within the Kwantung Army, similarly saw the creation of Manchukuo as an attempt to 

create a “racial paradise.”492 Ishiwara, like Kita and Okawa, also saw a cultural, racial, 

and ultimately violent conflict between East and West as inevitable.493 

 There are two points to note about the evidence presented above. First, many 

Japanese nationalists expressed preferences that were systemically revisionist. References 

to “world revolution” and inevitable racial wars between East and West make this clear. 

Second, while the evidence does not prove that status immobility played a role in the 

development of the ideas of Japan’s ultra-nationalists, the clear focus on the injustice and 
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unfairness of the Western-led order, as well as the prevalence within this rhetoric of the 

discourse about racial inequality and racial conflict, is suggestive. While Japanese 

nationalists never spoke with one voice and were undoubtedly motivated by a wide range 

of factors, the fact that international injustice, unfairness, and racial conflict figure 

prominently in the writings of a range of different influential nationalist thinkers indicates 

that perceptions of status immobility and especially racial inferiority stemming from the 

sorts of diplomatic insults documented in the previous section played some role in the 

development of these ideas. 

 

Status Immobility and Japan’s Withdrawal from the League of Nations 

 

 Establishing that perceptions of status immobility played a role in the 

development of ultra-nationalism in Japan does not, however, show that status 

immobility influenced Japanese foreign policy. After all, throughout the 1920s, Japanese 

leaders committed to a grand strategy oriented toward reassurance (such as Shidehara and 

genro Saionji Kinmochi) were able to resist pressure from nationalist and militarist 

groups to pursue a more aggressive foreign policy. These leaders, who shared a 

commitment to the need for a policy that would avoid provoking the Western great 

powers, were able to maintain control over foreign policy in the face of protests over the 

Washington Treaty system as well as military adventurism in the form of the 

assassination of Manchurian warlord Chang Tso-Lin and the Tsinan Incident.494As late as 

1930, the Hamaguchi cabinet was able to overcome intense opposition from nationalist 
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groups and from the militarist wing of the Imperial navy to sign and ratify the London 

Naval Treaty, which nationalists opposed, in part, because it failed to achieve for Japan 

the right to equality in naval armaments.495 During the years after 1931, and especially 

after 1933, this situation changed drastically, as moderate leaders were increasingly 

forced to accede to the wishes of the advocates of a more aggressive policy. The 

remainder of this section traces the influence of status immobility on the declining ability 

of moderate leaders to restrain their more aggressive counterparts. 

 The influence of status immobility can be seen most clearly in the Japanese 

decision to withdraw from the League of Nations after the League’s eventual 

condemnation of Japanese actions in the Manchurian Incident. It is important to note that 

throughout the crisis, Japan’s central leadership consistently hoped for a solution that 

would eventually allow them to remain within the League and reestablish control over the 

military. Prime Minister Wakatsuki told the Emperor that the incident was “regrettable” 

and that he had “decided to prevent this incident from spreading.”496 Immediately after 

becoming aware of events in Mukden, Shidehara took steps that he hoped would stop the 

Kwantung Army’s expansion and prevent adverse international consequences. In an 

account of a cabinet meeting held on September 19, the day after the Incident, Shidehara 

sought to extract a guarantee from War Minister Minami that the Kwantung Army would 

go no further than it already had: “I said to the War Minister, ‘What has happened cannot 

be restored…Could you guarantee us that the Incident will definitely not be expanded?” 

After Minami responded affirmatively, Shidehara noted that “We were all relieved.”497 
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Takemoto suggests that Shidehara, in full knowledge that the Manchurian Incident had 

been perpetrated not by Chinese nationalists but by Japanese soldiers, agreed to endorse 

the Kwantung Army’s version of events in order to save face for the military as a quid 

pro quo for this guarantee.498  

 The evidence suggests that Japanese moderates were particularly concerned about 

the effect of the Incident and its aftermath on Japan’s relations with the West. In October, 

Wakatsuki rejected a call to withdraw from the League of Nations, saying that “If Japan 

does not act with due consideration of her international position, Japan in the end will be 

isolated, and this will bring an unexpected misfortune upon the nation.”499 In November, 

as the Kwantung Army (in spite of the War Minister’s guarantee) advanced on 

Chinchow, Shidehara, having received news of an increasingly negative reaction on the 

part of the Western great powers in Geneva, strongly urged Chief of the General Staff 

Kanaya to call off the operation.500 Kanaya, apparently agreeing with Shidehara’s 

assessment, complied.501 Significantly, Western leaders seemed to understand that 

Japanese moderates like Shidehara had no interest in what the Kwantung Army was 

doing and would have an increasingly difficult time maintaining control over policy if the 

League and the West reacted too severely. US Secretary of State Henry Stimson wrote 

that the West and the League should “let the Japanese know we are watching them and at 

the same time to do it in a way that will help Shidehara, who is on the right side, and not 

play into the hands of any nationalist agitators on the other,” and that he “wished to avoid 
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action that might antagonize Japan against the United States, or that might strengthen the 

military element in Japan.”502 

 Even after Shidehara and the rest of the Wakatsuki cabinet fell in late 1931, 

Japan’s central leadership continued to hope for a resolution that would not alienate them 

from international society. The Japanese government’s reluctance to endorse the 

Kwantung Army’s plan to create an independent Manchurian state “led” by former Qing 

emperor Pu Yi, and later reluctance to recognize Manchukuo once it had been 

established, reflect this concern. In mid-November 1931, upon hearing of a plot to 

establish an independent Manchukuo, War Minister Minami warned against such a step 

because it might “rapidly bring about a situation extremely disadvantageous to our 

national policy with regard to the powers.”503 Prime Minister Inukai, who succeeded 

Wakatsuki, wrote in February 1932: 

 

Should an independent state be established, head-on collision with the Nine 

Power Treaty would be inevitable. I have therefore been working hard at keeping 

the form of a separate regime and at attaining our objectives in substance. My aim 

is to terminate the present crisis as soon as possible, and my ideal is to take the 

occasion to improve relations with China.504 
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After Manchukuo was proclaimed in March, Inukai refused to grant recognition in the 

hope of “saving Japan from world-wide condemnation.”505 Ogata suggests that this 

policy, which represented a serious risk in the face of growing popular support for the 

Kwantung Army as well as the risk of assassination, was one of the last expressions of 

“traditional Japanese foreign policy, which considered cooperation with the powers as 

vital to the execution of an expansionist program on the Asian continent.”506 

 As late as early 1933, Japanese leaders were still struggling to maintain a grand 

strategy oriented toward reassurance even in the face of daunting obstacles posed by 

military adventurism. Harada (genro Saionji’s secretary) reports that in early February, 

Saionji’s opinion was that “withdrawal [from the League] will be disadvantageous to 

Japan,” and that Prime Minister Saito agreed: “considering the future of our nation, I 

believe that it is not good to withdraw.”507 There were, of course, a variety of voices 

advocating withdrawal by this point, but it is significant that two of the most influential 

Japanese leaders thought the move was unwise. 

 This evidence that Japanese leaders valued cooperation with the West and 

preferred to remain within the League of Nations and attempt to reassure the Western 

powers is crucial because it underlines the puzzling nature of Japan’s ultimate decision to 

withdraw from the League. Modern observers tend, with good reason, to dismiss the 

League of Nations as an ineffective and inconsequential attempt at collective security. 

However, as the evidence presented above suggests, Japanese leaders – at least moderate 

Japanese leaders – valued Japan’s membership in the League for a number of reasons. 
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First, as I have already discussed, membership in the League of Nations worked to 

prevent Western suspicion of Japanese intentions at a time when many Japanese leaders 

perceived Japan as vulnerable to encirclement. Second, membership in the League of 

Nations as a permanent member of the League Council signaled Western recognition of 

Japan’s status as a great power. Nitobe Inazo, Japanese Undersecretary General of the 

League of Nations, wrote that Japan’s position in the League was “not only highly 

honorable, but very valuable in ordinary times and priceless in extraordinary times.”508 

Ishii Kikujiro similarly felt that by joining the League, Japan had “gained genuine respect 

and authority.”509 Third, as the preceding discussion has indicated, Japanese moderates 

and internationalists periodically made reference to the League and fears of its reaction as 

a means by which to restrain advocates of aggressive policies. 

 This suggests that Japanese leaders did not prefer or actively seek withdrawal 

from the League, but rather that they were unable to avoid it. The decisive factor appears 

to have been what was interpreted within Japan as the League’s condemnation, in the 

form of the Lytton Commission Report, of Japan’s conduct since September 1931, and 

the Report’s effect on and interaction with a Japanese public and discourse already 

characterized by a predisposition to believe that the West was either unable or unwilling 

to treat Japan fairly, as a full-fledged great power. 

 When the Lytton Commission was sent to China and Japan in early 1932, 

Japanese leaders were optimistic that its findings would largely be in Japan’s favor.510 

However, they soon realized that the Commission’s findings would be critical of the 
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Kwantung Army’s behavior. Although the Lytton Commission was careful not to insult 

or disparage Japan unnecessarily, it did come to the conclusion that Japan’s actions in 

Manchuria were not justified by claims of self-defense.511 That this would be part of the 

Commission’s report became clear in Japan by the middle of 1932, and the result was an 

upsurge of anti-League and anti-Western sentiment.512 Even before the Lytton 

Commission had arrived in Japan, there was already intense popular opposition to League 

demands that Japan withdraw its troops from Manchuria. One paper published an 

editorial criticizing the League’s behavior as an “attempt to deprive the rising nation of 

Japan of her natural rights.”513 Nish notes that press coverage of the Lytton 

Commission’s second visit to Tokyo, in July, was “generally hostile.”514 Mori Kaku, 

Chief Cabinet Secretary under Prime Minister Saito, and one of the chief opponents of 

reassurance, proclaimed before a crowd of 25,000 at a Seiyukai party convention that 

Japan must cease “fawning at the League of Nations…hesitating before the prestige of a 

great nation and being startled or dazzled by the name of the sacred covenant of the 

League or the Kellogg-Briand Anti-War Pact,” which were “nothing more than 

expediencies to help a few influential nations maintain the status quo.”515 In August, after 

Japan announced that it would recognize Manchukuo after all, Mori declared that “Japan 

now defiantly rose from her traditional diplomacy characterized by servility.”516 An 

editorial published in Asahi in September remarked on the irony of American opposition 
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to Japanese action in Manchuria, since the United States had “set the precedent by its 

actions in Cuba and Panama.”517 

 While the empirical record on public opinion and public discourse in Japan during 

this period is inherently imperfect, the evidence above does suggest that the Lytton 

Commission’s rejection of Japan’s actions in Manchuria elicited such a strong response 

because it resonated with pre-existing understandings of status immobility. Mori’s 

reference to the League as a mechanism for perpetuating the status quo is a clear 

expression of a belief that existing international social and political structures could or 

would not accommodate Japan’s rise. It is important to bear in mind that the most 

significant empirical value of Mori’s speeches is not that they reflect his true beliefs, but 

rather that they reflect a discursive environment in which a member of the central 

government could make such claims publicly. Similarly, the Asahi editorial, which 

communicates resentment at the hypocrisy of the Western powers – a sentiment clearly 

related to a perception of status immobility – ran in a very widely read and mainstream 

paper. 

 The growing public anti-League sentiment did not immediately force Japan’s 

moderate leadership to withdraw from the League. However, it did have the effect of 

limiting their options in the event that the League ultimately adopted the Report. Wilson 

notes that one important consequence of anti-League and anti-Western agitation was to 

cause a sort of out-bidding dynamic, in which members of whichever of the two major 

political parties (Seiyukai and Minseito) was currently out of power could gain popularity 

by criticizing the other party for not taking strong enough action to “establish an 
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independent foreign policy.”518 For instance, in March 1932, the Minseito, which was the 

party of the moderate Wakatsuki cabinet that had been in power in 1931, pressed the 

Seiyukai cabinet to recognize Manchukuo without delay.519 What emerged from this 

process was a political and rhetorical space in which there was very little room for 

accommodation and reassurance of the West.520 

 When the League of Nations Assembly did eventually vote (42-1, with Thailand 

abstaining) to adopt the findings of the Lytton Commission Report, the Japanese 

representative, Matsuoka Yosuke, (who had a few months earlier delivered what became 

known as the “Japan crucified” speech, which warned against such an outcome) rose and 

led his delegation out of the Assembly (having received instructions to do so from 

Tokyo).521 A month later, the Privy Council voted to recommend withdrawal. The Lytton 

Commission had not recommended any concrete steps that the League should take to 

oppose Japanese expansion in Manchuria, nor did any of the League’s members give any 

indication of being willing to take such steps.522 Why did Japan finally opt to leave the 

League, rather than maintain its membership as a way of mitigating the long-term 

negative effects of its Manchuria policy on relations with the West? 

What ultimately appears to have motivated Japan’s withdrawal from the League 

was not any material or security implications of the Lytton Report (of which there were 

none). Rather, what precipitated Japan’s withdrawal seems to have been sensitivity to the 
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Report’s status implications, and especially to public opinion, which was primed to 

believe that Japan would be treated unfairly and denied the rights and privileges of a 

Western great power. These fears appeared to have been confirmed by the League’s 

response to the Manchurian Crisis. Prior to Japan’s withdrawal, Matsuoka told Sawada 

Setsuzo that “if we do not take steps to leave the League, we shall inevitably invite the 

ridicule of the outside world.”523 Afterward, on his way home from Geneva, Matsuoka 

drew a parallel between Japan and Germany, in that Germany “also fights for recognition 

and its place in the eyes of the world.”524 Nitobe Inazo, speaking to an American 

audience almost a year prior to Japan’s withdrawal, remarked that in order to prevent 

Japan from leaving the League, the West must “recognize the justice of our claim which 

involves our honor and our very existence as a nation.”525 

Perceptions that public opinion demanded such action for similar reasons also 

appear to have played a role in motivating Japan’s withdrawal. Burkman notes that the 

decision was “made under tense circumstances of public and press clamor against the 

League and rumors of assassination plots.”526 Nish notes that the “hostility of the 

army…and other right-wing organizations was formidable and commanded much public 

support,” and that the Foreign Ministry “was receiving hundreds of letters daily calling 

for Japan to pull out,” of the League.527 Cabinet members apparently felt this pressure, as 

an account of a February cabinet meeting suggests. Harada notes that there was 

discussion that “the newspapers were too hasty in advocating withdrawal,” and Finance 
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Minister Takahashi “attacked the army savagely” for not putting a stop to the anti-League 

press (in which he believed the military was complicit).528 

Although Saito believed that “no matter what the contents [of the Report] are, we 

should remain in the League and contend that Japan’s claims are just,”529 once the 

substance of the report that the Assembly would vote on reached Japan – causing an 

increase in anti-League sentiment – Saionji reportedly observed that “it is utterly 

impossible to avoid withdrawal.”530 Harada reported to Minister of Home Affairs 

Yamamoto that Saionji’s opinion was that “there’s nothing that can be done if the 

majority is of the opinion that Japan should withdraw from the League. Above all, it is 

probably quite impossible to suppress the trend of affairs at this time.”531 Compounding 

the general sense that public opinion was firmly on the side of those advocating 

withdrawal, Japanese moderate leaders also faced the very real specter of domestic 

violence in the event they decided to remain in the League.532  

Matsuoka had become a very popular figure upon his appointment as 

representative to the League. In October, large, excited crowds had seen him off for what 

they hoped would be his mission to withdraw from the League, and large crowds met him 

when he returned.533 Sugiyama Heisuke wrote that “after withdrawal from the League, 
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Matsuoka became the most popular man in Japan.”534 Kiyosawa notes that “the 

overwhelming majority of the Japanese people were genuinely relieved when the 

government decided to cast off the restrictions of the League covenant and other 

international treaties.”535 Ito Kameo, writing in the widely read rural publication Ie no 

hikari, complained of the League’s “betrayal,” and noted that “the League’s anti-

Japanese attitude was consistent from beginning to end. This is only to be expected of the 

League, which is controlled by whites.”536 

Japan’s withdrawal from the League of Nations is significant for two reasons. 

First, it indicated that Japanese moderates had in large measure lost the ability to control 

the advocates of revisionism and pursue a foreign policy oriented toward reassurance.537 

Given the clear preference of Japanese moderates to remain within the League of Nations 

and avoid aggravating the Western powers, this is striking.538 While remaining within the 

League may or may not have constituted a costly signal to the Western powers that 

Japan’s intentions were benign, withdrawal certainly imposed costs on Japan (or at least 

seemed to, from the perspective of Japanese moderates), signaled that it’s intentions 
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might be aggressive, and ran the risk of making the Western powers suspicious of 

Japan.539 

Second, Japan’s withdrawal facilitated the continued dominance of the advocates 

of revisionism among Japanese decisionmakers. It had this effect for two reasons. First, 

Japanese leaders could no longer use the threat of the League’s reaction or appeal to the 

League’s good offices as a means by which to rein in groups and individuals committed 

to expansion. As noted above, this had been at times an effective strategy for Japanese 

moderates. Shidehara successfully used this argument to appeal to Kanaya during the 

controversy over the Kwantung Army’s advance on Chinchow. Japanese leaders also 

made use of Western mediation to control the military and resolve the Shanghai Incident 

in early 1932.540 Once Japan had withdrawn, though, there did not appear to be as much 

to lose from pursuing policies preferred by factions committed to expansion. Hugh 

Wilson, an American diplomat in Switzerland during the period of Japan’s withdrawal, 

remarked with trepidation that “condemnation creates a community of the damned who 

are forced outside the pale, who have nothing to lose by the violation of all laws and 

order and international good faith.”541 While it is difficult to find positive evidence that 

arguments that could not be employed had an effect on subsequent policy, it is striking 

that less than four years after signing the London Naval Treaty – and one year after 

withdrawing from the League - Japan gave notice that it planned to cancel the treaty and 

discontinue negotiations over supplementary naval arms agreements. Significantly, 

                                                
539 Lu (2002, pg. 102) suggests that withdrawal was particularly damaging because it 
transformed what had been a friendly, “moderating” relationship with Great Britain into 
one of “mutual suspicion,” which acted to “eliminate levers that were keys to Japan’s 
past successes in diplomacy.” 
540 Nish (1993), pg. 104. 
541 Wilson (1941), pp. 279-281. 
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Japanese moderates still appear to have cared about the reaction of the Western great 

powers – they attempted to cover their departure by seeking to persuade Italy and France 

to leave the treaty negotiations as well.542 However, even after France and Italy 

responded negatively, Japanese moderates could still not prevent Japan’s withdrawal 

from negotiations over naval limitations.543 It is also important to note that one of the 

central arguments that the advocates of withdrawal from naval limitations agreements 

employed was that Japan had not been treated as a true great power by being denied the 

right to naval equality: “we must depart from the unjust arrangement of the present 

limitation treaties and emphasize our need for equal rights of armament.”544 

The second way in which withdrawal from the League facilitated the dominance 

of the advocates of revisionism in Japan was by fostering a sense of isolation and threat 

from abroad that made it easier to argue in favor of taking steps that might otherwise 

have been considered unnecessarily provocative.545 Sadao notes that “a deepening sense 

of isolation in the aftermath of Japan’s withdrawal from the League of Nations” 

combined with a number of other factors to “crystallize a resolution among Japanese 

naval planners to terminate the ‘unequal’ treaties and demand parity at the forthcoming 

London parley.”546 Pelz, similarly, cites isolation stemming from withdrawal from the 

League as one of the factors that allowed the navy’s “fleet faction” to dominate naval 

policymaking after 1933.547 Nish notes a parallel process behind Japan’s move toward 

alliance with Germany, culminating in the 1936 Anti-Comintern Pact. Japanese 
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moderates recognized the negative influence allying with Germany would have on 

relations with the United States, Great Britain, and especially the Soviet Union. However, 

isolation and “an obvious sense of affinity,” stemming from Japan’s status as – like 

Germany – an outcast, eventually allowed the Imperial army to achieve its objective and 

convince Japan’s central leadership to sign the Pact.548 

To summarize, status immobility had two broad effects on Japanese foreign 

policy after 1931. First, to some extent, it motivated Japanese nationalist and militarist 

groups whose agitation threatened and undermined Japan’s moderate political and 

military leadership throughout the early 1930s. Second, it made Japanese elite and public 

opinion highly sensitive to the League of Nations’ response to the Manchurian Incident 

and was the immediate cause of Japan’s withdrawal from the League. Withdrawal from 

the League indicated the inability of Japanese moderates to pursue a foreign policy of 

reassurance and facilitated the dominance of the advocates of revisionism, which led 

Japan farther down a path toward major conflict with the Western great powers. 

 

Alternative Explanations 

 

 This section examines two alternative explanations for Japan’s turn toward 

systemic revisionism after 1931. I first consider the possibility that perceptions of 

insecurity on the part of Japanese leaders led them to pursue expansion after 1931. I then 

turn to Jack Snyder’s argument that Japanese overexpansion after 1931 can be understood 

as the consequence of the cartelization of Japan’s political structure, which allowed the 
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Japanese military to pursue a policy that would advance its organizational and ideological 

interests. I argue that neither insecurity nor domestic interests combined with 

cartelization can explain Japanese foreign policy after 1931 on its own, and that status 

immobility explains some important puzzles that each of these approaches leaves 

outstanding. 

 

Security and Japanese Expansion 

 

 As Snyder notes, realist theories relating expansion to security and/or power have 

not been tested systematically against the case of 1920s and 1930s Japan.549 However, a 

number of scholars do interpret Japanese behavior largely in realist terms. Peattie argues 

that “security – or rather insecurity – in relation to the advance of Western power in Asia 

seems to have been the dominant concern of the Japanese empire.”550 Crowley argues 

more specifically that it was the “disintegration of the security system provided by the 

Washington Conference” – in other words, a power vacuum in East Asia – that was the 

ultimate cause of Japan’s expansion throughout the 1930s.551 Berger argues that Japan 

pursued “autonomy” after 1931 because it was “regarded as vital to Japan’s security.”552 

 I do not contest the claim that much of Japan’s expansion throughout the Meiji 

period was at least partly and perhaps primarily motivated by security concerns. I also do 

not contest the claim that many individuals and groups within Japan’s decisionmaking 
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elite genuinely believed that expansion in Manchuria and later China was vital for 

Japanese security. However, the specific claim that security concerns in particular were 

what caused Japan to go its own way in Manchuria and withdraw from the League of 

Nations and later from the Washington and London Naval Treaties is unconvincing. 

 There are a number of problems with this claim. First, there were good security 

reasons for Japan to seek accommodation with the Western powers throughout this 

period. Japan never achieved anywhere close to the industrial capacity of the United 

States or Great Britain and was heavily dependent on the West and Western-controlled 

territories for resources.553 Provocation – in the form, for instance, of withdrawal from 

the League of Nations –only harmed Japan’s security by threatening its supply lines and 

making the West suspicious of Japanese intentions. 

 Second, many Japanese leaders understood very clearly just how weak Japan was 

in relation to the United States and other Western powers, and how foolhardy – from a 

security perspective - it would be to take steps that might result in isolation. This was, as 

noted above, one important reason that Japanese moderates supported accession to the 

League of Nations and strongly opposed the military’s aggressive moves in Manchuria 

and the ultimate decision to withdraw from the League. In fact, as Snyder notes, 

arguments in favor of restraint were frequently couched in realist terms.554 Japanese 

moderates supported naval limitations agreements, for instance, because they recognized 

Japan’s industrial disadvantage vis a vis the United States and felt that the 5:5:3 building 

ratio between the US, Great Britain, and Japan achieved in the Washington Treaty was 
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better than Japan could have done in a naval arms race.555 Even within the navy itself, 

there was no unanimous organizational interest in unlimited building. Navy minister Kato 

Tomosaburo, who led Japan’s delegation to the London Naval Conference in 1930, was 

the most prominent member of what was known as the “treaty faction” within the navy. 

This group supported the extension of the 60% ratio negotiated at the Washington 

Conference because they “recognized the limits of Japan’s national power.”556 

Yamamoto Isoroku, future commander of the Pearl Harbor operation and another 

member of the “treaty faction,” wrote that “anyone who has seen the auto factories in 

Detroit and the oil fields in Texas knows that Japan lacks the national power for a naval 

race with America,” and that “the 5:5:3 ratio works just fine for us; it is a treaty to restrict 

the other parties.”557 

 Finally, withdrawal from the League of Nations – which, as noted above, was 

perceived as extremely costly by Japanese moderate leaders and had real negative 

consequences for their ability to control policy – makes very little sense as a move 

motivated by a sense of insecurity. After all, the League had not taken nor threatened to 

take any concrete action against Japan or Japanese interests. The Assembly’s vote on the 

Lytton Commission Report was purely symbolic. Realist theories focused on security and 

power cannot explain Japan’s costly, self-isolating, and puzzling response to an event that 

did not present a real threat to material Japanese interests. 

 While some Japanese expansion during the Meiji and post-Meiji era was certainly 

motivated by security concerns, and while some Japanese leaders genuinely believed that 
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expanding in Manchuria even at enormous cost in terms of Japan’s international position 

made sense for strategic reasons,558 a realist account of Japanese foreign policy after 1931 

fails for two reasons. First, it cannot explain why Japanese moderates – who were also 

motivated by a concern with Japanese security and arguably had a more realistic 

conception of Japan’s strategic environment – lost out to Japanese extremists in the 

struggle over control of foreign policy. Second, it cannot explain Japan’s puzzling and 

significant decision to withdraw from the League of Nations in 1933. Status immobility, 

on the other hand, helps account for both outcomes. 

 

Domestic Interests and Logrolled Coalitions 

 

 Jack Snyder proposes a much more convincing explanation for Japan’s shift 

toward revisionism after 1931. Snyder argues that the Japanese military had both 

organizational and ideological incentives to pursue expansion, and that it was able to do 

so both because the Japanese state was constructed in such a way that allowed the 

military to hijack the state’s decisionmaking apparatus and because expansionist 

“strategic myths” and legitimating rhetoric resonated strongly within Japanese society.559 

Specifically, “Japan’s pattern of late development allowed the emergence of powerful 

military cartels,” which were empowered by a constitutional arrangement that gave the 

army and navy leaders a right to “direct access” to the Emperor, thereby insulating them 

from parliamentary and cabinet politics under certain conditions.560 This institutional 
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autonomy made it difficult for civilian leaders to control the military, and the outcome, 

according to Snyder, was a situation in which actors with interests in expansion formed 

logrolled coalitions that resulted in overexpansive policy.561 

 There is much to recommend Snyder’s account of Japanese expansion after 1931. 

The role of military interests and autonomy was certainly central to the Japanese case – 

the Mukden Incident and subsequent intransigence on the part of the Kwantung Army 

played a crucial role in Japan’s drift toward revisionism. Naval leaders with interests in 

fleet-building also played an important role in overcoming opposition from the “treaty 

faction” and taking Japan out of the negotiations over an extension to the Washington and 

London Treaties.562 Successive Japanese governments attempted to rein in aggressive 

elements within the military through appeasement, which only led to more logrolling and 

more expansion.563 

 However, two puzzles arise from Snyder’s account. First, military autonomy was 

nothing new in Japan in 1931. As noted above, the military took unauthorized action in 

Siberia at the end of the First World War and in 1928 ignited a crisis in Tsinan and 

assassinated Manchurian warlord Chang Tso-Lin. However, it was not until 1931 that 

Japan’s civilian leadership proved incapable of bringing the military back under control 

without doing irreversible damage to its international position. What had changed 

between 1919 and 1931? Snyder suggests one solution. He proposes that prior to 1931, 

Japan’s elite civilian leadership had been able to function more or less as if it were 

unitary. However, after 1931, “the genro were swamped by the very growth of capitalist 
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pluralism and parliamentary democracy they themselves had set in motion.”564 This 

development allowed the military to circumvent the cabinet by appealing directly to the 

newly active and politically aware public in order to legitimate its expansionist agenda. 

 This interpretation seems congruent with the account of Japan’s withdrawal from 

the League laid out above. However, it also leads directly to the second puzzle: why did 

militant and nationalist rhetoric resonate so strongly with the public? In other words, why 

did the public ultimately come down on the side of the Kwantung Army and the 

opponents of a foreign policy oriented toward reassuring the Western powers? Snyder 

does not provide an explanation, and it is not enough to simply say that militant and 

aggressive rhetoric is always popular – after all, the case of the United States only a few 

years later appears to contradict this claim. 

 Status immobility presents a solution to these related puzzles. As I have argued 

above, the rise of perceptions of status immobility in Japan between the end of World 

War I and 1931 made it increasingly difficult for Japan’s leadership to justify a foreign 

policy oriented toward reassurance. The growth of anti-foreign sentiment and the 

unpopularity of internationalism undermined support for the advocates of 

accommodation and increased support for the advocates of revisionism.565 This 

eventually contributed to Japan’s withdrawal from the League of Nations, both 

announcing and further facilitating the dominance of militant and nationalist influences 

over Japanese foreign policy. While the factors around which Snyder’s account revolves 

are crucial for the case of Taisho/Showa Japan, the outcome cannot be adequately 
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understood without reference to the effect of perceptions that Japan had not enjoyed and 

could not gain fair treatment as a full-fledged great power within the Western 

international order. 
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CHAPTER 5: STATUS IMMOBILITY AND SYSTEMIC REVISIONISM IN 

WEIMAR/NAZI GERMANY 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter traces the influence of status immobility on variation in German 

foreign policy during the Weimar and early Nazi periods. For roughly a decade following 

the First World War, German foreign policy was oriented toward achieving territorial, 

status, security, and economic gains within the framework of the Treaty of Versailles. 

Foreign Minister Gustav Stresemann’s grand strategy sought the return of German 

territories seized following the war, freedom from the Allied occupation of the Rhineland 

and the Saarland, reduction in reparation payments, and greater latitude with respect to 

rearmament while working within the constraints imposed by the Versailles system. 

During the early 1930s, however, and especially after 1933, German foreign policy 

shifted away from peaceful revisionism. Under Hitler and the NSDAP, Germany 

exhibited a lower concern with reassuring the French, British, and Americans that it had 

peaceful intentions, and a much greater willingness to challenge the foundations of the 

international status quo (the Versailles system), reestablish its military power, and 

ultimately achieve hegemony in Europe without regard for the diplomatic consequences. 

I argue that while a number of factors (most prominently changing economic conditions) 

played a role in the decline of Stresemann’s grand strategy and the increasing influence 

of actors committed to systemic revisionism, the outcome cannot be fully understood 

without reference to the role of perceptions of status immobility – resulting from the 
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nature of the Versailles settlement and the subsequent course of diplomatic negotiations – 

among German decisionmakers and opinion elites. 

 The chapter proceeds as follows. The next section discusses the significance of 

the Weimar/Nazi German case for status immobility theory and the study of revisionism. 

The third section briefly outlines status immobility theory’s observable implications for 

the Weimar/Nazi case. The next section presents a brief overview of German foreign 

policy during the period in question, emphasizing the shift in grand strategic orientation 

that took place during the years after 1930, and especially after Hitler became Chancellor 

in 1933. The fifth and sixth sections establish the importance of international status for 

German leaders and document the rise of perceptions of status immobility, paying 

particular attention to the role played by understandings of and reactions to the Versailles 

settlement. The subsequent section traces the effect of status immobility on German 

foreign policy, focusing both on its influence on the development of systemically 

revisionist ideas and ideologies among nationalist groups and individual elites, and on its 

role in producing domestic constraints on actors committed to conciliatory policies and 

enabling actors committed to systemic revisionism to gain power. The final section 

considers two alternative explanations for the shift in German foreign policy and argues 

that status immobility does a better job explaining the shift in Germany’s grand strategic 

orientation during the early 1930s than either an approach based on security concerns and 

material power or an approach based on ideology. 

 

Why Weimar Germany? 
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 Weimar/Nazi Germany makes sense as a case against which to test a theory of 

revisionism for reasons similar to those discussed in the previous two chapters. While 

Wilhelmine Germany appeared to be a crucial case because it was characterized by 

conditions that make offensive realism likely to explain the outcome, and Taisho/Showa 

Japan is a “most likely” case for theories about domestic politics and coalition logrolling, 

Weimar/Nazi Germany is a “most likely” case for theories that explain revisionist grand 

strategic orientations on the basis of ideological differences between the rising power and 

its neighbors. 

 Weimar/Nazi Germany is a most likely case for theories relating ideological 

variables to revisionist foreign policy behavior for obvious reasons. The shift in German 

grand strategic orientation – from positional to systemic revisionism – appears to have 

coincided with a shift in the ideological commitments of Germany’s leadership. As Haas 

suggests, after 1933 Germany was led by an elite that was ideologically committed to an 

intense hatred and fear of communism, as well as an intense anti-Semitism and more 

general racism.566 The rise of the NSDAP to power meant that German leaders were now 

predisposed to view the USSR as extremely threatening, and this caused them to pursue 

policies oriented toward challenging the status quo and achieving military hegemony in 

order to destroy communism and create a new Aryan order in Europe.567 Indeed, German 

foreign policy after 1933 appears to be one of the most obvious cases of ideology-driven 

grand strategy in modern history. As a result, it seems likely that Nazi ideology – rather 

than perceptions of status immobility – can adequately explain the shift in German 

foreign policy that occurred between Stresemann and Hitler. If, on the other hand, in the 
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face of such a seemingly easy case for an explanation based on ideological distance, I 

find evidence that casts doubt on the causal sufficiency of this factor and suggests that 

perceptions of status immobility contributed to the outcome, this should increase 

confidence in status immobility’s more general role as a cause of systemic revisionism. 

 Weimar/Nazi Germany is a useful and interesting case for two additional reasons. 

First, like Wilhelmine Germany and Taisho/Showa Japan, Nazi Germany is one of the 

clearest and most important examples of a rising state challenging the international status 

quo in the modern world. As such, it is an important case for a theory purporting to 

explain this sort of behavior to be able to make sense of. Second, historians writing about 

Germany during this period frequently make passing reference to the role that 

understandings of the Treaty of Versailles played in fostering dissatisfaction within 

Germany.568 However, neither historians nor (especially) political scientists have 

carefully and rigorously assessed exactly how the resentment generated by the imposition 

of the Versailles settlement influenced German foreign policy in the subsequent period. 

 

Observable Implications 

 

 If status immobility influenced Germany’s shift toward systemic revisionism 

during the early 1930s, what evidence should exist in the empirical record? What are the 

observable implications of status immobility theory in this case? First, there should be 

evidence that German leaders and the German public actively assessed and cared about 

Germany’s relative standing in the international hierarchy of prestige following World 
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War I. Furthermore, there should be evidence that Germany’s leadership before 1933 

sought to enhance its international social status in response to perceptions that Germany’s 

standing in the international system was lower than it should have been given the status 

markers or attributes that Germany had achieved. To be clear, this is not to say that all of 

German foreign policy between 1919 and 1933 has to have been motivated by a desire to 

enhance status, only that there must be a clear indication that status was an important 

concern for German leaders and the public, and that Germany pursued policies intended, 

at least in part, to correct status inconsistency. 

 Second, there should be evidence that German leaders and the public increasingly 

came to believe that Germany could not achieve enhanced status while working within 

the order established by the Versailles settlement. Perceptions of status immobility should 

increase in the aftermath of crises and other events that were interpreted as examples of 

unjust, unfair, or hypocritical treatment of Germany by the defenders of the status quo (in 

this case the powers who were victorious in World War I – and especially France and 

Great Britain). 

 Third, there should be evidence that perceptions of status immobility played some 

role in the development of anti-foreign sentiment and a preference for aggressive 

expansion when such sentiments and preferences developed. In other words, there should 

be evidence that nationalist and militarist interest groups, political parties, thinkers, and 

leaders in Germany developed plans and preferences for policies oriented toward 

overthrowing the international status quo at least in part in response to perceptions of 

unjust, unfair, or hypocritical treatment of Germany by the victorious powers. 
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 Finally, there should be evidence that widespread perceptions of status immobility 

constrained leaders in favor of accommodation or reassurance from pursuing these 

objectives, and ultimately advantaged the advocates of systemic revisionism to such an 

extent that the pursuit of foreign policy oriented toward accommodation and became 

politically impossible. More specifically, there should be evidence that leaders who 

preferred a foreign policy of accommodation or reassurance made decisions at odds with 

these preferences in response to domestic pressure linked to status immobility, and that 

leaders opposed to accommodation and reassurance made use of widespread perceptions 

of status immobility to gain political power. 

 

Summary of the Case 

 

 Between 1919 and 1933, German foreign policy underwent two broad shifts in 

orientation toward the status quo, defined by the terms of the Versailles settlement. 

Between 1919 and 1923, German foreign policy was characterized by a certain 

ambivalence toward the Versailles victors. Although some German elites argued for 

Germany’s acceptance of Versailles conditions and accession to the League of Nations, 

there was by no means a consensus at the highest levels in favor of conciliation.569 While 

most Social Democrats and some in the Center Party advocated a policy of “fulfillment,” 

others, particularly on the right, advocated a wholesale rejection of the terms of the 

Versailles Treaty, even at the risk of renewed Allied aggression.570 As Scheele notes, 

what united different Weimar cabinets between 1919 and 1923 was “their efforts to resist 
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and undermine the application of the Treaty.”571 Germany’s pursuit of a foreign policy 

seeking increased security, power, and influence outside the terms of the Versailles 

settlement was epitomized by the conclusion of the Treaty of Rapallo with the Soviet 

Union (a fellow non-League member) in 1922. While there were halting attempts at 

reconciliation between Germany and the defenders of the Versailles status quo during the 

early 1920s (particularly at Genoa in 1922), none came to fruition. Indeed, Kimmich 

argues that Rapallo was “in part a deliberate attempt to undercut the Genoa conference 

and sabotage whatever accommodation might have been achieved” between Germany, 

France, and Great Britain, and was “a triumph for the traditionalists…who harbored 

prewar dreams.”572 

 The first shift in German foreign policy took place after 1923. When France and 

Belgium occupied the Ruhr region in response to Germany’s failure to keep up with 

reparations payments, it became clear to many German elites that reconciliation was 

Germany’s only viable grand strategic option. Gustav Stresemann, both foreign minister 

and chancellor at the time of the Ruhr crisis, “regarded the occupation as a prelude to the 

permanent annexation of the Rineland and as a part of a deliberate policy to consolidate 

France’s continental hegemony at Germany’s expense.”573 He therefore decided to 

“replace a policy of bluster and defiance with a policy of compromise.”574 It should be 

emphasized that Stresemann was not a pacifist, and shared basic objectives with the most 

strident advocates of the rejection of the Versailles settlement. As Edgar Stern-Rubarth, 
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one of Stresemann’s advisors, noted, Stresemann’s “ultimate hope…was: To free the 

Rhineland, to recover Eupen-Malmedy, and the Saar, to perfect Austria’s Anschluss, and 

to have, under mandate or otherwise, an African colony where essential tropical raw 

materials could be secured and an outlet created for the surplus energy of the younger 

generation.”575 

 The most important difference between Stresemann and his right-wing critics was 

not in the realm of objectives but tactics. Stresemann sought to enhance Germany’s 

position and ultimately achieve the revision of the terms of the Versailles settlement by 

working within the Versailles system.576 Although he left the chancellor’s office in 

November 1923, Stresemann remained foreign minister until he died in late 1929, and in 

the intervening period led Germany through a series of conciliatory agreements with the 

Versailles victors. He negotiated the Dawes Agreement of 1924, the Locarno Treaty of 

1925, brought Germany into the League of Nations in 1926, and negotiated the Young 

Plan in 1929.577 Throughout the years between 1923 and 1929, Stresemann consistently 

sought to improve Germany’s standing, security, power, and influence not by rejecting 

the Versailles settlement but by reconciling Germany to it and attempting to convince the 

French and British that Germany harbored no malign intentions. As Grathwol notes, 

Stresemann was “convinced…that any revision that would be to Germany’s advantage 

could take place only by means of a policy of adjustment within the existing international 

framework.”578 
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 It was only during the early 1930s, and particularly after the NSDAP rose to 

prominence and Adolf Hitler became chancellor in 1933, that German foreign policy 

became oriented toward a drastic overthrow – rather than revision at the margins – of the 

Versailles settlement. Even before the NSDAP took control of the German government, 

Germany’s foreign policy had begun to shift. Heinrich Bruning’s government sought 

immediate unification with Austria in 1931 (which failed) as well as a complete end to 

reparations (which succeeded in 1932).579 After two subsequent – and very brief – 

governments, led by Franz von Papen and Kurt von Schleicher, Hitler became chancellor 

on January 30, 1933. In short order, Hitler (whose NSDAP had for years been vocal 

opponents of Stresemann’s policy of conciliation and accommodation) set Germany on a 

path to rapid rearmament, withdrew from the League of Nations, and took a number of 

other steps that made the formation of a countervailing coalition – the outcome 

Stresemann had sought to avoid at all costs – highly likely (even if such a coalition did 

not ultimately form until it was nearly too late).580 

 The shift in German foreign policy after about 1930 (and especially after 1933), 

which can be understood as a shift from positional revisionism (an attempt to enhance 

Germany’s economic, territorial, and status position within the constraints of the 

Versailles system) to systemic revisionism (a policy oriented toward overthrowing the 

Versailles system and achieving the conditions necessary for an attempt at hegemony 

with a much lower regard for the diplomatic consequences), is the focus of this chapter. I 

argue that the increasing influence of actors devoted to systemic revisionism, the rise of 
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Hitler and the NSDAP to prominence and ultimately to power, and Germany’s 

subsequent withdrawal from and effort to overthrow the international status quo can be 

explained in part by the rise and spread of perceptions of status immobility during the 

decade after the conclusion of the Versailles settlement. The following three sections 

document the rise of status immobility in Germany during the decade after the end of 

World War I and trace its effect on German foreign policy. 

 

Status and German Foreign Policy During the 1920s 

 

 As noted above, under Stresemann, German foreign policy was oriented toward 

conciliation and accommodation with the French and British. This did not, however, 

mean that Germany had accepted the conditions of the Versailles settlement, or even that 

Stresemann himself had. Rather, Stresemann’s objectives involved the gradual revision of 

the terms of the Treaty of Versailles and the reestablishment of Germany’s power and 

influence.581 

 One of the domestic obstacles that Stresemann faced in his attempt to revise 

Versailles by accommodation and conciliation was that German elites and much of the 

politically active German public cared deeply about Germany’s honor, status, and 

prestige, and saw the Versailles settlement as a humiliation and the institutionalization of 

a situation of status inconsistency – Germany was treated in the settlement in a way that 

was inconsistent with its former (and – according to many on the right – current) status as 

one of Europe’s great powers. While for many on the extreme right, the result of the 
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Versailles settlement was an immediate determination to reject and overthrow the status 

quo without regard for the diplomatic consequences (a phenomenon that I discuss in the 

subsequent two sections), for others, perceptions of status inconsistency related to the 

Versailles settlement were translated into demands that Stresemann seek to satisfy 

Germany’s honor by revising what he referred to as issues touching on German 

“prestige.”582 In many cases, this pressure forced Stresemann to push France and Great 

Britain harder on certain issues related to status and German honor than he otherwise 

would have. It also meant that success and failure on these issues became important 

markers by which German audiences measured the progress of Stresemann’s policy and 

the prospects of continued conciliation. 

 One example of the importance of status enhancement for Stresemann’s foreign 

policy is the negotiation over German acceptance of the 1924 Dawes Plan. The Dawes 

Plan was the result of an investigation by economic experts that was meant to help 

stabilize Europe’s economic and political relations in the wake of the Ruhr Crisis by 

reformulating Germany’s reparations liabilities.583 Although the Plan was by no means 

unambiguously favorable to Germany, it did carry a number of important advantages that 

many expected to improve Germany’s position both economically and politically.584 

Reparations payments would increase from one to 2.5 billion marks over the course of 

five years, but payment was made conditional upon economic conditions in Germany and 

an American expert’s assessment of Germany’s ability to make payments.585 Germany 
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was also to be granted an 800 million mark loan to stabilize its economy and help it to 

make its payments.586 Politically, the plan arranged for the removal of French troops from 

the Ruhr region within a year, and “deprived [the French] of the possibility of using 

reparations as a lever on Germany,” as they had done in 1923.587 As a result, Germany 

gained a measure of political independence that it had not had since the Versailles Treaty 

was signed in 1919. Stresemann and other moderates understood very well the 

advantages that the Dawes Plan promised: “A milliard more or less does not matter if 

what we buy with it is freedom.”588 Furthermore, Stresemann worried that the rejection of 

the Dawes Plan by the Reichstag – or increased German demands that threatened the 

French – would abort the nascent détente that was developing in Western Europe and 

perhaps “lead to the triumph of right-wing radicalism in neighboring France.”589 

 However, because many on the German right in the Reichstag and much of the 

German public cared a great deal about defending German honor and status, Stresemann 

was forced – in order to secure the passage of the Dawes Plan – to push the Versailles 

powers harder on “prestige” issues than he might have liked. Although the largest right-

wing political party in Germany – the German National People’s Party (DNVP) – was not 

unanimously and automatically opposed to any conciliation with and accommodation to 

the Versailles settlement (as more radical groups were), the DNVP did demand that 

Stresemann defend Germany’s honor and achieve status enhancement as compensation 

for the DNVP’s support in the Reichstag on the Dawes question. Oskar Hergt, chairman 

of the DNVP, told Chancellor Wilhelm Marx on May 28, 1924, that the party’s support 
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could only be secured if the government began “to press questions touching on 

Germany’s honor, especially that of war guilt, more vigorously.”590 The official 

attribution of German war-guilt, enshrined in Article 231 of the Treaty of Versailles, was 

widely resented within Germany, primarily because of its implications for German 

status.591 The identification of Germany as the guilty party in 1914 justified the treatment 

of Germany in a manner that was inconsistent with German nationalists’ conception of 

German identity and status – as Grathwol notes, the war-guilt clause (and any official 

acquiescence to it by the government) “amounted to a negation of Germany’s national 

identity and honor.”592 

 Stresemann initially refused to broach the issue of war guilt with France and 

Great Britain out of fear that it would complicate or even scuttle the negotiations.593 In 

response, the DNVP published a list of demands or preconditions that the Versailles 

powers would have to accede to before the DNVP would cooperate with the government. 

These included a number of points that signal a concern with status: Germany would 

have to be “recognized…as a fully equal partner in all discussions,” “Demands that were 

unrealizable or that constituted affronts to German dignity or independence must be 

rejected,” and “the war-guilt clauses of the treaty must be disavowed.”594 In addition, the 

Reichstag had already passed a motion supporting the Marx cabinet but “stipulating that 
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the government should attempt to obtain satisfaction concerning the so-called prestige 

questions, as a condition precedent to acceptance of the plan by parliament.”595 While 

Stresemann was ultimately able to conclude the London Conference without being 

derailed by the DNVP’s concern with German status596 – and the debate over the Dawes 

Plan in the Reichstag temporarily split the DNVP – the episode clearly demonstrates both 

German concern for status enhancement and its effect on foreign policy – if only as a 

domestic obstacle that Stresemann would have to overcome and a drive that he would 

have to satisfy in his attempt to pursue a policy of calculated self-interest. 

 A similar manifestation of the attempt (in part driven by concerns about domestic 

politics and appeasing dissatisfied nationalists) to enhance Germany’s status was 

Stresemann’s effort to secure an early evacuation of foreign troops from the Rhineland. 

According to Paragraph 18, Part VIII of Annex II, “the German territory situated to the 

west of the Rhine, together with the bridgeheads, will be occupied by Allied and 

Associated troops for a period of fifteen years from the coming into force of the present 

treaty.”597 This meant that all foreign troops would be out of the Rhineland by 1935 at the 

latest, provided Germany complied with its obligations under the Versailles settlement. 

However, from the negotiations over the Locarno Treaty in 1925 on, Stresemann sought 

to ensure that the evacuation of foreign troops from the Rhineland would take place 
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596 Following the conclusion of the London Conference, Marx sent a letter to the 
chairman of the conference (British Prime Minister Ramsey MacDonald) “expressing 
Germany’s desire to have the question of the responsibility for the war submitted to an 
international tribunal.” The letter was not immediately released to either the French or the 
public. See Grathwol (1980), pg. 46. 
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before 1935.598 On the surface, it seems that this policy needs no explanation – security 

concerns might easily explain the desire to have French, British, and Belgian troops out 

of German territory. On closer inspection, though, the strategic rationale for the policy of 

early evacuation appears more questionable. 

 First, while the possession of bridgeheads over the Rhine presented France with 

an important military advantage (and the French military consistently touted this security 

benefit as an argument against early evacuation), as Jacobson notes, since foreign troops 

were slated to leave the Rhineland in 1935 anyway, the Rhineland occupation would only 

disadvantage the Germans “in the unlikely eventuality of a Franco-German war” before 

that date.599 What made such a war especially unlikely was the security agreement 

reached at Locarno in 1925, in which the French renounced the right to initiate military 

operations against Germany without the approval of the League of Nations Council. 

Indeed, the Locarno Treaty conferred upon the Germans such an advantage that they 

could have remilitarized the Rhineland as early as 1930 and still have put France in the 

wrong in the case of reciprocal military intervention.600 Moreover, even if such a war 

occurred, Germany would likely be overrun regardless of the disposition of the 

Rhineland, given the state of its military through the early 1930s.601 

 Second, as Germany’s ambassador to France, Leopold Hoesch, argued, there were 

good strategic reasons not to push for early evacuation. The most obvious was that the 
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French might take Germany’s demand for the early return of the Rhineland as a threat, 

which could plausibly strengthen politically the French right-wing and military and 

thereby make it more difficult to pursue Stresemann’s policy. After relations with France 

soured over German demands for evacuation in 1928, Hoesch cautioned against making 

French foreign minister Aristide Briand’s political life difficult, and wrote that “the 

function of the so-called policy of understanding is precisely that these unavoidable 

clashes, which under any other policy would lead to severe restrictions on the rebuilding 

of Germany, can be solved by mutual understanding and leave the road to Freiheit und 

Aufstieg (freedom and ascent) open to us.”602 Just as compelling was the argument that, in 

this case, time was on Germany’s side. The more vigorously Germany demanded early 

evacuation, the higher the French would estimate that Germany’s value on early 

evacuation was. This would cause the French to demand valuable concessions (in terms 

of reparations or disarmament verification compensations) in return. If, on the other hand, 

Germany simply waited for the clock to run out on the Versailles settlement, Paris, 

“confronted with the possibility of gaining no benefit from evacuation…would be led to 

initiate negotiations.”603 

 Stresemann’s effort to achieve early evacuation is more puzzling than it seems at 

first glance. The evidence suggests that he pursued the policy, at least in part, in response 

to domestic pressure for a defense of Germany’s honor and an enhancement (or 

correction) of Germany’s status vis a vis the Versailles powers. As noted above in 

relation to the war-guilt clause, the German public and elites alike (especially on the 

right) understood the Versailles settlement as an unjust, unfair diktat which humiliated 
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Germany by imposing conditions upon it which were inconsistent with great power 

status.604 One of these conditions was the presence of foreign troops on German territory. 

Especially as relations between Germany, France, and Great Britain began to normalize 

after 1924, this inconsistency became increasingly stark and an important source of 

domestic discontent. After Germany joined the League of Nations as a member of the 

Council in 1926, even French Prime Minister Poincare “had conceded that Germany’s 

presence in the League was incompatible with further French presence in the 

Rhineland.”605 The press, the public, and Reichstag politicians, seeing the progress 

Germany had made through the Locarno Treaty and accession to the League, now 

expected evacuation to follow as a “natural consequence” of the Locarno policy, since 

other powers had, at least on some level, acknowledged that Germany was in fact still a 

European great power.606 

 It was partly due to these increasingly high expectations that Stresemann pushed 

so hard on early evacuation. He had to show that the policy of conciliation would bear 

fruit in the area about which the German right cared most – reversing the humiliating 

terms of the Versailles settlement. The first major effort came in the wake of the Locarno 

Treaty, just before Germany was to enter the League of Nations, as an effort to 

“popularize the Locarno policy within Germany” and strengthen Stresemann’s domestic 

position.607 British Foreign Minister Austen Chamberlain calculated similarly that 

“resentment in Berlin against Allied occupation policy might interfere with Germany’s 

entrance into the League,” and as a result pushed Briand to at least reduce the number of 
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troops in the occupation zone.608 This attempt to achieve evacuation – culminating in the 

Thoiry negotiations – ultimately failed, but Stresemann began a second push in 1928, 

when, again, he was “compelled to press for the evacuation of the Rhineland in order to 

demonstrate the practical benefits of his policy of understanding.”609 Even though, as 

noted above, the strategic wisdom of working for early evacuation was suspect, it was, 

according to Jacobson, “a symbol of recovery from defeat, of respect regained, and of the 

restoration of Germany to a position of full equality among the great powers,” and 

“became the touchstone of the success of his foreign policy.”610 In other words, status 

enhancement was an integral part of the policy of early evacuation. 

 German concern with status enhancement – with regaining its lost great power 

status – is evident in other aspects of Stresemann’s foreign policy as well. German 

leaders were ambivalent (and in some cases adamantly opposed) to Germany’s accession 

to the League of Nations. However, when it became clear that German participation in 

the League would be a condition of the Locarno Treaty, Stresemann sought to facilitate 

entry in a way that would confer upon Germany a measure of recognition as a great 

power – a seat on the League Council.611 When other states (notably Spain, Poland, and 

Brazil) demanded their own permanent Council seats, the Germans protested, arguing 

that “permanent seats were the prerogative of great powers…seats for lesser powers 

would diminish the importance of the council.”612 Some German elites also displayed a 

concern for the recovery of great power status in their agitation for the recognition of 
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Germany’s right to administer League of Nations mandate territories. Article 119 of the 

Treaty of Versailles had stripped Germany of its colonial possessions and had been 

“justified by the Allies in terms designed to wound German national pride:” the Treaty 

was interpreted by many Germans as having alleged that Germany had mistreated 

colonial subjects in the past and was not fit to govern colonies in the future.613 The 

recovery of the right to administer mandates – which all of the other Versailles great 

powers possessed – was important not only (and perhaps not even primarily) for 

economic reasons, but also for reasons relating to status.614 

 This section has established that German leaders and the public cared about status 

enhancement throughout the post-Versailles period, and that policymakers actively 

sought to reestablish Germany’s great power status, if only as a means of silencing 

domestic opposition to a policy of conciliation. This was, of course, not the only or even 

the most important aim of German foreign policy during Stresemann’s tenure as foreign 

minister. However, the fact that revision of the Versailles settlement was understood to 

be closely connected to questions of German status was crucial because, as I show in the 

next two sections, perceptions that the Locarno policy had failed or would inevitably fail 

confirmed extant perceptions of status immobility and facilitated the rise to power of 

proponents of a much more aggressive foreign policy. 

 

Versailles, the Failure of Conciliation, and Status Immobility in Weimar Germany 
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 Although Stresemann achieved a number of important successes during his tenure 

as foreign minister (the Dawes Plan, the Locarno Treaty, accession to the League of 

Nations as a permanent member of the Council, early evacuation of the Rhineland – but 

only after his death), the policy of conciliation ultimately came to be perceived by many 

as a failure and a confirmation that Germany could not achieve a return to great power 

status – to equal treatment by the Versailles victors – by working within the terms of the 

Versailles settlement. In this sense, the course of the 1920s in the Weimar Republic 

appears to be quite similar to the course of the 1920s in Japan – what were in reality gains 

(in an economic or strategic sense) were interpreted as failures because elites and the 

public were primed to understand them as such. 

 In the case of Germany, elites and the public were extremely hesitant to admit that 

a policy of conciliation with the Versailles victors could lead to the reestablishment of 

Germany’s status as a great power because of the overwhelmingly negative reaction to 

the imposition of the terms of the Treaty of Versailles in 1919. Significantly, the Treaty 

was rejected and despised by many not only (or even primarily) because it undermined 

Germany’s economy or its security615 but also because it was seen as an unjust, unfair, 

and hypocritical diktat that was intended to perpetuate the dominance of the Versailles 

victors while humiliating Germany.  

Before the armistice was even signed, Walter Rathenau, a liberal German 

politician and future foreign minister, composed a letter (which was never sent) to 
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 214 

Woodrow Wilson, in which he emphasized not a concern for Germany’s economy or 

security, but rather for its status: 

 

“Our offer of an armistice was not made with the aim of gaining time or altering 

the existing balance of forces or preparing in any way for an extension of the war. 

We are prepared to offer guarantees for that, but they must not violate the honour 

of the army and the people… Nobody can or may demand that our people accept 

conditions which are beyond the limits of justice and violate its honour.”616 

 

In retrospect, Rathenau’s warning seems apt. The terms of the Treaty of Versailles 

were widely resented as unjust, unfair, hypocritical, and severely impinging on 

Germany’s honour and claim to great power status. First, Germany was excluded from 

negotiating the terms of the Treaty. Instead, the Germans were presented with an 

ultimatum in May 1919.617 Second, as noted above, Article 231 seemed to identify 

Germany as responsible for the war, and as a result for war reparations. Third, as noted 

above, Germany was forced to accept the presence of foreign troops in the Rhineland. 

Fourth, territories (Eupen-Malmedy, Alsace-Lorraine, Upper Silesia, the Polish Corridor, 

and Memel) and colonies (in Africa and the Pacific) were stripped. Fifth, Germany had to 

disarm and submit to military inspections carried out by the victors. Sixth, Germany was 

initially denied a seat in the newly formed League of Nations, a slight against which 

Count Ulrich von Brockdorff-Rantzau, strenuously objected on the day the terms were 
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delivered.618 What all of this amounted to was institutionalized (and, to some, seemingly 

permanent) status inconsistency. As Nicholls notes, “Germany was not given equality of 

status with the victors,” which “strengthened the already widespread feeling in Germany 

that the League would just be an Association of Victors designed to maintain the 

supremacy of the Entente Powers.”619  

What lent even more credibility to this claim was that Versailles was seen as an 

exercise in hypocrisy and betrayal. Throughout the period between the armistice and 

May, 1919, German leaders and other elites had expected and hoped for a settlement that 

would be in line with Woodrow Wilson’s ideals.620 In part, this expectation was premised 

upon the notion that because Germany had undergone a domestic revolution since the 

war ended, “the man in the street felt free from all liability for Imperial policies.”621 

However, not only did the terms of the Treaty not seem to take this regime change into 

account, they also seemed to apply the principles of the peace unfairly. The principle of 

national self-determination, which was, for instance, invoked to justify the creation of 

Poland and Czechoslovakia, was “non-existent wherever it would have ruled in favour of 

Germany.”622 

The response to the terms of the Treaty in Germany was extremely negative for 

all of these reasons. Newspapers decried the “rape of Germany,” and referred to the 
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Treaty as “unjust,” “unfair,” and “degrading.”623 Snyder describes an “explosion of wrath 

throughout Germany,” and newspaper columns “filled with expressions of outrage” when 

the terms became known.624 Philip Scheideman, Germany’s Chancellor during the 

negotiations – and a Social Democrat – decried the Treaty as the “malleus malleficarum 

by which the confession of our own unworthiness, the consent to our own merciless 

dismemberment, the agreement to our own enslavement and bondage, are to be wrung 

and extorted from a great people,” and resigned in order to avoid signing the Treaty.625 

Germans (especially nationalists and conservatives) rallied against what they called the 

“Schmackfrieden (shameful peace).”626 On June 28, in anticipation of the signing of the 

Treaty by Gustav Bauer’s newly formed government, the Deutsche Zeitung, a Pan-

German newspaper, published an article in which the German objection to the status 

implications of the Versailles settlement is clear: 

 

“Vengeance! German nation! Today in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles a 

disgraceful treaty is being signed. Never forget it! On that spot where, in the 

glorious year of 1871, the German Empire in all its glory began, today German 

honor is being dragged to the grave. Never forget it! The German people, with 

unceasing labor, will push forward to reconquer that place among the nations of 
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the world to which they are entitled. There will be vengeance for the shame of 

1919.”627 

 

 While the imposition of the Treaty of Versailles, like the Triple Intervention and 

Western treatment of immigration in the Japanese case, clearly convinced many Germans 

(especially on the right) that a return to great power status would be impossible within the 

terms of the settlement, this was not, as the above discussion of Stresemann’s policy and 

the position of the DNVP shows, the conclusion that all or even a majority of German 

decisionmakers, elites, and the public drew. Many moderates were still willing to support 

a policy of conciliation during the 1920s. Reactions to the fate of this policy, though, 

were colored by the experience of 1919, and these, in turn, reinforced and spread the 

perceptions of status immobility produced at Versailles. 

 Although German gains through conciliation with and accommodation to the 

Versailles system did convince some moderate members of the DNVP to cooperate with 

Stresemann,628 throughout the post-Locarno period, concessions from France and Great 

Britain came too slowly to avoid confirming – or at least undermine – in many quarters 

the suspicion that great power status could not be regained without a drastic rejection of 

the status quo. In large part this was a result of both the strength of prior understandings 

of the Versailles settlement, as well as Stresemann’s need, discussed above, to publicly 

make exaggerated claims about the gains that would flow from conciliation. 

 Even before Locarno, Stresemann – in order to appease nationalist opinion within 

and outside the Reichstag – argued that “the early evacuation of the Rhineland could, and 

                                                
627 Deutsche Zeitung (28 June, 1919). 
628 See Grathwol (1980). 



 218 

would follow the conclusion of the treaty.”629 It was on the basis of this and other 

promises that Stresemann was able to legitimate cooperation with the Versailles victors 

and, especially, Germany’s accession to the League of Nations (which, as noted above, 

was seen as “only a second War Council or Ambassadors’ Conference…nothing but an 

instrument to maintain the Peace Treaties.”630 

 The failure of the French and British to meet German expectations made the 

Locarno Treaty initially unpopular. Jacobson notes that Stresemann’s tactics “had the 

unintended consequence of raising the expectations of the German public,” which 

resulted – after Germany was not even able to extract a firm promise of early evacuation 

– in “popular disappointment.”631 While Stresemann himself was pleased with the treaty, 

his government, “to maintain pressure on the Allies for further concessions…assumed an 

attitude of official disappointment,” which publicly confirmed the view that conciliation, 

so far, had failed due to French and British intransigence.632 This was a pattern which 

would characterize the interaction between Stresemann’s foreign policy and German 

domestic politics throughout the 1920s, and ultimately contributed to the perception that 

conciliation could not result in the reacquisition of Germany’s great power status. 

 Although conditions for early evacuation seemed promising directly after the 

Treaty of Locarno was signed, by late 1926, political developments in France had put a 

damper on Stresemann’s hopes.633 As a result, Stresemann decided (against the council of 

Hoesch and in response to charges from the right that Germany had been “deceived by 
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the Allies who had not fulfilled their promises of November 1925”634) to make a much 

stronger push for evacuation than he had yet. In 1927, after the Conference of 

Ambassadors certified that Germany had satisfactorily disarmed, many German elites and 

opinion leaders began to claim that, under the terms of Article 431 of the Treaty of 

Versailles, Germany was entitled to early evacuation, and that Allied failure to meet this 

obligation “placed them in violation of the Treaty of Versailles.”635 In early 1928, 

Stresemann lent the argument that Allied behavior was hypocritical official endorsement 

by demanding immediate evacuation of the Rhineland.636 This was particularly 

significant because, by demanding evacuation “more boldly than he has done on any 

previous occasion,” Stresemann again raised German expectations.637 In addition, since 

(so the argument went) Germany had fulfilled its obligations under Article 431, 

evacuation was now understood to be and demanded as a right – a natural consequence of 

conciliation, rather than a privilege to be bought.638  

What this meant was that when evacuation finally came – two years later and in 

exchange for German accession to the Young Plan – it was seen by many not as evidence 

of the success of the policy of conciliation, but rather as confirmation that Germany could 

not regain true equality as a great power within the Versailles system. As Kimmich notes, 

“it now appeared that the Germans would have to pay for what they deemed their legal 

and moral right.”639 The Deutsche Volkswirt “complained that Chamberlain and Briand 
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had broken the promise of Locarno to regard Germany as an equal,” and Ludwig Kaas of 

Center Party declared the “undeniable failure of German foreign policy.”640 The domestic 

debate over the Young Plan (discussed in further detail below), which was – like the 

Dawes Plan – on some levels favorable to Germany, reinvigorated those who rejected – 

rather than sought accommodation and revision within – the Versailles system641 

This section has argued that one facet of Germany’s understanding of the Treaty 

of Versailles was institutionalized status inconsistency – which was taken by many to be 

status immobility. Germans were “ever conscious of being treated as a ‘nation of inferior 

status.’”642 Significantly, not all Germans accepted the impossibility of Germany’s return 

to great power status within the Versailles system. However, in large part because of the 

way Versailles was understood in 1919, Allied concessions over the course of the next 

decade failed to undermine widespread perceptions of status immobility, and 

compromises that promised important benefits were taken as confirmation that Germany 

would not be treated fairly by the Versailles powers. As I show in the next section, 

perceptions of status immobility resulting from the Versailles settlement and Germany’s 

subsequent interactions with the Allies ultimately advantaged those who advocated 

rejecting the settlement altogether, rather than attempting to rise within its terms. 

 

Status Immobility and the Abandonment of Conciliation 
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 During the early 1930s, German foreign policy underwent a significant shift. 

After Stresemann’s death and the acceptance of the Young Plan, the advocates of a deep 

revisionism gained political influence and a succession of German governments pursued 

policies increasingly at odds with conciliation.643 This process culminated in the rise to 

power of Adolf Hitler, the head of the NSDAP – one of the strongest advocates of a 

radical revision of the status quo and rejection of Stresemann’s cautious methods. 

Following Hitler’s ascent to the chancellor’s office in 1933, Germany took a number of 

steps that Stresemann would have deemed unthinkably risky and self-defeating, including 

withdrawal from the League of Nations in October. In other words, during the early 

1930s, German leaders were either uninterested in or unable to pursue policies oriented 

toward reassuring the defenders of the status quo. This is particularly puzzling because 

Germany was still, in 1933, exceptionally vulnerable militarily. 

 This section traces the influence of status immobility on this shift. I show that 

perceptions of status immobility influenced the shift away from positional revisionism 

toward systemic revisionism in two broad ways. First, resentment toward the Versailles 

powers and the terms of the Versailles settlement played an important role in the 

development of aggressive right wing ideologies and foreign policy ideas (particularly 

those of the NSDAP, as well as the Stahlhelm and other radical factions within the 

DNVP). These groups played an obviously crucial role in Germany’s shift toward 

systemic revisionism after 1930 not only by weakening the advocates of conciliation 

through rhetorical attacks, but also because they ultimately gained control over the levers 

of foreign policy. Second, widespread perceptions of status immobility – which (as noted 
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above) made the pursuit of conciliation politically awkward throughout the 1920s  –  

ultimately facilitated the rise to power of the advocates of systemic revisionism and made 

it difficult to justify a policy aimed at reassurance. At the end of the section, I also briefly 

suggest that even Hitler himself was constrained by widespread perceptions of status 

immobility by the early 1930s. 

 

Status Immobility and German Radical Nationalism 

 

 The development of right-wing groups characterized by aggressive, expansionist 

foreign policy ideas at the expense of conciliation (however unrealistic such a grand 

strategic orientation was) played an obviously important role in the story of Germany’s 

shift toward systemic revisionism. Not only did these groups make life difficult for 

Stresemann and other moderates, they also eventually took control of German foreign 

policy. The key question, from the perspective of this study, is to what extent perceptions 

of status immobility stemming from the Versailles settlement motivated German radical 

nationalists and underpinned their ideologies.  

 It is impossible to determine exactly what motivated individual members of the 

various right-wing groups that were prominent during the Weimar period (the NSDAP, 

the Stahlhelm, the Pan-German League, the United Societies for the Fatherland).644 

However, an examination of right-wing rhetoric suggests that perceptions of status 

immobility played an important role in driving these groups, as Feuchtwanger notes, 
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toward a “repudiation of Versailles and of the affront to German honour and great power 

status” that it represented.645 

 For obvious reasons, the most crucial group to investigate is the NSDAP. In 1919, 

the German Workers Party (DAP) was founded in Bavaria. Adolf Hitler initially came 

into contact with the party as part of his duty as a member of the Army Press and 

Propaganda section.646 In 1920, the DAP became the National Socialist German Workers 

Party, and a year later, Hitler became party leader.647 Although the NSDAP was marginal 

for much of the 1920s, by the end of the decade, it had gained wide electoral appeal, and 

three years later, Hitler was Chancellor. Understanding what the NSDAP stood for in 

terms of foreign policy – and where its foreign policy commitments came from – is 

clearly necessary in order to understand what its rise meant for Germany’s grand strategic 

orientation. 

 One of the earliest statements of Nazi ideology is the Programme of the German 

Workers Party, a presentation given in Munich in February 1920. Although the 

Programme covers a great deal of ground (including, even at this early date, references to 

racism and anti-Semitism), the first two points clearly indicate sensitivity to the status 

implications of the Versailles settlement. The DAP demanded “the union of all Germans 

in a Greater Germany on the basis of the right of national self-determination” – which, as 

discussed above, was a sore point because the failure of the Allies to apply the principle 

of self-determination consistently suggested hypocrisy and unequal treatment.648 The 

DAP also demanded “equality of rights for the German people in its dealings with other 
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648 Programme of the German Workers Party, quoted in Noakes and Pridham (1983). 



 224 

nations, and the revocation of the peace treaties of Versailles and Saint-Germain.”649 That 

these two points occupied such a prominent place in the DAP’s platform suggests at least 

one (or possibly both) of two conclusions: either the leaders of the DAP cared a great 

deal about international social status, or the leaders of the DAP calculated that 

emphasizing Germany’s status immobility under the Versailles settlement would resonate 

with the public and result in increased popular support for the party. 

 An examination of Hitler’s early speeches provides support for both of these 

claims. Significantly, as Kershaw notes, most of Hitler’s early speeches did not mention 

the threat from Marxism or Communism, nor the need for Lebensraum, but rather 

revolved around “the contrast of Germany’s strength in a glorious past with its current 

weakness and national humiliation.”650 Favorite themes included “English and French 

intentions of destroying Germany, as shown in the Treaty of Versailles – the ‘Peace of 

shame,’ the instrument of Germany’s slavery.”651 In fact, while anti-semitism was 

certainly present in Hitler’s rhetoric from the start, Kershaw notes that “race theory – 

where Hitler drew heavily for his ideas from well-known anti-Semitic tracts…was 

explicitly treated in only one speech by Hitler during 1920.”652 

 Hitler referred to Germany as “already a colony of the outside world,” and 

attributed this to the fact that “we humiliated ourselves morally, we positively destroyed 

our own honour and helped to befoul, to besmirch, and to deny everything which we 

previously held as sacred.”653 He railed against the war guilt clause of the Versailles 
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Treaty, as well as those Germans – guilty of “despicable self-humiliation” – who had 

signed it.654 He recalled that before the war Germany had enjoyed “her honour and the 

consciousness that the world regarded her as an honourable people,” but declared that 

“with the armistice begins the humiliation of Germany.”655 Predictably, he concluded that 

“the times when there was no ‘League of Nations’ were far more honourable and more 

humane.”656 

 Significantly, Hitler’s publicly stated policy prescriptions were characterized by 

none of the caution of Stresemann or other German moderates. He proclaimed that “the 

only possible conditions under which a German State can develop at all must therefore 

be: the unification of all Germans in Europe, education towards a national consciousness, 

and readiness to place the whole national strength without exception in the service of the 

nation.”657 Moreover, he rejected out of hand the possibility of working for revision 

within the terms of the Treaty of Versailles: “so long as this Treaty stands there can be no 

resurrection of the German people,” and “to set aside this Treaty is a necessity, it is the 

condition which must be fulfilled before any later revival is in any way possible.”658 This 

rhetoric is in clear contrast to the strategic concept of the moderates, which was to work 

to improve Germany’s position within the Versailles system in order to work for revision 

later.659 Of course, as noted above, much of this rhetoric was likely chosen not because it 
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represented Hitler’s actual beliefs about German grand strategy660 but rather, as I discuss 

below, because it resonated with a large chunk of the German population. 

 There are two important points to emphasize about the evidence presented above. 

First, systemic revisionist foreign policy preferences are clear. From the right-wing of the 

DNVP to Hitler’s NSDAP, one significant commonality was the determination not to 

work within the Versailles system but rather to reject and overturn it. Indeed, as the 

Deutsche Zeitung wrote in 1921, many Germans turned “red with shame at the sight of a 

chancellor…boasting to the world how obediently he has done everything, how 

punctually he is paying the billion marks…how conscientiously he is turning us into 

slaves.”661 The sense of shame that many on the right felt to observe a policy of 

fulfillment or conciliation points to the second point: the rejection of the Versailles 

settlement visible in radical right wing ideas about foreign policy appears to have been 

driven to a large extent by perceptions of status immobility. 

 

Status Immobility and the Rise of the NSDAP 

 

 Showing that perceptions of status immobility played a role in the development of 

radical nationalist ideas and rhetoric in Weimar Germany does not show that status 

immobility influenced Germany’s shift toward systemic revisionism after 1930. As noted 

above, German moderates (most prominently Gustav Stresemann) were able to maintain 

control of German foreign policy throughout the 1920s and pursue conciliation within the 
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constraints of the Versailles system. The NSDAP was not particularly popular during the 

Stresemann period, in part because it was perceived as overly radical, a result of both its 

anti-Semitic ideological commitments as well as its role in the putsch of 1923.662 For the 

DNVP – the major right-wing party in Germany throughout the 1920s – anti-Semitism 

was actually a particularly divisive issue and caused a conservative crisis between 1922 

and 1923.663 Hertzman notes that after “the Racists were discredited by implication in the 

Nazi Munich putsch in November, 1923, they seemed for a time eliminated as effective 

rivals of the DNVP.”664 How, then, did the NSDAP emerge as the Reichstag’s largest 

party by July 1932?665 How were the advocates of systemic revisionism ultimately able to 

take control of the levers of policy in Germany by 1933? 

 This is a question that has fascinated historians and social scientists since the 

1930s. While one common line of argument is that the NSDAP’s success was class-based 

(a revolt of the lower middle class666), and that the global depression – starting in 1929 – 

was the “root cause of the severe political stresses which troubled Germany,” the 

evidence – and subsequent scholarship – suggests that these are inadequate 

explanations.667 First, the timing of the depression in Germany does not line up in the 

manner theories revolving around economic crisis would expect.668 The NSDAP’s first 
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major breakthrough came in local elections in 1929 and the Reichstag elections of 1930. 

However, at this point, as Marks notes, “the German economy was in a recession but not 

yet in a depression,” and that “nobody suffered much except the workers.”669 This is a 

significant point because urban workers – who were mostly aligned with the SDP or the 

KDP – “remained true to their traditional parties.”670 The depression did not spread with 

full force to Germany until March 1933, by which point Hitler had already become 

chancellor.671 

 Second, a variety of scholars (beginning with Theodore Abel’s innovative study) 

have noted the social diversity of NSDAP voters.672 The NSDAP coalition consisted not 

only of dissatisfied lower middle class groups (craftsmen, professionals, low-level 

employees, civil servants, merchants, farmers, and fishermen), but also elites (managers, 

university-educated civil servants and professionals, university students, and 

entrepreneurs), as well as members of the lower class.673 As Childers notes, careful 

research on the NSDAP indicates not that it was a class-based or depression-driven 

movement, but rather that it was “a remarkably successful catchall party of protest.”674 

The diversity of the NSDAP’s supporters led Hitler to downplay radical economic 
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rhetoric in favor of themes revolving around nationalism, foreign policy, and the injustice 

of the Versailles system.675 

 What this suggests is that it took much more than economic malaise or class 

conflict to facilitate the rise of the NSDAP in Germany leading up to 1930. I suggest that 

one important part of the story was dissatisfaction with Stresemann’s policy of 

conciliation and perceptions that Germany could not regain its honor within the 

constraints of the Versailles system.676 Perceptions of status immobility facilitated the 

rise of the NSDAP by 1) predisposing many Germans against the status quo and 

undermining Stresemann’s policy of conciliation; 2) allowing the NSDAP to move into 

the mainstream of German politics by forming a common front with the DNVP and other 

anti-conciliation groups during the debate over the Young Plan; and 3) altering the 
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political and rhetorical environment after 1929 in a way that advantaged the NSDAP as a 

consistent opponent of conciliation. 

 First, as discussed above, perceptions of status immobility stemming from the 

Versailles settlement predisposed many Germans (especially on the right) against any 

conciliation, thereby undermining the policy of accommodation.677 Members of right-

wing press and activist organizations launched a widespread and effective campaign 

against the members of the government who signed the Treaty of Versailles (especially 

Mattias Erzberger, who was eventually assassinated in 1921).678 Those in favor of 

accommodation (or, as Stresemann called it, realism) were branded traitors and became 

part of the Dolchstosslegende, which was a stigma that would threaten anyone attempting 

to pursue a policy of fulfillment.679 During the negotiations over the 1924 Dawes Plan, 

Karl Helfferich, one of the DNVP’s primary foreign policy spokesmen, described the 

Plan (which, as already noted, was actually fairly advantageous to Germany) as a “second 

Versailles.”680 Given the meaning attached to Versailles, this is strikingly similar to the 

way many newspapers during the Wilhelmine era drew parallels between the Treaty of 

Olmutz and the Morocco Treaty in 1911, as a way of emphasizing humiliation and 

pushing for the rejection of the status quo. Throughout the negotiations over Locarno, 

entry into the League of Nations, and early evacuation of the Rhineland, the opposition of 

the right – while in some ways useful as a bargaining tool – ultimately weakened the 

policy of conciliation in the long-run by forcing Stresemann to publicly push for demands 
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that were rejected, which in turn confirmed many in the view that conciliation was 

failing.681 

 Second, during the late 1920s, status immobility and the commitment to rejection 

of the Versailles settlement was the link between the NSDAP and the DNVP that 

ultimately brought the Nazis into the mainstream and launched them on the path toward 

becoming the preeminent German right-wing political party. The process by which the 

NSDAP initially became closely allied with and then overtook the DNVP involved the 

negotiation of the Young plan. In early 1929, a “committee of experts” began to 

deliberate on a revision to the Dawes reparation schedule of 1924. The result – the Young 

Plan, named for committee chair Owen Young – was intended as a “definitive reparation-

war debt settlement.”682 The plan ultimately set German payments at a total of almost 114 

billion marks to be paid over the course of 59 years.683 This “represented a significant 

short-term gain for Germany,” in that payments over the first ten years of the plan were 

markedly reduced from what they would have been under the Dawes Plan.684 Moreover, 

many German policymakers expected that Germany’s total outstanding debt would be 

further reduced by negotiation before payments increased a decade later.685 In addition to 

the short-term promise of reduced reparation payments, Germany also extracted – in 
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return for agreeing to the deal – a promise that the Rhineland (but not the Saarland) 

would be completely evacuated by the middle of 1930.686 

 These gains notwithstanding, the Young plan became enormously unpopular in 

Germany and played a crucial role in the rise of the NSDAP. As noted above, the 

perception that Germany was being made to haggle for the evacuation of the Rhineland, 

in addition to what seemed to be the extension of submission to the Versailles powers for 

six more decades, confirmed perceptions of status immobility and caused intense 

opposition, especially on the right.687 During the spring of 1929, Alfred Hugenberg, the 

radical nationalist head of the DNVP, “seized the issue as a golden opportunity for 

rallying the masses.”688 On June 15, the DNVP announced the creation of a broad 

nationalist coalition that would lead a campaign “against the Paris Tribute Plan.”689 The 

“National Committee for the German Referendum” consisted of the DNVP along with a 

number of more radical groups, including the NSDAP.690 The Committee campaigned for 

the “Law Against the Enslavement of the German People,” which “unilaterally 

repudiated the war-guilt clause of the Treaty of Versailles, demanded an immediate and 

unconditional evacuation of the Rhineland, called for the abolition of all foreign controls 

over Germany, rejected the Young plan, and stated that any member of the government 

who signed it would be prosecuted for treason.”691 
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 Although the Freedom Law ultimately only garnered 14% support in the 

December referendum, the campaign against conciliation in the form of the Young plan 

succeeded in a way that Hugenberg never imagined. In addition to transforming “vague 

hostilities into a rejection of the policy of understanding and the Weimar system,” the 

Hugenberg campaign against the Young plan brought the NSDAP – which was 

previously a marginal, radical party – into the mainstream of German politics.692 

Hugenberg – the dominant figure in the right-wing press during the 1920s – had 

enormous resources both in terms of wealth and access to media outlets.693 As a result, 

the alliance between Hugenberg and Hitler significantly enhanced the NSDAP’s profile. 

In state elections held two weeks before the referendum, the NSDAP gained votes for the 

first time since 1924, a result that Pridham attributes to “the fact that in the referendum 

campaign they benefited from their association with the traditional conservative Right 

and from the financial sources provided by the Nationalist Party.”694 As Jacobson notes, 

as a result of the coalition that Hugenberg formed in order to exploit the dissatisfaction 

associated with the Young plan, “the Nazi Party was enriched, strengthened, and 

popularized.”695 Perceptions of status immobility clearly played a key role in this process 

by creating the conditions necessary for the formation and political sustainability of this 

coalition. 

 Finally, and partly as a result of the campaign against the Young plan, political 

and rhetorical conditions in Germany changed in a way that advantaged the newly 
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mainstream NSDAP. Reichstag elections were held in September 1930, as a result of the 

fall of the Muller cabinet following the approval of the Young plan. Marks notes that 

“foreign policy dominated the electoral campaign,” and that “calls for the repeal of the 

Young Plan…came from clear across the political spectrum.”696 British ambassador to 

Germany Horace Rumbold noted that the “snowball of revisionism continues to roll 

down the electoral slopes, and, as it rolls, it is gathering speed and size.”697 Jacobson 

observes that during the campaign, “all the major parties deferred to popular anti-French 

feeling and demanded further revision of Versailles.”698 

This atmosphere played to the NSDAP’s advantage because no other major party 

could claim to have been as consistent or as unified in its opposition to conciliation. 

Marks notes that “the Nazis loudly proclaimed that they alone had never endorsed 

anything done under the Versailles diktat.”699 Pridham suggests that “the Nazis tried to 

make a virtue of the fact they were, so they claimed, the only party not tainted with 

responsibility for any of the mistakes commited by the governments of the Republic.”700 

The NSDAP campaigned on a platform emphasizing “rejection of the policy of 

fulfillment;’ opposition to the treaties of Versailles, Locarno, and The Hague; demand for 

a change of direction in foreign policy” and “advocacy of ‘a strong foreign policy 

combined with a responsible socialist-inclined Germany domestic policy.’”701 This 

platform (although to some extent shared by many parties on the German right) 

contrasted with the DNVP’s record, which, as discussed above, included periods of 
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cooperation with Stresemann’s policy of conciliation. In fact, primarily because of the 

clause allowing for criminal prosecution of government officials pursuing a policy of 

fulfillment, the campaign for the Freedom Law had fractured the more moderate 

DNVP.702  

In the 1930 Reichstag elections, the NSDAP won 107 seats (compared to 12 in 

1928), while the DNVP won only 41.703 Although it is impossible to determine exactly 

why the NSDAP experienced such a drastic increase in popularity (and a number of 

factors, including economics, class-based concerns, and Hitler’s talent as a speaker and 

politician likely played a role), the domestic reaction to the Young plan (which both 

motivated and was driven by Hugenberg’s campaign) seems to have been an important 

part of the story. As Leopold puts it: 

 

“Hugenberg had been overwhelmed by his own propaganda. Throughout the past 

fourteen months his syndicate had blurred the distinction between the two parties, 

encouraging support for radical nationalism. When the voters went to the polls 

they selected the NSDAP to represent this national opposition. The radical seed 

sown by the Reich Committee against the Young Plan was reaped by the Nazis in 

the September elections.”704 

 

                                                
702 Electoral results from 1929 Bavarian municipal elections suggest that this contrast was 
effective for the NSDAP. Pridham (1973, pg. 90) notes that “the Nazis won votes mainly 
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In other words, by exploiting the popularity of the issues brought up by the Young plan 

(humiliation and disgust with conciliation), Hugenberg ultimately managed to 

(unintentionally) shift the balance of power within the German right toward the NSDAP. 

Perceptions of status immobility played a crucial role in this process. 

 

Status Immobility and Withdrawal from the League of Nations 

 

 Once Hitler became chancellor in 1933, the shift toward systemic revisionism was 

likely complete.705 However, even if Hitler had unalterable and deep revisionist 

objectives by 1933, he still understood Germany’s weakness and the necessity to appear 

conciliatory in order to avoid fostering suspicion among its neighbors. This 

consciousness of weakness makes Hitler’s decision to withdraw Germany from the 

League of Nations in October 1933 puzzling. Why take such a potentially risky step 

when remaining within the League might allow Germany to continue working to rearm 

and enhance its international position more cheaply and safely? The evidence suggests 

that perceptions of status immobility (and the domestic constraints they produced) may 

have played a role in Germany’s withdrawal from the League. 

 When Hitler took power, he placed immediate emphasis on the reconstruction of 

the German military. The minutes of the Conference of Ministers meeting of February 8, 

1933, note that the “Reich Chancellor again stressed that for the next 4-5 years the main 
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principle must be: everything for the armed forces.”706 However, Hitler was also clearly 

wary of German weakness. Five days earlier, he commented that “the most dangerous 

period is that of the rebuilding of the armed forces. Then we shall see whether Fr[ance] 

has statesemen. If so, she will not leave us time but will fall upon us (presumably with 

eastern satellites).”707 Significantly, Hitler seems to have understood that premature 

withdrawal from the League of Nations and the Geneva Disarmament Conference would 

signal aggressive intentions to other European powers and be risky for Germany. On 

March 17, the head of the German delegation at Geneva reported that Hitler had directed 

the delegation to avoid sabotaging the Conference and to “work for a positive 

conclusion,” in order to facilitate “further utilization of the League of Nations as a tribune 

for the German point of view.”708 On April 7, Foreign Minister Konstantin von Neurath 

told the Conference of Ministers: 

 

“Although the accomplishments of the League of Nations are by no means 

satisfactory, Germany’s withdrawal is out of the question. We would gain nothing 

by a withdrawal but only worsen our position. Withdrawal would be possible only 

if continued presence in the League were no longer compatible with Germany’s 

dignity and if a direct, actual advantage were connected with the withdrawal. It 
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should be taken into account that if Germany should withdraw, the League might 

make decisions that could bring us into a dangerous situation (Saar Territory).”709 

 

Neurath went on to argue that “foreign policy conflicts are to be avoided until we have 

completely regained our strength,” and that Germany “must therefore avoid any 

provocatory demonstration and strive for close cooperation with England and Italy.”710 

The minutes of the meeting note that Hitler concurred with Neurath’s assessment.711 

 In September, with the Geneva Conference floundering, German policymakers 

still preferred to remain within the League of Nations, at least for the present: “The time 

for withdrawing from the League of Nations will probably come only with the complete 

collapse of the Disarmament Conference and after the definitive settlement of the Saar 

question.”712 It should be noted here that the disposition of the Saarland was not decided 

until 1935, two years after Germany withdrew from the League of Nations. Slightly less 

than three weeks later, and only a few weeks before Germany’s withdrawal, Hitler was 

still committed to concluding “a disarmament convention even if not all our wishes were 

fulfilled by it.”713 It was only in early October that German leaders began seriously 

considering leaving the League of Nations in the immediate future, in response to the 

imminent collapse of disarmament negotiations over the issues of Allied supervision of 

                                                
709 Extract from the Minutes of the Conference of Ministers, Held at the Reich 
Chancellery, April 7, 1933, 3598/792283-295, no. 142, in DGFP (1918-1945), pg. 260. 
710 Ibid., pg. 260. 
711 Ibid., pg. 260. 
712 Minutes of the Conference of Ministers on September 12, 1933, 3598/793688-93, no. 
426, in DGFP (1918-1945), pg. 797. 
713 Memorandum by the Foreign Minister, 3154/669946, no. 475, in DGFP (1918-1945), 
pg. 882. 
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German rearmament and temporary bans on military technology.714 After subsequent 

negotiations left the Geneva Conference on the brink of collapse, on October 14, Hitler 

announced to the Conference of Ministers that Germany would withdraw from the 

League of Nations within the week. 

 Why did Hitler – who seemed to understand the risk involved in withdrawal – end 

up opting to remove Germany from the League of Nations? The answer is far from clear, 

but the evidence does indicate that status concerns played some role. First, it is important 

to note that Germany had been circumventing the Versailles disarmament restrictions for 

years, and that further circumvention “would not be very easy to detect.”715 In addition, 

Hitler was willing to submit to a “trial period,” as long as it applied only to troop 

quantity, and not technology.716 This suggests that Germany’s withdrawal cannot entirely 

be explained by the fear of detection that a new disarmament agreement might introduce. 

After all, even if a new agreement that was not favorable to German ambitions were 

reached, Germany had plenty of experience with covert rearmament. 

 Rather, some scholars suggest that concern for public opinion and domestic 

politics influenced Hitler’s decision. Given German demands for equality of rights 

throughout the disarmament conference, Bennett argues that the conditions offered by the 

Allies “would have been an obvious step backward…discrediting the new regime in the 

eyes of the German nationalist public and particularly of the army.”717 Kimmich, 

                                                
714 Bennett (1979), pg. 466. 
715 Bennett (1979), pg. 465. 
716 The Head of the German Delegation at Geneva to the Foreign Ministry, June 3, 1933, 
7360/E536914-17, no. 283, in DGFP (1918-1945), pg. 517. 
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Memorandum by the Reichswehr Minister, May 15, 1933, 3650/813095-98, no. 238, in 
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similarly, notes that during 1933, Hitler’s “party was struggling with its Nationalist 

partner in the government,” and as a result he “could not afford a spectacular setback,” as 

denial of equality at Geneva would appear to be.718 Kimmich goes on to note that by 

October, “Hitler needed a ‘patriotic foreign diversion,’” because “rallies, parades, and 

speeches no longer evoked the same response,” and “diplomatic setbacks that summer 

had hampered the government’s dynamism.”719 Hitler “could achieve with a ‘national’ 

issue what the ‘socialist’ program had failed to attain.”720 While the evidence does not 

allow for a firm conclusion regarding the question of whether status immobility and the 

domestic constraints it introduced influenced Hitler’s decision to withdraw from the 

League of Nations, the way he justified withdrawal suggests that it played some role. 

Hitler declared to the cabinet: 

 

“Equality of rights cannot be granted to present-day Germany…As a national 

government we find it incompatible with our honor to take part in the 

deliberations of a Conference which revokes the requirements which would have 

enabled us to take part again in the Conference. We shall therefore have to leave 

                                                                                                                                            
Foreign Ministry, June 3, 1933, 7360/E536914-17, no. 283, in DGFP (1918-1945), pg. 
517; Memorandum by the State Secretary, October 4, 1933, 3154/669975-76, no. 479, in 
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4, 1933, 7360/E537562-65, no. 480, in DGFP (1918-1945), pg. 888; The Foreign 
Minister to the German Delegation at Geneva, October 11, 1933, 7360/E537761, no. 489, 
in DGFP (1918-1945), pg. 907. 
718 Kimmich (1976), pg. 179. 
719 Kimmich (1976), pg. 185. 
720 Ibid., pg. 185. 
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both the Disarmament Conference and the League of Nations, since the condition 

that we be recognized as a nation with equality of rights is not fulfilled.”721 

 

Kimmich notes that Hitler’s public justification for withdrawal stressed that “Germany 

had joined the League for conciliation and accommodation on the basis of equality; this 

had been denied her. To leave Geneva, therefore, was to escape an irremediable 

situation.”722 

 While none of the evidence presented above conclusively demonstrates that 

Hitler’s primary motive for withdrawing from the League of Nations involved status 

immobility, it does suggest that 1) Hitler preferred to remain within the League of 

Nations; and 2) Hitler legitimated withdrawal by appealing to the popular notion that 

Germany had been denied equal treatment by the defenders of the status quo. Taken 

together, this points toward the role of status immobility in imposing domestic constraints 

on German foreign policy even after the rise of Hitler. 

 

Alternative Explanations 

 

 This section examines two alternative explanations for Germany’s turn toward 

systemic revisionism during the early 1930s. I first consider the possibility that 

Germany’s grand strategic shift can be explained in offensive realist terms. Although 

Weimar Germany is not a particularly easy case for offensive realism, I still explicitly 

                                                
721 Minutes of the Conference of Ministers on October 13, 1933, 3598/793999-794007, 
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consider it as an alternative explanation because the theory remains one of the preeminent 

approaches to making sense of aggressive foreign policy behavior. I then turn to Mark 

Haas’ claim that Germany’s grand strategic orientation after 1933 can be understood as a 

consequence of the ideological distance between Germany and the Soviet Union. I argue 

that neither power nor ideology can adequately explain Germany’s turn toward systemic 

revisionism, and that status immobility remains an essential part of the causal story. 

 

Power and Weimar/Nazi Grand Strategy 

 

 Mearsheimer claims (almost in passing) that German foreign policy throughout 

the Weimar and Nazi periods can be explained by the rational desire to maximize power 

by maximizing security. He notes that Stresemann “was deeply committed to expanding 

Germany’s borders,” and that he “used accommodating language with the United 

Kingdom and France, because he thought that clever diplomacy was the only way that a 

militarily feeble Germany could get back some of its lost territory.”723 He goes on to 

spend one paragraph on Nazi Germany, arguing that “little needs to be said…since it is 

universally recognized as one of the most aggressive states in world history.”724 He notes 

that Hitler “set out to…build a powerful Wehrmacht that could be employed for 

aggressive purposes.”725 Mearsheimer goes on to claim that throughout the first few years 

of the Third Reich, Hitler’s foreign policy was appropriately cautious: his “diplomacy 

was carefully calculated to keep his adversaries from forming a balancing coalition 

                                                
723 Mearsheimer (2001), pg. 189. 
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against Germany, so that the Wehrmacht could defeat them one at a time.”726 Finally, 

when Germany was strong enough, it sought hegemony, as offensive realism predicts a 

potential great power should. 

 There are two major problems with Mearsheimer’s brief account of Weimar/Nazi 

foreign policy. First, he inappropriately obscures the distinction between the foreign 

policies of Stresemann and Hitler. As noted above, Stresemann was certainly committed 

to the revision of the terms of the Versailles Treaty. However, he was committed to an 

approach to revision that focused on conciliation and accommodation. Indeed, Hitler was 

one of the most vocal critics of Stresemann’s foreign policy and the NSDAP (along with 

the broader radical right) rejected any accommodation to the Versailles system.727 

Stresemann eschewed and resented the rhetoric of the NSDAP, and it is difficult to 

imagine him withdrawing from the League of Nations, as Hitler did in 1933. Importantly, 

it is not the case that a significant increase in Germany’s ability to project power or 

defend itself militarily caused Hitler to become increasingly aggressive and pursue 

increasingly risky policies (withdrawal from the League, remilitarization of the 

Rhineland, announcement of full rearmament) throughout the 1930s.728 Throughout the 

early part of the decade, rearmament and assertive foreign policy were not driven by but 

drove Germany’s increasing military capabilities. In other words, to some extent, a 

visible shift in Germany’s grand strategic orientation preceded (and therefore cannot be 

explained by) any significant improvement in its relative power. 

                                                
726 Ibid., pg. 217. 
727 See discussion above as well as Bretton (1953); Grathwol (1980); and Leopold (1977). 
728 Hitler himself was aware that Germany remained militarily weak and very vulnerable 
through the mid-1930s. See fn. 136 above. See also Murray (1984), 170-177. 
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 Second, while it is true that Hitler did not openly seek European hegemony until 

1939, this does not mean that structural stimulus (in this case increasing capabilities) was 

what primarily drove German foreign policy during this period. To argue that this is the 

case is to discount a massive amount of evidence and scholarship that suggests that 

Hitler’s preference for deep revisions to the status quo predated his rise to power.729 

While some historians do subscribe to the view that “Hitler had no set program for 

German hegemony,” even Dale Copeland, a structural realist himself, concludes that the 

“intentionalists” have the better of the evidence and the argument.730 Offensive realism, 

then, confronts a dilemma. In order to make sense of German foreign policy during the 

Weimar/Nazi period, offensive realists must either deny that Hitler and the NSDAP 

mattered much to the outcome (a claim that flies in the face of the evidence); or they 

must explain with realist variables and mechanisms the rise of a political and social 

environment amenable to the NSDAP’s ascent (a puzzle that factors like relative 

capabilities and security do not go far toward unraveling). The concept of status 

immobility, on the other hand, can explain, in part, where the NSDAP’s revulsion toward 

the status quo originated and how the NSDAP rose to prominence. 

 

Ideological Distance and Foreign Policy in Nazi Germany 

 

 Haas proposes a more compelling explanation for the shift in Germany’s strategic 

orientation during the early 1930s. In The Ideological Origins of Great Power Politics, 

                                                
729 See Bullock (1971), pp. 806-807; Hilgruber (1981); Hildebrand (1970); and Jackel 
(1972) for an overview of this evidence. 
730 Copeland (2000), pg. 121; for “structuralist” or “functionalist” arguments about Nazi 
foreign policy, see Mommsen (1976), 151-192; Broszat (1982). 
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1789-1989, he argues that Nazi ideology consisted of commitments to “fierce anti-

communism and dogmatic racism.”731 These commitments (and particularly the first) 

created an enormous ideological gap between the USSR and Germany, which influenced 

policy in two ways. First, it led Hitler to the conclusion that the USSR and Germany were 

mortal enemies. As Haas notes, “From the 1920s until the 1940s, both when he was in 

power and out, Hitler was clear that Germany’s unavoidable conflict with the Soviet 

Union was primarily a product of the two states’ huge ideological and racial 

differences.”732 Second, the relatively smaller ideological distance separating Germany 

from the West led Hitler to the belief that “ideological differences dividing the Western 

democracies and the USSR would decrease the likelihood of these states coalescing into 

an effective alliance in time to prevent Germany’s aggressive foreign policy aims.”733 

Taken together, according to Haas, ideology explains why Germany sought hegemony (to 

destroy the USSR) and why German leaders calculated that aggressive expansion was 

possible (ideological distance between the USSR and the West). 

 Haas’ argument makes a great deal of sense and the ideological distance between 

Germany and the Soviet Union undoubtedly plays an important role in accounting for 

German grand strategy after 1933. However, there are a number of problems with the 

ideological distance explanation. First, in general, there are plentiful examples throughout 

history of ideologically different states aligning and of conflict between ideologically 
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similar states, as Ikenberry notes, which suggests that ideological distance is not itself 

enough to account for variation in grand strategic orientation.734  

 Second, after Hitler rose to power in 1933, German-Soviet military cooperation 

continued until September, when it was not the Germans but rather the Soviets that ended 

the arrangement.735 Significantly, the Germans wanted the collaboration to continue, even 

though it did benefit the Soviet military.736 If ideological distance determined German 

foreign policy to the extent Haas claims it did, one might expect the end of mutually 

beneficial military cooperation to have been initiated by the Germans for ideological 

reasons. Rather, in September 1933, German leaders were still attempting to evade the 

Versailles restrictions and avoid antagonizing the West, and collaboration with the Soviet 

Union was an important piece of that policy. 

 This point illuminates a third problem with Haas’ explanation. While Haas 

suggests that Hitler calculated that France and Great Britain would not balance against 

Germany for ideological reasons, the evidence presented above suggests that he did 

worry a great deal about arousing Western suspicions, and that he did prefer to avoid 

appearing intransigent when possible. German leaders were, in fact, well aware that the 

rise to power of the NSDAP had been perceived as a threat in the West (especially in 

France), and that Germany would have to tread cautiously.737 This not only suggests that 

calculations of relative ideological distance were not enough to assure the German 
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leadership that France and Great Britain could be counted upon to remain passive in the 

face of Germany’s rearmament, but it also makes Germany’s withdrawal from the 

League of Nations a puzzle to be explained. As I showed above, this is an outcome for 

which status immobility can, in part, account. 

 Finally, and most significantly, the ideological distance explanation can account 

only for the behavior of the Nazi regime once it rose to power; it cannot, however, 

explain Hitler’s rise. In fact, Haas’ discussion underlines again one of the most puzzling 

aspects of the rise of the NSDAP to prominence. While anti-communist and anti-socialist 

rhetoric was certainly part of mainstream German politics during the 1920s, dogmatic 

racism was not, and the NSDAP’s fervent commitment to anti-Semitism and racism was 

one of the factors that kept it on the margins of the German right until the late 1920s.738 

In fact, as I showed above, the aspect of NSDAP ideology that Haas ignores – the 

commitment to rejecting the Versailles system entirely – combined with widespread 

perceptions of status immobility by 1929 and misguided political entrepreneurship on the 

part of Alfred Hugenberg, explains, in part, how the Nazis emerged from the obscurity of 

radicalism to become the dominant force in German right-wing politics by 1930. 

 

                                                
738 See discussion above and Hertzman (1963), pp. 124-164 on the divisiveness of anti-
Semitism in German right-wing politics. 
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CHAPTER 6: NEGATIVE AND NON-GREAT POWER CASES 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter has two purposes. The first is to demonstrate that status 

accommodation can play a non-trivial role in preventing the emergence of systemic 

revisionism in rising great powers. Showing that in the absence of accommodation, 

perceptions of status immobility could have changed the grand strategic orientation of a 

rising great power that did not challenge the status quo provides important empirical 

support for the theory. The second purpose is to explore the role of status immobility in 

the behavior of non-great powers. This is important for three reasons. The first is to 

demonstrate that status immobility has an effect independent of the value of the variables 

at the heart of the most prominent alternative explanation for systemic revisionism: 

offensive realism. If status immobility can explain the behavior of states that rejected or 

challenged the status quo even when they had no realistic chance at achieving hegemony, 

then the objection that status concerns are epiphenomenal or secondary to relative power 

dynamics loses credibility. Second, investigating the role of status immobility in non-

great powers allows for an exploration of the way in which status concerns may interact 

with other variables, such as relative power and threat perceptions. Third, showing that 

status immobility matters for non-great powers extends the policy implications of the 

theory developed here beyond projecting and responding to the rise of China. The 

insights drawn from the non-great power case studies in this chapter may be relevant for 

policymakers dealing with rogue actors and other weak states managing status anxiety. 
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 I accomplish the first objective by conducting a counterfactual analysis of the rise 

of the United States around the turn of the twentieth century. I argue that British status 

accommodation was neither predetermined nor insignificant, and that in its absence it is 

not difficult to imagine American foreign policy developing a strong anti-status quo 

orientation. I accomplish the second objective by conducting short case studies of two 

very different non-great powers that both dealt with status anxiety: Paraguay under 

Francisco Solano Lopez and Tokugawa Japan.739 In each case, status immobility 

influenced grand strategic decisionmaking and pushed leaders to reject and challenge the 

status quo, but in very different ways. 

 

Status Accommodation and The Rise of the United States 

 

In 1895, a rising United States and a hegemonic-but-declining British Empire 

experienced a serious crisis that prompted – among many Americans – the same sort of 

status anxiety that characterized public discourse in Wilhelmine and Weimar Germany as 

well as Taisho/Showa Japan. Ultimately, the British backed down and accepted the 

United States’ dominance in the Western hemisphere and ultimately its rise to great 

power status, acquiescing to a series of other American demands throughout the 

subsequent decade. While there was no formal alliance, the result of British 

accommodation was the Anglo-American rapprochement. American leaders increasingly 

                                                
739 Case selection criteria are discussed more fully below. However, in short, I selected 
these two cases because neither had the requisite advantage in terms of relative 
capabilities to challenge for hegemony, yet both adopted grand strategic orientations that 
bear some resemblance to the analytical category of systemic revisionism. These two 
cases, then, lend additional support to the contention that power is not enough to explain 
shifts toward revisionism. 
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saw their interests as aligned with the Empire’s, and passed up a number of opportunities 

(from the Second Boer War through the end of the First World War) to obstruct and 

challenge Great Britain’s efforts to manage and maintain the international status quo. The 

United States did not turn against the status quo in the same way that some other rising 

great powers have. 

 This case study uses counterfactual analysis to assess the importance of the 

absence of status immobility to the outcome. I begin by discussing the value (as well as 

the limitations) of analyzing the rise of the United States as a negative case. Next, I turn 

to the counterfactual. Was US satisfaction inevitable given geopolitical realities, or can 

we imagine a plausible and significantly different American grand strategic orientation 

emerging early in the 20th century if we construct an alternative and minimally altered 

history?740 I argue that British accommodation in 1895 was neither predetermined nor 

insignificant, and in its absence, it is not a stretch to imagine American foreign policy 

developing a strong anti-British and anti-status quo orientation via the mechanisms at the 

heart of status immobility theory. Finally, I argue that one of the strongest justifications 

for the view that Anglo-American détente was nearly inevitable by the 1890s – the 

Anglo-Saxonist discourse that emerged after the 1860s – supports the role of status 

concerns in grand strategic orientation. The evidence suggests that some actors on both 

sides of the Atlantic used a strategy of “recategorization” to mitigate the status anxiety 

inherent in power transitions.741 

 

Why the United States? 

                                                
740 On counterfactuals, see Tetlock and Belkin (1996); Lebow (2010a). 
741 On recategorization, see Mummenedey et al (1999). 
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 The rise of the United States between the late 19th century and the beginning of 

World War I is an interesting case for a study investigating the behavior of rising great 

powers for obvious reasons. Though the United States grew rapidly (in both economic 

and political terms) throughout the late 19th and early 20th centuries, it did not adopt a 

grand strategic orientation that rejected or sought to challenge the British-led 

international status quo.742 Rather, by the end of the First World War, the United States 

had passed up a number of opportunities to challenge British dominance, entered a major 

European war on Great Britain’s side, and oriented itself (if somewhat hesitantly) toward 

rebuilding and maintaining the pre-war status quo. Moreover, in the years following the 

war, the United States led the way in the effort to limit arms-races, thereby temporarily 

choosing to forego the opportunity to translate its economic advantage into military 

advantage.743 In general, during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, a power transition 

occurred between the US and Great Britain “without any belligerent conflict between the 

two,” which Dobson notes is remarkable because “there has never been any other 

comparable peaceful transformation of power roles in the history of the world.”744 While 

this certainly overstates the uniqueness of the Anglo-American power transition, it is true 

that the outcome in this case stands in stark contrast to the outcomes in the cases 

examined in this study so far. If status immobility matters in the development of 

dissatisfaction in rising great powers, there should be evidence in this case that British 

                                                
742 Coppock (1961, pp. 205-232) notes that the US economy grew by an average of 5% 
annually between 1873 and 1913. This growth included both agriculture and industrial 
production. See Pletcher (1984), pg. 120. 
743 See Glaser (2004). 
744 Dobson (1995), pg. 5. 
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accommodation of American status claims played a role in preventing the development of 

dissatisfaction in the United States. 

 Assessing the role of status accommodation in the case of the rise of the United 

States would be straightforward if other relevant variables took on similar values as those 

they take on in the cases of Wilhelmine Germany, Taisho/Showa Japan, and Weimar 

Germany.745 While there are important differences, there are interesting similarities. Most 

obviously, like Wilhelmine Germany and Taisho/Showa Japan, the United States was a 

rapidly rising state with aspirations to gain recognition as a great power or world power. 

Like Wilhelmine Germany, there were racial and ethnic bonds between the British and 

American peoples. Like Taisho/Showa Japan, the rise of the United States took place in a 

region far removed from the geographic and political center of the international system – 

Europe. 

 Of course, the differences are significant and complicate any analysis of the role 

that status accommodation played in the preventing the rise of grand strategic 

dissatisfaction in the United States. Simple geography meant that the United States posed 

little threat to the European balance of power, unlike Wilhelmine Germany. Unlike 

Japan, British and Americans shared a racial and ethnic identity, which played an 

important role in the development of Anglo-American relations throughout the period in 

question. In addition, European great power competition for markets in East Asia 

presented complications for Japan’s rise in a way that they did not for the rise of the 

United States. Finally, American political institutions were unlike those in Germany or 

Japan. 

                                                
745 On “most similar” cases, see Bennett and George (2004), ch. 8. 
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 It may be that these differences revolving around geography, ethnic identity, and 

political institutions can account for the absence of systemic revisionism in American 

grand strategy during the period of its rise. The analysis that follows suggests that this is 

not the case. Rather, I argue that even holding other factors constant, it is possible to 

imagine that in the absence of British status accommodation, perceptions of status 

immobility and anti-British sentiment in the United States could have resulted in a 

drastically different American grand strategic orientation. 

 

Counterfactual Analysis: The Venezuela Crisis and Anglo-American Rivalry 

 

 Status immobility theory suggests that psychological and domestic political 

processes stemming from perceptions of persistent and unjust, unfair, or hypocritical 

status denial interfere with moderate leaders’ ability to pursue a grand strategy of 

reassurance in rising great powers. Conversely, the absence of these processes allows 

leaders to pursue the more patient policies that make sense given geopolitical realities 

and power transition dynamics. This presents an analytical problem when it comes to 

assessing the ability of status immobility theory to explain the outcome in a case in which 

systemic revisionism did not emerge: it is impossible to directly observe evidence of 

processes that did not operate. The development of the Anglo-American rapprochement 

makes good sense from the perspective of US strategic and economic interests. 

Challenging British hegemony in regions beyond the Americas would have been costly 

and risky, and working with the British facilitated the consolidation of American 

hegemony in North America and the Caribbean. This does not mean that status concerns 
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played no role in the case of the rise of the United States. Rather, I argue that conditions 

in the United States during the 1890s were such that, in the absence of British status 

accommodation, it is possible to imagine a plausible alternative outcome in which Anglo-

American rapprochement is replaced by Anglo-American rivalry. Traditional process-

tracing has limited utility as a means of assessing this claim empirically. While it is 

possible to trace the influence of status accommodation on the decline of anti-British 

sentiment in the United States, this does not go far enough, because it does not 

demonstrate that anti-British sentiment had the potential to influence policy, or that an 

increase in anti-British sentiment and the development of perceptions of status 

immobility could have caused significant shifts in US grand strategic orientation. 

Counterfactual analysis – a controversial but increasingly common mode of inquiry – is 

better suited to this task. 

 According to Tetlock and Belkin, counterfactuals “are subjunctive conditionals in 

which the antecedent is known or supposed for purposes of argument to be false.”746 

Such an analysis “describes an event that did not occur,” but does so in a way that 

demonstrates the contingency of the actual outcome in a case, and can allow theoretical 

propositions to be tested by showing that alternative futures were possible if relevant 

variables had taken on different values.747 While some scholars are skeptical of the utility 

of counterfactual analysis for theory testing, others contend that implicit counterfactual 

analysis is ubiquitous whenever theorists make causal claims.748 This latter group 

                                                
746 Tetlock and Belkin (1996), pg. 4. 
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advocates not eschewing counterfactual analysis, but rather ensuring that explicit 

counterfactuals meet criteria that maximize their utility. While these criteria vary, 

scholars generally agree that counterfactuals should 1) be clear about what is to be 

explained (the consequent) and what historical alteration is meant to account for the 

change (the antecedent);749 2) specify precisely the “connecting principles” or 

mechanisms by which the antecedent brings about the outcome, and ensure that these 

principles are consistent with both history and “well-established theoretical laws” (where 

they exist);750 and 3) be based on plausible, minimal rewrites of history, and make “as 

few historical changes as possible.”751 The analysis that follows is sensitive to these 

criteria. I aim to show that a British refusal to accommodate American status claims in 

1895 (the antecedent) could have resulted in an American grand strategic orientation (the 

consequent) that challenged British dominance and efforts to maintain the status quo 

(manifesting itself in American opposition to British policy during the Second Boer War, 

as well as during the period leading up to and following the First World War). The 

“connecting principles” or mechanisms are those at the heart of status immobility theory. 

Previous chapters have demonstrated that these mechanisms did operate within other 

rising great powers, and I show here that conditions were ripe for their operation in the 

United States as well. Finally, Great Britain’s counterfactual refusal to accommodate 

American status claims during the 1895 Venezuela Crisis can be achieved through a 

                                                                                                                                            
cause-effect conclusions but cannot perform random experiments,” and Lebow (2010a, 
pg. 31) notes that “whether we like it or not, counterfactuals lie at the core of almost all 
historical interpretations and their ‘lessons.’” See also Goertz and Levy (2007). 
749 Lebow (2010a), pg. 54; Tetlock and Belkin (1996), pg. 19. 
750 Lebow (2010a), pg. 56; Tetlock and Belkin (1996), pp. 23-25. 
751 Lebow (2010a), pg. 55; Tetlock and Belkin (1996), pg. 23. 
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minimal rewrite of history – by imagining a scenario in which the Jameson Raid was 

either delayed or cancelled. 

 

Plausible, Minimal Rewrite: The Jameson Raid and British Accommodation 

 

 The Venezuela Crisis of 1895 arose out of a dispute over the border between 

Venezuela and British Guiana. A boundary line drawn in 1840 was tacitly accepted by 

the British, but in fact both sides claimed territory extending on either side of the line. 

The discovery of gold during the 1880s enhanced the perceived value of the disputed 

region and attracted settlers. Increasing British pressure for an agreement on its terms led 

Venezuela to request American intervention throughout the 1880s and ultimately suspend 

diplomatic relations with the British in 1887.752 Until the middle of the 1890s, American 

policy had generally been to apply gentle pressure on the British, but to remain basically 

uninvolved.753 In the summer of 1895, though, under the influence of new Secretary of 

State Richard Olney, the Cleveland administration demanded that the British 

acknowledge the validity of the Monroe Doctrine by submitting to arbitration with the 

Venezuelans under American supervision.754 When British Prime Minister Salisbury 

refused, Cleveland devoted a message to Congress to a strong reassertion of American 

claims to the right to be involved in arbitration according to the Monroe Doctrine, ending 

by acknowledging the threat of war that accompanied his words: “I am fully alive to the 
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responsibility incurred and keenly realize all the consequences that may follow.”755 On 

January 11, the British cabinet, over the objections of Salisbury, decided to submit to 

arbitration, thereby effectively acknowledging the validity of Olney’s interpretation and 

extension of the Monroe Doctrine. This was the first in a long line of British concessions 

to American demands and interests, and many historians argue that it played a crucial 

role in the Anglo-American rapprochement that followed.756 

 The first task of the counterfactual analysis at hand is to show that British 

accommodation of American claims during the Venezuela Crisis was not predetermined, 

but was rather contingent on events that can be altered without imagining “miracle” 

alternative worlds that are implausible.757 In fact, most historians agree that the British 

decision to concede to American demands was strongly influenced by perceptions of 

strategic vulnerability that were enhanced by events in South Africa in late 1895, and 

German Kaiser Wilhelm II’s reaction to them. It is important to emphasize that given 

Salisbury’s initial reaction to Olney’s July note, it was not at all clear that the British 

would be willing to concede. Salisbury wrote of the Monroe Doctrine: 

 

“Mr. Olney’s principle that American questions are for American decision, even 

if it receive any countenance from the language of President Monroe (which it 

does not), cannot be sustained by any reasoning drawn from the law of nations. 
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The Government of the United States is not entitled to affirm as a universal 

proposition, with reference to a number of independent States for whose conduct 

it assumes no responsibility, that its interests are necessarily concerned in 

whatever may befall those States, simply because they are situated in the Western 

Hemisphere.”758 

 

While there is little indication that Salisbury was ever prepared to go to war with the 

United States (although he did think that future war between the two states was “more 

than a possibility”),759 it is clear that he was not prepared, in mid-December, to accede to 

American claims. Colonial Secretary Joseph Chamberlain similarly rejected any 

“unnatural and altogether unprecedented extension” of the Monroe Doctrine.760 

 In the period between Cleveland’s December 17 message to Congress and the 

January 11 cabinet meeting at which the decision to concede was made, the British 

strategic position declined markedly. On December 29, Leander Starr Jameson led a force 

of British colonial policemen to encourage an insurgency against the Boers in the 

Transvaal. The Jameson Raid failed, and on January 3, Kaiser Wilhelm II cabled a 

message to Boer President Paul Kruger congratulating him for thwarting the raid. The 

telegram, which “is usually regarded as one of the Kaiser’s great blunders, and seen as 

the point when the Anglo-German antagonism became firmly established,” fostered “an 

upsurge of anti-German feelings.”761 At the British cabinet meeting eight days later (the 

first of the new year), Salisbury and Chamberlain were overruled, the cabinet voted to 
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760 Chamberlain to Selborne, 20 Dec., 1895, quoted in Humphreys (1967). 
761 Mombauer (June, 2000). 



 259 

open negotiations, and, in a reversal of Salisbury’s response to Olney’s note, Arthur 

Balfour “declared in a public address that Britain had supported the [Monroe] doctrine in 

Monroe’s time and had never altered its stand.”762 While, as Layne notes, “there is no 

‘smoking gun,’” most historians agree that the Jameson Raid and the Kruger Telegram 

played a crucial role in the cabinet’s decision.763 

 What if the Jameson Raid had been delayed or cancelled? While there is no space 

here for a full discussion of the Raid, it is enough to note that imagining that it could have 

been put off or even blocked by some sort of intervention from the British colonial office, 

the government of the Cape Colony, or by any number of contingencies or accidents 

related to Jameson’s health or state of mind, is entirely plausible.764 Indeed, Andrew 

Roberts imagines just such a scenario in his counterfactual analysis of the Venezuela 

Crisis.765 While Roberts suggests that the absence of the Kruger Telegram might have led 

to war between the United States and Great Britain, it is not necessary to go this far.766 It 

is only necessary, for my purposes, to imagine a plausible scenario in which Salisbury 

and Chamberlain got their way in the January 11 cabinet meeting, and the British 

maintained their opposition to the American claim to the rights enshrined in Olney’s 
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version of the Monroe Doctrine.767 What might have been the impact on American 

foreign policy? 

 

Mechanisms: Status Anxiety, Domestic Pressure, and Foreign Policy in the United 

States 

 

 The second task – related to the question posed immediately above – is to 

demonstrate that a British refusal to accommodate American status claims in 1895-96 

would have activated the mechanisms at the heart of status immobility theory. This 

entails showing first that American elite and public opinion cared about status and in 

particular interpreted what was at stake in the Venezuela Crisis, at least in part, in terms 

of status, honor, and prestige; and second, that American leaders were sensitive to public 

and elite opinion, and that dissatisfaction and anger stemming from a British refusal to 

accommodate American status claims could have influenced policy. The evidence 

suggests that British status denial in 1895 might have produced a significant negative 

response, and that leaders would have been sensitive to this reaction. 

 It appears that broad swaths of American public and elite opinion cared about 

international social status and understood that American honor was at stake in Venezuela. 

Herring notes that during the 1890s, “Americans became acutely conscious of their 

emerging power,” which led to increasing pressure for policies commensurate with this 

                                                
767 It is, of course, possible that even in the absence of the Jameson Raid, British strategic 
vulnerability (stemming mostly from power shifts in Europe) might have forced them to 
eventually accommodate American status claims, thereby achieving effectively the same 
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status, as well as recognition of their enhanced prestige by other states.768 As Kentucky 

journalist Henry Watterson wrote, “We are a Nation – with the biggest kind of N…a 

great imperial Republic destined to exercise a controlling influence upon the actions of 

mankind and to affect the future of the world.”769 This concern with status enhancement 

manifested itself in a variety of ways. American diplomats demanded that host countries 

upgrade ministers to the rank of ambassadors, since “they viewed the snubs and shabby 

treatment as an affront to the prestige of a rising power.”770 In 1889, the Secretary of the 

Navy’s Annual Report suggested a massive increase in naval armaments, not because 

new threats had emerged, but rather because fleets composed of battleships would be “the 

means by which the United States would assume its rightful place among the world 

powers.”771 While the Secretary of the Navy’s Policy Board admitted that the probability 

of war between the United States and another great power “would seem to be at a 

minimum,” it suggested increased spending because “our navy is insignificant and totally 

disproportionate to the greatness of the country.”772 In 1897, Maurice Halstead wrote in 

the journal Forum that “we need to be armed as becomes a great Power.”773 

 American reactions to the Venezuela Crisis were shot through with status anxiety. 

Although some historians suggest that an interest in securing export markets – motivated 

especially by the economic crisis brought on by the panic of 1893 – explains Cleveland’s 

intervention in Venezuela in 1895, others suggest that he was also motivated by a 

                                                
768 Herring (2008), pg. 299. 
769 Quoted in Healy (1970), pg. 46. 
770 Herring (2008), pg. 300. 
771 Zakaria (1998), pg. 128. 
772 Secretary of the Navy (1890), pp. 3-4. 
773 Halstead (September 1897), pg. 66. 



 262 

concern with public opinion that was sensitive to British slights.774 Dobson notes that 

“Cleveland found himself and his party in deep political trouble at home by 1894,” in part 

as a result of “the popular outrage over an external incident: the Corinto Affair in 

Nicaragua.”775 In early 1895, the British coerced Nicaragua to pay 15,000 pounds for 

mistreating British residents, including the vice-consul.776 This produced an outbreak of 

anger in the United States – “part patriotism, part frustration, part militarism” – that 

prompted Cleveland to search for an opportunity to assert American rights vis a vis the 

British in order to “stifle this jingoism.”777 The Venezuela Crisis presented such an 

opportunity, and Olney’s July note suggests that American prestige was central to the 

administration’s policy: “not to protest [British behavior toward the Venezuelans] and 

give warning that the transaction will be regarded as injurious to the interests of the 

people of the United States as well as oppressive in itself would be to ignore an 

established policy with which the honor and welfare of this country are closely 

identified.”778 

 The content of Cleveland’s December 17 message to Congress supports the view 

that American honor was at stake in Venezuela, as does the public response to the 

message. Cleveland ended his message by asserting that “there is no calamity which a 

great nation can invite which equals that which follows a supine submission to wrong and 

injustice and the consequent loss of national self respect and honor beneath which are 
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shielded and defended a people’s safety and greatness.”779 Popular and elite reactions 

show that this statement resonated strongly. The popular response was overwhelmingly – 

if temporarily – positive. Dobson notes that Cleveland’s message elicited a “great 

emotional outpouring,” and that it “well suited the American temperament.”780 Eggert 

notes that many Democrats were pleased because the President’s policy had proved so 

popular.781  

Responses in the press, as well as by elites of both parties, suggest that many 

American observers “cared much more about America’s prestige than about Venezuela’s 

boundary.”782 The Wichita Daily Eagle approved of the closing lines of Cleveland’s 

message: 

 

“The potentiality of all nations that history records as great, has rested on national 

self-respect and honor, and, what Cleveland does not designate, national pride. 

National honor is more than all else in a nation’s fabric…And without it a 

nation’s citizens are subject to insult and injustice.”783 

 

The New York Sun and other papers reported the day following the message on the nearly 

unanimous approval by members of Congress to Cleveland’s invocation of honor as part 

of what was at stake in Venezuela.784 Representative Quigg lauded the President’s 
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“definiton of our duty in the presence of Great Britain’s refusal to arbitrate.”785 Henry 

Cabot Lodge, a Republican and therefore a political rival of Cleveland’s, approved as 

well, maintaining that the stakes in the Crisis were high: the British “do not realize that, 

while it is a mere question of more or less territory to England, it involves for the United 

States a principle as vital almost to their rights and interests as a nation as their own 

independence.”786 Olney received a “flood” of notes from friends and rivals alike 

“complimenting [him] for the vigor and tone of his note, which “stole the Republican 

party’s thunder.”787  

On January 2, Theodore Roosevelt, another Republican, warned in the Harvard 

Crimson that backing down for economic or financial reasons would lead to disaster. It is 

worth quoting Roosevelt at length, as his statement demonstrates the crucial role that 

concerns with status played in the way many American elites thought about foreign 

policy: 

 

“By a combination of indifference on the part of most of our people, a spirit of 

eager servility toward England in another smaller portion, and a base desire to 

avoid the slightest financial loss even at the cost of the loss of national honor by 

yet another portion, we may be led into a course of action which will for the 

moment avoid trouble by the simple process of tame submission to wrong. If this 

is done it will surely invite a repetition of the wrong; and in the end the American 

people are certain to resent this…When our people as a whole finally understand 
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the question they will insist on a course of conduct which will uphold the honor of 

the American flag; and we can in no way more effectively invite ultimate war 

than by deceiving foreign powers into taking a position which will make us 

certain to clash with them once our people have been fully aroused.”788 

 

That Roosevelt expressed a concern that a failure to achieve status accommodation from 

the British could cause resentment and ultimate conflict is striking, because it suggests 

that he was worried that the mechanisms at the heart of status immobility theory – 

mechanisms that previous chapters have shown did operate in other cases – could operate 

in the United States. The evidence presented above suggests that he was right. American 

public and elite opinion did care about status, and – whether because Cleveland and 

Olney invoked it or for other reasons – perceived that American honor was at stake in 

Venezuela. Resentment and an intensification of already strong anti-British sentiment 

could have resulted if the British cabinet had made a different decision on January 11, 

1895. 

 Could resentment and increased anti-British sentiment stemming from a British 

status denial have influenced American decisionmaking? The evidence suggests that it 

could have. There are numerous instances throughout the period of leaders being forced 

to change course by public opinion or (more frequently) the actions of the Senate. 

Though in many cases American political institutions reigned in attempts at expansion, at 

other times they hampered attempts at cooperation with the British. During the years 

following the Civil War, American and British diplomats negotiated over the so-called 

                                                
788 Roosevelt, Letter to the Editors of the Harvard Crimson, January 2, 1895, in Brands 
(2001), pg. 115. 



 266 

Alabama claims – US claims to damages against Britain arising from British facilitation 

of Confederate ship construction. At the end of the Johnson administration, William 

Henry Seward attempted a settlement in the form of the Johnson-Clarendon Convention, 

which would have submitted outstanding American and Canadian claims (against Britain 

and the United States, respectively) to a mixed commission. The convention was 

inconsistent with the “vindictive American attitude after the Civil War.”789 Charles 

Sumner resented that “the massive grievance under which our country suffered for years 

is left untouched,” and “there is not one word of regret” from the British.790 The Senate 

rejected the convention 54-1. Even after the Alabama claims were settled (favorably, for 

the United States) under Grant, “there remained resentment…and accusations were 

leveled that ‘Unconditional Surrender’ Grant had capitulated to the British.”791 Campbell 

notes that the “hostile public response ought to remind us of what British and American 

politicians often had to factor into their negotiations and the pitfalls they had to 

circumvent.”792 

 Anti-British public sentiment hampered attempts at Anglo-British cooperation 

through the early 20th century. In 1888, the Cleveland administration negotiated the 

Bayard-Chamberlain Treaty, which regulated American fishing rights in Canadian 

waters. The Gloucester Board of Trade (an American fishing interest group) rejected the 

Treaty as “detrimental to the interests of the United States as a people, and injurious to its 
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honor and dignity as a nation,” and the Senate defeated it 30-27.793 In response, 

Cleveland, finding “that his supposed friendliness to England was killing his chances” at 

reelection, suggested to Congress retaliation against Canada (for mistreating American 

fishermen) in the form of restrictions on the duty free transit of goods.794 Seven years 

later, during the second Cleveland administration, the US and Great Britain nearly came 

to blows in part (as discussed above) because Cleveland needed to satisfy anti-British 

sentiment in the United States. Five years after the Venezuela Crisis, the McKinley 

administration concluded the Hay-Pauncefote Treaty, which allowed the United States to 

build a canal in Central America, but did not abrogate the fifty-year old Clayton-Bulwer 

Treaty’s ban on fortifications in the canal zone.795 The Treaty met with a “storm of 

disapproval,” because, as Dobson notes, “the self-assertive American people seldom 

concealed their indignation over anything they could construe as an affront to their 

nation’s prestige, and this treaty virtually dictated what the United States could and could 

not do.”796 The Senate rejected the treaty, and Hay and Pauncefote negotiated for another 

year before the British caved yet again and the Clayton-Bulwer Treaty was abrogated by 

the second Hay-Pauncefote Treaty.797 

 

Consequent: Alternatives to the Great Rapprochement 
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 The evidence presented above suggests that 1) American public and elite opinion 

might have reacted very strongly against a British refusal to accommodate American 

status claims in 1895, and 2) given already high levels of Anglophobia, and in light of 

American policymakers’ vulnerability to domestic pressure, resentment stemming from 

an alternative end to the Venezuela Crisis could very well have made it nearly impossible 

for the United States to pursue a cooperative policy vis a vis Great Britain. Would this 

have mattered in the long run, though? The third and final task is to identify concrete 

instances during which American policy could have plausibly been markedly more anti-

British than it was, and to show that the outcome – Anglo-American rapprochement –  

was not ultimately predetermined by other, less contingent factors. Roberts, for instance, 

suggests that even if the United States and Great Britain had gone to war in 1895-96, the 

broad contours of the Anglo-American relationship in the future would have been little 

changed because the influence of geopolitics was so strong.798 Is this the case? Or is it 

possible to imagine that once activated by British status denial in 1895, the mechanisms 

at the core of status immobility theory could have brought about significant changes in 

the United States’ orientation vis a vis Great Britain, even holding other variables as 

constant as possible? 

 It is certainly possible to imagine US policy toward the British Empire being 

much less conciliatory and more aggressive than it was. One period during which the 

United States passed up an opportunity to oppose British interests was the Second Boer 

War, which began in 1899. Although American public opinion was generally pro-Boer 
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(due to a combination of anti-British and anti-imperial sentiment),799 the United States 

(alone among the great powers) maintained a fundamentally if unofficially pro-British 

orientation. Ferguson notes that “the American government acted throughout the war as if 

in friendly alliance with England, and by doing so did much to prevent intervention by 

European powers.”800 The McKinley (and later Roosevelt) administration made no 

attempt to deny the British access to credit or resources. Perkins notes that “Britain 

floated roughly twenty percent of her war costs in American security markets,” and the 

United States “let all but the most obviously military goods be exported.”801 Of course, 

there were good reasons for the United States to support the British between 1899 and 

1902 – both strategic and economic. Economic and strategic rationales for conciliation, 

though, do not always prevent states from behaving aggressively, as previous chapters 

have demonstrated. The point here is simply that the Second Boer War constitutes a 

juncture during which a more vehemently anti-British orientation might have produced a 

significantly different – and suboptimally confrontational – foreign policy. 

 Another such juncture – in some ways even more striking – is the early part of the 

First World War.802 While today it seems unthinkable that the United States might have 

opposed the British during World War I, there was a great deal of Anglo-American 

conflict throughout the first two years of the war. When the war began, President Wilson 

“did not share the British view that Germany was the aggressor nation and must be 
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soundly defeated to preserve future peace.”803 At this point, he believed the best outcome 

would be a draw: post-war Europe would be most stable “if no nation gets the decision by 

arms; and the danger of an unjust peace, one that will be sure to invite further calamities, 

will be if some one nation of group of nations succeeds in enforcing its will upon the 

others.”804 Wilson maintained this commitment to settlement through the beginning of 

1917, and the Allied commitment to total victory caused substantial Anglo-American 

friction. Americans resented British attempts to stop trade with Germany, and the British 

feared that Wilson would use American economic leverage to force London to the 

negotiating table.805 In fact, on November 27, 1916, apparently at Wilson’s urging, the 

Federal Reserve Board “cautioned American banks and private citizens against investing 

in foreign short-term securities,” which caused a steep decline in the value of Allied war 

bonds.806 By November 1916, Anglo-American tension had developed to the point where 

armed conflict – while never likely – became at least conceivable for leaders on both 

sides of the Atlantic. Wilson told Edward House on November 15 that “if the Allies 

wanted war with us we would not shrink from it,” and General Sir William Robertson 

warned the incoming Lloyd George cabinet about “the possibility of trouble arising with 

the United States.”807 

 Ultimately, Germany’s resumption of unrestricted submarine warfare in January 

and the publication of the Zimmerman telegram in March brought the United States into 
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the war on the Allied side. The point, though, is simply that Anglo-American 

rapprochement was more fragile than it often appears, even as late as 1916. It does not 

seem implausible that a British failure to accommodate American status claims in 1895 

could have resulted in an intensification of anti-British sentiment and the development of 

perceptions of status immobility, which might have fundamentally altered the discursive 

environment in the United States such that even more aggressive anti-British measures 

(or simply an earlier and more vigorous application of the measures Wilson ultimately 

employed) could have seemed natural or politically expedient. One should not take this 

line of reasoning too far, but given the extent to which “twisting the Lion’s tail” remained 

a common feature of American political discourse through the 1940s, it is not 

inconceivable that had history played out differently in the 1890s, American foreign 

policy might have developed a strongly anti-British orientation that could have precluded 

its financial commitment to rebuilding Europe after Versailles, or its commitment to 

naval disarmament during the 1920s.808 

 Would other, less contingent factors have overwhelmed a British failure to 

accommodate American status claims in 1895? In other words, was Anglo-American 

rapprochement inevitable after all, because of geopolitical or ethnic ideological 

considerations? To some extent, the evidence presented above that Anglo-American 

friendship remained fragile well into the 20th century undermines the argument for 

inevitable détente. However, a more systematic consideration is warranted. 

 There are two variants of the claim that geopolitical reality made Anglo-American 

rapprochement inevitable. The first suggests that an absence of perceived threat from the 
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British on the part of American policymakers meant that conflict between the US and 

Great Britain was, over the long-run, never going to reach levels sufficient to generate 

intense rivalry. In general, the United States emerged as a satisfied great power because it 

developed on its own continent, effectively without competitors. This argument is 

unconvincing. First, as demonstrated above, there was actually nearly a century of Anglo-

American rivalry, including one war and a number of near misses (the Trent Affair and 

the Venezuela Crisis were the most prominent). What is remarkable is that Anglo-

American rapprochement emerged from Anglo-American rivalry.809 Second, as Zakaria 

has shown, the pattern of expansion and retrenchment in American foreign policy during 

the 19th century was not responsive to variation in threat perception, but rather to the 

strength of the central government.810 In fact, Zakaria suggests that while some scholars 

“depicted American expansion in the nineteenth century as a response to threats from 

European powers,” the truth is that “these moves actually reflected the desire of a 

growing power for greater influence.”811 

 The second variant of the argument that geopolitics determined Anglo-American 

relations at the end of the nineteenth century suggests that British strategic vulnerability 

dictated that Great Britain would eventually seek warmer relations with the United States 

– whether in 1895 or in subsequent years – in order to consolidate its declining 

position.812 This was undeniably an important part of the story of Anglo-American 

rapprochement, but it is not a complete explanation and does not undermine the 

counterfactual argument laid out above. The first point to note is that even if the strategic 
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vulnerability argument were generally correct (and there are good reasons to think it 

might be), it does not change the fact that a failure by the British to accommodate 

American status claims could have prevented Anglo-American rapprochement and 

fundamentally changed the United States’ grand strategic orientation. In other words, it is 

not the source of status accommodation that is at issue, but rather its role in the process of 

grand strategic adjustment. This case and the case of Wilhelmine Germany both suggest 

that the ease with which a declining power can accommodate a rising power’s status 

claims is to some extent dependent upon the degree to which the rising power’s status 

claims conflict with the declining power’s security requirements. 

 Second, however, this does not mean that a declining power’s willingness to 

accommodate a rising power’s status claims is determined by the declining power’s 

security requirements. The case of Taisho/Showa Japan demonstrates that there is much 

more at work, including domestic politics, alliance politics, and some degree of 

contingency. There were good strategic reasons for the British and the Americans to 

support the racial equality clause in 1919, and to accede to Japan’s demand for 

recognition of a sphere of influence in Manchuria after 1931.813 That they did not 

undermines the proposition that existing great powers always accommodate the claims of 

rising great powers when it is strategically expedient to do so. 

 Third, the claim that the British policy of fostering good relations with the United 

States was determined by strategic necessity ignores the high degree of fluidity and 

uncertainty that characterized the British strategic position of the late 19th century. As 

Bourne notes, the rise of the United States – especially as a sea power – did threaten 
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British interests in the Americas and beyond.814 Zakaria observes that “the British, of 

course, were the most concerned about America’s rise: a great naval power across the 

Atlantic could only be a rival.”815 In the aftermath of the Trent Affair, Colonial Secretary 

Newcastle expressed concern for the security of British North America: “Even if peace 

be for the present preserved, I fear we cannot count upon its safe continuance for any 

length of time in the present temper of the American people, and it is of great importance 

that our North American possessions should not again allow themselves to be caught in a 

state of utter unpreparedness.”816 By the 1890s, Great Britain was concerned with the 

threat that the growing combined naval power of the French and the Russians posed to 

British interests. Bourne notes that in this situation, Germany, not the United States, 

seemed to hold out the most hope for an alliance. British policymakers regarded 

American expansion “as a major additional strain upon both the political and the naval 

foundations of splendid isolation.”817 Under these circumstances, it was not at all obvious 

that accommodation with the United States would be possible. Salisbury noted during the 

Venezuela Crisis that “A war with America – not this year but in the not distant future – 

has become something more than a possibility: and by the light of it we must examine the 

estimates of the Admiralty. It is much more of a reality than the future Russo-French 

coalition.”818 The chancellor of the Exchequer agreed, and made use of the growing 

American threat to push for an increase in naval spending.819 Lord Dufferin, the former 
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Governor General of Canada, suggested replacing the two-power standard with a three-

power standard, “for the best way of discouraging American hostility, is to make them 

feel that they might get the worst of the contest.”820 

 It is worth considering, then, how a more serious crisis or even an Anglo-

American war in 1895-96 (facilitated by the absence of the Jameson Raid and the Kruger 

Telegram) might have influenced future British decisionmaking, especially if, as Roberts 

suggests, the immediate result would have been a rapid increase in American naval 

capabilities.821 Wilhelm II “liked to attempt to frighten the queen” into allying with 

Germany by “warning that the United States would soon have a fleet in the 

Mediterranean.”822 Might these warnings have seemed more credible if the Kaiser had 

never sent the Kruger Telegram, and the Venezuela Crisis had come closer to war? 

British leaders were clearly sensitive to American public and elite opinion. Would the 

British have been more hesitant to acquiesce to future American demands if anti-British 

sentiment in the United States had grown after 1895? Would a decision to stand firm in 

Venezuela have made American public and elite opinion less receptive to future British 

attempts at status accommodation? It is impossible to answer these questions with 

anything approaching certainty. What is clear, though, is that Anglo-American 

rapprochement did not seem to leaders on either side of the Atlantic during the 1890s as a 

sure-fire response to British strategic over-commitment, and it is a mistake for historians 
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and political scientists to treat it as an inevitable result of the rise of Germany or the 

decline of the British Empire. 

 The other factor (besides British strategic vulnerability) that historians frequently 

cite as a long-term cause of Anglo-American rapprochement is shared ethnic identity. 

Many historians agree that the ideology of Anglo-Saxonism played an important role in 

facilitating the improvement in Anglo-American relations after 1895.823 It is important to 

note that while ideas about Anglo-Saxon cultural distinctiveness predated the late 19th 

century, Anglo-Saxonism as an ideology of racial superiority did not emerge until after 

the publication of Darwin’s The Origin of Species, the influx of immigrants to the United 

States from southern and eastern Europe during the late 19th century, the American Civil 

War, and the 1865 Jamaican insurrection had laid the groundwork for a broad shift in 

ideas about race and ethnicity.824 The new ideology of Anglo-Saxonism was based on 

pseudo-scientific theories tying natural selection to a hierarchy of races and “blood 

units.”825 Decisionmakers and opinion leaders in the United States and Great Britain 

increasingly derived from the common heritage of the American and British peoples “the 

doctrine that between English-speaking peoples war is impossible.”826 During the 

Venezuela Crisis, one striking aspect of the British reaction to the war scare was horror at 

a possible “fratricidal war.”827 Lord Rosebery, the Liberal leader during the crisis, 

thought that a war “would be the greatest crime on record. History would have to relate 
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that the two mighty nations of the Anglo-Saxon race, at a time when they appeared about 

to overshadow the world in the best interests of Christianity and civilization, preferred to 

cut each other’s throats.”828 The commander in chief of the British army similarly felt 

that a war would be “a crime against the laws of God and Man.”829 

 Anglo-Saxonism is certainly an important part of the puzzle of Anglo-American 

rapprochement. However, it also fails to undermine the counterfactual argument laid out 

above, and it ultimately supports the claim that the mitigation of status anxiety on both 

sides of the Atlantic played an important role in preventing Anglo-American conflict 

during the rise of the United States (as I discuss below). First, Anglo-Saxonism did not 

prevent serious crises and war scares between the United States and Great Britain, as the 

discussion above demonstrates. Second, as Kupchan notes, the rise of Anglo-Saxonism 

was in an important sense facilitated by British concessions in and after 1895.830 This 

means that it is still possible to imagine that had the British cabinet made a different 

decision in January 1895, Anglo-American relations may well have developed along a 

very different path. Finally – and most significantly for the purposes of this study – the 

way that Anglo-Saxonism functioned to mitigate conflict between the United States and 

Great Britain supports the argument that alleviating status anxiety was an important part 

of the process of Anglo-American rapprochement. I conclude this case study by briefly 

explaining how Anglo-Saxonism helped leaders on both sides of the Atlantic deal with 

the status anxiety inherent in power transitions. 

 

                                                
828 Quoted in the New York World (December 25, 1895). 
829 Quoted in Anderson (1981), pg. 98. 
830 Kupchan (2010), ch. 3. 
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Anglo-Saxonism and Recategorization as a Response to Status Anxiety 

 

 Sociologists working in the status inconsistency and research deprivation research 

programs recognize that responses to status anxiety fall into two general categories: 

individual and social. Social responses seek to enhance a group’s status in relation to 

other relevant groups, while individual responses seek to alter an individual’s social 

identification in order to mitigate perceptions of status inconsistency. Scholars identify 

two major individual responses to persistent status inconsistency: individual mobility and 

recategorization. An actor pursuing individual mobility seeks to transfer his/her social 

identification from a low to a high status group, while an actor pursuing recategorization 

seeks to identify with a group constituted at a higher level of aggregation in order to 

mitigate perceptions of low status.831 For instance, Mummenedey et al (1999) suggest 

that East German individuals sought to allay perceptions of low status in relation to West 

Germany in two ways: by 1) becoming “West German,” or 2) perceiving themselves as 

“’Germans’ rather than thinking of themselves in terms of the lower category ‘East 

German.’”832 While individual mobility may have limited applicability in international 

politics (since individuals can seldom transfer national identities from one state to 

another), recategorization can – when circumstances allow – play an important role in the 

way individuals deal with status anxiety, especially during power transitions. In 

particular, recategorization may be available as a strategy for dealing with status anxiety 

when social and ideological resources allow individuals in different states to identify with 

                                                
 831 See Mummenedey et al (1999) and Blanz et al (1998) on strategic responses to low 
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one another and thereby transform competition for status from a zero sum to a positive 

sum game. To extend the example cited above, East Germans were able to pursue the 

strategy of recategorization in order to mitigate status anxiety because the broader social 

category “German” was prominent in the community’s discursive environment. 

 The evidence suggests that the discourse of Anglo-Saxonism played a similar role 

during the Anglo-American power transition at the end of the nineteenth century. To 

some extent, prominent individuals on both sides of the Atlantic transferred their social 

identification from the state (American or British) to the racial/ethnic group (Anglo-

Saxon). They were thereby able to partially satisfy the need for positive social 

comparison by identifying with each other (and therefore taking pride in the 

achievements of the broader racial/ethnic group), rather than competing with each other.  

This seems to have mitigated concerns about losing status to the United States (among 

British elites) and not gaining status quickly enough vis a vis Great Britain (among 

American elites). 

 American leaders often seem to have appealed to a common ethnic heritage in 

order to draw positive social comparisons between Anglo-Saxons and other ethno-racial 

groups. Theodore Roosevelt – like many others – drew a distinction between Anglo-

Saxons and Slavs, and hoped for a future in which Anglo-Saxon peoples would dominate 

international politics: “Russia’s day is yet far off. I think the twentieth century will still 

be the century of the men who speak English.”833 Roosevelt wrote to Cecil Spring-Rice in 

1899 that “In the long run I suppose all nations pass away, and then the great thing is to 

have left the record of the nation that counts – the record left by the Romans – the record 
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that will be left by the English-speaking peoples.”834 Alfred Thayer Mahan – the 

intellectual architect of American naval expansion during the turn of the century – 

similarly felt that “the United States and Britain shared a common racial heritage and a 

common destiny, and that they should work together to safeguard and promote the 

interests of the race as a whole.”835 During the Venezuela Crisis, Mahan wrote that “my 

own belief has long since passed … from faith in, and ambition for my country alone, to 

the same for the Anglo-Saxon race.”836 Andrew Carnegie called himself a “race patriot” 

and hoped for “the whole Anglo-Celtic race to get together,” in order to “dominate the 

world and banish from the earth its greatest stain – the murder of men by men.”837 Even 

Richard Olney – who was a primary advocate of Cleveland’s bold stand in 1895 – 

appealed to Anglo-Saxonism in expressing his desire to normalize Anglo-American 

relations after the Venezuela Crisis. In a letter to the American embassy in London, 

Olney claimed that there was “glory in all the achievements of the Anglo-Saxon race, in 

war, in politics, in science, in literature, and in art,” and that Americans were proud to be 

“part of one great English-speaking family whose proud destiny it is to lead and control 

the world.”838 He later asserted that “there is a patriotism of race, as well as of 

country.”839 

 British leaders expressed similar sentiments. Anderson notes that Joseph 

Chamberlain “appealed to the race patriotism of both countries during the Venezuela 
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boundary dispute.”840 In January 1895, Chamberlain publicly asserted that he would 

“look forward with pleasure to the possibility of the Stars and Stripes and the Union Jack 

floating together in defence of a common cause sanctioned by humanity and justice.”841 

Arthur Balfour wrote in 1909 that he hoped the future would bring a loose confederation 

of English, Americans, Canadians, South Africans, and Australians, bound by “a 

common anglo-saxon patriotism.”842 Cecil Spring Rice – one of Theodore Roosevelt’s 

good friends – also understood the world largely in ethno-racial terms. Spring Rice was 

resigned to the decline of British power, but was heartened by the belief that the United 

States was “the real fortress of our race.”843 In 1904, he wrote to Roosevelt that 

“whatever happens to the old establishment there is a new branch on a larger scale, which 

no Emperor, however splendid, can do any harm to.”844 Anderson notes that “the 

contemplation of America’s growing strength gave [Spring Rice] much satisfaction.”845 

 There are two points to note about the evidence presented above. First, American 

and British elites clearly not only identified with one another, but also drew positive 

social comparisons vis a vis other ethno-racial groups on the basis of Anglo-Saxonism. 

References to “race patriotism,” and expressions of pride in the accomplishments of 

“English-speaking peoples” make this clear. Second, such sentiments appear to have 

played a role in the attitudes that British and American leaders adopted during crises that 

might otherwise have caused conflict between them. Anderson notes that “expressions of 

fellow-feeling by powerful figures in the British government encouraged the 

                                                
840 Anderson (1981), pg. 89. 
841 Quoted in London Times (January 27, 1896). 
842 See Young (1934), pp. 277-284. 
843 Spring Rice to Henry Cabot Lodge, March 25, 1904, in Gwynn (1929), vol. 1, pg. 407. 
844 Spring Rice to Roosevelt, March 1904, in Gwynn (1929), vol. 1, pp. 396-397. 
845 Anderson (1981), pg. 93. 



 282 

development of opinion in the United States favoring some peaceful solution” to the 

Venezuela Crisis.846  A number of British elites issued a memorial that noted that Anglo-

Saxons had, “we trust, such a future as no other race has yet had in the history of the 

world,” and asked Americans to “join us in helping to protect that future.”847 In 1898, as 

the United States and Spain headed for war, the London Daily Chronicle lamented the 

tragedy of the sinking of the Maine, because the British felt that Americans were on “’our 

side’ in the great game of the world.’”848 The London Times noted that Great Britain 

would tacitly support the United States because it was “knitted to us yet more closely by 

the ties of blood.”849 After the American naval victory in Manila, the London Spectator 

editorialized: 

 

“We rejoice in the efficiency of the American representative of our race, because 

we believe that, failing the Anglo-Saxon, the wronged of the world will find no 

defenders; we exult in his skill, his preparedness, his daring.”850 

 

Anderson, following Geoffrey Seed, goes so far as to claim that “the most powerful 

incentive among the British populace toward support of American imperialism was the 

assumption of Anglo-American racial affinity.”851 

 During the Second Boer War, common ethno-racial identity also seems to have 

played a role in the pro-British policy the United States adopted, because “many 
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Americans, both in and out of government, believed that a British victory in South Africa 

was essential to the prestige and influence of the Anglo-Saxon race.”852 Roosevelt, 

Mahan, John Hay, and Henry Cabot Lodge all hoped for a British victory because defeat 

would be “a terrible blow to the Anglo-Saxon race and all it stood for.”853  Roosevelt 

thought a successful end to the war would make South Africa “a very valuable addition to 

the English-speaking stock throughout the world.”854 Following his efforts to maintain 

the United States’ pro-British policy in the face of pro-Boer public sentiment, Hay was 

proud that “he was able to do something to testify to the sentiments of sympathy and 

friendship which unite all branches of the English-speaking race, however widely 

separated they may be.”855 The Anglo-Saxonism of American elites mattered a great deal, 

according to Anderson, because “had important members of the United States foreign 

policy community been less devoted to Anglo-Saxonism, they might have been more 

attentive to the opinions of the Boers supporters and more benevolent toward the Boer 

cause.”856 

 The analysis here is certainly not conclusive, but it does suggest that American 

and British elites to some extent made use of a strategy of recategorization as a means of 

mitigating the status anxiety associated with power transitions. The more salient the 

“patriotism of race” was for social identity, the less important it was for the United States 

and Great Britain to compete for status. This seems to have had the effect of dampening 
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Anglo-American conflict and facilitating Anglo-American rapprochement during the 

power transition that took place at the turn of the twentieth century. 

 

Status and the War of the Triple Alliance 

 

Between the winter of 1864 and the spring of 1865, Paraguay under Francisco 

Solano Lopez managed to initiate armed conflicts with both of its much larger and 

wealthier neighbors, Brazil and Argentina.857 While it is not possible to classify this as a 

case of systemic revisionism with a high degree of confidence (since Francisco Solano 

Lopez was never particularly transparent about his grand strategic intentions or 

orientation), it is at least clear that the Paraguayan War is one of the most striking cases 

of irrational overexpansion in world history.858 Without any hope of winning a long war, 

or a war on two fronts, Lopez still behaved in a way that was highly likely to bring such 

an outcome about.859 Paraguay after 1864, then, at least resembles a hyper-revisionist 

state that was either unable or unwilling to pursue conciliation and reassurance even 

when there were good strategic reasons to do so. 

 This case study analyzes the causes of Lopez’s expansion. I begin by discussing 

the value of Paraguay as a case against which to test competing explanations for 

revisionist grand strategic behavior. The next section considers possible strategic 

rationales for Paraguayan expansion and concludes that Paraguay’s behavior is 
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inexplicable in terms of existing theories purporting to explain revisionism and 

overexpansion. Finally, I argue that Lopez’s behavior cannot be understood without 

reference to the influence of his status aspirations and the Brazilian and Argentinean 

reaction to them. Lopez sought to be recognized as a European-style great power. When 

he was rebuffed by Argentine and Brazilian leaders, the effect was intense anger and 

resentment. In a state so completely dominated by one individual as Paraguay, this anger 

had a direct influence on Paraguayan foreign policy. Lopez’s subsequent behavior during 

the late stages of the War of the Triple Alliance lends support to the interpretation that 

Lopez’s anger and his ontological security – his need to maintain his self-concept as the 

leader of a powerful, prestigious state – outweighed rational, strategic calculation. 

 

Why Paraguay? 

 

 The case of Paraguayan expansion after 1864 is particularly interesting because 

the values of different variables of interest are incongruent with the expectations of 

prominent theories of revisionism.860 Unlike Wilhelmine Germany, or Imperial Japan, or 

even Weimar Germany, Paraguay was not a potential regional hegemon. Paraguay’s 

population represented only 3.5% of the total for the states of the Plata region (Paraguay, 

Uruguay, Argentina, and Brazil).861 Although Paraguay did have significant short-term 

advantages (including a relatively large military and the ability to mobilize state 

resources very effectively),862 Lopez could not hope to win a major war against both 
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Brazil and Argentina, or even a long war against either on its own, simply because of 

demographic disadvantages. Argentina’s population in 1864 was four times larger and 

Brazil’s was over 20 times larger than Paraguay’s population.863 Argentina and Brazil 

also held the strategic advantage of access to the Atlantic coast and thus European trade. 

Paraguay’s long-term relative power disadvantage means that realist theories relating bids 

for hegemony to opportunity cannot explain this case. Opportunism could have explained 

a short war intended to adjust boundaries or extract limited concessions, but not a major 

war against two much larger, wealthier states.864 

 Paraguay’s domestic institutions also make it difficult to explain this case by 

reference to theories about interest group coalitions and logrolling. Unlike Wilhelmine 

Germany, Taisho/Showa Japan, and Weimar Germany, Paraguayan decisionmaking was 

dominated during the 1860s by the absolute authority of the president. Autocracy took 

root in Paraguay under Jose Gaspar de Francia and deepened under Carlos Antonio and 

Francisco Solano Lopez.865 By the 1860s, Carlos Antonio and Francisco Solano Lopez 

had secured the loyalty of the military – the state’s most powerful domestic interest group 

– and sufficiently weakened other domestic groups so that the president’s personal 

authority went unchallenged.866 As a result, this case is puzzling from the perspective of 

Snyder’s theory about cartelized political systems. Paraguay was not characterized by 
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expansion that spiraled out of control. In the next section, I argue that the evidence does 
not support such an interpretation. 
865 On consolidation of central authority under Francia, see Whigham (2002), pg. 39 and 
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866 Whigham (2002), pg. 92; pp. 188-189 (2007); Saeger, pp. 40-43 on Carlos Antonio 
Lopez’s consolidation of power. 



 287 

relatively autonomous groups whose log-rolled interests in expansion resulted in a 

suboptimally aggressive foreign policy.867 

 The case of Paraguayan expansion after 1864 is also interesting because it has 

received relatively little scholarly attention in the field of international relations. The only 

attempts to apply IR theory to the empirical record in this case are a short chapter in 

Schweller’s work on domestic obstacles to mobilization, and a cursory examination of 

the ability of balance of power theory, power transition theory, and what the author calls 

“the imperialist theory” to explain the origins of the war.868 While Schweller’s analysis 

yields important insights into Paraguay’s ability to survive as long as it did against two 

much larger, wealthier adversaries, the causes of Paraguay’s initiation of the war remain 

unexplained. 

 

The Puzzle of Paraguayan Aggression 

 

 Although Paraguay’s long-term power disadvantage vis a vis Brazil and 

Argentina make it difficult to explain Paraguayan aggression in 1864 and 1865 as a bid 

for regional hegemony prompted by perceptions of relative strength, it is possible that the 

War of the Triple Alliance was the result of a policy of limited expansion gone awry. In 

other words, Francisco Solano Lopez might have calculated that an opportunity existed to 

adjust Paraguay’s borders with Brazil and Argentina or make some other limited gain and 

then quickly end the war. While some scholars suggest that this interpretation makes the 

                                                
867 Snyder suggests that autocratic states should be better able than cartelized states to 
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most sense, the evidence indicates that the Paraguayan War cannot be explained in terms 

of miscalculation and spiraling conflict. Rather, Francisco Solano Lopez behaved in a 

way that made little sense if his objectives were limited. 

 One explanation for Paraguay’s behavior toward Brazil and Argentina during the 

years between 1862 and 1865 is that Francisco Solano Lopez feared that the two states’ 

interests were aligning, and he sought to instigate a crisis to split them apart (as some 

scholars have suggested German intervention in Morocco in 1905 was meant to do). 

Leuchars argues that Lopez understood that the best way to maintain equilibrium in the 

Plata region was “through the continuing mutual rivalry of the two great powers.”869 With 

the two states cooperating to support the rebel effort in Uruguay, though, “there was a 

real danger the combined weight of Argentina and Brazil would be a threat” to Paraguay, 

and “Lopez could not simply wait, do nothing, and hope that the situation would go 

away.”870 While this account may explain Lopez’s interest in the Uruguayan civil war, it 

makes very little sense in light of Paraguay’s behavior after 1864. After invading Brazil 

along Paraguay’s northeastern border (in the Mato Grosso region), Lopez demanded that 

Argentina allow Paraguayan troops free passage through the Corrientes region to 

Uruguayan territory.871 After being denied the right of passage, Lopez invaded Argentina 

anyway, thereby ensuring that Argentina would join the fight on Brazil’s side.872 
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 A second explanation is that Lopez may have simply been interested in adjusting 

Paraguay’s northeastern border with Brazil, and that the conflict subsequently spiraled 

out of control. The border between Brazil and Paraguay along the upper Paraguay River 

had been contested since the Spanish and Portuguese Empires dominated South 

America.873 Whigham suggests that Lopez may have invaded Brazil in order to “gain de 

facto sovereignty in the disputed area and thus achieve his father’s old ambition of a 

definitive border.”874 There is also some indication that Lopez was concerned with a 

buildup of Brazilian arms in the region, and that his intent was either to preempt a 

Brazilian attack or to capture military resources from the region for later use.875 Lopez’s 

subsequent behavior suggests that limited gains vis a vis Brazil do not adequately 

describe Paraguayan motives. By the beginning of 1865, Paraguay controlled Mato 

Grosso, and the region’s remoteness from Rio de Janeiro along with Brazil’s 

preoccupation with affairs in Uruguay prevented Brazil from launching a campaign to 

reverse Paraguay’s gains until 1866.876 The period following the conclusion of the Mato 

Grosso campaign appears to have presented Paraguay with an opportunity to negotiate a 

settlement to the territorial dispute with Brazil from a position of strength, and then end 

the war. Whigham, though, suggests that Solano Lopez “apparently never considered 

this.”877 Instead, as noted above, Lopez broadened the scope of the conflict by invading 

Argentina. This move is not consistent with an interpretation revolving around limited 
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territorial revisionism or a concern with preempting or preventing a Brazilian attack 

along Paraguay’s northeastern border. 

 

Status Claims, Insults, and the Paraguayan War 

 

 If Paraguayan aggression in 1864 and 1865 cannot be explained by a calculation 

that regional hegemony was within Paraguay’s grasp, or by an interest in more limited 

strategic objectives, then what accounts for Lopez’s behavior? I argue that the outcome 

cannot be understood without reference to Francisco Solano Lopez’s self-concept and 

status aspirations and the implicit rejection of his status claims by Argentina and Brazil. 

Paraguay’s domestic political institutions, which placed absolute control of foreign policy 

decisionmaking in Lopez’s hands, meant that Lopez’s anger and resentment played a 

crucial role in the origins of Paraguayan aggression between 1864 and 1865. 

 During the period before he took power in Paraguay, Lopez’s personal experience 

endowed him with an understanding of what it meant to be a European great power and a 

desire to be recognized as the leader of such a state within South America. Between 1853 

and 1854, Francisco Solano Lopez traveled throughout Europe, on a mission that was 

intended to announce “Paraguay’s opening to the world,” and acquire knowledge and 

resources that would help Paraguay develop economically and militarily.878 This journey 

also exposed Lopez to the trappings of European great power status. Saegar notes that 

“Francisco longed for favorable notice by European nations, Britain, France, Prussia, and 
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others.”879 Audiences with Queen Victoria and Napoleon III convinced him that “national 

and thus personal mobility was possible if he could find the key,” and that “Paraguay 

should demand the respect it deserved” from other South American states.880 In other 

words, Lopez wanted to join the “elite group” of European great powers, and needed 

Argentine and Brazilian recognition to achieve this objective. 

 A variety of historians and observers suggest that securing recognition of 

enhanced status was one of Lopez’s primary motivations after his father died in 1862, 

and that this concern made Lopez particularly sensitive to insults from Brazilian and 

Argentine leaders.881 Even before he became president, Lopez sought enhanced status by 

asserting Paraguay’s right to have its interests taken into account in diplomatic conflicts 

throughout the Plata region, and demonstrated sensitivity to insults and slights that 

threatened his notion of Paraguay’s role in South American politics. An 1855 negotiation 

with Brazil over territorial rights on the upper Paraguay River “aroused Francisco’s ire” 

because of “the Brazilian emperor’s lack of respect for his country.”882 Brazilian 

intervention in Uruguay, which was the immediate cause of Paraguayan aggression in 

1864, offended Lopez – according to Saegar – not for any strategic or economic reason, 

but rather because he saw it as an “insult to his nation and himself.”883 Lopez also sought 

to secure recognition of Paraguay’s role as a South American “great power” by acting as 

a mediator in disputes between other states. In 1859, Lopez mediated an agreement 
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between Argentine caudillo Urquiza and the central government, temporarily halting a 

civil war. Lopez saw his role in the mediation as a symbol of Paraguayan status, and 

“proudly displayed a commemorative gold medal honoring him for aiding Argentine 

unity.”884 After Lopez’s father died, Lopez declared that Carlos Antonio’s most 

significant contribution to Paraguay’s international position was not his effort to secure 

Paraguayan security by strengthening the Paraguayan military or increase Paraguay’s 

wealth, but rather his achievement of “abundant glory for his country and his 

memory.”885 

 Lopez’s sensitivity to insults and denials of claims to high status were an 

important part of the story of the origins of the Paraguayan War. After Argentina and 

Brazil began to provide support to the opponents of the Blanco government in Uruguay, 

Lopez offered to mediate. When Brazil ignored Lopez’s offer, Lopez took it as “a 

personal offense.”886 He insisted that “my voice will not go unheard,” and in his war 

message to the Paraguayan people declared that “peace is incompatible with our honor, 

with our dignity, and with our interests.”887 Later, Lopez stressed that what was at stake 

in the war with Brazil was “honor (honra), dignity, and conservation of our dearest 

rights.”888 The degree to which Lopez cared about status and identified it with a right to 
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play a central role in the politics of the Plata region and have his interests taken into 

account suggests an explanation for the puzzling amount of attention he gave to the 

Uruguayan affair. A number of scholars note that it made very little strategic sense for 

Lopez to care enough to start a war over the disposition of Uruguay,889 and the evidence 

suggests that one reason Lopez cared so much was that he saw the Uruguayan affair as a 

test of Paraguay’s status. When Brazil rebuffed his attempt to mediate (thereby denying 

his claim to high status), his response was more out of anger than any sense of strategic 

expediency.890 

 Anger associated with refusal to recognize his claim to high status also seems to 

have played a role in Lopez’s much more puzzling decision to expand the war by 

invading Argentina. On January 14, 1865, Lopez officially asked Argentina for 

permission to cross through the Corrientes region in order to reach Uruguay.891 When he 

was told by Urquiza’s envoy that Argentina would not permit Paraguayan troops to pass, 

Lopez reportedly responded: “then if they provoke me I shall go ahead with 

everything.”892 Argentina’s refusal to grant Paraguay the right of passage angered Lopez 

for two reasons. First, in 1855, Argentina had allowed Brazil to send a naval expedition 

                                                                                                                                            
aggression. Rather, this would suggest that status figured so significantly in Paraguayan 
public discourse that it was the best way Lopez could secure the public’s support. 
889 Schweller (2006), pg. 87; Leuchars (2002, pg. 25) suggests that prior to Lopez’s 
accession to power, “to Paraguay, events in the Banda Oriental had only ever been of 
passing significance, and it had not played any part in the civil wars before the 1860s.” 
890 While Leuchars and Whigham go to great (and ultimately unconvincing) lengths to 
explain Lopez’s behavior in strategic terms, both also stress the influence of anger – 
brought on by Brazil’s rejection of Lopez’s offer to mediate the conflict – on his decision 
to invade Brazil. See Leuchars (2002), pg. 29; Whigham (2002), pg. 157. 
891 Whigham (2002), pg. 240. 
892 Victorica (1906), pg. 483. 



 294 

up the Parana River to pressure Paraguay during a border dispute.893 In his war message 

to the Paraguayan people, Lopez emphasized Argentina’s apparent hypocrisy (the refusal 

to grant Paraguay what Lopez saw as the same right) as a justification for war.894 Second, 

some scholars and observers suggest that Lopez was acutely sensitive to insults 

emanating from the press in Buenos Aires.895 Whigham notes that Lopez “found it 

difficult to see in the Argentine rejection anything but rank hostility,” due to the influence 

of “clippings from porteno newspapers that represented his campaign against Brazil as 

the antics of a buffoon in a feathered cockade.”896 Thompson (an engineer with the 

Paraguayan Army) argued that insults from the Argentine press “entered deeply into 

Lopez’s soul, and he felt them more than he did any reverse he afterwards suffered during 

the war.”897 Thompson goes on to claim that “these articles were the chief cause of his 

making war on the Confederation,” and that Lopez was influenced to avenge himself on 

the Argentines by the Bishop of Asuncion.898 While Thompson was certainly 

exaggerating (he may have had some reason to overstate the influence of Bishop Palacios 

or Lopez’s delicate sense of dignity), the Paraguayan declaration of war did make explicit 

mention of press insults, and Saeger suggests that the effect of insults on Lopez’s 

decisionmaking was real.899 Saegar notes that Lopez “told his troops that their mission 

was to erase the shame that Brazil and Argentina had cast upon their government,” and 
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that his “most important motivation, according to his own words, was to win glory and 

honor.”900 

 Lopez’s behavior during the late stages of the war provides more evidence that his 

decisionmaking was influenced more by emotion than reason and more by concern with 

ontological than physical security. Argentina and Brazil turned back Lopez’s offensive 

and invaded Paraguay in early 1866. The next four years saw steady if slow advances by 

the Allies, and increasing costs for Paraguay. From 1867 on, representatives from Great 

Britain and the United States attempted to convince Lopez to surrender. This process was 

hampered by the terms of the Triple Alliance (which demanded regime change in 

Paraguay), but could have succeeded if Lopez had been willing to accept exile in 

exchange for guarantees of personal security and well-being. In August, 1867, a 

representative of the British Foreign Office offered Lopez an agreement in which Brazil 

and Argentina would recognize Paraguayan sovereignty and borders if Lopez would 

leave South America for Europe.901 While Brazilian general Caxias was open to the 

terms, Lopez ultimately rejected them because he “could not accept the last article 

concerning his leaving the country.”902 Leuchars notes that “Lopez’s stubbornness cannot 

be understood if, like the Allies, one assumes that he was simply interested in his own 

immediate future, for then he would surely have accepted the offers of money and safety 

and lived out a comfortable retirement in Europe.”903 Instead, Lopez’s “concern for his 

reputation and his belief in his destiny, which were fostered by his upbringing, his 

accession to power, and the opportunities that these gave him for molding the nation in 
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his own image, explain why he could not surrender.”904 Saegar concurs, and adds that 

Lopez “simply was unable to surrender personal control. It meant everything to him.”905 

By holding out for a peace “equally honorable for all belligerents,” Lopez doomed 

himself and what remained of his army to a final few weeks spent eating belts and 

shoes.906 

 While the record of Lopez’s decisionmaking does not allow for a firm conclusion 

regarding the origins of the Paraguayan War, it does suggest that anger related to denial 

of status claims played a role. Accounts of foreign policy behavior based on rational 

calculation and security or power maximization are not consistent with Lopez’s 

decisionmaking. The Paraguayan case seems to support the claims of social and 

evolutionary psychologists that anger arising from insults to social identities can cause 

individuals to favor offensive action and exaggerate the probability of victory in 

conflict.907 The case also appears to provide support for the claim that for some actors, in 

some contexts, ontological security concerns can override physical security concerns.908 

In other words, the case at least weakly corroborates some of the individual-level 

mechanisms linking perceptions of status immobility to preferences for revisionism. 

 

Managing Status Immobility in Early Modern East Asia 
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 Until the middle of the 19th century, Japan existed within an international system 

– or, better, international society – characterized by a clear hierarchy of prestige and a set 

of well-articulated, explicit rules and norms that regulated membership in the system and 

status-attribution.909 The system revolved around China as the highest status and most 

powerful state, and included other states – Korea, Vietnam, and Japan – whose relative 

status depended upon their acceptance of Chinese leadership and their cultural proximity 

to Confucian norms and institutions. This system presented a challenge to Japan, which 

had its own imperial institution and ideology whose claim to divine descent made 

integration within a system premised on Chinese dominance uncomfortable. Throughout 

the era during which the sino-centric order dominated East Asia – roughly between 1300 

and 1870 – Japanese leaders pursued a variety of strategies for dealing with status 

anxiety, including accommodation and integration during the Ashikaga shogunate, and 

outright rejection and challenge under Hideyoshi at the end of the 16th century. The most 

interesting response for this study, though, and the one most amenable to analysis was 

that adopted during the Tokugawa shogunate from the beginning of the 17th century. The 

Tokugawa shoguns withdrew Japan from the sino-centric status attribution system and 

successfully constructed an alternative international order through which Japan was able 

to instantiate its claims to centrality and high status. In this sense, Tokugawa Japan is a 

clear case of systemic revisionism – a response to status immobility that rejected the 

status quo and sought to replace it. In another sense, though, the Tokugawa case is 

anomalous for status immobility theory. After the Imjin War, status immobility and 

resultant Japanese withdrawal from the sino-centric status attribution system did not 
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result in a violent clash between Japan and China, or even in a significant decrease in 

trade between the two. Japan was able to normalize relations with Korea, Vietnam, and 

(to some extent) China, even though it refused to participate in the sino-centric tribute 

system. 

 This case study has two purposes. First, I show that concerns with status 

immobility and, especially, with the effects on domestic legitimacy of “kowtowing” and 

acknowledging Chinese superiority led Tokugawa leaders to remove Japan from the sino-

centric order and institute the policy of Taikun (Great Prince) diplomacy, in which Japan 

sought to construct an alternative status quo in which it could instantiate claims to high 

status. Evidence that Tokugawa leaders feared the domestic consequences of 

acknowledging Japanese low status and therefore rejected and sought to replace 

important aspects of the status quo supports this study’s major claims about the 

relationship between status immobility and grand strategic orientation. Second, I briefly 

explore why status immobility and systemic revisionism did not have the same adverse 

consequences for Tokugawa Japan and East Asia as they did in other cases. I suggest that 

two related factors – a highly unbalanced distribution of relative capabilities in China’s 

favor and the willingness of China and other sinic states to coexist with a “rogue” actor – 

allowed Japan’s systemic revisionist project to “succeed” peacefully, thereby preventing 

the sort of violence and systemic instability that resulted in the cases of Wilhelmine 

Germany, Taisho/Showa Japan, Weimar Germany, and Francisco Solano Lopez’s 

Paraguay. 

 

Why Tokugawa Japan? 
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 Tokugawa Japan is an interesting case for a study of the effects of status 

immobility on grand strategic orientation for three reasons. First, as Kang and a number 

of other scholars note, Tokugawa Japan did not have the military capabilities required for 

an attempt at East Asian hegemony.910 Especially in the wake of defeat following 

Hideyohsi’s second invasion of Korea, the impossibility of challenging China on military 

terms was clear enough to Japanese leaders that they “turned inward and gave up war.”911 

This contrasts with every other case examined previously. Even Paraguay – while not a 

potential South American hegemon – held a short-term military advantage over its 

neighbors that made war seem to be a possible and even desirable response to insult and 

status immobility for Francisco Solano Lopez. Japan – having tried and failed to 

challenge the status quo through war – appeared, to the Tokugawa shoguns, to need to 

normalize relations with Korea and China in order to survive. Second, though, status 

immobility was still an important concern for Tokugawa Japan. The Tokugawa shogunate 

still faced an international status quo that was fundamentally inconsistent with Japan’s 

imperial institution and ideology. China remained at the center of the East Asian 

hierarchy, and refused to recognize Japanese equality. The Tokugawa shoguns could 

have officially acknowledged Chinese superiority (as the Ashikaga shoguns did 200 years 

earlier), but they would then have faced domestic legitimacy problems. Tokugawa Japan, 

then, is interesting because it is a case in which a weak state faced a clear status 

immobility dilemma. Evidence that this dilemma influenced Japan’s grand strategic 
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orientation supports the claim that status immobility matters for foreign policy even for 

actors that cannot be considered potential hegemons. 

The third reason that Tokugawa Japan is an interesting case is that the outcome – 

systemic revisionism that did not result in crises or violent conflicts between the status 

immobile state and the defenders of the status quo – diverges significantly from the 

outcomes of the other cases examined here. The early Tokugawa shoguns succeeded “in 

the creation of a new perception of the organization of international society, and of 

Japan’s place in that society” while maintaining significant trade relations with other 

sinic states and without provoking violent responses from them.912 Thus Tokugawa Japan 

represents the only case of successful systemic revisionism considered in this study, and 

exploring how this outcome came about illustrates the manner in which status immobility 

interacts with other factors, such as the balance of capabilities and the behavior of other 

actors. Relatedly, the case of Tokugawa Japan may yield important insight into the 

interplay of status anxiety and legitimation in more modern rogue states, like North 

Korea, Myanmar, and Iran. 

 

The Sino-Centric Order and Japanese Responses to Status Immobility 

 

 The Sino-Centric East Asian international system has received attention from IR 

scholars in recent years because of its marked divergence from the European Westphalian 

order.913 While the Sino-Centric order (which dominated East Asia from the 14th century 

through the 19th century) was unambiguously an inter-state system, it was not 
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characterized by the sort of nearly constant war that prevailed in Europe over the same 

period, nor, more significantly, by a normative commitment to de jure equality. Rather, 

the Sino-Centric order revolved around clear, explicit hierarchical distinctions between 

states. China, by virtue of its power, its cultural dominance, and its emperor’s claim to 

divine origin and sanction (the Mandate of Heaven) occupied the center of the system.914 

Other states (Korea, Vietnam, and, at times, Japan) acknowledged Chinese superiority by 

explicitly becoming and behaving as vassals. This status distinction was instantiated in a 

number of ways. First, the institution of investiture played a central role. Leaders in 

secondary states could only gain entry into the East Asian order by being formally 

recognized as vassals by China.915 As Kang notes “investiture involved explicit 

acceptance of subordinate tributary status and was a diplomatic protocol by which a state 

recognized the legitimate sovereignty of another political unit and the status of the king in 

that tributary state as the legitimate ruler.”916 Leaders in secondary states could only gain 

recognition from – and access to – China by explicitly acknowledging China’s centrality 

and superiority. Leaders often used Chinese recognition to gain domestic legitimacy 

(although, as I discuss below, this was not always the case).  

Second, the tributary trading system forced secondary states to act out the status 

relationship at the heart of the Sino-Centric system on a regular basis. Vassals were 

required to send tribute missions to China in order to participate in official trade. Tribute, 

according to Mancall, 
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“was the ritual appropriate to acknowledging the world order. It recognized not 

simply China’s superior civilization but civilization itself, whose highest point 

was the emperor, who, as Son of Heaven, was the tangent-point between human 

society and the rest of the cosmos. Entry into the emperor’s presence or court 

required recognition of these principles through the correct performance of the 

rituals of tribute presentation.”917 

 

Secondary states were required (or allowed) to send regular tribute missions, during 

which the acknowledgement of Chinese superiority was exchanged for trade or gifts, in 

what was, in a sense, “ceremonial barter.”918  

Finally, vassals acknowledged Chinese superiority by using appropriate 

diplomatic language in their interaction with China and other sinic states. This language 

primarily involved naming conventions for rulers and for eras. Leaders in secondary 

states were expected to refer to themselves as “kings” rather than “emperors,” because 

the former term “implied a linkage of those rulers to the Chinese emperor,” and kings 

were “subordinate to the Son of Heaven, and derived their legitimacy from him.”919 

Similarly, use of the Chinese era name in dating diplomatic correspondence implied 

acceptance of Chinese dominance because “one of the principal functions of the Son of 

Heaven was to intermediate between Heaven and Man,” and “proclamation of the 
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calendar had early become one of the prerogatives of the Son of Heaven, the emperor of 

China.”920 

While some states (especially Korea) existed easily as vassals within the Sino-

Centric hierarchy, Japan struggled with Chinese dominance throughout its history. Kang 

notes that among the sinic states of East Asia “Japan was the most skeptical of and 

uncomfortable with China’s dominance within the Confucian system.”921 While there is 

evidence of Japanese paying tribute to China in antiquity, by the 10th century “the 

Japanese would come to reject the idea that China was the ruler of all it surveyed and 

eventually to believe their own island nation, the ‘Land of the Gods,’ was just as 

important in the grand scheme of things.”922 One major problem appears to have been the 

contradiction between the Confucian conception of the exclusivity of the Chinese 

emperor’s role as “Son of Heaven” and elements of Shinto ideology that made similar 

claims about Japan’s own emperor. Shinto ideology claimed that the Japanese imperial 

family was directly descended from the Sun Goddess Amaterasu, and should therefore be 

accorded at least equal status as the Chinese emperor.923  

This ideological incompatibility is evident in early records of Sino-Japanese 

interaction. A 7th century letter to Emperor Yangdi of the Chinese Sui dynasty opens: 

“The Son of Heaven of the country of the sunrise (hiizuru tokoro no tenshi) addresses the 

Son of Heaven of the country of the sunset (hibossuru tokoro no tenshi).”924 At the start 

of the Ming Dynasty in the 14th century, the Japanese replied to a Chinese demand for 
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submission by asserting that “Heaven and earth are vast, they are not monopolized by one 

ruler.”925 The Chinese response indicates that the Ming were unwilling to accede to 

Japan’s claim to equality: “You stupid eastern barbarians! Your king and courtiers are not 

acting correctly…; you are haughty and disloyal; you permit your subjects to do evil. 

Will this not inevitably bring disaster upon you?”926 What compounded this Japanese 

status dilemma was that integration within the Sino-Centric order – loyalty to China and 

the extent of social and cultural sinicization – was what determined the relative status of 

secondary states. Hawley notes that “China, the ‘civilized center,’ of course came first. 

Korea, the ‘small civilized center,’ came second, and all other nations fell further down 

the ladder according to their perceived level of Chinese cultural attainment.”927 As a 

result, “the Japanese did nor fare well” in terms of the East Asian status hierarchy.928 

They were considered by both Chinese and Koreans as “beyond the pale of civilization” 

as a result of their “general ignorance of Chinese style-protocol.”929 In fact, Japan’s 

inability to achieve high status in the East Asian system was not the result of ignorance of 

Confucianism – after all, elements of Confucian ideology and Chinese culture were 

widely respected in Japan and had an important influence on Japanese culture.930 The 

problem was, rather, that there was no room in the Sino-Centric hierarchy for two 

emperors who claimed divine lineage, and therefore no possibility of status enhancement 

for Japan within the East Asian order. 
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Japanese leaders sought to deal with this status dilemma in various ways. In 1404, 

shogun Ashikaga Yoshimitsu accepted investiture and formally made Japan a Chinese 

vassal, hoping both to increase trade and, perhaps, to solidify “his own regime by relying 

on the authority of a foreign throne.”931 This move seems to have backfired, as 

Yoshimitsu came in for heavy criticism by many daimyo, who viewed investiture as a 

“humiliation and as showing infidelity to Japan’s own emperor.”932 Subsequent members 

of the Ashikaga line attempted to maintain relations with China without behaving as if 

Japan were a Chinese vassal. While Ashikaga Yoshinori maintained the tributary trading 

relationship with China he “did not believe that emulating the style of his father’s state 

letter to the Ming emperor would be proper,” and was told by an advisor that because 

Japan was “a divine land, to comply with the protocol of China is impossible.”933  

Official tributary relations fell apart in the middle of the 16th century during the 

Japanese “warring states period.” Toyotomi Hideyoshi, who reunified Japan by 1591, 

was confronted with the same dilemma that had faced the Ashikaga shoguns two 

centuries earlier: apply for investiture by the Ming emperor and accept subordinate status, 

or challenge the Sino-Centric status quo. In 1592, Hideyoshi launched an invasion of 

Korea as the first step towards conquering China and perhaps the entire known world.934 

While it is impossible to know exactly what motivated Hideyoshi’s initiation of the Imjin 

War, a variety of scholars note that it appears to have been, in part, an attempt to 

overthrow the Sino-Centric status quo, thereby solving Japan’s (and Hideyoshi’s own) 

status dilemma. Swope characterizes the invasion of Korea as a “defiant rejection of the 
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Sinocentric world order” and an “attempt to create a new one of [Hideyoshi’s] 

making,”935 and suggests that Hideyoshi “craved recognition and homage from foreign 

rulers.”936 Through military success, “Japan would replace China as the center of the East 

Asian world.”937 Berry concurs that Hideyoshi’s “need to command foreign homage” is 

an indispensable part of the explanation for the Imjin War, and Hawley notes that even 

before successfully reunifying Japan, Hideyoshi engaged in a campaign of “conquest 

through diplomacy,” demanding via message that the Ryukyu Islands, Taiwan, the 

Philippines, and India recognize his dominance.938 Swope goes so far as to suggest that 

“had the Koreans sent a prince or their king to pay homage to [Hideyoshi] in the first 

place, the entire invasion may well have been avoided.”939 Luis Frois, a Portuguese 

missionary, recorded a conversation he had with Hideyoshi in 1586: 

 

“He also said that he had reached the point of subjugating all Japan; whence his 

mind was not set upon the future acquisition of more kingdoms or more wealth in 

it, since he had enough, but solely upon immortalizing himself with the name and 

fame of his power; in order to do which he was resolved to reduce the affairs of 

Japan to order, and to place them on a stable basis; and…pass to the conquest of 

Korea and China.”940  
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Hideyoshi himself wrote to the Korean king in 1590 that his aim in conquering the Ming 

empire would be to “compel the people there to adopt our customs and manners,” and 

that Japan’s “sole desire is to have our glorious name revered in the three countries [of 

China, Korea, and India].”941  

 Hideyoshi’s behavior during the Imjin War supports the claim that status was a 

major part of what motivated the invasion. Japan’s advance up the Korean Peninsula 

stalled by the end of 1593 (which should have demonstrated to the Japanese just how 

unrealistic an objective conquering China was) and Hideyoshi opened peace negotiations 

with the Ming. Negotiations appeared to have succeeded when in October 1596, Chinese 

envoys arrived in Osaka prepared to invest Hideyoshi as king of Japan and restore 

tributary trade relations.942 When Hideyoshi was told by a translator about the content of 

the Ming peace offer, he became enraged. Apparently, his own negotiator had promised 

him that the Ming had offered to become his vassal: 

 

“Why would I want to be king of Japan? Yukinaga said the Ming emperor was 

going to make me ruler of the Ming. I want to mobilize troops immediately…If I 

wanted to be king then I would be king. What is this investing me like a bearded 

caitiff? Moreover, if I am king, then what does that make the Celestial 

Dynasty?”943 

 

                                                
941 Cited in Swope (2009), pp. 58-59. 
942 The Ming had evidently been deceived by Japanese negotiators about the full extent of 
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The result was a second invasion of Korea, which failed just as miserably as the first. 

Swope suggests that Hideyoshi’s “motive seems to have been simple revenge for the 

great indignity he had suffered at the hands of the Koreans and the Chinese.”944 

 Hideyoshi died in 1598, by which point even he realized that the second invasion 

had failed.945 When Tokugawa Ieyasu claimed power after victory over supporters of 

Hideyoshi’s young son Hideyori at the Battle of Sekigahara, he faced the same problem 

that had faced Ashikaga Yoshimitsu and Toyotomi Hideyoshi: Japan could not easily 

exist within the East Asian status hierarchy without undermining its own identity. For the 

Tokugawa shoguns, though, it was clear that military challenge to the status quo would 

be foolish, given the immense cost and the ultimate futility of Hideyoshi’s two invasions 

of Korea. The Tokugawa solution was to create a parallel East Asian international system 

through which Japan could instantiate its status claims. 

 

The Tokugawa Response to Status Immobility: Taikun Diplomacy 

 

 Tokugawa Ieyasu faced two pressing concerns after the Battle of Sekigahara. 

First, having unified Japan again after Hideyoshi’s death, he had to consolidate power 

over the other daimyo. This meant that constructing the Tokugawa family as a legitimate 

successor to the Toyotomi would be crucial. Second, given the high cost of Hideyoshi’s 

invasions of Korea and his interest in securing himself domestically, Tokugawa Ieyasu 

needed to normalize relations with China and Korea in order to restore economic 

relations, or at least forestall military conflict. The problem was that to some extent these 
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two objectives were at odds with each other. The easiest way to restore relations with 

Korea and China would be to submit to the Ming as a vassal and engage in tributary 

trade. This, though, would likely undermine Tokugawa legitimacy, as Ashikaga 

Yoshimitsu discovered at the beginning of the 15th century. 

 In fact, some scholars suggest that Tokugawa Ieyasu did consider pursuing 

tributary relations with China.946 However, as Jansen notes, Japanese leaders “concluded 

that the cost – acceptance of a tributary role in China’s East Asian order – was 

incompatible with [their] dignity and with Japanese sovereignty.”947 Others disagree, 

arguing that the Tokugawa never had any “intention of placing Japan at a lower status 

vis-à-vis China.”948 Whatever the case, most historians agree that Tokugawa foreign 

policy was eventually guided by a concern with domestic legitimacy, which resulted in a 

commitment to remain outside of the Chinese tributary system and ultimately to seek to 

create a separate hierarchy through which Japan could instantiate its own status claims. 

 This commitment to systemic revisionism was manifested in Tokugawa relations 

with Korea and China throughout the first half of the 17th century. In 1599, Tokugawa 

Ieyasu opened negotiations for normalization of relations with Korea through 

representatives in Tsushima. Apparently, Ieyasu wanted the Koreans to send an envoy to 

Edo in order to bolster his legitimacy and reopen trade between Japan and Korea.949 The 

Koreans, though, demanded that before trade could be resumed Ieyasu send an official 

letter naming himself “king of Japan” and formally requesting resumption of relations. 

As Toby notes, Ieyasu was unwilling to send such a letter, because it would have 

                                                
946 See Toby (1984), pg. 45; pp. 59-60; Jansen (1992), pp. 1-2; Nakamura (1974), pg. 14. 
947 Jansen (1992), pp. 1-2. 
948 Mizuno (2004), pg. 111; see also Arano (1981), pg. 142; Nakamura (1989), pg. 344. 
949 Toby (1984), pp. 29-30. 
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“indicated a Japanese admission of defeat in the late war” and, by accepting the title 

“king” acknowledged the legitimacy of the sino-centric hierarchy.950 Mizuno notes that 

while Ieyasu “worried about possible revenge by Korea and China” and wanted to 

“obviate any potential external threat to national security,” he could not accept the 

Korean terms because he feared the loss of domestic legitimacy, particularly in light of 

the fact that his authority at this point rested in large part on his claim to be carrying out 

Hideyoshi’s policy, which in turn rested on a conception of Japanese status that was 

incompatible with the sino-centric order.951  

In 1606, without Ieyasu’s knowledge, representatives in Tsushima sent a letter to 

Korea that appeared to concede to Korean demands. The Koreans understood that the 

letter was a forgery, but sent an embassy to Edo anyway, likely because they were 

worried about pressure from Manchu tribes in the north and wanted to avoid worsening 

relations with Japan.952 This was the first of a number of Korean embassies to Japan 

during the Tokugawa period, and was – like subsequent missions – represented by the 

Tokugawa as a tributary mission that signaled at least equality of status between Japan 

and Korea, if not Japanese dominance.953 In 1617, another Korean embassy visited Edo, 

which was understood by many in Japan as a tribute mission. Richard Cocks, an English 

trader, wrote at the time that “some report (& are the c’mons) that they are com to render 

obaysance & pay tribute, otherwise themperour would haue made wars against them 

againe.”954 Cocks went on that Tokugawa Hidetada had expressed his desire to the 

                                                
950 Ibid., pg. 31. 
951 Mizuno (2004), pp. 47-49. 
952 Toby (1984), pp. 31-32. 
953 Toby (1984), pp. 32-33; Miyake (1977), pp. 110-113. 
954 Richard Cocks Diary (1978-1980), vol. 2, pp. 156-157, entry from August 31, 1617. 
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Korean delegation “to haue the Coreans vnder his protection as his father had before 

hym, & to defend them against forraine envations, yf any other nation did seeke to 

disturbe their quiet.”955 Toby notes that while the Koreans certainly did not agree about 

the purpose of the embassy, the rumors that Cocks reported “are an index of the value 

that such embassies had in enhancing the bakufu’s prestige, and thus bolstering shogunal 

legitimacy.”956 There is in fact evidence that Korean embassies were explicitly intended 

by the shogun to bolster domestic legitimacy by instantiating Japanese claims to high 

status. In 1624, a Tsushima official referred to an effort to convince the Koreans to send 

another mission as “a plan to pacify the hearts of the people,” and another official noted 

that because “the shogun is not yet supreme, and so the hearts of the people are even 

today not yet submissive…we thought we would subjugate the land by a boastful display, 

conducting an embassy well suited to the situation.”957 

Just as the illusion of Korean submission (or at least Japanese-Korean equality) 

played an important role in the instantiation of Japan’s parallel status hierarchy, so did 

Japan’s refusal to conform to Ming titles and era names. As noted above, the Tokugawa 

shoguns refused to make use of the term “king of Japan” or Chinese era names in 

correspondence with Korean and Chinese leaders because to do so would have 

acknowledged the legitimacy of the sino-centric order. A letter sent to the Ming in 1611 

contained “neither the title king nor the Chinese era name Wangli.”958 Moreover, the 

letter claimed that “Korea, as well as other Chinese subordinates such as the Ryukyus and 

                                                
955 Ibid.,vol. 2, pg. 170, entry from September 20, 1617. 
956 Toby (1984), pg. 67. 
957 Quoted in Toby (1984), pg. 70. 
958 Mizuno (2004), pg. 72. 
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Vietnam (Annan) … had paid tribute to Japan.”959 The Ming ignored the letter and there 

was no further Sino-Japanese correspondence until 1621, when the Ming sent a letter 

offering “direct trade with China, seeking in exchange suppression of Japanese 

piracy.”960 The Tokugawa shoguns had desired renewed official trade with China as early 

as the first few years following the end of the Imjin War.961 However, they were 

unwilling to accept (purely symbolic)962 entry into the tributary system as the price, and 

responded to the 1621 letter by demanding that future Sino-Japanese correspondence be 

conducted through Korean intermediaries.963 

In 1635, Japanese leaders went further than simply rejecting the title “king” and 

formally adopted the title taikun or Great Prince for use in diplomatic correspondence. 

This is significant because the term had “no diplomatic precedents in the East Asian 

culture sphere” and therefore “represented a declaration of independence from the 

sinocentric world order.”964 Taikun did not “denote any predetermined relationship to 

China or to the Chinese world order,” which appears to be why Japanese leaders chose 

it.965 A year later, Tokugawa Iemitsu sent a letter to Korea using the Japanese era name 

“Kan’ei,” and in 1637 succeeded in gaining at least tacit acceptance of this practice by a 

Korean ambassador.966 Toby suggests that this signified that “the declaration of 

independence was complete,” and that the Tokugawa had successfully established “an 

                                                
959 Ibid., pg. 72. 
960 Toby (1984), pg. 62. 
961 Mizuno (2004), ch. 3. 
962 While one might argue that tribute implied foreign influence, Kang (2005; 2010a) and 
Kim (1980, pp.6-9) concur that this was not the case. 
963 Toby (1984), pg. 63. 
964 Ibid., pg. 87. 
965 Ibid., pg. 87. 
966 Ibid., pg. 94. 
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alternative order, a Japan-centered order of international relations…which served to 

enhance its own aura of authority and legitimacy.”967 In removing Japan from the Ming 

system of status-defining symbols and gaining at least tacit recognition of its own from 

states like Korea and the Ryukyus, the Tokugawa had solved Japan’s status immobility 

problem by constructing a parallel hierarchy in which it could instantiate its claims to 

high status.968 

 

Peaceful Systemic Revisionism: The Tokugawa Anomaly 

 

What is particularly interesting – and puzzling, from the perspective of the other 

cases in this study – about Taikun diplomacy is that it did not result in violent conflict or 

even prevent economic interaction between Japan, China, and Korea. While the 

traditional interpretation of Tokugawa foreign policy suggests that Japan was more or 

less isolated from East Asia and the world after the sakoku edicts were issued in the 

1630s, contemporary scholarship suggests that this was not the case.969 Rather, official 

trade with Korea and unofficial trade with China continued after the implementation of 

taikun diplomacy, through Tokugawa representatives in Tsushima, Satsuma, and the 

Ryukyu Islands. Throughout the second half of the 17th century, an average of 40 Chinese 

merchant ships visited Japan each year, and annual trade between the two totaled between 

                                                
967 Ibid., pp. 88-89. 
968 Klein echoes this point, arguing that “by the end of the seventeenth century the 
Tokugawa regime had succeeded in maneuvering Japan into the center of a regional 
system of international diplomacy of its own making.” See Klein (1989), pg. 69. 
969 The traditional interpretation can be found in Jansen (1980), ch. 1. For contemporary 
interpretations see Kang (2005, 2010a), and especially Laver (2011) on the sakoku edicts. 
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35,600 and 276,000 silver liang.970 Just as striking, between 1598 and 1895, Japan 

experienced nearly 300 years without inter-state war. How was Tokugawa Japan able to 

reject the Sino-Centric status quo without eventually coming to blows with its defenders? 

First, it is important to note that systemic revisionism does not necessarily imply 

violent conflict. Rather, states adopting grand strategies oriented toward systemic 

revisionism have difficulty cooperating with and reassuring their neighbors. Under the 

right (or wrong) circumstances, this can contribute to major war by increasing threat 

perceptions on the part of the defenders of the status quo (as, for example, in the case of 

Taisho/Showa Japan), and by making it difficult for the systemic revisionist to resolve 

crises peacefully (as, for example, in the case of Wilhelmine Germany during the July 

Crisis). 

However, in the case of Tokugawa Japan, a highly unbalanced distribution of 

capabilities (so recently demonstrated during the Imjin War) may have reduced the 

degree to which China viewed Japan as a threat. This obvious imbalance of power may 

also have contributed to a reluctance on the part of the Japanese to instigate crises with 

the Ming. Kang notes that throughout most of the Tokugawa period, China was far more 

powerful than any other actor in the East Asian system.971 Chinese naval superiority was 

particularly critical – by the 15th century, China had the largest and most powerful navy 

in the world, let alone East Asia.972 This meant that China was relatively safe from 

Japanese invasion. Even during the Imjin War – the high point of Japanese military 

development during the early modern era – Chinese dominance was driven home by the 

                                                
970 Deng (1997). 
971 Kang (2005, 2010b). 
972 Deng (1997). 
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fact that in addition to putting down Hideyoshi’s two invasions of the Korean Peninsula, 

the Ming were simultaneously involved in three other military operations, in Burma, 

Ningxia, and Sichuan.973 Thus, unlike Weimar Germany following the First World War, 

Tokugawa Japan was not even a long-term potential threat to the defenders of the status 

quo. One result of this situation may have been that the Ming were not as sensitive to 

Japan’s rejection of the status quo as they might have been had Japan been more of a 

threat. Another was that the Tokugawa – while unwilling to submit as vassals – did take 

pains to avoid crises with China. For example, after Satsuma invaded the Ryukyu Islands 

and forced them to recognize Japanese dominance, Japanese officials did not demand that 

the Ryukyus renounce their previously declared allegiance to China, and Japanese 

representatives in the Ryukyus made themselves scarce when Chinese representatives 

were present.974 In general, Kang notes that Tokugawa policy was to avoid “recognizing 

the Chinese emperor as superior while still not provoking too harsh a response from the 

Chinese.”975  

Of course, this outcome would have been impossible had Korea and China 

themselves been interested in provoking crises in order to force Japan inside the Sino-

Centric order. Korean and Chinese willingness to exist alongside a “rogue” actor is an 

important part of the story of the peaceful “success” of Tokugawa systemic revisionism. 

This willingness appears to have been in part the result of calculations by leaders in both 

states that they faced a serious threat from the Manchu along their northern border, and 

that they could not afford a conflict with Japan. In 1616, the Manchu Jin dynasty declared 

                                                
973 Kang (2010b). 
974 Sakai (1964), pg. 392. 
975 Kang (2010a), pg. 80. 
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war on China and subsequently invaded Korea to cut Korean troops off from supporting 

the Ming.976 On and off conflict ensued for three decades before the Manchu conquered 

the Ming and established the Chinese Qing dynasty. Toby notes that a Manchu invasion 

occurred “at the very time that (Korean) ambassadors were earnestly trying to get Japan 

to recognize Ming era names,” and ultimately contributed to Korean acceptance of 

Japan’s parallel diplomatic and symbolic order.977 Paradoxically, then, the emergence of 

a new threat seems to have reinforced the effect of unbalanced power on the peaceful 

success of Japan’s systemic revisionist project. 

Another factor that may have played a role in facilitating the existence of parallel 

status hierarchies in East Asia was the relatively high degree of control that leaders in all 

states had over the way diplomatic interaction was understood domestically. As already 

noted, Japanese and Korean leaders had widely divergent interpretations of what Korean 

embassies to Japan meant.978 While Tokugawa leaders represented Korean embassies as 

tribute missions, this interpretation was not shared by Korean leaders. It is difficult to 

imagine such a scenario as a stable outcome in a more modern setting, where varying 

interpretations of interaction are available via foreign media sources. However, this does 

suggest that where information about foreign understandings of diplomatic interaction is 

restricted (due to technological limitations, as in the Tokugawa case, or by authoritarian 

institutions, as in a state like North Korea), it may be easier for leaders to deal with status 

immobility by manipulating the meaning of diplomacy. 

 

                                                
976 Lee (1984), pg. 216. 
977 Toby (1984), pg. 95. 
978 See Toby (1984), ch. 3 for a full discussion. 
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CHAPTER 7: IMPLICATIONS FOR THEORY AND POLICY 

 

Introduction 

 

The search for the causes of revisionism has received a great deal less attention 

from IR scholars than the assessment of its effects.979 This is a glaring omission, 

especially if one takes seriously claims that the rise of new great powers980 will, in the not 

too distant future, pose a challenge to a status quo dominated by American material 

power and maintained by sets of rules, norms, and institutions constructed by and 

beneficial to the United States and its allies.981 What sort of challenge will the rise of 

Brazil, India, and especially China present? Will these states limit their claims to changes 

to the distribution of resources in the system while playing by the “rules of the game,” or 

will they ultimately reject and challenge the normative and institutional basis of the status 

quo? Will China be able to rise peacefully, as its leadership has, since Deng Xiaoping, 

seemed to prefer, or will it become unable or unwilling to pursue reassurance, integration, 

and piecemeal change within the broader international order?982 

                                                
979 Danilovic and Clare (2007); the empirical literature on the effects of dissatisfaction is 
extensive. See, among others, Sample (2012), Werner and Kugler (1996), Kim (1991), 
Hebron et al (2007), Lemke and Reed (1996), Benson (2007). 
980 There is, of course, reason to think claims of an impending power transition are 
overdrawn. See Wohlforth (1999), Lieber and Alexander (2005), and, on the 
unsustainability of China’s rise, Chang (2001), Shirk (2007), and Beckley (2011). 
981 See Ikenberry (2001, 2002) on the construction and character of the contemporary US-
dominated international order. 
982 This is a crucial question, because, as Deng notes, China is to some extent restrained 
from pursuing its interests (for instance, Taiwanese reunification) as vigorously as it 
might otherwise due to concerns about China’s ultimate acceptance within the ranks of 
“legitimate” great powers. See Deng (2008), ch. 8. 
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In this dissertation, I have proposed that one important cause of grand strategic 

orientations that reject and challenge the status quo – systemic revisionism – is the rise of 

widespread perceptions or collective understandings that successful status competition is 

impossible, that boundaries between high and low status categories of states are 

impermeable. This chapter discusses the implications of my argument for IR theory and 

contemporary American foreign policy. I begin by briefly summarizing the argument and 

empirical findings, and enumerating the specific contributions this study makes to the IR 

literature. I also propose, on the basis of the empirical analysis contained in the preceding 

four chapters, two areas of interest for future scholarship: the interaction between status 

immobility and variables at the heart of existing prominent explanations for revisionism 

and state behavior more generally (especially power, domestic institutions, and collective 

ideas); and the causes of failures to accommodate the status claims of rising powers. The 

chapter concludes with a general discussion of guidelines for managing the status claims 

of rising great powers, and a more specific discussion of the implications of my argument 

for China’s trajectory. 

 

Status Immobility and Systemic Revisionism 

 

Explaining Systemic Revisionism 

 

 While most modern scholarship has conceptualized revisionism as a one-

dimensional concept that varies only quantitatively,983 I have argued that this is an 

                                                
983 See especially Schweller (1994, 1998), Kydd (1997), and Davidson (2002, 2006). 
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inappropriately crude measure that misses important variation in state orientations. 

Rather, satisfaction varies qualitatively – states may be completely satisfied, dissatisfied 

with the distribution of resources in a system, or dissatisfied with the set of rules, norms, 

and institutions that constitute and naturalize the status quo. This latter form of 

revisionism – systemic revisionism – has significant behavioral implications, but 

satisfactory explanations for it are generally absent in the extant literature. 

 The central claim of this dissertation is that systemic revisionism is the result of 

the psychological and domestic political effects produced by widespread perceptions of 

status immobility – the belief that successful status competition has been rendered 

impossible by the intransigence of high status actors, a fundamental inconsistency 

between the collectively understood “markers” of high status and a state’s domestic 

characteristics, or both. Status immobility produces psychological and domestic political 

pressure to withdraw from international society and challenge the set of rules, norms, and 

institutions that constitute the status quo, regulate behavior, and naturalize the 

distribution of resources in the system. 

 Specifically, status immobility has this effect for two reasons. First, domestic 

actors may develop preferences for a revisionist orientation and opposed to reassurance 

out of a concern for ontological security or because of the psychological effects of intense 

anger, frustration, and resentment (which produce tendencies to support offensive action 

against an “other” and overestimate the likelihood of success in violent conflict).984 

Second, collective understandings of status immobility alter the discursive and political 

                                                
984 See the discussion in Chapter 2; Mitzen (2006) and Steele (2008) on ontological 
security; and Nesse (1990), Cosmides and Tooby (2000), and Lopez et al (2011) on the 
psychology of anger. 
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environment in a state in a way that provides rhetorical and political resources that may 

facilitate the influence of actors with revisionist or aggressive intentions and interfere 

with the efforts of moderates to maintain a grand strategic orientation of conciliation, 

patience, and reassurance.985 

 

Systemic Revisionism in History 

 

 I empirically assessed the theory developed in Chapter 2 against other prominent 

explanations for revisionism by employing process-tracing within the context of a 

“crucial case” qualitative research design. In general, the historical record provides 

evidence that suggests that 1) even in “most likely” cases, existing explanations cannot 

sufficiently account for shifts toward systemic revisionism in the grand strategic 

orientations of rising powers; and 2) perceptions of status immobility seem to have 

played an important role in these cases, both by motivating actors to reject the status quo 

and by interfering with the ability of moderates to pursue reassurance. Thus, while in 

many cases the evidence does not allow for firm conclusions, and there is certainly some 

evidence that appears to be anomalous from the perspective of status immobility theory, 

the empirical analysis conducted here at least casts a great deal of doubt on existing 

explanations and suggests that the mechanisms linking status immobility to grand 

strategic systemic revisionism did operate within some of the most revolutionarily 

revisionist states in modern history. While the values of the independent and dependent 

                                                
985 See discussion in Chapter 2, and Krebs (2007), Krebs and Lobasz (2007), Krebs and 
Jackson (2007), Jackson (2006), Schimmelfennig (2001), and Mattern (2005) on 
rhetorical coercion. 
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variables in many of the cases examined above are congruent with the expectations of 

existing explanations, a close examination of the process by which shifts toward systemic 

revisionism came about supports the claim that perceptions of status immobility often 

played an important role. 

 The examination of Wilhelmine German foreign policy undertaken in Chapter 3 

showed that while the ultimate outcome (an aggressive challenge to the British-led status 

quo) matches the expectations of prominent realist explanations for revisionist behavior, 

the evidence does not support the mechanisms at the heart of realist theory and rather 

provides some support for the role of status immobility. Both offensive realism and 

dynamic differentials theory explain Wilhelmine Germany’s pursuit of European 

hegemony in 1914 as a function of strategic calculation motivated by concern with 

maximizing security.986 They suggest that German decisionmaking should have been 

reasonably unified in the belief that major war was the best option available, either in 

light of a perceived opportunity to succeed, or due to perceptions of long-term threat 

associated with the rise of Russia.  

The evidence, though, suggests that German leadership was not homogenously 

characterized by a commitment to launch a major war even by late July 1914. 

Furthermore, the determination to prepare for major war is not entirely attributable to 

shifting strategic circumstances – after all, the 1912 War Council was not called because 

of new information suggesting either increased probability of victory or a rapidly closing 

window of opportunity, but because the Kaiser was miffed over something British War 

Minister Haldane said to the German ambassador. Rather, the evidence suggests that 

                                                
986 There are, of course, also logical flaws with both theories. See Chapter 1 and Chapter 
3 for discussions. 
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widespread perceptions that the policy of Weltpolitik – which can be understood in large 

part as an effort to gain entry to a higher status category – had failed due to British 

intransigence (especially after 1911) motivated some actors to strongly advocate rejection 

of the status quo. Perceptions of status immobility simultaneously interfered with the 

efforts of moderates (especially Bethmann Hollweg) to pursue reassurance toward Great 

Britain, ultimately closing off the possibility of managing the rise of Russia through 

containment in concert with the British and facilitating the increased influence of actors 

with revisionist preferences. While the evidence is somewhat mixed, status immobility 

may have played a role in the outcome of the July Crisis, by making it impossible for 

German leaders to consider a negotiated settlement for fear of being seen as weak by 

public and elite opinion predisposed to believe the British and their allies were committed 

to maintaining a fundamentally anti-German status quo. 

Chapter 4 analyzed Japan’s shift away from Shidehara diplomacy toward 

systemic revisionism during the Taisho and early Showa periods. The outcome is, again, 

congruent with the expectations of existing theory – this time Snyder’s account of 

domestic interests, logrolled coalitions, and overexpansion.987 While the causal factors 

that Snyder identifies as important – domestic groups with interests related to expansion 

and cartelized political institutions – are undeniably crucial pieces of the story of 

Japanese revisionism, the account is incomplete. How did Japanese expansionists gain 

control of the levers of foreign policy? Why did arguments in favor of expansion win the 

day over arguments for moderation, integration, and patience? 

                                                
987 Snyder (1991). 
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The evidence shows that status immobility played an important role in the very 

political process by which Japanese policy became oriented toward rejecting and 

challenging the post-Versailles order. While moderate leaders (including especially 

foreign minister Shidehara and genro Saionji) favored reassurance and conciliation, 

largely due to concerns over the consequences of isolation, perceptions that entry to the 

high status category “great power” was closed to Japan – due to understandings that race 

was inextricably bound up in the international status attribution system – hampered their 

efforts to maintain their preferred course. Japanese nationalist and militarist groups – at 

least in part motivated by perceptions of the injustice and hypocrisy of the defenders of 

the status quo – undermined moderates in a number of ways; ultimately, widespread 

perceptions of status immobility forced the hands of Japan’s leadership after the League 

of Nations condemned Japanese action in Manchuria. While moderates continued to 

favor membership in the League of Nations, the advocates of withdrawal won out in large 

part because the alternative was not politically feasible. Withdrawal subsequently 

facilitated even greater influence for actors with revisionist preferences, and played an 

important role in creating the conditions that led to Pearl Harbor. 

Chapter 5 examined Weimar Germany’s shift away from Stresemann’s Locarno 

diplomacy toward systemic revisionism just before and after Hitler’s rise to power. This 

outcome is congruent with the expectations of theories relating grand strategic choices to 

ideological content and especially distance.988 The vehemently aggressive ideology of 

National Socialism – and the vast distance between German ideology and the ideologies 

of its neighbors (especially the Soviet Union) – seems to support the contention that 

                                                
988 Haas (2005). 
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aggressive ideological content and ideological distance push states toward behaving 

aggressively and broadly challenging the status quo. While ideological variables clearly 

played an important role in the Weimar Republic’s transformation into the Third Reich 

and the ultimate German rejection of the international status quo, this account is, like 

those revolving around domestic interest groups, incomplete. Why did such a vehemently 

aggressive ideology develop in Germany during the post-Versailles period? How did it 

come to influence and ultimately dominate policymaking? 

The evidence suggests that status immobility – resulting in large part from 

widespread perceptions that the Versailles settlement was unjust and intended to prevent 

Germany from regaining its “rightful” place as a European great power – played an 

important role in both the development of revisionist preferences among many actors and 

their ultimate ability to dominate German foreign policy. While German moderates – 

especially Gustav Stresemann – understood the precarious strategic situation that 

Germany faced and sought to deal with it by pursuing reassurance and conciliation, they 

had increasing difficulty doing so by the late 1920s. Broad swaths of German public and 

elite opinion rejected any attempt to integrate within the Versailles order, which made 

Stresemann’s effort to normalize relations with Britain and France (at Locarno, via 

accession to the League of Nations, and by negotiating piecemeal revisions to the 

territorial and economic settlement in return for concessions intended to reassure the 

defenders of the status quo) very difficult. German right-wing radicals – in particular 

Hitler’s NSDAP – made use of the rhetoric of status immobility to undermine 

conciliation (in part by interpreting what were actually favorable developments as 

renewed insults, as in the case of the Young Plan) and seize control of the levers of 
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policy. The ultimate result was German withdrawal from the League of Nations (perhaps, 

in part, as a result of domestic pressure) and the solidification of a regime committed to 

rejecting and challenging the status quo.  

There is an interesting anomaly here, though. While most historians agree that 

Hitler himself had extremely radical revisionist preferences, he seems to have understood 

Germany’s relative weakness during the early 1930s, and (after withdrawal from 

Versailles) took a number of steps that might be interpreted as attempts at (disingenuous) 

reassurance.989 That he was able to do so presents a puzzle for status immobility theory. 

Status immobility certainly seems to have played an important role in the failure of 

Stresemann’s policy and the rise of Hitler. However, after 1933, Hitler seems to have 

been able to put status concerns aside and make decisions about the timing of hegemonic 

war (and Germany’s behavior in the intervening period) on the basis of calculations about 

relative military capabilities. There are a number of potential explanations for this 

deviation from theoretical expectations. Perhaps Hitler (and the German public) was 

temporarily satisfied by withdrawal from the League as a symbol of defiance; perhaps 

Hitler was satisfied with the knowledge that he would soon launch a revolutionary 

challenge to the status quo, if only he could get through the window of vulnerability; or 

maybe Hitler was, as his control over German politics and society grew, increasingly able 

to circumvent the domestic political processes by which status immobility prevents 

attempts at reassurance. This last interpretation (which I find most convincing) suggests 

                                                
989 See Copeland (2000), pg. 127, and notes of February 3, 1933 meeting in DGFP (1918-
1945), series C, vol. 1. The 1934 signing of a non-aggression pact with Poland, attempts 
to negotiate a non-aggression pact with the Western great powers, and, ironically, Hitler’s 
willingness to negotiate Germany’s claims to the Sudetenland at Munich are examples. 
While the latter is often seen (and denigrated) as a symbol of appeasement, it is also an 
example of the use of reassurance to reduce the costs of expansion. 
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an interaction between domestic institutions and status immobility, to which I return 

below. 

Chapter 6 explored the influence of status concerns on grand strategic shifts in 

three very different contexts. First, why did the United States not reject and challenge the 

British-dominated status quo as it rose during the late 19th and early 20th centuries? 

Standard interpretations revolve around plentiful security (a result of geography) and 

geopolitically-determined British accommodation. However, as the counterfactual 

analysis in Chapter 6 aimed to show, British accommodation was not nearly so 

strategically determined as scholars often claim it to have been. It is possible to imagine a 

plausible alternative history in which the British did not accommodate American status 

claims, resulting in perceptions of status immobility and the activation of the political and 

psychological mechanisms that link understandings of impermeable status category 

boundaries to systemic revisionist grand strategic orientations. The analysis also 

suggested that the availability of the status maintenance strategy of recategorization 

played an important role in mitigating Anglo-American conflict during the power 

transition. This suggests an interaction between status immobility and the character of 

intersubjective ideas and discourses, to which I return below. 

Chapter 6 concluded with an examination of two non-great power cases – 1860s 

Paraguay and Tokugawa Japan. Both states adopted grand strategic orientations that were 

suboptimally belligerent, risky, or isolationist, but neither had anywhere near the 

capabilities necessary for victory in a major war to have been a plausible outcome.990 The 

                                                
990 In other words, in these cases, relevant variables take on values that are incongruent 
with the expectations of realist explanations for revisionism, which should increase 
confidence that these explanations cannot account for the outcomes in the two cases. 
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evidence suggests that perceptions of status immobility played an important role in both 

outcomes. The case of Paraguay provides support for the psychological mechanism 

linking status immobility to anger, frustration, and aggressive behavior, and also suggests 

more broadly that at times, ontological security or social identity concerns may outweigh 

physical security or well-being. The case of Tokugawa Japan provides support for the 

contention that when a status inconsistent state faces impermeable status category 

boundaries, the result may be a fundamental inconsistency between conciliatory policies 

oriented reassurance and domestic legitimacy. The Tokugawa case also raises an anomaly 

– unlike every other case of systemic revisionism considered in this dissertation, the 

ultimate result was not major war. This suggests a third interesting interaction – between 

status immobility and relative capabilities – to which I return below. 

 

Contributions of the Argument 

 

 The argument developed in this dissertation makes three broad contributions to 

the theoretical literature in IR. First and most significant, I have proposed a new account 

of variation in satisfaction and dissatisfaction with the international status quo. As 

scholars working in a variety of research programs991 have argued and demonstrated 

empirically (using both quantitative and qualitative research designs), satisfaction matters 

a great deal for state behavior. However, IR scholars still do not have a clear notion of 

what causes variation in dissatisfaction (which, I have argued, is to some extent the result 

                                                
991 These include neoclassical realism (Taliaferro et al 2009; Schweller 2006); hegemonic 
stability (Gilpin 1981); power transitions (Lemke and Kugler 1996); and the largely 
quantitative work on the “steps to war” (see Sample [2012] for a review). 
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of an oversimplified conception of revisionism), and especially of what causes the sorts 

of radical grand strategic orientations that come to mind when one thinks of 

“revisionism.” 

 The most fundamental contribution that this dissertation makes to the existing 

literature, then, is to attempt to resolve a theoretically and empirically important puzzle: 

why do rising states (who should have incentives to pursue reassurance) sometimes adopt 

grand strategic orientations that reject and challenge not just the distribution of resources 

but the broad normative and institutional foundations of the status quo? The policy 

implications of the answer are important (as I discuss below), but the theoretical 

contribution is just as significant. Understanding the origins of variation in dissatisfaction 

(and especially understanding that dissatisfaction varies in kind and not only in degree) 

may not only improve models of state behavior that incorporate intentions, but also help 

scholars think about constructing better ways of measuring dissatisfaction for the purpose 

of theory-testing.992 

Of course, I am not the first to claim some form of relationship between status 

concerns and revisionist preferences or behavior. On the contrary, the idea that status 

matters to states goes back to Thucydides, and the literature on status inconsistency and 

war dates back to the very beginning of the movement to study the causes of war using 

                                                
992 Existing measures of satisfaction are wide-ranging and largely unsatisfactory, from 
articulated territorial claims to measures of interest congruence to the presence of 
democratic institutions (for overviews, see Sample [2012], and Chan [2004]). Some 
measures are better than others, but scholars may find it useful to disaggregate 
dissatisfaction (as suggested here) and think about how existing measures relate to 
different types of dissatisfaction. 
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quantitative analysis.993 However, this literature – both the older quantitative work on 

status and war and the newer work on the broader roles of recognition and status in 

international politics – has generally neglected the consequences of status category 

boundary impermeability, or status immobility.994 The claim that states often seek high 

status, and that status competition is often implicated in the causes of war is widely 

supported.995 But what has been missing thus far is serious attention to the ways in which 

states may respond when opinion leaders and elites come to believe that status 

competition is impossible, and that status inconsistency is uncorrectable. 

Serious attention to the consequences of status category boundary impermeability 

is this dissertation’s second major theoretical contribution. I argue that it is not enough to 

simply claim that consistently denied states should be expected to fight or compete harder 

to gain entry to the high status category. This argument does not take the importance of 

recognition seriously, and it also ignores the fact that competition implicitly ratifies and 

perpetuates the social relations at the heart of the low status state’s problem.996 Rather, by 

developing a full taxonomy of state reactions to status anxiety, I show that responses to 

status immobility are, in most cases, limited to a choice between giving up (downward 

adjustment) on one hand, and rejecting and challenging the social basis of the status quo 

on the other. Downward adjustment is rarely feasible for states (and especially for rising 

great powers), so social rejection (or systemic revisionism) is the most likely result of 

status immobility. This is, critically, not to be confused with a determination to compete 

                                                
993 See Markey (1999, 2000); Singer and Small (1966), Galtung (1964), East (1972), 
Wallace (1971, 1973), Midlarsky (1975). 
994 See Larson and Shevchenko (2010) and Murray (2008, 2010) for attempts to deal with 
this issue. 
995 Renshon (2012); Lebow (2010b). 
996 Lebow (2008). 
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harder and fight to convince or force relevant others to grant recognition. Systemic 

revisionism denotes, rather, some form of withdrawal from international interaction, not 

for the purpose of enhancing status within the existing order, but rather either as a 

visceral response to or a way of managing persistent negative social comparison. This is a 

novel theoretical contribution to the literature on status in international relations. 

Last, but not least, the theoretical argument developed in this dissertation 

represents an improvement upon the extant literature on status and international relations 

for a very simple but important reason: rather than treating states as if they were people 

and shifting status models exported from sociology and social psychology up a level of 

analysis, I specify the precise mechanisms by which status concerns influence the foreign 

policies of states. One prime example of the explanatory approach that has characterized 

most of the re-emerging status literature in IR is Larson and Shevchenko’s work on 

Chinese and Russian status-seeking.997 Larson and Shevchenko effectively “black-box” 

the state – there is no discussion of how exactly a concern with status enhancement 

among some individuals translates into policy decisions.998 This is crucial, because, as the 

case studies in Chapters 3 through 6 show, leaders do not respond in the same way to 

events and crises that have status implications.  While diplomatic failures and status-

laden crises may lead to perceptions of status immobility in some individuals and groups, 

and this may then lead to pressure for certain types of policies, there was, in each of the 

major cases examined in this dissertation, a group of moderate leaders who either did not 

                                                
997 Larson and Shevchenko (2010). 
998 Incidentally, Larson and Shevchenko’s (2010) tendency toward entitativity explains 
their conflation of social group and status category boundary impermeability. Because 
they seem to want to treat states as individuals, it is natural for Larson and Shevchenko to 
apply the individual strategy of mobility to the state level.  However, it is somewhat 
puzzling that they then also apply the group strategy of competition to the state level. 
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perceive status immobility or did not think it should matter for policy. The causal story, 

in other words, was generally not about top-down status-driven policy decision-making 

(as much of the extant literature seems to assume), but rather about the role of status 

concerns in political contests over the direction of policy. 

While it is perhaps not surprising that the extant literature on status and 

international politics has generally treated states as if they were people (since much of the 

most prominent recent scholarship in this area has been produced either by realists or by 

theorists interested in cognitive and psychological explanation)999, the neglect of causal 

mechanisms is problematic, and not only because of its implications for the descriptive 

accuracy of theoretical propositions. Rather, the neglect of causal mechanisms is 

problematic because it hampers efforts to test theories revolving around status using 

qualitative methods, rather than relying on large-n cross-case comparison for causal 

inference. Without articulating clear, plausible mechanisms, it is impossible to make 

inferences about causal relationships based on close analysis of a small number of 

cases.1000 This is, in turn, a problem because leaving the empirical assessment of theories 

about status and state behavior to quantitative analysis constrains the sorts of questions 

scholars can ask and puts a great deal of faith in one (arguably very poor) quantitative 

indicator of international social status.1001 By theorizing about the mechanisms through 

which status concerns influence policy, this dissertation serves as a corrective to the 

                                                
999 See Wohlforth (2009), Wohlforth and Kang (2011) for realists on status. See Larson 
and Shevchenko (2010), Renshon (2012), for cognitive theorists on status. 
1000 Bennett and George (2004), ch. 10. 
1001 This indicator is Singer and Small’s diplomatic representation variable, which is used 
almost universally in quantitative analyses of hypotheses relating status inconsistency and 
state behavior. There is an alternative (Hafner-Burton and Montgomery 2006) based on 
network centrality, but this measure is even more problematic (for instance, it shows 
France as the highest status state in the world in 1992). 
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extant literature, and will hopefully prompt more discussion over how, and not just 

whether, status matters. 

 

Directions for Future Research 

 

 This section reflects on some of the findings from the case studies in Chapters 3 

through 6 to suggest two areas in which further inquiry may illuminate the dynamics of 

status competition and the effects of status immobility in world politics. Specifically, it 

may be useful to explore 1) the ways in which perceptions of status immobility may 

interact with other variables, especially relative capabilities, domestic institutions, and 

intersubjective ideas; and 2) the sources of status accommodation failure. 

 

Status Immobility and other Variables 

 

 While this dissertation has mostly been concerned to show that status immobility 

can significantly influence a state’s grand strategic orientation, and has therefore treated 

existing explanations as competitors to be considered alongside status immobility theory, 

it is clear from the case studies that there are potentially interesting interactions at work. 

A brief discussion of the ways in which status concerns relate to and interact with the 

variables that are prominent in existing explanations may clarify this study’s position 

relative to the extant literature and suggest avenues for future research. 

 

Status and Relative Capabilities 
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 Relative capabilities play an important role in status immobility theory, as 

changes in capabilities are, in many cases, at the root of status inconsistency. While shifts 

toward systemic revisionism are not, I argue, motivated by the sorts of strategic 

calculations that realists propose, capabilities are by no means irrelevant. In fact, the case 

studies in this dissertation suggest that beyond explaining, in part, where perceptions of 

status inconsistency may originate, relative capabilities may also influence how systemic 

revisionist grand strategic orientations manifest empirically. 

Specifically, the capabilities of the systemic revisionist relative to its neighbors 

may influence whether or not status immobility leads to great power conflict, systemic 

instability, and ultimately major war. To be clear, this is not simply because powerful 

systemic revisionists have the ability to translate revolutionary preferences into 

hegemonic challenges. After all, the mechanisms that link status immobility and systemic 

revisionism interfere with an actor’s ability to formulate policy as a rational, strategic 

response to changes in relative capabilities, opportunity, or threat. As Legro notes, 

“attention to power is hardly the sign of a revisionist country. Indeed, one might argue 

that the neglect of power realities is the hallmark of revisionist states.”1002 As a result, 

simply positing that powerful systemic revisionists are more likely to launch hegemonic 

wars because their leaders understand that a reasonable opportunity to do so exists would 

make little sense for both theoretical and empirical reasons. Theoretically, this contention 

is at odds with the mechanisms at the heart of status immobility; empirically, this is not 

the way systemic revisionism seems to lead to major war in many cases. 

                                                
1002 Legro (2005), pg. 174. 
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Rather, systemic revisionist grand strategic orientations in relatively powerful 

states seem to destabilize systems and lead to great power conflict and major war more 

than they do in weak states for two reasons. First, an inability to take steps intended to 

reassure other states may enhance the degree to which the systemic revisionist is viewed 

as a threat by its neighbors, and especially by the defenders of the status quo.1003 For a 

powerful state, which may already be viewed as quite threatening, this could be 

problematic, leading to arms-races and heightened tensions that increase the probability 

of major war (as in the case of Taisho/Showa Japan’s relationship with the West after its 

withdrawal from the League of Nations). For a weak state, on the other hand, the inability 

to signal restraint may be less destabilizing, since the state’s grand strategic orientation 

may not be enough to overwhelm its lack of military capabilities in the threat calculations 

of its neighbors (as, perhaps, in the case of Tokugawa Japan’s relationship ability to 

pursue peaceful systemic revisionism after the Imjin War).  

Second, states whose grand strategic orientations are committed to rejecting and 

challenging the status quo (and are therefore incapable of or unwilling to take 

conciliatory steps intended to reassure other powerful actors) may have a great deal of 

difficulty resolving crises peacefully. A disposition against participation in formal and 

informal institutions and accepting compromise solutions negotiated with or under the 

auspices of a system’s dominant states may prevent leaders from taking conciliatory steps 

to avoid war during a crisis, even if they prefer not to fight (as the analysis of the July 

Crisis in Chapter 3 suggests). To the extent that crises are more likely between two 

                                                
1003 See Walt (1987) on threat perceptions. 
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relatively powerful states than between a powerful state and a weak state, then, systemic 

revisionism is more dangerous in a powerful state than in a weak state.1004 

 

Status and Domestic Institutions 

 

 One way to understand the role of status immobility relative to domestic accounts 

of state behavior is as a phenomenon that originates (in part) in interstate interaction, but 

that operates primarily by changing the contours of domestic contests over policy, both 

by altering some actors’ preferences and by influencing who wins debates over grand 

strategic orientation.1005 This suggests that domestic institutions may play a very 

important interactive role. Some of the case studies in this dissertation support this 

contention. 

 There has been very little attention to the question of whether status matters in all 

states, or whether domestic institutions play any role in attenuating or strengthening the 

effect of status concerns on state behavior.1006 The analysis in this dissertation suggests 

that this is an important question, but that the relationship between status concerns and 

domestic institutions is likely to be very complicated. First, to the extent that status 

concerns influence policy by changing the preferences of domestic actors and 

advantaging those with revisionist preferences in domestic contests over policy, status 

concerns may be less likely to lead to grand strategic revisionism in highly centralized, 

                                                
1004 See Lemke and Kugler (1996); Reed (2000). 
1005 In other words, the theory developed here may be understood as a form of second-
image reversed explanations. See Gourevitch (1978). 
1006 Renshon (2012) is one of the only studies that explicitly addresses this question – he 
argues that status inconsistency only matters in autocracies and anocracies. 
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authoritarian regimes than in mixed regimes or democracies. Leaders in authoritarian 

regimes have greater control over policy (and are thus less prone to being influenced by 

actors outside power clamoring for revisionist policies – as Hitler’s ability to attempt 

reassurance after withdrawing from the League of Nations suggests), and also have 

greater control over the domestic interpretation of diplomatic interaction, which may 

prevent or reduce widespread anger and frustration associated with perceptions of status 

immobility (as the Tokugawa case suggests). 

Second, though, as the case of Francisco Solano Lopez’s Paraguay suggests, 

perceptions of status immobility may also directly influence policy if leaders prove 

susceptible to them. Clearly not all leaders react the same way to status anxiety and 

perceptions of impermeable status category boundaries (after all Saionji, Shidehara, 

Bethmann Hollwegg, and Stresemann all attempted to maintain an orientation toward 

reassurance in the face of serious pressure for revisionism). However, insults may cause 

severe anger and frustration in a leader, and, when the leader has a high degree of control 

over policy, this anger may directly influence the state’s behavior.1007 The effect of status 

immobility in highly authoritarian states, then, seems to be dependent upon the 

psychology of the individual leader, which suggests 1) that outcomes may be highly 

unpredictable in these circumstances; and 2) that further attention to what characteristics 

make individuals susceptible to status anxiety is important.1008 

 

Status and Intersubjective Ideas 

                                                
1007 Renshon (2012) makes a similar argument. 
1008 One such characteristic may be the salience of group identity (effectively, some 
measure of the degree to which an individual identifies with the state). Mackie Devos and 
Smith (2000). 



 337 

 

 The role of ideas in status immobility theory is crucial. Not only may perceptions 

of status immobility influence variation in collective domestic ideas about orientations 

toward the status quo, status attribution systems (the set of markers and characteristics 

associated with different status categories) are in large part socially constructed. How 

high status actors behave (the practices in which they engage) and the way leaders talk 

about status categories and the rights and privileges they confer play an important role in 

influencing the way elites and opinion leaders in status aspirant states understand the 

requirements for entry into – and therefore the permeability or impermeability of 

boundaries between – different status categories. For example, Japanese leaders came to 

understand race as an important marker of great power status because of the way Western 

leaders behaved and talked about ethno-somatic differences during the early 20th century 

(from the discourse of the Yellow Peril to conflict over immigration and the failure of the 

racial equality clause during the Paris Peace Conference). 

 Intersubjective ideas and discourses may influence not only whether or not elites 

and opinion leaders understand status category boundaries as impermeable, though, but 

also whether or not other status maintenance strategies are available that may mitigate the 

effects of status immobility. Specifically, the Anglo-American case examined in Chapter 

6 suggests that the existence of discursive categories that provide social identification 

links between populations in different states can facilitate the status maintenance strategy 

of recategorization. Individuals that might otherwise develop systemic revisionist 

preferences may be able to satisfy the need for positive social comparison by identifying 

with a high status group at a higher level of aggregation (such as “Anglo-Saxons”). This 
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may reduce both psychological and domestic political pressure against moderate policies. 

The analysis of recategorization in Chapter 6 is merely suggestive, though, and further 

investigation in a broader range of cases is warranted. 

 

The Origins of Accommodation Failure 

 

 This dissertation has investigated the consequences of situations in which status 

aspirant states face situations in which they are denied recognition and leaders and elites 

develop beliefs that successful status competition is impossible. What are the causes of 

these situations, though? Why do existing high status actors sometimes accommodate the 

claims of status aspirant states, and sometimes refuse or fail to do so? The cases in 

Chapters 3 through 6 of this dissertation suggest four possible causes of accommodation 

failure: physical security, ontological security, domestic politics, and alliance politics.1009 

However, this is a question that deserves further inquiry. 

 First, it might be that granting recognition to a status aspirant would 

fundamentally conflict with a high status actor’s conception of its vital security interests. 

This is likely to be the case when the markers or attributes associated with a status 

category are highly correlated with capabilities or behaviors that threaten an existing 

actor’s security or well-being. For example, during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, 

the possession of large navies consisting of battleships was a marker of the status 

category “world power.”1010 As Chapter 3 showed, Germany’s policy of Flottenpolitik 

                                                
1009 Kang and Wohlforth (2011) suggest that signaling failure may also explain why 
states sometimes cannot accommodate the status claims of other states. 
1010 Murray (2008, 2010); Steinberg (1965). 
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was motivated in large part not by security concerns but by status concerns. However, 

because British security was contingent upon defending the British Isles and the colonies 

via naval dominance, German status claims fundamentally conflicted with British vital 

security interests, which made it difficult if not impossible for the British to accede to 

German demands for recognition of the right to naval parity (in principle, if not in 

practice). 

 Second, it might be that recognizing a status aspirant’s claim would undermine 

and threaten an actor’s ontological security and self-conception. This might be the case if 

recognition entailed acknowledgement of a relationship between self and other that 

would be inconsistent with the discourses that constitute a high status actor’s 

“biographical narrative.”1011 For example, one of the reasons Chinese leaders refused to 

recognize Japanese claims to parity during the 15th, 16th, and 17th centuries was that 

China’s own “biographical narrative” involved a conception of China as the center of the 

world, orbited by lower status vassals, and of the Chinese emperor as a divine 

representative on earth, the possessor of the “Mandate of Heaven.” Acknowledging 

Japan’s claim to its own divine representative might have undermined this self-

conception and threatened Chinese ontological security. 

 Third, leaders might be constrained from taking steps to communicate or signal 

recognition by a concern with the opinion of important domestic interest groups. In 

certain types of domestic regimes, leaders might also be unable to prevent domestic 

groups from taking steps that communicate a refusal to recognize status claims. 

Taisho/Showa Japan’s struggle for recognition, examined in Chapter 4, provides a 

                                                
1011 See Steele (2008), pp. 10-12; Giddens (1991), pg. 243. 
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number of examples illustrating these dynamics. Australian Prime Minister Billy Hughes 

opposed the racial equality clause at the Paris Peace Conference in part because he knew 

it was an electoral winner.1012 Similarly, one of the reasons Woodrow Wilson ultimately 

opposed the clause was because he knew that important domestic groups in the United 

States would resent its implications for race relations and immigration. Much of the 

conflict over immigration (that played such an important role in the development of 

perceptions of status immobility in Japan) was driven by domestic politics, and some 

(such as the 1913 California Alien Land Law) was driven by state-level politics (which 

national leaders understood would negatively influence foreign relations but were 

powerless to prevent). 

 Finally, it might be that leaders are constrained from taking steps to communicate 

accommodation because of concern for the reactions of their allies. During the Paris 

Peace Conference, for instance, British leaders were constrained from supporting the 

racial equality clause because they knew that the Dominion governments (Australia, 

Canada, New Zealand, South Africa) were strongly opposed. Similarly, while American 

and British leaders preferred a conciliatory settlement after World War I, and sought at 

times to accommodate German claims after Versailles, they were constrained to some 

extent by opposition from the French.1013 

 

Implications for Policy 

 

                                                
1012 Shimazu (1998). 
1013 See Chapter 5 and Jacobson (1972) for an overview. 



 341 

 The argument developed in this dissertation has important implications for 

contemporary American foreign policy. How should the United States manage the rise of 

new powers, such as Brazil, India, and especially China?1014 Will these states ultimately 

integrate within the international status quo and emerge as satisfied “responsible 

stakeholders,” or will they reject and challenge the status quo, thereby hurting the 

prospects for cooperation on issues like climate change, nonproliferation, and 

international economics, and increasing the risk of great power conflict and possibly 

major war?1015 This chapter concludes with a discussion of the implications of status 

immobility theory for these questions. I first draw upon the theoretical and empirical 

analysis above to briefly develop five general guidelines for managing rising powers’ 

status claims. I then discuss the implications of status immobility theory for China’s 

present and future grand strategic orientations. 

 

Managing Status Claims 

 

 This is not the place for a full discussion of the problem of managing the rise of 

new powers. However, the theoretical and empirical analysis in this dissertation suggests 

five general guidelines for preventing the emergence of status immobility in rising great 

powers. First, it is crucial to avoid fostering collective beliefs or understandings within a 

status inconsistent state that prevailing status markers are fundamentally inconsistent with 

some characteristic of the aspirant state. Shifts toward systemic revisionism in 

                                                
1014 See Layne (2012) on the end of unipolarity and the inevitable rise of new powers. 
1015 In 2005, Deputy Secretary of State Robert Zoellick introduced the term “responsible 
stakeholder” as a description of the role the United States hoped China would one day 
fulfill. See Zoellick (2005). 
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Taisho/Showa Japan, Weimar Germany, and Tokugawa Japan all involved 

understandings of institutionalized incompatibility between the aspirational status 

category and the aspirant’s identity (for reasons related to race, the specific character of 

the Versailles settlement, and ideology, respectively). As I discuss at greater length 

below, in the contemporary world, this means it may be necessary to deemphasize the 

commitment to democracy and respect for human rights as characteristics of responsible 

great powers.1016 

 The remaining guidelines involve not preventing perceptions of incompatibility 

between state characteristics and status attributes, but rather signaling a willingness to 

accommodate status claims and grant recognition. All of the cases examined in Chapters 

3 through 6 demonstrate the importance of accommodation (or lack thereof) in the grand 

strategic evolution of status aspirant states. In Wilhelmine Germany, the Weimar 

Republic, Taisho/Showa Japan, Tokugawa Japan, and 1860s Paraguay, perceptions of 

and collective beliefs in status immobility developed in large part in response to crises or 

policy failures that were understood or represented as refusals by high status actors to 

accommodate status claims. Conversely, one important piece of the story of the Anglo-

American rapprochement was the British decision to accommodate American claims to 

dominance in the Western hemisphere. Should the United States accommodate the status 

claims of rising great powers? And if so, how can a willingness to accommodate be most 

effectively communicated? 

 The second guideline addresses the question of whether a state should pursue 

status accommodation. The answer to this question depends upon the degree to which 

                                                
1016 This conflicts with a commitment to “naming and shaming” as a way of improving 
human rights protections in certain states. See Hafner-Burton (2008). 
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status accommodation is consistent with a potential accommodator’s vital security 

interests. While much scholarship on status in IR assumes that status attribution mostly 

shadows the distribution of capabilities (and that, as a result, accommodation generally 

has negative consequences for the accommodating state’s security)1017, the empirical 

analysis in this dissertation shows that this is not always the case. Instead, the security 

consequences of accommodation depend upon the character of the set of attributes that 

define the status category within which the rising state seeks membership. Sometimes, as 

in the case of Anglo-German rivalry prior to World War I, the status claims of a rising 

power (the German right to build a strong navy) fundamentally conflict with the vital 

interests of a status quo power (British interest in maintaining naval dominance to protect 

the British isles and the colonies). In other circumstances, however, recognizing status 

claims may have very little to do with the physical security interests of a status quo state. 

For example, recognizing Japan’s claims to equality during the Tokugawa period would 

not have undermined Ming security; similarly, accommodating Japanese status claims 

during the 1920s and 1930s by approving the racial equality clause, avoiding explicit 

immigration discrimination, or even tacitly accepting a Japanese sphere of influence in 

Manchuria would not likely have had serious negative consequences for American or 

British security interests. 

 What this discussion suggests is that the first step in successful status 

accommodation involves a clear-eyed, honest strategic assessment. Would the potential 

accommodator’s vital security interests be seriously negatively impacted by recognizing 

an aspirant state’s claims? If so, accommodation should not be pursued, but leaders 

                                                
1017 Especially Larson and Shevchenko (2010) and Murray (2008, 2010, 2012). 
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should be clear about what this entails – denying recognition is likely to have serious 

consequences for the grand strategic orientation of the aspirant state, which means that it 

should be accompanied by a strong commitment to deterrence or containment. The 

Weimar case demonstrates the results when states signal a refusal to accommodate status 

claims but do not accompany such a move with steps that might reduce the potential 

systemic revisionist’s ability to cause trouble. The Treaty of Versailles was 

simultaneously too harsh and too lenient – the settlement insulted Germans and signaled 

a refusal to treat Germany fairly, but at the same time failed to prevent the resurgence of 

a strong German state in the middle of Europe. 

 If a potential accommodator’s security interests would not be seriously harmed by 

status accommodation, the next question is how to signal a willingness to accommodate. 

As Wohlforth and Kang note, “the process of signaling and recognizing status claims is 

as subject to uncertainty and complex strategic incentives as are the security politics with 

which scholars of international politics are familiar.”1018 Communicating status 

accommodation may fail not for lack of trying, but rather because signals of 

accommodation may be misread on the other end. The final three guidelines revolve 

around this question.  

First, if policymakers decide that status accommodation is appropriate and will 

not compromise vital security interests, it should be attempted as early as possible. As the 

cases in Chapters 3 through 6 demonstrate, the process by which perceptions of status 

immobility arise is characterized by a great deal of path dependence, which means that a 

long history of perceived insults and intransigence may make actors in the target state 

                                                
1018 Wohlforth and Kang (2011). 
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liable to interpret accommodation as disingenuous or give them the political and 

rhetorical resources to publicly represent attempts at accommodation as continued status 

denial. Second, and related, status accommodation should ideally be pursued from a 

position of strength, since otherwise accommodation may be interpreted not as a genuine 

willingness to recognize the status claims of the aspirant but rather as strategically 

expedient moves that do not reveal information about the intentions of the sender. Third, 

attempts at accommodation should be tailored to intervene directly in the mechanisms 

that lead from status immobility to systemic revisionism. This means accommodation 

should be public and engineered in such a way that it provides moderate actors 

committed to reassurance and conciliation with the political and rhetorical resources 

necessary to check the advocates of revisionist grand strategic orientations.1019 

 

Status Immobility and the Rise of China 

 

 The rise of China and its consequences for international security and the US-

dominated international order has captivated IR scholars and policy analysts for decades, 

and with good reason. China’s rapidly growing economic and military power poses 

potential challenges for American interests in East Asia and elsewhere.1020 Will China 

ultimately become a fundamentally dissatisfied, revisionist actor, or will it integrate 

within and become a defender of the status quo? The argument developed in this 

                                                
1019 As Legro (2005) notes, grand strategic ideas fail, in part, when they are undermined 
by results. Taking steps that bolster the arguments of moderates about the success of an 
orientation committed to reassurance may, then, be an important means by which such 
grand strategic orientations can be sustained. 
1020 IISS (2012); Layne (2012); Mearsheimer (2010); but see Chang (2001), Shirk (2007), 
and Beckley (2011). 
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dissertation – and a cursory examination of China’s foreign policy since 1989 – suggests 

that whether or not China ultimately adopts a grand strategic orientation committed to 

rejecting and challenging the status quo depends in part on whether or not Chinese 

leaders and opinion elites come to believe that the boundary demarcating the 

“responsible” great power status category is impermeable. 

 Since 1989, Chinese grand strategy has been committed to achieving economic 

growth, increased security, and enhanced status by integrating within the international 

status quo and “playing by the rules.” The orientation first described by Deng Xiaoping 

as a commitment to “keep a low profile,” then renamed “peaceful rise,” and finally 

“peaceful development,” is strikingly similar to “Shidehara diplomacy” and Stresemann’s 

“Locarno diplomacy.”1021 Just as Shidehara diplomacy and Locarno diplomacy were 

intended to prevent suspicion and the formation of balancing coalitions in the wake of 

events that resulted in perceptions of isolation and vulnerability (the Siberian expedition 

and the Ruhr invasion, respectively), Deng issued his famous 28 character strategy as a 

response to isolation and vulnerability following the Tiananmen Square massacre.1022 

Like Shidehara diplomacy and Locarno diplomacy, the diplomacy of the “peaceful rise” 

or “peaceful development” seeks to create favorable conditions for piecemeal revisions to 

the distribution of wealth, territory, power, and status by communicating restraint and 

acceptance of the norms, rules, and institutions that constitute and regulate the 

contemporary international order.1023 In other words, since 1989, China’s grand strategic 

orientation has been committed to distributive revisionism along with broader 

                                                
1021 Zheng (2011), ch. 6; Guo (2006), ch. 1. 
1022 Yong Deng (2008). 
1023 Yong Deng (2008); Guo (2006); Zheng (2011); Wang (2008); Wang (2010). 
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reassurance. How robust is China’s commitment to “peaceful development?” In order to 

explore this question, a brief discussion of Chinese status claims and the prospects for the 

development in China of perceptions of status category impermeability is in order. 

 As Deng and others note, it is clear that an important objective of China’s limited 

revisionist grand strategic orientation involves changing the distribution of prestige in the 

contemporary international system.1024 In fact, Deng suggests that, for a variety of 

reasons, “China’s status sensitivity appears unparalleled.”1025 International social status 

(Guoji Diwei) has been a prominent part of Chinese foreign policy discourse since the 

middle of the 1990s, and leaders often refer to it “as if it were the most desirable value, 

the one that leads to power, security, and respect.”1026 Chinese leaders seek entry into the 

“legitimate” great power club.1027 Status-seeking is arguably at least partially behind a 

wide range of Chinese policy initiatives, including accession to international 

organizations, participation in UN peacekeeping missions, and the acquisition of an 

aircraft carrier.1028 While one might argue that China has already achieved great power 

status (particularly in light of its permanent seat on the UN Security Council), Chinese 

leaders and elites do not agree. In July 2010, in response to a number of Sino-American 

crises in which US behavior violated what Chinese elites apparently understand as 

                                                
1024 Yong Deng (2008); Larson and Shevchenko (2010); Xuetong (2001). 
1025 Deng (2008), pg. 9 
1026 Deng (2008), pg. 8 
1027 Deng (2008), pg. 35; See also Larson and Shevchenko 2010 (2010); Goldstein 
(2005); Zhang and Tang (2005). 
1028 Larson and Shevchenko (2010); See Ross (2009) on great power status as motivation 
for China’s acquisition and refurbishment of the Varyag. 
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standards of great power interaction, the People’s Daily – a mouthpiece for the CPC – 

asked: “Is the United States ready to recognize China as a power on the world stage?”1029 

 The way in which Chinese leaders and elites ultimately answer this question will 

likely have an important influence on China’s future grand strategic orientation. Concern 

for the objective of gaining recognition as a “responsible” great power – and an 

understanding that such an outcome is possible – has arguably moderated Chinese 

behavior in areas ranging from the Taiwan Straits to human rights.1030 Are there reasons 

to think Chinese leaders might develop perceptions or collective beliefs that the United 

States is not ready to and will not in the future recognize China as a power on the world 

stage? Is there reason to think perceptions of status category impermeability might 

become widespread in China, making the relatively moderate course pursued thus far 

politically difficult or impossible? There are at least three characteristics of the Chinese 

state that could favor the development of perceptions of status immobility in the future. 

 First, like Japan during the Taisho/Showa era, China has a legacy of being 

“humiliated” by Western powers that has resulted, according to a number of observers, in 

a “victim mentality” that may make claims that great power status is unavailable 

particularly resonant.1031 Deng notes that the “century of humiliation after the Opium 

War” may explain China’s apparent status sensitivity.1032 Yan Xuetong suggests that “the 

Chinese regard their rise as regaining China’s lost international status rather than 

obtaining something new;”1033 Callahan argues that an important objective of Chinese 

                                                
1029 Zhong (July 29, 2010). 
1030 Deng (2008); Larson and Shevchenko (2010). 
1031 See Deng (2008), pg. 41; Callahan (2004); Li (2009), pg. 183; Ye Zicheng (2000). 
1032 Deng (2008), pg. 41. 
1033 Yan Xuetong (2001), pg. 34. 
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foreign policy is to “cleanse National Humiliation,” and that invocations of shame and 

humiliation at the hands of the West have played an important role in the development of 

Chinese nationalism.1034 While leaders have so far used appeals to national humiliation 

instrumentally as a way of mobilizing and consolidating support for limited revisionist 

policies,1035 the Taisho/Showa case shows that such discourses may also facilitate 

increased influence for advocates of systemic revisionism and interfere with efforts to 

pursue moderate policies oriented toward reassurance. 

 Second, there is an inherent tension between China’s domestic political 

institutions and important parts of the set of attributes and status markers that delineate 

the “responsible” great power status category. In particular, many Chinese leaders seem 

to understand that commitments to democracy and especially to respect for Western 

conceptions of human rights are central markers of status in the contemporary 

international system.1036 One important objective of Chinese foreign policy has been to 

reduce the extent to which relevant others view China as disqualified from legitimate 

great power status on these grounds in two ways: by improving perceptions of China’s 

human rights record, and by altering the “standard of great power recognition” through an 

effort to change or reduce the salience of human rights discourse.1037 Deng notes that 

Chinese “compliance” behaviors – including accession to a series of human rights 

treaties, such as the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights, the 

                                                
1034 Callahan (2004). 
1035 Ibid. 
1036 See especially Deng (2008), ch. 3; Qurong (Jan/Feb 2000); on democracy as a marker 
of status in the contemporary system, see Kim (2003); on human rights norms as markers 
of legitimacy or status in the contemporary system, see Sikkink (1993); Risse and 
Sikkink (1999); Donnelly (1998); Clark (2005); Krasner (1995). 
1037 Deng (2008), pg. 89. 



 350 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the International Bill of Rights, and 

many others – are clear attempts to enhance China’s status through integration and 

emulation.1038 At the same time, China has sought to “minimize human rights as a 

yardstick for international standing” by emphasizing the value of sovereignty and the 

cultural relativity of human rights standards.1039 

 While status sensitivity may seem to provide leverage for Western states to 

influence (at least marginally) China’s domestic institutions and behavior, this is a 

dangerous game to play. The more stridently Western leaders insist that China must 

“accept and contribute to the evolving international legal regime on issues such as human 

rights, [and] collective defense of democracy,” the more convinced Chinese leaders and 

elites may become that achieving recognition as a “responsible stakeholder” – a 

legitimate great power – is effectively impossible.1040 In fact, there is evidence that some 

Chinese elites already perceive such an inconsistency, and see it as the result of a 

deliberate American effort to prevent China’s rise to great power status.1041 In order to 

prevent such perceptions from deepening and spreading, Western leaders should limit the 

amount of “naming and shaming” they engage in. The State Department’s Human Rights 

Report, for instance, or meetings between American Presidents and the Dalai Lama, may 

play well domestically and contribute marginally to improvements in some states’ human 

rights records, but they also may have real negative consequences for future Sino-

American relations, and, therefore, for the stability of the international status quo. 

                                                
1038 Ibid., pp. 82-89. 
1039 Ibid., pp. 91-92. 
1040 Castaneda (2011). 
1041 See Bernstein (February 23, 2012) and Wang and Lieberthal (March, 2012). Wang 
even notes that “it is widely believed in the Chinese leadership that the Americans 
orchestrated awarding the Nobel Peace Prize to Liu Xiaobo in October 2010.” 
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 Third, “bottom-up” forces may be playing an increasing role in Chinese foreign 

policy. Hesitant democratization,1042 an increasingly influential media,1043 and the growth 

of the internet as a site for political contestation1044 raise the specter of a Chinese elite 

whose policy choices may in the future be more and more concerned with appeasing 

popular opinion. The recent Sino-Japanese dispute over a Chinese fishing captain who 

was detained in Japan after colliding with a Japanese coast guard ship near the disputed 

Senkaku Islands suggest that such forces may already be at work. Anti-Japan protests 

proliferated, and appear to have threatened the government, as the CPC took steps to 

block the websites of prominent Chinese nationalist groups.1045 While full 

democratization may facilitate peaceful integration within the contemporary international 

order, the process of democratization may make states prone to violence.1046 As the case 

studies in this dissertation show, regimes committed to grand strategic moderation can be 

overwhelmed by arguments in favor of revisionism when perceptions of status 

immobility are widespread and domestic institutions allow some form of contestation 

over policy. This means that the more vulnerable the CPC leadership is to domestic 

pressure, the more opportunity there is for advocates of revisionist policies to harness the 

rhetoric of status immobility – including the legacy of national humiliation and the 

incompatibility between China’s domestic characteristics and the Western commitment to 

human rights and democracy as status markers – to make life difficult for leaders 

committed to pursuing the “peaceful rise.” 

                                                
1042 See Wang (2006). 
1043 See Yu (2005). 
1044 See Hong (2005). 
1045 CBS News (September 20, 2010); Lah (October 19, 2010). 
1046 Mansfield and Snyder (2002, 2005). 
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 The preceding discussion should by no means be taken as a suggestion that the 

development of systemic revisionism is inevitable in China. On the contrary, there are 

also reasons for optimism. Chinese leaders still seem committed to reassurance and 

understand that time is on their side;1047 the contemporary international institutional 

framework seems more flexible and able to accommodate the rise of new powers than 

were institutional frameworks during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, or in early 

modern East Asia;1048 and the high degree of economic integration between China and 

the West means that there are powerful Chinese groups very strongly interested in 

continued integration and moderation in foreign policy. However, the records of other 

rising powers – and the brief analysis of Chinese foreign policy in the previous pages – 

suggest that American policymakers need to take the questions of whether and how to 

accommodate Chinese status sensitivity very seriously

                                                
1047 Lieberthal and Wang (March, 2012). 
1048 Ikenberry and Wright (2008). 
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